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      Rayner

      

      “You look very determined for such an injured man,” Silvus said. I woke with the sun and figured I would be the first out of bed, but here was Silvus, sipping tea in the morning light that hit the little battered Formica table by the kitchen window.

      “I’m feeling better.”

      Silvus arched a brow at me like only he could. “Rayner, you look like complete hell. But let me guess. You’re about to tell me we have to get on with our road trip. Well, I’m not the one who will be in agony. Where are we going?” He poured a second cup of tea and put it across from him.

      Truthfully, I appreciated that he would indulge me. I tried to sit down smoothly but I couldn’t hide the pain that shot through my hip and forced me to grip the chair and lean on my arm more than my leg.

      Still, when you were five hundred years old, what was a little pain anymore? This was nothing compared to pains of the heart. I owed it to my Tulip to get to work immediately on eliminating that man.

      Father Joshua.

      Now I knew who he really was. Johannes.

      My sire.

      He had been hiding his vampire identity, living among the humans, leading a religious cult—all to get his hands on my darling girl. He had taken her from her real parents. He was the one who threw me down the elevator shaft and broke me this way. But far worse—he killed Alissa’s father. I still had to tell her. The words sat so heavy in my gut that they wouldn’t come out of my mouth, but I couldn’t put it off any longer. Soon I had to break this terrible news.

      “I think we should go talk to Ulf. He will want to know that Johannes is still alive. Maybe he’ll know how to find Alissa’s true mother. It might help soften the blow, if…we can find her real mother.”

      “Poor pet.”

      “How was your night with her?” I asked, with a perplexing streak of jealousy I couldn’t quite hide. Our rules had been set since the beginning. We took turns, in order of seniority within the clan, taking Alissa to our bed. The night before last was the first time in almost two centuries that I had made love to a woman—my woman. And it had even been a century since her past life as a man.

      The circumstances with Johannes had clouded my joy, but even more shocking—last night I found myself wishing Silvus was there with me as much as I wished for Alissa. I always took care of Alissa, but Silvus took care of me. I wasted no opportunity to remind him that I was his sire and the leader of the clan. No clan leader would survive as long as I had without being tough.

      Sometimes I was reminded there was still a human soul inside me. I was not invincible. Seeing Johannes was a shock I never expected.

      Silvus patted my hand. “She was so very tired. I tucked her in and Calrose slept with her while I fell asleep reading by the fire. My first time with her, after so long…it must be right.”

      It was his right to have her, but I was glad they waited, although this was entirely selfish.

      “I’m not sure anything will soften the blow, Rayner,” Silvus added. “If you put it off too long, she won’t trust you.”

      “Fuck. I know.” I buried my head in my hand. “I can’t stand watching her grieve.”

      “We’ve been through this so many times,” Silvus said. “You’ve stood it before. The best thing we can do is be there for her while she works through it.”

      “Yes. Like that day Meg lost her sister.”

      “The drowned sister…,” Silvus said.

      “I thought I was steeled to death, but that one seemed like a real betrayal of order. It was such a perfect day, and just that morning Meg was gathering lavender into bouquets and tying them with ribbons, whistling songs. I had even said it was as perfect a day as God could give us when I kissed her good morning, and then—that. Babette was such a sweet girl and she had just married Jean. The happiness of their wedding seemed like yesterday. Sometimes life is too cruel.”

      “I remember,” Silvus said thoughtfully. “It was the only time in my life I simply couldn’t accept a tragedy. I had been raised to think of death as part of the cycle. But when I held Meg, consoled her…that was when I really understood the love you felt for her. The love that feels like agony and madness, clenching at you…love that almost makes you more miserable than happy because you realize deep in your bones how fragile it all is, but at the same time…better than anything you’ve ever felt in your life. We shared such a raw pain together.” Silvus wasn’t looking at me, his dark eyelashes lowered, shadowing the depths of his eyes.

      “You don’t talk about Meg much.”

      “I can’t,” he said in a ragged whisper.

      I understood. We each had one past life with Alissa that felt like ours alone. Unlike the short lives of Lisbeth and Li Mei, who were both taken young by the cruel diseases of ages past, Silvus had more years with Meg than any of the rest of us had with ‘our’ incarnation. But Silvus was tighter with his emotions than anyone else in the clan. Meg was so dear to him that he rarely even said her name.

      I stood up and impulsively, I pushed Silvus’ hair off his forehead and then I made him look up at me.

      Silvus looked at me and I knew he expected that when I found my girl again, I would drop my affections for him. He had always been more of an afterthought. I wouldn’t say it was any different for him, but maybe we were both realizing that it had quietly grown more complicated in the past century when all we had was each other.

      “I’ll tell her now, Silvus. You’re right.”

      “There will be a light on the other side of it all,” Silvus said. “Just don’t expect to see it today.”
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      Alissa

      

      I stirred when I heard the door creak. Calrose, who had been a tight ball curled against me, unfurled himself and immediately made a little ‘meep’ of hunger. Rayner picked up the cat and put him out the door, which probably wasn’t a bad idea. I had quickly realized that once Calrose was hungry he would tromp on your face and knock things off tables until someone fed him.

      “Good morning,” Rayner said. He looked pained, his walk still slow and careful, but better than yesterday. “I’m sorry to bother your sleep but that cat would have done it in another moment anyway. There’s something I need to tell you and I should have said so before now.”

      “Did they tell you?”

      “What?”

      “The witches. Did they tell you…about the spell? I needed to tell you about it, too, but maybe you already know.”

      He sat down on the bed beside me. “What is it?”

      “Well, they said this is my final reincarnation.”

      His eyes glazed a little like some demon had possessed him. “So it is the last.”

      “But they said there is a way to break the spell on me so you would be able to…” I swallowed.

      “Turn you.”

      “Yes.”

      “You don’t know if you want to be a vampire.”

      “Well, who wouldn’t struggle with that decision?”

      “Jie and Thom,” Rayner said.

      “Well, I’m not Jie and Thom.”

      “No, and I’m glad.” I searched his gorgeous green eyes expect to find some anger at me for not wanting to be like them, at least not yet. But there was none. I didn’t understand what made him angry. He certainly had a temper but he wasn’t like the men in the Order.

      “We should break the spell first and decide from there,” Rayner continued. I could feel the incredible tension in his voice, and I wondered if it came from wanting me to be a vampire, or if it came from wishing his own life would just end. There was always an incredible tension in Rayner, like the wind up toy my little sister would wind until it would practically explode out of her hands. The only time I felt him let go was when he was lost inside me, claiming me with his body.

      “The witches said that we need a piece of my bone or hair from all seven lives,” I said.

      “I have all your hair,” he said. “Except for the two lives where we never found you…”

      “Dee said a picture or something I owned might work, but was less guaranteed.”

      “We’ll try to get the bones.”

      My eyes widened.

      “Really, what is a little grave digging compared to losing you again?” he said. “Old bones don’t faze me much. I’ve seen it all. Streets piled with corpses, men left to hang until the crows eat them…” Then he stopped talking abruptly. “Darling, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be talking about any of this. I didn’t come to talk to you about this spell. But what you’re telling me is good news. If we can free you from the spell of the Blessed Thrall, at the very least, Johannes will have no business with you anymore.”

      “You didn’t come here to talk about that. So…are you here to talk to me about my family…my sisters? Are they okay?” I tugged the blanket close around my shoulders. My great terror was that I wouldn’t be able to save my sisters and father before Father Joshua did something awful to them.

      “Your father said something to me.” He swallowed. “Before…”

      The panic in my chest grew more urgent, my heart beating so fast that my head swirled. “Rayner, no. He’s not dead. Right? You would have told me on that day!”

      “He died right in front of me. I’m sorry. I should have told you. I’m telling you now.”

      I shrank back from him. So that was it. I had actually started to trust him enough that when he slept with me, it was exhilarating. I felt something I didn’t think I could feel. But I never should have let my guard down for even a moment. Men just lie to you. Betray you. That’s all they do. Even Dad, when you come right down to it.

      “I fucked up. Badly,” Rayner said. “I’ve never dealt well with seeing you cry. I’m already so furious at Johannes. So—angry—and my temper—“ He fidgeted in his chair. He wanted to get up but his body was still too much of a mess. “The fact that I was unable to kill that man for you, at that time—“ His breath struggled to calm but I saw him force his anger down and he reached for my back.

      I flinched away. “Don’t touch me right now.”

      “Tulip…”

      “You should have told me that right away.”

      “I know.” His hand dropped into his lap, eyes blazing toward some unseen point, as hot and wild as distant suns.

      Can I trust this man? Can I trust anyone? I’ve never met anyone so volatile.

      In the Order, everyone controlled their emotions. Even Father Joshua’s evil was wrapped in silken words and manners. Maybe that was why my gut did trust Rayner, a little more than perhaps it should. Even when he was flawed and a little terrifying, he was honest. I felt that he would never lie to me just to get me in bed. He really was trying to protect me from the grief that, in this moment, I was holding at arm’s length.

      Dad…

      And Mom too.

      Both gone.

      I won’t be able to attend Dad’s funeral either. If they even give him one. What will Father Joshua say? Will he tell everyone that Dad betrayed the Order?

      It was so surreal to think that they were both gone. I felt like my body had just been dragged out of an icy river. All I could feel was cold shock.

      “My sisters…”

      “I’m aware that it’s even more pressing that we rescue your sisters,” Rayner said. “But now we know that Joshua is my sire. A powerful vampire with the backing of a whole posse of brainwashed warlocks and the aid of the magical councils. And if he’s willing to kill your parents, this is an armed hostage situation. We need help. Tulip, I have more to tell you. As your father was dying, he told me that he and your mother were not your real parents at all.”

      “What? That’s impossible! I have my mom’s eyes. Carrie’s too.”

      “Maybe you were given to them because of a family resemblance. Maybe you’re seeing what you expect to see. But it came straight from his mouth. Your real mother is named Eileen Bowen, he said, but we haven’t been able to find her on the computer. She must be a witch, anyway, so she might be difficult to find. Maybe she can tell us why you have magic, but no familiar. So we’re going to Savannah to see Ulf. He’s sort of the unofficial father of all vampires in North America. He always helps his own kind, when he can. His generosity has also earned him a lot of friends. If anyone will know how to find your mother and more importantly, get rid of Johannes, it’s Ulf.”

      “I hope he does.”

      “Trust me.”

      His potent gaze had shifted back to me. His face looked so young and so old at the same time. It was confusing and I couldn’t help but feel drawn to it. One moment a boy and the next, a demigod—or a demon.

      Trust him…?

      I had already given him my blood, my virginity, and in that moment when I was in his arms, I let my guard down and all I felt for him was love. By the light of day, it was so hard for me to trust anyone when everyone I had ever loved and every leader in the Order had allowed me to be engaged to Father Joshua, left alone with him, subject to his torment. It made me feel so confused about what was right and wrong. How could my parents, who seemed to love me so much, have actually stolen me from someone else? How could they have allowed Father Joshua to threaten me? How could I ever know that a man as tormented and twisted as Rayner wouldn’t hurt me too?

      I had no good answer for any of that, but when I thought of my parents, I couldn’t help the tears. My feelings were so complicated, but the pain was not.

      And when the tears started to fall, and Rayner reached for my hand, I clenched it. I needed something, anything, that could anchor me.

      When my grip didn’t let go, he moved close enough to put an arm around me. I knew every moment he made was painful to him, but his hand felt broad and safe. As if my body now knew mysteries that still confused my mind, I let myself draw closer and closer until I was melted against his hard chest, the collar of his shirt crumpled under my ear. His arms cradled me. I cried until my throat burned and my chest hurt, and an ache that was almost sweet settled over me.
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      Alissa

      

      Certainly, the vampires could all be very tender when they wanted to be. Rayner held me until Jie rapped on the door and asked if I needed any breakfast. I had no appetite.

      “I told her the truth about her father,” Rayner said.

      Jie nodded. “I’m so sorry, Alissa. I’ll just wait for lunch and make something light.”

      “I’m really not hungry at all. Maybe you could just…let me be alone. Are we going to Ulf’s?”

      “I wasn’t going to push you today,” Rayner said. “Tomorrow, maybe.”

      “All I want is to save my sisters. I don’t want to waste any time,” I said. “I want to go.”

      “That really sounds like my girl,” Jie said. “I’ll pack, then. I’ll pack yours too, Rayner. You look like shit.”

      Within an hour, we were locking up the house and packing into the car. They tried to give me the front seat again, but I insisted that Rayner have more room. He was still recovering from his injuries and I knew he would need to be able to move. So I was wedged in between Thom and Jie. They definitely didn’t seem to mind. Their long thighs hemmed in my smaller body. My mind was a confusion of the hollow grief that came from losing my father, worry over my sisters, and a newly awakened lust. It was only two nights ago that Rayner unlocked feelings and sensations deep inside me that I didn’t even know existed.

      Thom and Jie had hinted at even more wicked things. They came as a pair, it seemed. Thom’s low, seductive threat had never left my mind. I know every which way to tie you down.

      “Do you want to play the license plate game?” Thom asked.

      “Really?” Jie said. “The license plate game?”

      “She looks like she could use something to take her mind off her troubles.”

      It was no easy thing to square that feeling of anticipation with the worry and grief over my family. Each seemed to exist in its own room within my mind. Maybe Thom was right.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “It’s the game Mom tells Thom to play in the backseat so he shuts up,” Jie said.

      “If you call me ‘Mom’ one more time I’m pulling the car over and killing both of you,” Silvus said, a dry but half-serious threat.

      “It’s easy, darlin’, you just watch the other cars on the highway and try to find all the states’ license plates. Give me some paper, Rayner. There’s a Maryland, a Virginia, and a Delaware, right off, but of course we’re near all those so that’s a giveaway.”

      “How many states are there?” I asked. “They’re the lines on the map, right?” In my school, I remembered the map of the USA that hung on the wall with the country marked in pastel colored blocks. I knew my own state of Pennsylvania. But our teachers never taught us anything about the country. They didn’t even really consider themselves Americans. One of the oldest teachers just referred to all of Earth as “the human lands”. The human land of America, the human land of France, the human land of India, and so on.

      Thom looked almost offended. “They sure didn’t teach you shit, did they? Well, now, I’ll tell you all you need to know. You know we’ve been in Maryland, so that’s this…and Pennsylvania’s north of it…then you got Virginia. Virginia’s where you start getting into the south and they’ve got a real good gun show there but one time I got into a fight there so I haven’t gone back. I guess that was about forty years ago. It’s a big state—well, no, maybe a medium one. Anyway, they’ve got mountains in the west and the girls have the cutest little accents and they know how to cook and that’s all down into North Carolina and Tennessee, not that I pay much attention to those girls because I only have eyes for you, just a little.”

      “Sure,” Jie said.

      “Shut up, Jie, I’m a tame cat; I don’t prowl around. Richmond’s the biggest city and you can see the homes of George Washington and Thomas Jefferson themselves. You know who they are, right?”

      “Presidents?”

      “That’s right.” Thom had sketched out Virginia. “Now Delaware…what happens in Delaware? Not much. They’ve got some beaches but vampires don’t hang out at the beach—why not? The sun doesn’t actually kill us, not like the stories. It’d actually be a darn good place to kill people and make it look like an accident. But we don’t do that sort of thing.”

      “Geography with Thom,” Silvus said.

      “Maybe we could pitch it to PBS Kids,” Jie said.

      Thom really did help me get through the car ride without too many tears. Every state we spotted was a reason for them to tell me stories about their life together. They had been to every state in the country and much of Canada, too, and they had seen the country and the world change, but also the ways it stayed the same. Through it all, they had each other.

      “Michigan.” Thom sounded wistful. “I was born there.”

      “I thought you were from Texas.”

      “I was born in Michigan, it’s just that when I came to Texas I was just at the right age, and just the right temperament I guess, to sink into that place down to my bones. But I was born in Michigan and that’s where my family laid to rest. When my ma died, I was a little boy, and we were dead poor because my father had three little kids to raise. So when I was near fifteen, his friend Clem came and said, I’m going to Texas because I’ve got good work out there and I want to take Thom with me. I’ll send you enough money to keep those girls of yours in style, that’s what he said. My sister Eliza made all our clothes and she took care of us like a mother but she was only nineteen. My dad had known Clem since they were boys and he did trust him, so he sent me off. I made good money in Texas and I sent it home. Eliza never got married. She took care of my father and taught school for forty years. But she did live in style, and comfort. Bitsie got married. She was the middle one. Her kids looked just like her.”

      “Thom…did you ever see Eliza again? Or Bitsie?”

      “Thom, why are you telling her this story?” Rayner asked.

      “I couldn’t see her again, that’s all,” Thom said. “I didn’t want to tell them about vampires. I might as well tell Alissa the story because it’s the same story almost every one of us has to tell. The good thing is that your sisters are witches, so you can tell them the whole truth.”

      “You can’t ever tell humans about vampires?” I asked. “I don’t understand. You were a human too.”

      “I could,” Thom said. “But it would hurt them. It would draw them into a world they don’t have any business being in.”

      “It’s true,” Jie said. “It’s a weird thing about humans. They might believe deeply in ghosts or angels or all sorts of supernatural beings, but you can’t tell them you’re a vampire. I saw my parents one more time before I left for England. I started to try and tell my mother. I thought she was going to have a heart attack. I had to pretend I’d been drinking and at sea too long.”

      “So neither of you ever saw your families again…”

      “It was a long time ago,” Jie said, but I could tell they never forgot their family. I wouldn’t want to forget my family either.

      “I didn’t realize that you gave up so much…”

      “We don’t need to talk about these sad stories,” Rayner said, clearly worried that this would trigger my grief.

      “I don’t mind,” I said. “I want to be strong and believe that my sisters will survive. All of you sacrificed a lot just to…find me? That couldn’t be it because you didn’t know me yet. Or…why did you become vampires? You just wanted to be immortal? Or stronger? It doesn’t seem like the best life if you had a choice.” I hoped I wasn’t asking offensive questions, but the more time I spent with them, the more I found myself growing curious about what made all of them tick.

      At first, Jie and Thom both seemed like they didn’t even have a good answer.

      “Well…life used to be really hard in the 19th century,” Jie said. “I’d seen my parents work very hard and we didn’t always have enough to eat. But, I actually was enjoying the life I had, especially the more I realized I was good at languages and people started asking me to talk to foreigners. It was exciting, learning how big the world was. No one knew much about each other compared to the world we live in now. I guess I’d seen a lot of people die already, and I wasn’t ready to die anytime soon. I wanted to hold onto life any way I could.”

      “But some of it was you,” Thom said. “The idea of you.”

      “Rayner,” Jie said. “It was the way Rayner looked when he came up to me asking for help. I knew before I even asked that whatever he was looking for was a treasure.”

      “That’s it,” Thom said.

      “That’s why you two are here,” Rayner said. “Neither of you were the first person I asked to help me find my beloved. But you were the ones who understood.”

      “I think some people are born wanting more out of life,” Silvus said. “Whether it’s good or bad hardly matters. All that matters is to strive for that transcendence. Of course, Rayner turned me without permission and I don’t think I have the fire in me, and it’s a good thing, because these other three would be dead otherwise. Yes, even you, Jie.”

      “I’m not arguing,” Jie said. “That’s why you’re the mom.”

      “Urge to pee,” Silvus said, taking out his wand.

      “Fuck. Silvus, you really need to learn to handle being teased.” Jie grabbed the back of Silvus’ seat, clenching his thighs.

      “It’s a good disciplinary exercise,” Silvus said. “You know logically that you don’t actually have to pee. Learn a little magic of your own and fight it off.”

      “How!?”

      Silvus laughed.

      “He can be so sadistic,” Jie groaned.

      “Warlock tricks,” Thom said, but he was laughing, although he seemed to be on the receiving end of the tricks more than Jie. I couldn’t help but laugh a little too. When they first grabbed me out of the forest and brought me into the clan, all of them seeming so competitive over me and arguing with each other, it made me feel like I was in the hands of four wolves who might tear me apart.

      I don’t think it’s like that at all, I thought. I was used to a family being loving, but tense. I was used to my parents being afraid of Father Joshua and the Elders, and my father trying to live up to the controlling ways of the Order.

      These men all gave up their families to become a clan and they’ve never left each other’s side since. However much they might argue, they love each other. Rayner might seem like the leader, but he doesn’t control them either. They all have an equal place here. I think that’s how it is.

      What I was still trying to understand was my own place. I wasn’t like them. I had lived all these lives with them, seen many of the same changes in the world that they had seen. But I didn’t remember them. I was their Lisbeth, their Meg and Li Mei and Bertie. All my mind knew was my own nineteen years. I didn’t really know where I stood. Whether I was their equal or their pet.

      What did I want, if I had a choice?

      Did I have a choice?
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      Alissa

      

      In the late evening, we reached the home of Ulf, the oldest vampire in America. Rayner told me that despite a vampire’s immortality, most of them didn’t live all that long. It was a dangerous life. Ulf was a Medieval vampire and this was a great rarity. All of the men seemed to admire him.

      “Thursday night,” Silvus said. “We must be here for a party weekend.”

      He hadn’t been able to find street parking in front of the house. As we walked up the steps, I could see what looked like the set up for a gathering or party. A tent was set up in the back yard and lights were strung all over the garden.

      “Awesome,” Jie said.

      “I don’t know that I wanted to introduce Alissa to all of society. I’m not sure she’s ready for all of this yet,” Rayner said. “But I suppose it can’t be helped. We need to see him.”

      “You’ve already known him,” Jie said. “When you were Li Mei. He had a house in London not far from ours, although his wealth put all of us to shame. He’s a good man. It was so rare to meet someone who didn’t treat you like a foreigner and stare at you, but he welcomed you like you were anyone else.”

      “Not quite like anyone else. I was a little afraid he was going to steal her,” Silvus said. “But he came to your funeral and I daresay he wept.”

      “Oh…that’s…nice.” I wasn’t sure if I would ever get used to hearing about my own funerals.

      “We brought Bertie too,” Rayner said, like he’d just remembered.

      Well, if there was a story to that, I wouldn’t know it then, because the door opened. A handsome young man in a neatly pressed suit with bow tie answered the door. “Oh!” he said. “I thought you would be the Brennan clan.”

      “Van der Berg clan,” Rayner said. “Ulf isn’t particularly expecting me, but he isn’t particularly not expecting me either. Lucas, isn’t it?”

      “Rayner van der Berg? Yes! You came! Ulf was trying to get ahold of you.”

      “Oh, we’ve been at the Baltimore house. Why? To invite me to a party? I never stay long. These parties are all still newfangled to me, but I was in town.”

      “That’s probably my fault, the parties. I’m still a kid. I take it that Antonio liked very old world parties.”

      “Very. But he was from Milan.”

      “Ulf does have a taste for Italians.” Lucas laughed.

      “Antonio was Ulf’s avowed manservant until he was killed in the 1890s, and then Ulf turned Lucas in the 1920s,” Silvus explained to me as Lucas showed us in, telling Rayner about the guests they were expecting for the weekend. “Some vampires have just one thrall they will turn to serve them for the whole of their lives. They have a ceremony that is as serious as a marriage. In turn, the servant is very much under the elder vampire’s wing and is showered with gifts and beautiful thralls. They are often lovers as well, but not openly. It’s not as common as a clan, but almost no vampire has both a clan and an avowed manservant. The dynamic is very different and not compatible.”

      “Oh.” I was certainly learning new things already. “So Ulf is sort of like a guardian to a younger vampire in exchange for them serving him?”

      “Exactly so, pet. Ulf always says he has no clan because we are all his clan—if we need a place to go.”

      “I wonder why everyone is here,” Rayner said. “The Brennan clan, he said? They’re not usually much for parties either.”

      The house was a grand southern mansion. I obviously didn’t know much about the world, and certainly not about houses, but some things you just know when you see them. The room felt old like the houses in my village, but rather than the dark wallpaper and heavy curtains in fashion in the village, this house was very open with high ceilings and an abundance of windows. Folding wooden blinds could block the sun while still circulating the air on a warm summer day. Since it was October, the weather was really nice here, much warmer than Pennsylvania at this time of year and more like a perfect summer night. The house already seemed half full of people. Servants were polishing the wooden stairs and dusting an array of china and silver. Lucas showed us into a full parlor of people dressed in suits and gowns. Some of them must be vampires, but some of the women were clearly thralls, because the women wore low cut gowns that showed off the marks where they had been bitten.

      I was fascinated but also very uncomfortable.

      I was wearing the modern clothes we bought at the mall and I didn’t look like anyone else in the room. Not a vampire but not like the other thralls either.

      One man drew my eyes in particular. He was not the most handsome, but he was magnetic and his blue eyes were hard to miss in a face that should have been unremarkable. A young, dark-skinned girl was clinging to him, staring at him with awe even as everyone else looked at the new arrivals.

      This had to be Ulf. If he wasn’t Ulf, I couldn’t imagine who else could be.

      “Rayner.” He stood up to shake the hands of Rayner and his clan before his attention locked on me. “Did you find her?”

      “Yes. This is Alissa. This is our host, Ulf.”

      “Alissa.” Ulf kissed my hand with perfect gallantry. “How lovely to meet you again, in yet another skin—but when I see your eyes I am reminded that we have already met.”

      “I wish I remembered it, sir.”

      He smiled back at another young woman in the room. Like Dee, and so many other human girls, she had a very self-assured air as she smiled back. She was clearly a thrall, and from what I had learned, I was the only thrall who couldn’t become a vampire. “You picked a good weekend to come,” Ulf said. “I hope you brought some evening dress.”

      “Of course,” Silvus said, as if insulted that anyone would think they traveled without it.

      Vampire society, I was quickly starting to learn, was a very old-fashioned, elegant world of suave immortals and worshipful thralls. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be here. I was afraid it would remind me of Father Joshua and the priestesses again. I supposed I might be trying to run from those memories forever. At least he never got his hands on me, I thought with a little shudder. It didn’t matter where I was, I was never free of the shadow of that man.

      “Shall we talk upstairs?” Ulf asked. “The party doesn’t really begin until tomorrow.”

      “Thank you,” Rayner said.

      “Does Alissa need any dinner?” He only needed to glance at me to decide that I did. I had been picking at my food for days now and I had lost weight. “Rosie, please feed this sweet little rabbit. Don’t worry—“ He lifted a hand. “Rosie will take good care of her and we shall speak business.”

      “Are you all right without us?” Jie asked me.

      I nodded. Rosie was the self-assured girl and she was already taking my hand. “You don’t look like you’re in the mood to talk business,” she said.

      After my brief encounter with Dee and the witches, I was intrigued to know more of other women who were out in the world. I yearned to be more like them even though I hardly knew how.

      The clan went upstairs and Rosie took me to a large, modern kitchen with a huge island and six-burner gas range. “Isn’t it grand?” she said, when she saw me admiring it. She spread her arms across the island possessively like a stretching cat and then flounced back to me. “And the vampires don’t even touch it! Still, they’ll have nothing but the best. It’s my playground. I made pear tart this morning.” She pointed at a half-empty pan. “But that’s dessert. How about a stuffed acorn squash? I’m a vegetarian.”

      “I’ll eat about anything,” I said.

      “Oh, good. My favorite kind of person.” She grabbed a squash and a cleaver and put the squash in the oven, face down on a pan with a little oil, and then she took out a skillet. “I guess it isn’t actually stuffed. It would take too much time to make the filling first and then bake it. If I’d only known you were coming.”

      I still wasn’t very hungry but I would do my best to eat the food because she seemed so happy to make it for me. “Do you live here?” I asked.

      Rosie was wearing a low-cut 19th century gown with a ruffled bustle, and her neck bore the mark of a vampire’s bite, just above a ribbon choker with a single blue jewel that matched her earrings. Her hair was dyed golden blonde and pulled up into gathered ringlets. She didn’t look like she should be cooking in the gown, but she carelessly spilled a few chopped nuts on the skirt as she shoved them into the pan. “Yes, indeed,” she said proudly. She didn’t seem as submissive as I would expect a thrall to be.

      “Are you a witch?” I asked her.

      “Not exactly. I’m a human, but humans can learn magic and I’ve been trying. I have always felt like a witch. I grew up here in Savannah haunting the cemeteries and looking for ghosts, and when I was a teenager I became a Wiccan. My dad is a Baptist minister. That didn’t go over well. I was what you might call—what my parents definitely would call—a bad girl.” She grinned at me and I didn’t doubt that the Order would consider her a bad girl as well. “So I ran away from home. For a year I was bumming around and I’m sure I would have gotten in a lot of trouble, but Ulf found me before my life went off the rails. Once I learned that vampires and magic was real, I’ve felt very centered. It’s like thinking you’re crazy, and everyone telling you you’re crazy, and then someone comes along and tells you you aren’t crazy. So what about you?”

      “I…um…”

      Rosie put a tea kettle down. “I ask a lot of questions. Stop me if it’s too much.”

      “I grew up in a religious household too. Very strict. I don’t mind talking, but…I wasn’t raised to do it. We were so isolated there that apparently, I don’t know anything that other humans, or witches, know. I’m a witch but we weren’t taught very much magic at all.“

      “Your familiar didn’t teach you?”

      “Uh…I never had one.”

      “Never? That’s the coolest part of being a true witch.”

      I’d never thought about any of this before, since no one in the Order had a familiar, but Rayner had also mentioned it was strange that I didn’t have one. Did Father Joshua kill my familiar too?

      “So were you supposed to be some dude’s fourth wife or some culty thing?”

      “I thought I would be assigned a marriage with a nice boy and have babies, like my mom. Instead, our leader said I was to be his wife. Not…his fourth wife. Just his wife.”

      “Oh, honey.” Rosie shook her head.

      “And he did have other…girls. The priestesses. It was secret, though. I didn’t find out until the engagement. Everything about him was a lie. I know that now. He’s really a vampire named Johannes. But sometimes I still hear the rules of the village in my head. His sermons. I feel like I hardly know what’s right and wrong anymore.”

      “Rules? They’re simple. Be kind. Have fun. Do no harm to the world. Those are my rules. I guess you heard a lot of stuff about wicked women and modesty and stuff? I did.”

      “Yes.” I ended up telling her the whole story, in brief.

      “I’ll tell you right now, if you’re with vampires, you can definitely toss all that out the window.” She licked her lips. “A lot of those rules are there to control women so we don’t take over the world.”

      “The vampires are…very controlling, in their own way. And they also seem like they can be pretty violent. But at the same time, I feel so much better around them. I want to trust them, but I wonder if I’m wrong again. I had a family I thought I could trust already.”

      “It’s true,” Rosie said. “Vampires are uniquely wicked. I’ve been here for almost ten years and I’ve known a lot of vampires and they’re not like humans. They have this human mind inside of them but they feel everything deeply. Passion, hunger, rage. They want what they want, and they want it fiercely, and they have more power to get it than they did when they were alive. Some of them are very good at hiding their passion but I swear to you, it’s still burning in them. If they want you, they want you more than any normal man ever could. That’s a lot for one girl to handle. Four vampires.” She had this little gleam in her eye like she wouldn’t mind finding out if she could handle it herself.

      “What do I do?”

      “Do you want them back?”

      “I think so. I don’t know. I definitely feel something very strong for all of them but I’ve never been allowed to want anything! I feel like I hardly have a mind of my own sometimes!”

      Rosie poured me some chamomile blend tea in between finely chopping vegetables, browning and caramelizing ingredients as the kitchen filled with the smell of garlic and onion. “We should try past life regression and see if you can remember a time when you were more certain.”

      “Does that work?”

      “I’ve been working on stuff like that,” Rosie said. “Tapping into the subconscious. I’ve seen some of my own past lives.”

      “Really?” I wondered if she was serious. I got this feeling she might be the sort of person who exaggerates, but I also liked her.

      “Yes. I was this woman with a baby in a tribe somewhere. It was intense. And I’ve been able to do astral projection a few times. We should try it.”

      “I’d like to try.”

      “After you eat, we’ll do it.”

      “Right away?”

      “Sure! You’re not scared, are you? Don’t be!”

      When I finished the dinner, the vampires were still upstairs, talking loudly like the old friends I guess they were, and Rosie led me into an empty bedroom deep within the house.

      I don’t know why, but as Rosie lit a few candles and asked me to lay down on the bed, I was nervous, as if I was about to see something I wasn’t ready for. To become someone else.

      The smell of vanilla candles was gentle, and her voice was soothing as she began to lead me in a meditation. I felt as if I could go to sleep…
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      Bertie

      

      “We’re almost there. Nothing like a fine day and a fine day’s work.” Hiram Macdonald opened his own lunch pail and admired the sight of the fields of baled hay.

      It was a cool day in early autumn, but I’d been working so hard since sunrise that sweat glued my shirt to my skin. A couple of the other boys had taken theirs off, their lean muscles tanned and sun spotted with sunburns past, suspenders hanging off their hips, their hats tilted to block the sun as we all wolfed down our lunches.

      I opened the photo case that never left my pocket to look at a photograph of Willa Mueller. She was my neighbor down on the corner and I’d known her all my life. She was very much in love with me and wrote me a letter every week. When I had enough money saved up to have a wife, I’d come back for her. That was our understanding and I couldn’t imagine breaking my word.

      “Bertie misses his girl,” Jack said, a little teasingly. “He needs a love song.”

      Hiram picked up his fiddle and started to play me Jeanie With the Light Brown Hair, the sweet notes singing out over the lonely fields. The horses tossed their tails in the wind, clouds rippling over the golden plain. I felt nostalgic, but I wasn’t sure what for.

      It wasn’t Willa, though. I knew that much, and every evening I collapsed into bed, bone tired from the work and the boarding house dinner sticking to my ribs, and tried to muster up any sort of enthusiasm to write her back. Her letters were bursting with love and talk of how much she wanted to see me and hold me and kiss my lips and how she couldn’t wait for our wedding day.

      For reasons I couldn’t figure, I was starting to dread that wedding day. I never wanted to go back to Cincinnati. I wanted to stay out here on the plains forever. Maybe I don’t want a family, I thought. What man doesn’t want a family? My mother sent letters too, missing me and informing me that my grandfather had already built a crib.

      “Can I have a look?” Hank wanted to see the picture. I handed it over. “She’s a beauty. When do you get to see her again, Bert?”

      “It probably will be another year,” I said.

      “Another year? What are you waiting for?”

      “Well, I don’t want her to worry about anything. My mother really had to stretch the groceries and I don’t want Willa to—“

      Hank cut me off with a loud scoff. “Are you waiting to find out you’re a long lost Vanderbilt? You ain’t never gonna be rich. Why aren’t you working in the city? Didn’t you say your father has a shop?”

      “Not a successful one,” I said. “Anyway, I like it out here.”

      “Bring her out west,” Jack said. “She might not like it at first, but having land of your own, can’t beat that.”

      “Maybe that’s the trouble,” I said. “Maybe I’m just not meant for the city.”

      It had crossed my mind plenty of times, of course. Getting land in the Dakotas, building a little house, just the two of us out under the sky. Willa would definitely struggle. She was close to her sisters and mother, and right now she was working as a maid for a wealthy family who let her read books out of their own library. When she had days off she loved to see plays in German, but if we lived out west I thought we had better just raise the children speaking English so they would fit in at their school.

      Well, the whole thing made me feel a little sick, to be honest.

      That night I knew I ought to write her a letter because her last letter was mostly just asking me why I hadn’t written.

      I never should have agreed to marry her.

      What’s wrong with me?

      She grew up into a beautiful girl. She’s cultured with all that reading. She sings as beautifully as a songbird. And I know her so well. I’m not going to be unpleasantly surprised by anything like I might be if I married some girl I met on an impulse out here.

      Not that I met a lot of girls here anyway. Hiram had a sixteen year old daughter but she was sickly. He was hoping to send her back east to live with his cousin in Arkansas.

      The next day was Sunday, and we got all the hay in, so everyone went to church, but I barely heard a word of the service because I was feeling too troubled over what to do. This work was over so I’d need to find something else, and Hiram said he might be able to get me a job working for the Katy Railroad. It was true that I wasn’t so much saving money to get married as I was just running away from home, getting carried farther and farther away, and it was no wonder Willa’s letters were getting frantic. What kind of a man was I turning out to be?

      After church I saddled my horse and went riding, thinking maybe I’d ride into town and board there for a night so I could ask about the railroad job first thing in the morning, but really I just wanted to talk some sense into myself.

      Just go home. Hank is right. You belong back there.

      But then, this is America where any man can own a piece, and you ought to just go home and tell Willa that you’re going to settle in the Dakotas and if she doesn’t like it, she’ll have to end it herself.

      I was no closer to a decision when I heard three horses in the distance. They seemed to be increasing in speed as they got closer to me, kicking up dust in the road. I saw four men, travel worn but three of them were dressed more like city folk, and I suddenly knew that I was about to be robbed. I hadn’t heard about any trouble on this road, but nothing else made sense. They were looking right at me. I had my pay from Hiram on me, and my horse, and I was going to lose them both.

      As they got close, the dark-haired man in front pulled back and let the fair-haired man go ahead. One of the men wasn’t white and at first I assumed he was a native but he didn’t look quite like any native I’d ever met, and he was dressed like an American just as finely as the rest. Now I was even more confused.

      The fair-haired man was looking at me with what I could only describe as shock. The dark-haired man drew up right beside him and said to him in a low voice and a crisp British accent, “There will be no easy way to say this, so you might as well not even waste time trying to find one. Do you want me to tell him?”

      The fair-haired man didn’t take his eyes off of me. No one had ever looked at me like that. I froze like an animal hiding from a hunter in the brush. I wondered if he meant to kill me. I tried to think what I’d done to get on the bad side of a stranger and his posse.

      “Lord, do you plan to let the sun go down?” said the one scruffy man hanging in the back. He was the only one dressed like he was a working man from around here, in a battered hat, a red flannel shirt, suspenders and sturdy boots. He had a pistol at his waist and a rope. “You’re Bertie, ain’tcha?”

      “Yes.”

      The dark-haired man was watching him carefully.

      “We’ve been looking for you. You belong to us.” He gave me this baffling grin, crossing his arms. At least it didn’t seem like he intended to draw that pistol. “Now, why the long faces? He’s about the prettiest boy I’ve ever seen so I’d say this could be a lot worse.”

      Were they going to sell me into some sort of indentured servitude? A band of mercenaries? But this sounded…much more ominous. Were they working with the foreigner for some truly nefarious purpose? I couldn’t think what this meant. I drew my own gun. “I don’t want any trouble. I’m just a poor working man going to town.”

      “Be quiet, Thom,” the blonde man said to the scruffy man. “Bertie,” he said. “Have you heard of reincarnation?”

      “Living more than one life?”

      “That’s right. You’ve lived four lives before this, and most of them have been with me. We first met in the seventeenth century. You were my wife. Three times, you have been my wife. I have traveled from London across this entire country looking for you.”

      Something very deep inside me stirred, looking at all of them and the strange expressions in their eyes. Well—not so much Thom. He had a very different air about him, like the very devil himself was here to tempt me.

      “They were hoping you’d be a girl,” he said, lifting his brows.

      He was insane.

      They all had to be insane.

      “I’m engaged to a girl back home and I’m—I’m going back to her. I’m sorry. You’re mistaken.” I spurred my horse on, my heart pounding even harder, hoping they would just let me go.

      But I knew they wouldn’t.

      As soon as I started to move, Thom whirled his own horse around and his rope was in his hand. The lasso dropped right over my head and tightened and a second later, Thom was beside me and he leapt from his own horse to mine. It all happened so fast that my extremely confused mind was starting to wonder if they were actually a circus act getting in some practice with a joke.

      Thom’s arm tightened around me. “Got you. You look scared, Bertie, but…you smell excited.”

      I was sure I no longer knew my own mind. Not at all. This was all as confusing as if green men had descended from the moon, but some part of me I tried desperately to bury also thought, This. This is why you don’t care for Willa. This explains everything.

      I was sweating now, trying to edge away from his touch, but there was nowhere to go.

      “I’m still not sure we should have let this wild man into the clan,” the dark-haired one muttered. “But we’re stuck with him now.”
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        * * *

      

      The road they brought me down was barely a road at all, just a sliver of a path that led off into scrubby trees to a shanty.

      “We don’t live here,” Rayner said, every word he spoke laced with the same tension I felt. “We have several well-appointed homes.”

      They had introduced themselves to me. They told me they were vampires, and then they explained what a vampire was. Jie was from China, although he barely even had an accent. Silvus was a warlock as well. Now I knew I was in the hands of some dark cult. Church that morning seemed a long time ago. Thom had not let me go the whole time and the longer his arm was tight around me, the more he seemed to stir some unholy thoughts inside me. I tried to suppress them.

      But it was also clear that Rayner, Silvus and Jie were not happy. They didn’t seem to know what to say or do. Rayner shoved open the door of the little house and they showed me in. It was sparse but very tidy. Silvus only had to wave a slender stick of wood at the fireplace and gentle flames rose from the kindling.

      “Magic,” I sputtered.

      “I wouldn’t lie to you,” Silvus said.

      “Are you making coffee?” Rayner asked him.

      Silvus nodded.

      “I’ll tend the horses,” Jie said, and it seemed like he wanted to leave.

      Rayner sat back in a rickety chair and looked at me in some despair. “You have always been my beloved wife,” he said. “Forgive me, I hardly know what to say now. I thought you would always be a woman. The smell of your blood is still sweet, but—I’m not…I’m not…” Words seemed to fail him.

      I had spent the entire ride here in complete terror, but now that I was in their lodgings, with all of them except Thom looking as if someone had died, I almost started laughing. “You kidnapped me. You kidnapped me! And now you are telling me you—you want to make me your wife? Except I’m a man, so you don’t want me after all? I’m not like that either. So it seems pretty simple to me. We don’t have any business with each other. I’m not ever going to be your wife. I’m going to marry a woman back home.”

      “Hmm,” Silvus said.

      “I can’t let you go,” Rayner said. “Silvus…could you?”

      “No,” Silvus said.

      “You’re bloodsucking demons and you’re fussing over something like this?” Thom said. “What the hell do you become a vampire for if you’re not willing to indulge in a bit of depravity?”

      “I am still a Christian,” Rayner said.

      Silvus poured him some coffee. “I think we are a bit past a strict adherence to Biblical principles.”

      “Do you like men, Thom?” Rayner said, a little confrontationally.

      “I’ll try anything once,” Thom said. “I have to admit that anything worth trying once usually turns out to be something I like. The thing is, I don’t have any history with you, pretty one.” He looked at me in a way that made me feel like a butterfly pinned down by a naturalist who had just found a jeweled wing deep within a forest. “Why don’t you let me show you a thing or two?”

      “No…” I barely got the word out, my throat strangled. “No, I’m not—interested.”

      “You’re not like any man I’ve ever met,” Thom said, walking a little closer to me. “You liked having my arms around you, didn’t you?” He put a hand to my chest and stroked his palm down my muscle. “You’re strong. Very strong. Definitely no pansy. But…there is something inside your eyes that makes me feel like I’m looking at a woman.”

      “Back off him,” Rayner said.

      “His heart is beating so fast…”

      “You usurp your place in this clan,” Rayner said. “I told you the rules before I turned you and I trust you’re a man of your word.”

      Thom lifted his hand off me and took a step back. “I am. But I’m not sure I can wait forever. Now that I see him, I’m not sure I can wait a damn week.”

      “You’re young,” Silvus said. “You must learn to wait. When you can’t bear it anymore, go hunting. But not for people,” he tacked on at the end.

      “I ain’t a murderer,” Thom said. He sat down, if restlessly. “You don’t have to tell me.”

      They fed me a simple meal, while they drank coffee with a little whiskey. Jie stayed outside working on this and that until the sun went down; he even did some repairs on the roof. Rayner and Silvus told me about the woman they remembered me to be. They even had photographs of the last time. I was a girl from China and that was how they found Jie. Seeing the photographs, I was shocked into silence.

      I believed them. I didn’t understand why I believed them, because it was beyond anything I had ever imagined, and now I had no idea what my life even was. All I knew was that I was never going to marry Willa or return to Cincinnati to live, and a curious relief settled over me. I had been agonizing over this for months—years.

      My life was not my own now. I was a captive of these men who seemed drawn to me against their own will. They would not let me go. I knew it. I should have felt as terrified as if I had been thrown into a brutal prison…shouldn’t I? I could not possibly want this life.

      But I was a blur of fear and surrender and a prickling need. I wanted them to get it over with. I imagined that Rayner would suddenly snap and pin me down onto one of the beds, tear off my shirt and bite me and I would cry out from the pain and maybe I would be unable to keep from weeping.

      I should be very ashamed of myself.

      “Leave us,” Rayner finally said, when the mood in the room seemed too heavy with anticipation to ignore. “I’ll drink your blood. A man can still be a good thrall.”

      “Wait now,” Thom said. “I know the rules. I can’t drink his blood or kiss or fuck him none, but…I could ready him for you.”

      “How?”

      “Will you let me…” He whispered in Rayner’s ear.

      Rayner looked at the table, clearly wrestling with as much shame as I was. Or maybe even more.

      “You picked me to be in this clan,” Thom said. “You knew I was crazy. You might as well take advantage of it.”

      Rayner stood up and his presence seemed to completely dominate the room, as if he bewitched me and perhaps the other three as well for just one moment that stopped time. He seemed to say wordlessly that no matter what happened, he was the master of all of this. I wasn’t sure he even took much pleasure in it, but it was a fact nonetheless. Rayner looked like a man who was driven to the edge, like the rangy old man I met once who claimed to be looking for a treasure and said he’d spent twenty years on the quest.

      But I am the treasure, I realized with a fresh shock.

      He doesn’t want me like this. He doesn’t want a man. But he can’t let me go. Can’t turn away.

      I couldn’t take my eyes off him either, not until he finished sizing me up. “Go ahead, Thom,” he said. Then he walked up to me and put a hand on my shoulder. “If he hurts you, call for me.”

      He slipped out to the other room of the cabin. Silvus followed him. Thom was taking out a cigarette, jabbing it into his mouth. Jie was about to leave and Thom held one out for him. “C’mon, now,” he said. “It’s dark out. You’re not going back outside. You’ve already rebuilt the whole damn cabin.”

      Jie hesitated and then he took the cigarette and let Thom light both with one match. “I guess I’ll make sure he doesn’t have to scream.”

      Trying to fight or flee hardly crossed my mind. I knew I couldn’t. No, in fact, maybe I didn’t want to find out if I could. What if they did let me go? I could return to my boarding house room and the unwritten letter to Willa.

      Some part of me gave up without a fight at all.

      Thom smoked his cigarette leisurely. He kept an eye on me. I wished he would offer me one but I could tell he wouldn’t. Jie sat down on the table and propped his boots up on the seat of a chair, settling in for a show he didn’t seem sure he’d enjoy. Their silence was unnerving and added to my sense of anticipation. Thom finally opened a leather bag that was slung carelessly in the corner and took out a very slender rope and I couldn’t take my eyes off his lean body and tanned arms. He was taller than any of the men I worked with except Hiram himself, who was big all around. Thom was tall but graceful, his movements supple. His hands were calloused and a little knobby, his fingers playing with the rope for a minute. His eyes were so blue against his sun-worn skin and he was still young enough that a life lived outdoors made him beautiful and alive instead of haggard and leathery.

      I cut my eyes away and swallowed.

      Thoughts I had tried so hard to control that I hardly knew they were there were now spilling out of me as Thom walked over and brushed his hand across my jaw.

      “I bet your lady back home will be sorry to see you go,” he said. “But judging by the look in your eyes I’ll ease your mind. It wouldn’t have worked out.”

      I nodded, but I felt very guilty.

      Thom teased a hand down my arm and pulled it back behind the chair, looping the rope around me, but not too tight yet. Then he brought the other arm back so my wrists were looped together and criss-crossed the bindings around my sleeves until my arms were strained behind me, uncomfortable but not painful, and then he paused a moment, thinking about it, with two long pieces of rope in his hand.

      Then he looped the rope under the chair, over my thighs, and tied it behind my waist.

      He brushed off his hands and looked at Jie. “What do you think? If I had something softer I could get more creative. But it won’t do to chafe up his skin. Nice skin it is, too.”

      “Li Mei had the most beautiful skin,” Jie said.

      “From what you told me about Li Mei there were all sorts of things you wished you could show her and do with her that you could never do, so just think of Bertie here as Li Mei in more adaptable packaging. Or do you really just not like boys at all, even when you know their soul?”

      “Well…I didn’t say that,” Jie said. He took another cigarette. “What are you going to do to him?”

      “Rayner won’t let me do all the things I might do.” Thom flicked open the buttons of my shirt, and spread it open. One of my suspenders fell over my shoulder but it couldn’t go any farther with my arms bound. After a pause of admiration, he did the same to my trousers. I was already getting hard but that last little maneuver of his fingers made my cock throb.

      “You’re ready for something, huh?” Thom whispered in my ear, and then he gave the shaft a little tug.

      A groan escaped my lips and Thom stepped back again.

      “Do you like men more than women, Thom?” Jie asked. “You seem very comfortable.”

      “I guess I’ll find out,” Thom said. “I’m not really doing anything different. I don’t suppose it matters, really. Not to me, anyhow. Blood is blood, and flesh is…flesh. Now that I’ve died once, I’ll do what I like because I suppose if there’s a hell I’m already headed that way.”

      “I think we only know the half of it, anyway,” Jie said. “About right and wrong and heaven and hell and the gods…or else, I wouldn’t be standing here in a cabin in Texas around my sixtieth birthday looking at this boy and trying to find my Plum Blossom inside his eyes while thinking about how sweet he’s going to taste either way.”

      As they spoke, I felt them studying my helpless body, Thom with relish and Jie with more cautious curiosity. I was thinking of how much I wanted to feel Thom’s hands on my skin again. A part of me wanted to struggle for the person I had been. For Albert Doerr, the name I shared with my grandfather’s brother who had died young. For my mother and father who raised me, for my school days, for the savings I’d built to marry and the children I dreamed of bringing up.

      That side of me could not win the fight. Another part of me relished their eyes on me as I noticed their own strength and beauty, and I realized that I was a part of a hidden world. A magical world of seduction and forbidden passion that would never let a person go once he’d had a single taste. I wanted their eyes on me. I wanted their touch. I wanted to feel like their—what was it that Rayner called me?—thrall.

      “We aren’t the only ones hungry,” Thom whispered, and he dropped to his knees in front of me and stroked my thighs and then, another stroke of my stiff shaft. I was trembling, my skin burning hot. A bead of cum appeared on the tip and he gave it one long, luxurious lick.

      That was too much. I let out a long groan and Rayner burst back through the door.

      “He’s ready for you,” Thom said. “So have yourself a good time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      I stirred, briefly bewildered, sweaty and panting, as Rosie was gently shaking my shoulder.

      “Oh—“ I clutched my head as I reminded myself who and where I was. It took longer than it should, I think. “Oh god.”

      “You were moaning,” Rosie said. “Um…I’m honestly not sure if it was good or bad, but you were getting so sweaty and twitchy that I just couldn’t let you stay in that trance. I’ve never seen anyone go into such a trance either. But I guess I haven’t done too many past life regressions either.”

      I had shoved myself up and now my head was spinning.

      “Alissa? Here, drink some water.” She handed me a glass. “What did you see?”

      “I saw Bertie,” I panted. “I was Bertie.”

      “Ulf mentioned Bertie to me,” Rosie said. “He said he met you twice before. It must be a lot to take in. Was the memory bad?”

      I shook my head. “It was more…um…” That memory was so at odds with the person I had been raised to be, but I still felt Bertie’s emotions as if they were my own, which I guess they sort of were. I could feel everything Bertie must have felt and how different it was from my life now. Bertie’s parents took him to church and had certain expectations of him like any other boy would growing up before the Civil War, but he was also encouraged to think for himself and seize any opportunity that his young country offered him.

      “Oh…was it erotic?” Rosie asked, with a knowing smile. “I mean, that is hardly a surprise… Human men are horny enough but vampires are worse. Ulf says that it helps calm the blood lust. You certainly are pretty when you’re blushing. No wonder they’re crazy for you. Don’t feel bad about it. You’re in this world now, you know. You might as well enjoy everything it has to offer.”

      “I…I realize that,” I said. “Bertie seemed to know right away. He—I didn’t even fight. He wanted it. I don’t know how it could have been so easy for him.”

      “You liar,” Rosie said, with a smile. “You’re still thinking about it. I bet you know exactly how easy it was. It’s healthy to know what you want.”

      As if it was as easy as that.

      I still had my sisters to think of. I couldn’t just…surrender my whole life away. They would need me. I had to keep my eyes on my goal to save them from Father Joshua and give them a good life.

      Someone knocked on the door and Rosie opened it right away.

      “I was checking on you,” Silvus said. “It’s getting late.”

      “I can go to bed,” I said, suddenly very flustered.

      “Thank you for taking care of her, Rosie,” Silvus said.

      “My pleasure,” Rosie said. “I hope I was helpful.”

      As soon as he had me alone in the hall, Silvus pinned me against the wall with his hands and slid a finger up my chin. “Where were you?” he asked. “You didn’t just have dinner.”

      “I was in there talking to Rosie!”

      “Where were you?” he asked again, more softly.

      “Bertie…”

      “Bertie…” He shut his eyes. “Ah. Alissa—I don’t want you to go back there again.”

      My brow furrowed. “What do you mean? You don’t want me to remember my past? I’m glad I did. Now I think I have a better idea as to why you thought I would enjoy being chased around and kidnapped with Thom threatening to tie me up.”

      Silvus seemed like he couldn’t help but laugh. “I suppose you do have a point there. You did love Thom’s wicked streak from the first day, that time around. You have always had…some danger of your own. I expect it will come out soon enough.”

      “Why don’t you want me to remember? There’s something you don’t want me to know? Something worse than all the other things I’ve learned?”

      He put his hands around my face. “You’re mine tonight, pet. I’ve waited long enough.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “No,” he said. “It’s not. I shall make a wicked bargain with you. Give me all I crave and I will teach you a spell. Real spells and not the nonsense you heard in the Order. When you have learned enough, I’ll tell you what happened…”

      “Silvus! It must be something terrible! Please tell me now.”

      “Don’t you think I’ve told you before?” he said. “This time, I’m not going to do it until you’re ready. I will tell you this much…I taught you magic before, and it was too much, too fast. You tried to cast a spell without mastering control. It went very wrong. And I am the only one who knows, the only one who can show you that it was a mistake. You hate to speak of it. But in every life…you have tried to make up for that mistake, darling. If you believe in karma, this must be one of the burdens you bear, but we all have them. Please trust me. If this is your last incarnation, then either way, I will do what I can to set you free of it.”

      I hurt someone I loved…I see.

      I already had some idea of how unforgivable that felt.

      “All right. I’ll trust you. You’ll teach me magic?”

      “Of course. I want to teach you magic.” He led me into one of the many bedrooms and shut the door. “But first…pet…know that you will keep no secrets from me. I can smell how wet you are and I’ll bet I know what you dreamed of…” He pushed me into the room but then his arm was like iron as he caught me across the chest. “If you remember Bertie, you must have remembered how much you love to be teased and tormented and utterly dominated.”

      The desire that the memories provoked now rushed up in a column of flame that roared through me with a need that left me breathless. I wanted him. I wanted him and now I knew what it was to want someone completely.

      Silvus wrapped a hand around the neckline of my shirt and tore it in half.

      “My shirt—“

      “I can buy you a thousand shirts,” he said. “If needed… But I want you to know…you are not leaving this room until you have satisfied me. Not unless you want every vampire in this house to see you, which I would not advise. You will sleep in tomorrow because tonight—you will have no relief. I’m going to have you until you have nothing left to give.” As he spoke he tore off the rest of my clothes and tossed them in the fireplace, which he lit with a flick of his hand.

      I already knew Silvus was not going to be as gentle with me as Rayner. It was a strange contrast, the two men. Silvus was much more caring and concerned for my feelings by day. Rayner always seemed on the edge of losing control of himself. He could be very romantic at times, like when he took me to the ice rink and I had that first little memory of the human man he once was—but it never lasted long before I was reminded that Rayner was like a feral cat who had been slowly tamed. He might purr one moment but it would only take one little thing to return him to his animal state.

      Silvus was very controlled. I knew that, unlike Jie and Thom, he had not wanted to become a vampire. I think he had some sympathy for me. Some true understanding.

      He saves it all up, I thought. For moments like these.

      He looked at my curves like he wanted to devour me, and this scholarly man that Thom and Jie teasingly called ‘Mom’ was now a panther who would enjoy tearing me to bits.

      He gave the side of my face a slight nuzzle and cold hands ran down my breasts and curves and settled at my hips, holding me firm. The folds of my pussy were already swollen, dripping down my left thigh.

      He nipped my shoulder with his fangs. I stiffened and let out a little pleading cry of pain, but of course, it didn’t really hurt. His venom only stirred my need, barely pricking my skin. He seemed spurred on by my cry and sank his fangs deep enough to draw beads of blood. He sucked at my skin as he caressed me up and down my thighs and the swells of my breasts.

      “More,” I pleaded. “More…”

      “The night is so young,” he said. “I want to have a glass of wine first.” He said it like a threat.

      Oh, but his threats sounded as delicious as any words ever spoken.

      He pushed me toward the bed. “Give me something nice to look at.”

      “What—what do you mean?”

      “You know what I mean. Satisfy yourself, pet.”

      I had to do it and now this feeling was so familiar from Bertie’s memory. The fear and shame mingling with a desire so compelling that it could not be ignored. My hand slid down my belly and I gave a tentative stroke to the thatch of hair there. It was quite short. When I became a woman my mother quietly gave me an electric trimmer and told me to keep the hair there short. She didn’t seem to like telling me this, but then, no one ever talked about sex or bodies in the Order. I didn’t even ask why but now I wondered if it was something Father Joshua wanted.

      The moment I started thinking of that horrible man, Silvus seemed to understand, He stopped pouring his wine and briefly broke the spell of command to plant the tenderest of kisses on my forehead and meet my eyes. You’re safe, darling. His expression spoke to me clearly. When I relaxed again, he reverted to wickedness and snapped his fingers.

      “Deeper,” he said. “Don’t be a tease.”

      My fingers slipped into the slick folds of my sex, plump and soft. Silvus made a small noise of satisfaction, spurring me on. I stroked a little faster, even though I wasn’t at all used to the way my own body felt to touch, and to take control seemed like even more of a sin than anything else.

      “You’ll have to go faster, I think,” he said. “I want to see you come.”

      “I’m sure I can’t do that!”

      “I’m very sure you can,” he said. “I’m sorry that you are at such a disadvantage, but I have seen you do it all before.”

      “Then you should let me remember it!”

      “I must admit that it’s fun this way,” he said. “Faster.”

      I pressed my fingers to the spot where all sensation seemed to converge and I worked my hand as urgently as I could. I would shut my eyes for a bit and then I would feel Silvus watching me and I would have to look at him again. I remembered this feeling from Bertie, too. I wanted to be admired. I wanted to see the lust in their eyes. I wanted to know just how much I drove them mad.

      In the Order I had to dress modestly and I was not supposed to look at men. Even so, men could look at women as much as they wanted. This felt very different from that situation. Rather than shying away from a man’s desire, I was drinking it in, letting it power me. I was not a slave to Silvus, it seemed, so much as he was a slave to himself, to the hunger he could not contain, and the endless quest to find me, all around the world.

      “Ohh…” My whole body arched, my hips lifting up as I pressed my body against my hand and I felt the swollen bud pulse under my fingers. It happened so fast, over almost before it began. “Ohh…” I collapsed, feeling the aching in my arm now.

      “That was an exquisite glass of wine,” Silvus said. “And it wasn’t even my favorite. Ulf and his rieslings…” Silvus put down the glass even as his right hand was unfastening his shirt. He came to me with a little smile and a caress from my breast almost all the way down to my ankles. “You’re so beautiful,” he whispered. “My little wife. So you have been…so you shall be.”

      Now Silvus seemed to come to me as a husband, a lover who had known me for a hundred years. It was strange that even though I had no memory of our past, just from the way he looked at me and touched me, I felt our history.

      “There is something about you that never changes,” he said. “It makes it even more frustrating that I can’t wipe away all these troubles on the surface. Dearest…”

      He climbed into bed beside me and pulled me close to him, our limbs tangling, his fingers threading through my hair. He shifted down and nibbled at my breasts until they felt heavy with rigid nipples, his fangs sharp against the tough but sensitive skin. He bit me until I hissed with pain but didn’t break skin. When his mouth moved back up to meet mine, my nipples tinged with wanting, the pain already forgotten. I spread my legs wider and then I realized I was inviting him in; my god, so quickly I forgot everything I had ever been told I needed to be.

      “This is more like it,” he murmured, spreading my thighs a little wider still, his cock sliding between my folds, stroking against the wetness before seeking entry. I bit my lip as I felt him claim me, my body yielding. He fucked me slowly until I stopped being so tense. I wasn’t used to feeling a man deep inside me, but I would get used to it before long. I sensed a sweet inevitability as my body melted into his touch, and I knew that I would never have felt like this in the Order, not with any man there. Silvus, like Rayner, didn’t just take his pleasure, and he wasn’t trying to produce children. He was cherishing me, gazing at me, kissing me.

      Not that he went easy on me. He would satisfy his own driving needs. As he went, then came the quick, hard strokes that carried his supernatural strength in every controlled motion.

      “Oh!” He was so rough now. I felt bruised but when I saw the look in his eyes, the look of a man who had waited over a century for this moment, I bit my lip and let him have me.

      He spilled his seed inside me, letting out a growl that turned into a cry of pleasure. Silvus didn’t look controlled anymore. His hair was in his eyes, and those eyes were wild.

      He collapsed beside me. “I have missed that,” he said. “Although not as much as I have missed this soul of yours gazing at me. I’m sorry if I’ve left you quite brutalized, pet…nor is it over,” he whispered in my ear now, his body folding around mine as both his hands slid between my legs. My body was so weary but his hands had no trouble making me whimper for more, more, more.

      How could I forget everything I had known? In that moment I didn’t think of home at all as Silvus dissolved me with his hands and fell asleep with his arms around me. I didn’t mind their heaviness. I had never felt so safe.
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      Thom

      

      There wasn’t much better than everyone getting together at Ulf’s. Being a vampire can be a lonely business. Sure, I had my clan, but every clan gets sick of each other now and then. Vampires used to congregate in big cities so they could manage a little society, but that has its own problems when everyone’s competing for the same prey, getting jealous and eyeing up one another’s thralls.

      `I’d always been more of a small town boy than a big city one—a fact that won’t surprise anyone who’s ever met me. That was the one thing I missed the most. If you live in the country you have to get by on the blood of rabbits and groundhogs and a deer now and then. That’ll make anyone crazy.

      Still, we could spread out more nowadays and thanks to the train, the automobile, and the airplane, we could get together. I hated flying; all those hours trapped in a tin can with the thick scent of human blood and not a drop to drink, and the threat of delays? But the other three said it used to be far worse when you had to take a boat. What can you eat on a boat? You pretty much have to secure a thrall or two to travel with ahead of time.

      Now, what was I thinking about? Ah, yes, the gang was all there—every vampire in Georgia or her neighboring states of any importance, and Alissa was surely the prettiest peach of them all.

      When she saw me that morning, trailing her little hand down the bannister of the stairs, she stopped and went pink from neck to forehead.

      I couldn’t wait to find out what that was all about.

      “Good morning,” I said, slinging my arm around the newel post, which was topped by a statue of a lady holding a lamp.

      “Good morning, Thom.”

      “You look like you had a good night with Silvus.”

      “Yes…”

      “That means Jie and I have you for the next two.”

      She looked embarrassed. I muttered a curse. “That weren’t so gentlemanly of me. Let me start again, darlin’, it’s just hard not to think with my loins when I see you blushing like that. Did Silvus tell you we had a good talk with Ulf last night about breaching the gates of the Order?”

      “I think he might have forgotten to talk about anything like that,” she said, with a tiny bit of humor.

      “Well, he thinks it can be done easy enough if we can break your curse.”

      Her face fell. “If we can break my curse? But what are the chances?”

      “I’m sure we’ll get it done. At least we know it can be done and that’s farther than we’ve ever gotten in the past. Trust in Lady Luck.”

      She looked dubious.

      “Can you trust us, at least? When you ran away, weren’t we waiting for you? Don’t we always find you?”

      “Except for the two times when you didn’t.”

      “You can’t blame Silvus for not being able to reach a Pacific Island in the year 1680 or whenever it was. And if you’d lived longer, we would have found you in Belarus.” I shrugged. “We’ll figure it all out. I won’t let anything happen to those sisters of yours.”

      “I want to believe you,” she said. She looked at me for a long, lingering moment before Alice came up to me and shook my hand. I hadn’t seen Alice in some twenty years. Eternally twelve and slight as a weeping willow, she looked hollow-eyed and wasted but she was grinning at me like she was putting her troubles aside for tonight.

      “Thom! I didn’t know you’d be here.”

      “Unplanned,” I said. “You remember Bertie?”

      She gasped. “Why, of course I remember Bertie!”

      “This is Alissa. This is Alice Bradley, from Tennessee.”

      “Bertie?” Alice grabbed her into a hug. Alissa looked scared and I pulled the girl off her, gently as I could. “Well, aren’t you pretty. I used to visit you in your house in Baltimore on my way to New York. Please tell me you still can cut it up on the piano because we don’t have a piano player and I’d sure love to hear you play.”

      “I’m afraid I don’t…” She looked at me with a slightly furrowed brow. “We used to know each other?”

      “I’m sorry, I guess I am coming on a little strong,” Alice said. “I’m just so glad to see you. These boys of yours—and you—were so nice to me when I was young. You threw me a party for my twentieth birthday and made me cry. In my head you’re a kind old man. It’s so funny to see you now looking like my big sister! Alissa and Alice—why, we could be sisters!”

      I knew Alissa was very sensitive when it came to sisters and I half-wished I knew how to shoo Alice off, but she looked like she was back to her old trouble again.

      “You used to play music long into the night whenever Alice came over. Just wait until you hear her fiddling now. If you thought she was good when she was twenty, she’s even better now.”

      “I hope you’ll remember soon, Bertie, I sure have missed you. You were a real light in my life.”

      “Are you playing tonight, then, I hope?”

      “Yep, we’re having a good country dance tonight. I’d call it a barn dance if we had a barn.” Whenever vampires got together, you could expect some sort of old-fashioned dance. There was always a younger crop of dancers but the elders were usually around one or two hundred years old, and they set the tone. Then you had a few ancients and near-ancients like Ulf, Rayner and Silvus who had grown up with even older music, but there wasn’t much to do with them. No one wanted to listen to 17th century music, at least I sure didn’t.

      “Well, we’ll see you, Alice. Save me a dance if you can get away.”

      “Always, for you, Thom.”

      “She was turned as a child?” Alissa asked.

      “Yes. You don’t see any other children here, you’ll notice. That’s a crime we punish by death in this community. A gang of us took him down before he turned anyone else. Alice’s sire was as wicked a man as any we’ve ever dealt with.” Alice was showing all the signs of despair and addiction that were all too familiar in our world. “It was good that he was dead, but a vampire without a sire is like an orphan. We’ve all tried to help her along.”

      “How old is she now?”

      “A hundred and ten, I reckon.”

      “Is she all right?”

      “Sure,” I said, not wanting to worry her over it. She had more than enough to worry about already.

      “How many of these vampires knew me when I was Bertie?” Alissa asked.

      “About half, I’d say. And besides Ulf, I saw Dmitry earlier. He’ll remember Li Mei.”

      Alissa’s mouth pursed. She wanted to complain about something but her little caged mind was still figuring out how to bust the lock.

      “Lay it on me, darlin’. Remember, there’s no punch you can swing that’ll hurt old Thom.”

      “Well…I—I’m not sure I like this. My name isn’t Bertie. And I can’t play the piano. I don’t know…much about Bertie, but I do know that he was very different from me and…well, I know you must miss him too.”

      “A lot less than I did,” I said. “I’m warming up to you as fast as you’re warming up to me.” She was still blushing. “That’s a long time to blush.”

      “I remembered—um—the first time we met,” she said. “Bertie and…you.”

      “Ohhoh…that was a long time ago but I still remember it well myself.”

      “But you’d never met me before,” she said. “It seemed like you had.”

      “No,” I said. “It was love at first sight.”

      “Love? Is that what you call it?”

      “Your tongue is getting saucier every day.” I grinned. “When I love something I like to make sure it doesn’t run off anywhere. When I met Rayner I just had a gut feeling that I had to take his offer, and when I saw you, I knew that I couldn’t hesitate. They all had some other idea of you and that made it harder for them to see that you were a prize as you were. These vampires have fond memories of Bertie too. We didn’t keep you hidden like that asshole Joshua. But I’ll be sure they know they’re meeting Alissa tonight. And then…to bed with you…and I don’t care how much Silvus already wore you out.”

      Judging by the smell of her sweat and the teasing musk of her sex just beginning to penetrate my nose through her clothing, she wouldn’t be complaining tonight. But first, I’d have the pleasure of asking her to dance.
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      Alissa

      

      “Vampire parties are my favorite,” Rosie said, throwing dresses on the bed, standing inside of a huge walk-in closet that smelled like the inside of an antique store while clad in a baby blue nylon slip that was sliding off one of her shoulders and showing off the tattoos all over her back and arms.

      “It’s true. At human parties they just drink and smoke and talk and you’re lucky if anything else happens besides that,” said another young woman named Sophie who was the thrall of a vampire named Will. “When I met Will and I realized he could dance—like, really dance, with steps and romance—I was sold on this life.”

      “Something from the twenties, thirties, forties…” Rosie pulled out more dresses. “Take your pick, girls! See what fits! It ought to be quite a hoedown. I think I’m going for this gingham one. I have no shame.”

      “Whoa. That is…square dancey,” Sophie said.

      “Embrace the square dance!” Rosie sang out, spreading her arms.

      “I love your tats, by the way.”

      “Thank you! I started with the Rosie the Riveter one and then I got addicted.”

      “Where do you go?”

      “Oh—it’s a little place right in town. This guy Steve. Are you thinking of something?”

      “Will flew a plane in World War 2 and I thought it might be interesting to get something related to that.”

      “You’re getting serious. Is he going to turn you? Ulf said he’s done turning people.”

      “Oh, really? I didn’t know that. But I don’t know if I want to be turned.”

      I felt left out even though they were both friendly to me, but I just wasn’t sure how to talk to other girls my age. I didn’t know how to talk to Dee. Rosie and Sophie were no easier. In the Order I had known the same girls my entire life. We gossiped in whispers. But we also knew everything about each other and all of our families. “Why don’t you want to be turned?” I asked.

      “I would rather live one short wild life, like a firefly,” Rosie said. “I’m not afraid to die.”

      “I’m really not sure,” Sophie said. “I would have to love Will more than anything to be with him for two hundred years. All my family would die.”

      “They want to turn me,” I said. “After this I think we’re going on a quest to figure out if it’s possible. I’ll have to choose. If I died…I think Rayner would lose his will to live.”

      “Tell him to get a life,” Rosie said.

      Sophie shook her head. “You can’t tell an ancient to get a life. They’ve already had one. They need something to live for. Like Ulf lives to be the father of every vampire in America. But you’ve seen what happens.”

      “Yeah,” Rosie said soberly.

      “What happens?” I asked, thinking immediately of Alice. Most of the vampires looked pale but healthy. She was an exception, her eyes looking large in a gaunt face.

      “Ulf told me that a lot of vampires just never get themselves together. Especially in the early years, vampires struggle to control themselves. The blood lust is really strong, so they need a sire who will be a good mentor for many years to come. Then, as they realize they have to cut off their family and friends, they get depressed. If they make it long enough, the friends and family will start to die. A lot of them commit suicide in the first century. If they don’t have a clan to support them and something to live for, they get dangerous. They might murder humans. At this point, the other vampires have to step in and kill them. It’s not all…romance novel stuff.”

      “Damn.” Sophie put an arm around me. “That’s too dark. I’m sure it wouldn’t be like that for you. Will told me that Rayner has never lost a clan member. He’s obviously a very good clan leader and he loves you. It just takes a lot of trust to let a vampire turn you. I don’t know yet if I trust Will to stay by my side through thick and thin for a hundred years.”

      I really didn’t know what I wanted, and it seemed like I wouldn’t have long to decide. If we found all the components of the spell to break my curse, then it wouldn’t make sense to hesitate. The sooner I became an immortal, the sooner Father Joshua would stop pursuing me, and I could save my sisters. But the life of a vampire did seem to be a long and sad one. All of the clan had to say goodbye to their families.

      Rosie held up a dress with a big tulle skirt and crinoline, white with red silk flowers around the sleeves and a row of tiny red buttons down the front. “Will this fit you, Alissa?”

      “That’s a lot of dress.”

      “I know. But what do you want? Just a little bit of dress? No. You must go big.” She pressed it into my hands.

      “I hope it fits,” Sophie said. “It’ll be gorgeous on you!”

      I wasn’t used to all the fun of picking out clothes with other girls who admired me in them and helped me add accessories. In the Order, if we wanted to look pretty for church, we would try to do French braids or elaborate coils and crowns of braids, but even then, they were hidden under a cap. Wedding rings and magical wards were the only jewelry allowed, so husbands gave their wives protective spells embedded in a simple gem on special occasions. They were still supposed to be tucked behind the bodice, but of course, every woman let them slip out now and then.

      Vampire clans loved to dress up. That was clear from the start and especially so when we came down to the party, which was kicking off with a spread of food for the thralls and cocktails for everyone. In the next room, a big empty hall with wooden floors shined to a gloss, musicians were tuning up their instruments. Every woman in the room was showing off a vintage gown with a twirly skirt.

      Rayner walked up to me. “You look so fresh and bright, Tulip. The company of other girls is good for you.”

      “They wanted to dress me up. And—you look handsome too.” I felt awkward with the small talk and I couldn’t wait for him to just take me in his arms and dance. We didn’t dance in the Order but sometimes in church, I wished I could. We would all start to sway when we sang “The Gods are Coming Down” which was about the end of the world but it sounded very energetic.

      “Silvus told me that Rosie helped you remember a little of our lives together.” Silvus didn’t want me to remember, but Rayner looked excited. “How was that? It was a little of Bertie, he said. I hope I didn’t come off too badly.”

      He almost seemed nervous that I would remember how dismayed he was that Bertie was a boy. The idea that anything could make Rayner nervous! “You were fine,” I said.

      “We have so many other places to go, but I hope I can bring you to San Francisco soon, to your last home. Most of Bertie’s library was there and there’s a reading nook with a big window that overlooks the garden.”

      It was obvious that Silvus would not tell Rayner about the memory he didn’t want me to recall. I must have done something really terrible.

      But from what I’d heard of Rayner, he’d done some terrible things himself.

      Right now, that hardly seemed possible. He was telling me about the house in San Francisco and suggesting we might live there when all this was over, and he seemed full of plans for our future together. Then, the music started up and he caught my hands in his. “Let’s go. Before the floor is too crowded.”

      “Where are the others?” I asked.

      “They’ll be here soon.”

      The first song was an instrumental, a Celtic reel that had made its way through the Appalachians, Rayner said, and then they played a song called The Tennessee Stud, a man singing with Alice harmonizing. Alice had the stage presence of a much older person. The whole band was like that, and they played as well as I could imagine, although I didn’t know any of this music. Once in a while we snuck in a few songs on a radio at the edge of town, but the only stations we could pick up was a country one with a lot of songs about America and trucks, and a pop station that had my friend Samantha waiting with bated breath to hear anything involving Harry Styles, whom she had a crush on although she didn’t even know what he looked like. We just knew he was British and named Harry, and that seemed romantic enough, because we had secretly passed around Harry Potter books.

      This music seemed like a real mixture of songs, and the vampires took turns, calling up different people to sing or play different instruments. Violin, guitar, bass and mandolin formed the backbone. They sang songs about murder and slavery and death and girls and horses, while the room filled with swirling skirts and stomping feet.

      I was passed from Rayner to Silvus, who appeared from upstairs, looking like he might have just woken up from a nap.

      “It’s a good time, isn’t it?” Silvus asked me during his turn. “These are a lot like the dances we used to attend in England. They got very rowdy. The movies never get it right. Or maybe it was just us. Vampires really know how to party like every day is their last. I’m not sure why that is.”

      “I feel like these dances haven’t changed in a hundred years,” I said.

      “No, indeed. There are a few seventy year old songs in the repertoire. You know, for the kids.” He smiled.

      “I like it,” I said. “It makes me feel like nothing really ever dies.”

      “I don’t think it ever really does, dearest.”

      “I’m cutting in,” Jie said, tapping Silvus on the shoulder.

      “Did you get it sorted?” Silvus asked.

      “Yep.” Jie took my hand as Thom came up behind him, trying to take my other. Jie smacked him. “Wait your turn, kid.”

      “What is sorted?”

      “Plane tickets,” he said. “We’re going to find your lost life. We told you we’d get it all figured out, and we’re well on our way to breaking your curse.”

      “I’ve never been on a plane!”

      “Brace yourself. We’re going to Hawaii.”

      “I’m going to get in some surfing,” Thom said. “Vampires go Hawaiian. See, I told you we ought to go to the beach.”

      “Hell yeah. We’re going to get up early, find your bones, and then spend the rest of the vacation chilling out.”

      “I hope you have bones somewhere,” Thom said. “Did they bury the dead in Hawaii in sixteen-something?”

      Jie shrugged. “I’m just glad we get to go somewhere that’s actually a vacation. Now, back off.” He steered me away from Thom. “This is my first proper dance with you in a long time. It’s nice to have you girl-size again. Bertie was almost as tall as I am and he wanted to lead.”

      “I suppose he probably knew how to dance though,” I said, stepping on his feet as I tried to follow what he was doing.

      “I don’t care about that.” Jie held me close. I put my head against his chest and heard him take a deep, contented breath. His hand started at my waist and then found its way to my shoulder blade, which was outside the tiny sleeve of the dress. “It just feels right.”

      I shut my eyes. It was true. It did feel right.

      Ulf came up to us as we parted and bowed to me. “It does my heart good to see you two dance together. I will always remember that charming little dance that you did for us in London.”

      “Was Li Mei able to dance? With bound feet?”

      Jie nodded. “You could walk and dance. Just not forever. My mother worked pretty hard with bound feet. Although she’d let hers out some.”

      “We were trying to persuade Lady Kestrel to come down out of retirement to heal your feet—and your lungs—but she was a stubborn character,” Ulf said. “And then your death came far too soon. The air in London certainly couldn’t have helped. But I think, if the happiness matters more than the years, you lived well. You were one of my favorites, child. I’m glad to see you again.”

      The old vampire did seem so genuinely warm. I believed that he wasn’t just being polite.

      “I hadn’t thought that Li Mei had a very happy life,” I said. “I’m glad I wasn’t just homesick and lonely.”

      “No, no,” Jie said. “You loved vampire parties. I think you were pretty happy most of the time, especially once your English was good enough for reading. It was just…complicated. I don’t want to try and explain how you felt. Maybe you’ll remember it someday.”

      I wonder if I could focus on remembering Li Mei’s life. Is that the life Silvus doesn’t want me to remember? No, I think that ‘his’ Meg is the one where something happened.

      “I hope so,” I said. “It was very hard to get used to this at first. The way you all remember me in different lives. But…when I remembered Bertie last night, well, I feel like I understand everything a little more.”

      “I wish you remembered everything like we do,” Jie said. “The bad and the good. I know that a lot of wizards think you shouldn’t remember your past lives because the past is past, but I wouldn’t want to forget. You’ve shared so many years with us. It isn’t fair to feel like a kid, is it?”

      “I should be a wise old woman by now, huh? But would you like that? I think that the other guys enjoy my innocence.”

      “Well…I don’t need an innocent girl to have a good time,” Jie said. “I like knowing your body…and you knowing mine. Anyway, innocence never lasts long. I won’t miss it if it means I never have to say goodbye to you.”

      I pressed against him. My barriers were melting away. When I was with Jie, I felt that being a vampire was the only choice I could make. He had a level-headed quality about him that was very reassuring, and when he gazed at me as we danced, I saw kindness and wit in his dark eyes. I still had a feeling he was thinking of Li Mei as much as he was thinking of Alissa, but I was starting to mind that a little less.

      When I had danced with all of the clan, Ulf swung me into a dance.

      “I’m so glad to see you once more,” he said. “How I worry about Rayner and Silvus without you around.”

      “Just them?”

      He laughed. “No, I don’t worry about the other two. You see it, don’t you?”

      “I do.” I smiled too, feeling like we shared a secret. It wasn’t really a secret, exactly. But I guess it was what you called ‘gossip’, which we were not supposed to do in the village.

      Then I met Dmitry, a tall blonde Russian vampire who also waxed poetic about Li Mei and her charms. Thom and Jie danced with each other while Rayner and Silvus watched on the sidelines, drinking and probably gossiping themselves. Rayner grabbed me back for the waltz. By this time, I could hardly breathe for dancing and I was dizzy with all the stories of people I used to be. How could I ever figure out who Alissa was with all these other people crowding my head?

      Alice had been playing the fiddle beautifully early in the night, but now she had been replaced by a man, and I didn’t see her anywhere.

      Maybe it was because I was haunted by my sisters. Maybe it was because no matter how happy I was, how lost in the moment, a part of me was still wandering a dark forest of despair, searching for Carrie and Joan. Wanting to see their faces and hug them to me and promise them I would keep them safe.

      I felt protective of Alice, even if she was a hundred and ten. I have to make sure I treat her like an older woman, I thought, out of respect. But she looked so vulnerable.

      I peered outside in the garden. I saw two vampires and their thralls out there, hiding in secluded spots of the walled garden, biting pale necks in the cool night.

      “Will you be joining us, angel?” one of the women asked, her mouth stained with blood. The other woman she was biting seemed barely conscious, but happy.

      “No!” I quickly withdrew back into the house, almost tripping on the doorframe.

      Maybe I shouldn’t be searching a house of vampires. I wondered if it was okay, what they were doing out there. My bare arms were tingling with cold.

      But I still felt like I should check on Alice. I turned to the stairs instead, after making my way through the maze of dancers.

      It was much quieter up here. There was a locked door with the sound of love making behind it, but I didn’t think that could be Alice.

      I finally found her—passed out in a bathtub, with a syringe dropped on the rug.

      Small as she was, her hands and feet still dangled out of the sides of a small clawfoot tub, and it gave me flashbacks of my mother’s death.

      “Alice!” I took her cold hand. “Alice?”

      “No…,” she moaned softly.

      “I’ll—I’ll get help.”

      Her hand gripped my sleeve blindly. “No need. I’m okay.” Her eyes were dazed, her lips bloodless. “Stay with me.”

      “What did you take?”

      “Faery drugs. I think they might be too strong…oof.” She tried and failed to sit up and instead just curled up sideways into the tub, her frothy party dress puffing around her. “It’s okay—Alissa. It’s okay.”

      She didn’t need to explain what she was feeling or what she’d been through. I understood. She was looking for oblivion, trying to escape the pain.

      I wrapped my hand around her arm and tried to feel out her condition.

      Her energy was very weak. Something strong and toxic was in her veins.

      I didn’t have a wand now. My healing magic wasn’t enough to help Mom. But I still tried. You can always try, I thought. You have to.

      I remembered Dee telling me when she did my Tarot card reading that I would find a friend. For some reason, I felt like Alice was the friend.

      But I had to save her from herself.

      I grit my teeth, unwilling to let her go. My magic struggled, untrained and scattered. I tried to focus it in. I tried to pull her back.

      You couldn’t even save your own mom.

      “No,” I growled, shoving out that memory. “Alice, can you make it through this and be my big sister?”

      My magic found company. The magic in a vampire’s own blood grabbed ahold of my power and seemed to tug on it, until I felt a rush of strength go through Alice. She quickly leaned her head over the side of the tub and coughed up a mixture of blood and something that looked like sparkling liquid silver.

      “Ohh…” She sank back into the tub and covered her face. “Oh, dear.” She looked at me. “I think you saved my life, Alissa.”

      “I tried my best. Your own magic did as much as I did. Were you…trying to…”

      “I hardly know,” Alice said wearily. “I don’t think it’s right to kill yourself. All I wanted was to see a little heaven. This faery dust gets me there fast.” She tried to get out of the tub, clearly dizzy.

      “You probably need blood,” I said. “I’ll get you some. Hang on.”

      “Wait. Don’t leave me quite yet.”

      “Okay.” I stopped moving.

      “Why did you come help me?”

      “I think I just feel like I want to help someone,” I said. “My parents were just killed, and my sisters are lost. We’re trying to save them but we have to go through all these steps first. I’m terrified. I guess I thought, if something does happen…well…I might need someone.” I swallowed. I didn’t want to sound like I thought I could replace my sisters with an adopted replacement.

      “Oh, it’s so sad to see you hurting, Bertie,” she said. “You were so kind to me. Your clan was good to me. Never once did you make me feel like anything but a grown woman. But I’m just lonely. It’s been a long time, and I keep trying to fight it on account of everyone being so kind to me. They said it would get easier when I turned a hundred, but it hasn’t.”

      “Being alone?”

      “The wanting and the needing,” she said. “I’m afraid I might get jealous of you with those four handsome men…”

      “But you are…older,” I said. “No one can see past how you look?”

      “I’m not sure I want anyone who can,” she said. “But I don’t let them in to begin with. Still, vampires have a pretty strict moral code. No one wants to be seen with a child when the punishment for turning a child is death! But me, I’ve still got a woman’s mind…”

      “I guess I knew it would be something like that,” I said. “What about thralls?”

      “Well, sure, I can always seduce any human I want,” she said, and in that moment the spell of her actual face was broken and I stopped seeing her as a girl and started seeing the dangerous predator she actually was. “And I do. But thralls die. I won’t turn ’em. I can’t be a good sire to anyone. I can’t get anyone through it when I’m barely surviving myself. Ulf said I could stay here, but I know he only said that because he felt sorry for me.” She patted my hand. “It’s sweet of you to ask, but why don’t you tell me about your sisters? Maybe—hey, maybe I could help. You saved me from death so I owe you my life.”

      “I’m not sure I really saved you from death!”

      “Are you going to do something dangerous? I heard something about the Order.” She was struggling to get out of the tub again. I offered her a hand. She was surprisingly strong, but unsteady, and nearly planted one of her dress shoes into the blood she’d just purged. “Ooh…dizzy.”

      “Yes. The Order has my sisters. I want to end it.”

      The firmness in my own voice surprised me. I thought I just wanted to save my sisters, mostly, but that really wasn’t good enough, was it? Rayner wanted to kill Father Joshua. I didn’t want anyone to grow up there, with hidden books and arranged marriages and bowed heads. Never again.

      “I look like a little girl,” Alice said. “Sometimes that has its advantages. Maybe I could sneak in and do whatever you need done.”

      “It’s very dangerous,” I said. “You can’t just sneak in.”

      “Why not? I’ll be disappointed if you don’t give me something to do. I can stay off the wagon when I have something to get my adrenaline going.”

      “They don’t trust strangers there at all,” I said. “It doesn’t matter if you look like a kid. They’ll just realize you’re a vampire.”

      “I guess you’re right. Well—if you need me, still…”

      “I will. I’m going to get you some blood now. I’m sure you still need it.”

      When I tried to take some blood ‘soup’ from the vampire’s table, Ulf saw me. “Are you with Alice?”

      “Yeah, she—“

      “No need to explain. I know Alice well enough. Come with me.” He brought me to a fridge and gave me a medical pouch of blood. “This is what she needs. Thank you for helping her, Alissa. I earnestly hope you will be able to join the clans. I should not like everyone to say goodbye to you a third time.”

      From what I heard of vampires, I expected them all to be cruel, attractive, and powerful, keeping to themselves, warring with other clans when they dared to cross paths. I had learned a lot today. They all seemed capable of killing and debauchery, and maybe they did see humans as pets—in the way of beloved things that die long before they would—but I had not expected how loyal they would be to their own larger family. Nor how much they could dance the night away to banjo music.

      I was definitely starting to feel torn. My old life and family still had a powerful hold on me, but…I didn’t want to just be a thrall. I wanted to be a part of a village that actually loved and cared for each other.

      “Me too,” I said.
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      Alissa

      

      “It’s not all bad to become a vampire,” Alice said. “And don’t let anyone tell you otherwise. I guess you must have talked to the other thralls yesterday when you were getting dressed. Some of them are desperate to be vampires, but no one likes desperation. They don’t usually last too long. And some of them would rather die.”

      “Yes, that’s sort of what Sophie and Rosie said. But…is the blood lust really bad? I can’t imagine looking at people and thinking I want to eat them.”

      “You’re not eating them. You’re just drinking their blood. And you don’t even have to kill them. You’re giving them a good time. But you know that.”

      “That’s true…” I blushed. After the dance, Jie and Thom took me to bed. We were all pretty tired, so I was spared finding out what Thom was going to do to me, but it was coming. And last night still wasn’t nothing either. It was all over in about five minutes, but it was quite a five minutes. Their hands were everywhere. Jie made love to me while his hand worked Thom’s cock and Thom’s tongue was in my mouth. They slept with their hands brushing each other’s, resting on my shoulder. I knew Rayner and Silvus were also sometimes-lovers, and I could feel the trust between them, but they were both very solitary. They each loved me in their own singular way. Jie and Thom were the opposite. Their love for each other was quiet but infectious. Tonight, they promised me, they would show me everything.

      Today, Alice had promised to take me out and tell me all about vampire life. I wanted her perspective. We were flying to Hawaii right after Halloween, and then to Belarus. If we succeeded in making the spell, the clan could turn me into a vampire.

      Rayner said it was my choice, but I knew that they all expected me to say yes.

      “You’re having a good time,” Alice said. “I know I said I was jealous, but you don’t have to hide it. I’m jealous of everyone who ever got married, but I want you to be happy.”

      “But won’t it change when I’m a vampire myself? When they can’t drink my blood anymore, but I need to drink someone else’s?”

      “Ah, now, they can still drink your blood. The venom still gives you that nice feeling. But it can’t feed you for long at all. You’ll just have whatever they’re having, which will be animal blood as often as anything. That’s where you need a good sire, I think. When you’re new you want human blood. Fresh as you can get it. You crave it badly. But those men of yours will take advantage of that feeling in the best kind of way…”

      “More than they already do?”

      “Oh, honey.” She gave my hand a little clutch.

      I flushed again.

      “I do love humans,” Alice said. “But it is hard to think of them as not being food at the same time. That’s my problem. I’m so hungry because I don’t get enough man.” She stopped and grabbed my arm again excitedly. “Do you want to meet my thrall here?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      I would never have agreed if I’d known Alice was going to shock the poor man, but I guess I shouldn’t have forgotten that vampires had a wicked streak.

      Anyway, I’m glad I agreed. Deep down I thought I could get used to being naughty.

      Alice didn’t just look young, she was also very small, I guess because people were smaller in 1910, but when she went out, she dressed sort of her age. That is, she put a scarf around her head and huge sunglasses, and a pink dress and matching coat with petite high heels. And, like Thom, she smoked. She must move around a lot, I thought, because there was no way she wouldn’t be noticed by everyone in the neighborhood, and humans would notice she never aged. The scarf and sunglasses hid her age a bit.

      “I have tested so many looks,” Alice said. “But it seems like the best way to get people to assume I’m a grown up little person is to dress like Grace Kelly.”

      “Who is that?”

      “I’m so old!” Alice wailed.

      “I grew up without a television or anything else,” I said. “You’ll have to tell me who everyone is.”

      “That’s right. You’re not likely to ever learn much about what’s new with this crowd! I can tell you about Grace Kelly and Vivien Leigh and Hedy Lamarr and Silvus can tell you about King Charles II.”

      Savannah was a beautiful place, heavily shaded with live oaks, and easy to walk between shops and restaurants from Ulf’s grand old house. Even though we were in the city, all the park squares and gardens made it seem lush and romantic and almost like a secret. Many of the house were generously sized and extravagant, especially in Ulf’s neighborhood. Everything was decorated for Halloween which was in just a few days.

      Alice heaved open the door of a bistro with a well-dressed and mostly older lunch crowd. I was glad I had nice clothes these days so I fit in.

      We were seated at a corner table and Alice asked to speak to the sommelier.

      “What is that?” I whispered. “A somme—“

      “He deals with the wine,” she said. “That’s why his blood tastes so good.”

      A thin older man with a pencil mustache stepped out as she tilted her sunglasses down. He stopped dead in his tracks. Then he stepped up to the table. “Alice…what are you doing here?”

      “Visiting you.” She beamed. “This is such a cute place. I just want you to recommend—“

      “I told you not to come here.”

      “I’m not here to embarrass you. Pretend you don’t know me. Bring me your best red.”

      “You don’t have any money.”

      “I have a little.”

      “This is not a place for you.”

      Her face turned from humiliation to fury. “Bring me a drink.”

      “Please…leave,” he said. “I know what you want.”

      “I just wanted to introduce you to my friend.”

      “We don’t have that sort of relationship.”

      “You should be afraid of me,” she hissed.

      Now his smile was a little gentler. “I know too much about you to be afraid of you.”

      “Anton, I—!”

      “Quiet,” he said, harshly, as one of the waiters looked at us. “I don’t have any good answers to questions about you. I—I mean, look at you, Alice! You know I don’t think of you any differently, but—“

      “That was the wrong thing to say to me,” she growled. “We are so done, Anton!”

      He looked horrified and practically ran to the back of the restaurant.

      She grabbed my hand and yanked me out of the bistro. Obviously, this wasn’t what she planned. She dragged me out of sight of the large windows, twisting my skin and wrenching my shoulder with her strength, and then she wiped away a few tears. “Well! That wasn’t the reaction I expected… He could have just played along! But oh no…”

      “It’s all right.” I felt protective of her. She was starting to feel older to me, but she also seemed like a fragile person. She made me feel stronger, the way my sisters did—and even my mom. I always had to be strong for them. “Maybe we should just get a cup of coffee. I’ll treat.” Rayner had given me some of my own money and I felt powerful being out in the world without any man around, with money in my pocket. Coffee seemed cheaper than wine, although I didn’t really know, since women in the Order didn’t drink. The only wine I’d ever bought was a nasty cooking wine. Still, whenever the men took me out I paid attention to everything and I was starting to piece together the bits of the real world like a quilt forming a pattern.

      “Thank you,” Alice said a little miserably, and I wondered if she really didn’t have any money. I was used to Rayner and his clan who seemed very comfortable with money, but Alice didn’t have a clan. Her options had to be limited for picking up work in the human world.

      We got our coffee and she looked out the window for a long moment as we sat down. “I know he told me not to come see him at work…but I still thought he’d be happy to see me. I thought I’d tease him. Of course, we’re not lovers.”

      “Would that make a difference?”

      “Everyone else has a lover’s relationship with their thralls,” she said. “Even straight male vampires—they don’t always have sex, but they’re close. Real close. Drinking someone’s blood is very sensual, as you know.”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, it messes everything up for me. I can never figure out how I’m supposed to be. I don’t want to be anyone’s adoptive daughter. I’m older than them, and stronger than them. But the minute they have a whiff of interest in me, I feel used and I think they’re creepy so I boot them out the door. One time I found a little goth boy just a few years older than me and went out on some real dates and everyone thought we were so cute together, but just try enjoying hours with a fifteen year old boy when you’re a hundred years old. I didn’t know half of what he was talking about. Plus I started to think I was the creepy one. And Anton is right. I don’t have a dime to my name!” She slumped.

      “That is a hard spot to be in,” I said. “Aren’t there any other young vampires in the world?”

      “They’re not common and they die young,” she said. “I’m surprised I’ve lasted this long. I just keep poking along, day by day. I’m glad you saved me. I’m always glad…when the sun comes up again. It’s the nights that get long.”

      “Don’t die, Alice. I believe you can live happily ever after. At least…I’d like to know that someone can.”

      “I’m sure you can,” she said.

      “I hope so. I have a lot to figure out.”

      “You’ll figure it out,” she said. “You’re a fighter. But a calm one. I can tell. I’ve seen vampires come and go. I know the kind that survive. You’ve already survived a lot, haven’t you?”

      “I feel like I’ve just been hanging on. My parents just died…and I’m with these men who all see me as a different person…”

      “That’s what surviving is. Just hanging on. Like fingernails on a cliff’s edge, sometimes. At least you know where you’re going. You’ll save your sisters, and have your men.”

      “Sure. I just don’t know what I’ll do with my sisters. I’d have to bring them into this…vampire world. I don’t know if the guys wanted to raise a baby. And then I’d watch them age and die…”

      “I had a little brother,” Alice said. “He died in 1992. It hit me hard, though I hadn’t seen him in a long time. I used to go and spy on him now and then. He liked to golf on Saturdays when he was retired. I’d hide in a tree and watch him. By then he looked just like my grandaddy.” She laughed. “That sounds like the saddest vampire story ever. But…maybe it got a little easier after that. He was the last of my family.”

      “I imagine you really wanted a clan of your own after that,” I said. “At least, everyone needs a family.”

      “Yeah, they do,” Alice said. “I wish I knew how to get one.”

      I wanted to suggest she could join our clan, but it was true that I had no idea how she would fit in. All four men were so obviously devoted to me, and knit into pairs in my absence. Alice would just end up left out. She already said Ulf offered to live with him and I guessed that posed the same problem. I expected she wouldn’t fit in with Ulf and Lucas and the grown women who were their thralls.

      “Don’t you worry over me,” Alice said. “I’m supposed to be convincing you to become a vampire. I’m not doing a very good job. I’m a bad example. Long story short, as long as you have a good clan with money, it’s a glamorous life. The parties are good and I hear the sex is even better. And vampires take care of their own. Plus, no matter how much you look like a fragile little girl, you’re stronger than anybody. I hope I didn’t twist your arm back there.”

      “It’s fine,” I said, a slight lie. I hadn’t slid back my sleeve but I think she bruised me. “If I was strong enough to fight Father Joshua myself, I wouldn’t mind that at all.”

      “We’ll get you there, sweetie,” she said.
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      Rayner

      

      I was a little restless when Alissa went out with Alice, worrying over her, but one of Ulf’s witch friends had her bird familiar following them around. Alissa had spent her life so shackled. I wanted her to learn how to get around in the world without me.

      Still, it was hard to let her out of my sight. And I still had two more nights to wait before she was mine again. My entire body was screaming for her.

      Silvus lined up his shot on the billiards table in Ulf’s attic and, as usual, was in a fierce competition with Jie to win the game. All four of us were playing but when Silvus landed two balls in the pockets, he just looked at Jie.

      “Nice shot,” Jie said.

      “Indeed it was.”

      “I don’t know if I can beat that.”

      “Oh, please. You’re already ahead.”

      Jie shrugged and easily knocked one more ball out, keeping himself in the lead. He barely fussed over the shot. Jie always downplayed his own smarts but he was somehow good at everything. It drove Silvus insane. Silvus was certainly every bit as intelligent but he seemed to work harder too. Thom and I just enjoyed the show. Thom was hungover, anyway, and had zero points.

      “I’m just glad we get a break before we have to go flying off somewhere,” he said. “I sure hate those things. Remember when you could get on an airplane and you got a whole meal and room for your legs? What the hell happened?”

      At that very moment, Ulf came up the stairs with Mariah beside him. Mariah was the witch who had been tracking Alissa and the moment I saw the serious looks on their faces I was ready to run past them. I should never have let her go! I knew it. I shouldn’t have let her out of sight for one moment. She can learn independence when Johannes is dead!

      `“Rayner, relax,” Ulf said. “Alissa is fine.”

      “Then do not come upstairs with such expressions!” I said.

      I wasn’t the only one nervous. The game had stopped immediately.

      “Ulf told me you are looking for a witch named Eileen Bowen,” Mariah said. “I’ve been contacting a few friends who know everything about other witches, and this morning a friend of mine in New York said she knows Eileen, and in fact, lives about an hour away from her. She said Eileen has been hiding out and has no way of being contacted, nor does she trust strangers, so she went over there to tell her you were looking for her. She found that her house had just been ransacked. The Order has been there. I believe Alissa’s mother might be in danger.”

      “Shit,” I said. “We need to go right away, then. Can your familiar tell Alissa to come back?”

      “He already did.”

      “If we hurry, maybe we can find her before the trip,” Silvus said. “Ulf, can you watch Calrose?”

      “Of course,” Ulf said.

      “Let me give you all the information I have on her location,” Mariah said. Silvus followed her while Jie and Thom went to pack the car. Ulf gave me a look as if he had something else to say to me. When they were gone, he walked down the stairs and shut the attic door behind us.

      “Rayner…we’ve known each other so long. I owe it to you, although I’m not making things easy on myself. This was my last party, my friend. I’m ready to depart this life.”

      “You’re moving on? Right now? When I’m the middle of trying to deal with the Order? Ulf, you poxy bastard.”

      Ulf took my frustration in stride. “It’s my seven hundredth birthday on All Saints’ Day,” Ulf said. “I have long told myself that seven hundred is long enough. It’s hard to go. It will always be hard to go, I think. I just find that I have no reason to get out of bed anymore. I feel I have done everything a man can do.”

      “I understand…I do…,” I said. He knew I’d thought about it. As Lisbeth was taking longer and longer to come back to me, sometimes I wondered if it would be easier just to let her be. But every time I found her, I felt like a new man again. I felt alive as long as she was with me. That feeling kept me going. “But…damn it all, what do you plan to do with it all? Who will fill your shoes?”

      “I don’t know. You’re the oldest vampire now—well, except a few we won’t talk of.” We both nodded over the existence of a few recluses and odd characters. “That’s why I’m telling you.”

      “I have a lot going on right now,” I said.

      “I left the house to you. Keep it, rent it…if you sell it, profits will be split with Lucas and some portions left to the vampires I have tried to take care of over the years. But I don’t care. At some point, all this life…well…let me be dust.”

      “What about Lucas?”

      “I leave him money. He’s still young. He would like to travel. Savannah has gotten a bit sleepy.”

      Ulf was making this sound like a minor thing. It wasn’t. He was dumping a lot on me. Vampires all over America relied on him and this house for sanctuary. If it became just another private home, it would leave orphaned vampires like Alice no place to turn to. But right now I had no time to worry over it. It was a heavy decision for a vampire to take their own life, and we all had sort of a mutual pact not to argue against it once a vampire was five hundred years old—the age we became known as ‘ancients’.

      “It’s an honor to handle your estate.” I shook his hand.

      “Think about it,” Ulf said. “It isn’t just your age. Bertie and Li Mei made your houses a home. If you turn her, how will you keep her mind busy?”

      “We certainly have plenty to keep our minds busy right now,” I grumbled. “But I wish you well, old friend.”

      I would miss Ulf. We could easily go decades without seeing each other, but he was like a father to all of us. As old as I was, there were moments when I wanted someone older still. He was right. I would now be the ancient vampire that all the others looked to for help, unless I slammed the door on them and made it clear that I was too busy with my own life.

      But what I mourned most of all was the loss of another person who had known Li Mei and Bertie. Everyone who met Lisbeth was already gone. The same with Marguerite.

      We all live only as long as someone remembers us.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Councilwoman Paola

      

      This was the house of the werewolf who killed my sister, if I had followed the directions from Councilwoman de Georgel correctly.

      The quest had brought me to upstate New York, well off the highway through quiet forests, until I was driving on unmarked dirt roads. Eventually, I reached a village tucked in the trees with most of the houses left in ruin.

      I parked my car well back. The gun loaded with rose quartz bullets was in my hand. I couldn’t help looking around with some wonder, a chill running down my spine. The way these cottages were clustered together, and their small size, with an ancient wooden paddock fence framing the entire village, was a pattern of town building from pre-colonial days.

      This must be a very early witch colony, I thought. They would have escaped the witch burnings of the Old World for the wider space of the new, but they burned witches here too, so they would have been driven out into rugged country long before the human settlers. They would have encountered resistance from Native American magic practitioners and struggled to grow food in the wild land.

      There was one old truck parked here now, and smoke puffing out of a chimney, in the one house that was still maintained.

      I looked at the gun. These bullets came from Father Joshua, and I knew he was a bad man. I knew I was being used by the council. This was how they would shut me up.

      But this might be the only way I could ever avenge my sister.

      I was the one who saw her body first, mangled by a werewolf’s teeth. I had no chance to heal her. She was gone. I was the one who had to tell my mother over the telephone. Then I flew home. Airplanes made witches sick, but I was already as sick as I was going to get. I ran to the tiny bathroom to throw up during takeoff as the plane rattled with turbulence. I was shaking and panicked. The flight lasted forever. I just kept seeing her body flash across my mind. We looked so alike people thought we were twins. But she was the natural leader, the life of the party. Everyone loved her.

      Werewolves didn’t deserve to exist. Even the good ones. They should be cleansed so they could never turn. This bullet wouldn’t kill, if I didn’t aim for a fatal spot. It would just take their magic away. The man would be human again. Merciful, really.

      He must be squatting here, in this ancient village of witches. I was sure it had never been a place for werewolves. Violating our sacred ground.

      He had probably already heard my car approach. If he saw me, would he remember the face of the girl he killed?

      Probably not. It was a turf battle. In wolf form, he probably smelled her more than he saw her.

      I wondered if we smelled the same.

      My hand gripped the gun, but I kept it hidden under a short cloak, the hood tugged over my face.

      It was so very quiet out here in the woods. Even the usual forest sounds seemed farther away than they should be, everything under an eerie cloud of memory. The lighting was so dim it seemed like the sun was going down but it was only noon. Dry leaves crackled and crunched under my feet despite every effort to be quiet. The forest floor was blanketed thick with them. I wondered if the wolf was napping.

      Now I was at the house. Inside the small gate, I walked by the gardens where rosemary grew abundantly from clay pots and thyme spread like grass. The curtains were tied back. I saw a movement.

      The door opened.

      I was face to face with him.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      I was in the back, at that fight. Werewolves were trying to seize territory from a small, aging family of wizards. Elania and I were both there to help them, but I was so young that they kept me in the back to heal the wounded. I barely saw his face when I ran into the fray, screaming. At that point, we had won the battle and the werewolves were in retreat. They slipped into the night. My sister was the only casualty.

      Before, I only saw him in wolf form. But in human form, his hair was still grayish like his pelt, the cut of his nose rather pointed, and his eyes had a golden sheen around the hazel.

      “What do you want?” He sounded nervous.

      “You killed my sister. Elania. You killed her.”

      I knew I couldn’t hesitate. This was the location I was given. This was the man. There was no reason to hesitate, anyway. I wasn’t a murderer. I was just taking his magic away so he could never hurt anyone again.

      My hands moved out from behind the cloak. He saw the gun. He moved to shut the door.

      I aimed at his legs and pulled the trigger. First shot—missed.

      “Stop! Who are you?” he asked.

      “Paola Garcia! From the witches’ council! We’ve met before.” I screamed it out, panic flooding me as I knew in another moment he might turn into a wolf and those jaws would come for me. I fired again and this time I aimed not for his leg, but his body. The bullet struck. He screamed as his body slumped to the ground.

      He was spasming. He didn’t seem to hear me. He vomited up something soupy as he twitched and now he seemed to be choking.

      He killed my sister. He deserved to choke on his own vomit.

      I should just go.

      But it was a horrible sight and I didn’t go. I didn’t want to be as cruel as my sister’s killer. Elania always helped people in need. That was why she was there defending those little old witches to begin with. I stepped into the house and crouched, trying to help him so he didn’t choke. He coughed and grabbed a blanket off a chair, dragging it down to wipe his mouth and chest.

      “Please…,” he said. “You already took my baby. I don’t want any trouble.”

      “Your baby?” I wondered what he was talking about.

      The cottage had all the markers of a witches’ home. A pot slowly cooking on the fireplace. Herbs drying. An altar set out for focusing simple spells. A bird in a generously sized cage. The house was decorated with intricate scrimshaw and paintings of whales, indicating that the whale was the totem of this house. Which was a very odd thing to see in the house of a werewolf. They were already half-animal, and creatures of the woods. They wouldn’t have the symbols of a sea creature.

      Did a witch live here with him? I mean, it was possible. I saw the tools of a Sinistral witch. Maybe he had a lover. But there was something off here.

      I realized I didn’t see any signs of his presence. This space was so very feminine. There was just one ladies’ coat hanging on the coat rack. Just one mug left over from breakfast tea.

      Now I didn’t know what I was dealing with.

      As I started to think this through, the woman transformed. Or maybe it was just that the illusion broke.

      It wasn’t the wolfish man anymore. It was a woman, homespun skirts puddling around her, her hair a lovely shade of red.

      Now I screamed.

      “Hey—“ I was confused. What had I shot? The wolf? Or a woman? Why would she put up an illusion? “Who are you?” Or had someone else created the illusion? “Can you hear me? Why did you look like a man? Is this your true form?”

      “Are you from the Order?” the woman gasped.

      “No. The council.”

      “I’ve heard they’re nearly…one and the same…these days…”

      As she was gasping out the words, struggling to maintain consciousness, a man materialized in the center of the room.

      He was a priest of the Order, wearing long robes marked with religious symbols, the Hand of God most prominent. This was not Father Joshua, but a priest who worked at the Haven. I had met him a few times. He helped magical folk who had both Ethereal and Sinistral traits to ‘step into the light of order’. He had a presence that was unnervingly serene, as if nothing would provoke his temper—but nothing would make him laugh either.

      “Father Bogdan?” I said, confused but feeling a deep sense of dread and regret. “What are you doing here?”

      “The woman is fine,” he said. “She was never going to be on our side. At least she is harmless now.” He opened the bird cage. “Come out, familiar.”

      “He’s not—he’s not my familiar!” the woman said. “He’s just a bird.”

      Father Bogdan’s wand whipped out and blasted the bird, killing it instantly with a blast of lightning.

      “No!” the woman cried, trying to get to her feet. She seemed too dizzy. Her shoulder was red with blood.

      “Madame Garcia,” he said. “Help me search the place. We can’t leave her with anything she can use. Take anything that looks like a spell.” He tossed me a burlap bag.

      “Who is this woman?” I asked.

      “She is a Sinistral witch—ah!” Father Bogdan let out a high-pitched cry. The witch had a knife concealed in her skirts. She had managed to whip it out and throw it at him. It punched through his robes and then it flew back into her hand, dripping with blood.

      “You think I’ve just been sitting out here growing old and feeble?” the woman said. “You took my baby and I have never forgotten.”

      Father Bogdan tried to blast her. Something deflected the blast. Even she looked surprised.

      “That bullet should have taken your magic,” he said.

      The woman managed to get to her feet and she reeled toward the door. She was shaking off the nausea and dizziness now, running out the door.

      Father Bogdan had his hand over his stomach as blood flowed over his hand. “Chase her, Madame Garcia.”

      “You need healing,” I said.

      I didn’t want to chase her.

      But I didn’t want to get on his bad side either. I used concern as an excuse, putting my hand over his and concentrating a moment to stop the bleeding.

      “That wasn’t the wolf, was it?” I asked, trying to keep calm. “Please tell me what’s going on.”

      “I can tell you’re never going to stop making trouble,” he said. That sounded vaguely like a threat.

      “I’m not making trouble,” I said. “I’m just trying to understand.”

      “I think you already understand,” he said.

      “No, not really.”

      “The Order and your councils are one and the same now,” he said. “The councils on their own have been very poor leaders, you must surely admit. You’ve been weak and lost ground to Sinistral and Wyrd. But we’re helping you now, and you’ll get it back. We have the tools to wage a true war. These bullets are a tool, and in this case, so were you. I wanted to ease your mind and show you that you had killed your sister’s murderer.”

      “But it wasn’t my sister’s murderer at all! It was some witch that you wanted me to harm and I don’t even know her!”

      “You weren’t supposed to know that. If you had just left him, your mind would be at peace, knowing you struck him down.”

      “I am a good witch,” I said. “And so was Elania. I couldn’t leave him there to die like that. Everyone on the council is supposed to be a woman of honor and mercy. Even if I’m the only one to uphold it, I will.”

      “Times have changed too much,” he said. “I commend you for your honor, but we are fighting for our lives. Magic is dying.”

      “We have always been fighting,” I said. “Times haven’t changed one bit. I know my history. Wars never really end. That is simply no excuse for abandoning our principles.”

      Father Bogdan was looking at me like I was in his way.

      “Oh goddess,” I breathed.

      Sometimes you just know.

      I had miscalculated everything. I had worked hard, especially since Elania died, to live up to the kind of woman my sister was. I had made my way to the council. I had tried to help those poor people trapped in the village of the Order. I had devoted my life to the ideals of Etherium. Not just maintaining order, but also justice and fairness.

      “Thank you for the healing, Madame Garcia,” he said. “You were a good witch, for gentle times. You should be very proud of yourself. You will be remembered and honored with full burial rites of a fallen soldier.”

      I wondered who would tell my mother I was dead.

      I wondered how long it would take before she knew.

      Sometimes

      you

      just

      know—

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      Silvus drove all day without hardly stopping. We drove into the night, into a profoundly dark forest. The only light in any direction came from our headlights and a tiny bit of moonlight through the trees. But not much.

      I was scared. It was just like the night I ran away from home, into the dark forest, without knowing what would happen. I hated that I couldn’t see.

      “I know it’s scary,” Jie said. “But our night vision is excellent. And a wizard will have a much harder time. So this is an advantage for us.”

      “There is hardly a road anymore,” Silvus said, sounding a little less thrilled. “I feel magic in the air, but…I certainly hope I didn’t miss a turn.”

      “There is something ahead,” Rayner said, and in another moment, I could see it too. The old fencing was formed from big logs crossed together. Weeds and vines were twining around the fence, which was collapsed in places. Homes loomed in the shadows, barely visible to me until the car lights hit them.

      My skin was crawling all over.

      Silvus parked a little ways back and got out, wand at the ready. It glowed at a command from him. “Magic is very strong here,” he said. “This is a witch village.”

      “Anyone here?” Rayner asked.

      “Maybe.”

      “You two stay with Alissa,” Rayner said.

      Silvus cut the car engine. Silence swallowed us. Now his wand was the only light to catch my eye. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw that the village had seven houses, all gathered close within the fencing. Plants were starting to reclaim the houses. I saw the gaping dark hole of a collapsed roof. The houses were all made of logs with wooden shingles.

      “This is a really old settlement,” Jie whispered.

      “I don’t care for places like this,” Thom said. “These woods make me claustrophobic.”

      Silvus came back a moment later. “Something happened here recently,” he said. “The imprint is strong—and unsettling. It’s just like Mariah said. But—Alissa, I think you should come. If this is your mother’s house, you might help us pick up something.”

      My mother’s house.

      I’d been thinking about my mother the whole way. My real mother. It was hard to wrap my head around that. I kept seeing her with the face of the woman I thought was my mother all my life. At first, I resisted the idea. I hated thinking that my family didn’t share any blood with me. Blood ties weren’t nothing. Some spells used them.

      But as the hours of thinking went by along with the miles of highway, I started thinking about the way I would want a mother to be. I would want her to know magic. I would want her to know how to defend herself and me. I would want her to be strong. I would want her to kill Father Joshua when she found out just how wrong things were, instead of succumbing to his tricks while I was being forced into marrying him…

      Jie took my hand to lead me through the darkness. Brambles kept snagging my clothes. The sky peering through the dark trees was so clear I could see countless stars. The trees had lost their leaves, which helped some moonlight get through, but a fair amount of evergreens still gave it all a sense of impenetrable mystery.

      The houses were clearly very old. They were so small, with tiny windows and huge chimneys. They came from a time when witches didn’t need any connection to the human world at all. There was barely a road here, and no sign of any phone lines or off-grid electricity. I imagined one witch, living here all alone, with the stacks of firewood and the herbs growing wild.

      A light streaked through the shadows toward one of the houses.

      “What was that!?” I exclaimed.

      “It went over there,” Silvus said.

      We picked our way to the largest house that was set apart from the others, and small gravestones poked up like jagged teeth.

      “So…this is actually the meeting house,” Silvus said, pointing at the building. “In a village this small they would use it for worship, ritual, and gatherings of every kind. I’m sensing something…not good.”

      Rayner put an arm around me as Jie, holding my hand, drew closer.

      “I don’t smell blood,” Thom said.

      Silvus walked the cemetery, to one corner. He felt the ground. “Freshly dug,” he said.

      “Oh…no…” I could barely breathe.

      Were we too late? Had someone killed my mother and buried her?

      The tiny dancing light came to a floating pause over some freshly stirred dirt. Silvus’ head jerked up, and he swiped back his black hair to get a good look at the light and then the fresh grave.

      The light made a little indignant whistle. It swirled off away from Silvus and pointed us somewhere else.

      The light had led us to an old shovel, sitting inside the doors of the meeting house. Rayner got it out and shrugged. “Well…I guess we know what we need to do. You two should take Alissa back to the car.”

      “No!” I said. “Rayner—I’m staying. If that’s my mother, I want to see her.”

      “I don’t want you to see anything you can’t unsee,” Rayner said. “We’ve seen a lot of wounds and death, but…”

      “I don’t want to go to the car,” I said. “This is important.”

      The light danced over to me and rubbed against my shoulder. It didn’t feel like anything. It made a low, musical call.

      “What the heck do you suppose this thing is?” Thom asked. “Some kinda ghost light? It seems to like Alissa.”

      Rayner picked up the shovel and drove it into the ground with his shoe, pitching a heavy load of dirt aside as he grimaced. This was a tough job. No matter how much he’d seen in the past, I knew he didn’t want to see this. But he worked at it steadily, rolling up his sleeves, his shirt straining against his back muscles. I wondered how many things like this he’d done for me, or because of me, in the course of his entire life.

      Silvus reached a hand toward the light, which was dancing around my head, making a musical sound. It soothed me and it seemed to recognize me and beyond that, I was confused.

      “Hullo, fellow,” Silvus said in a low, soothing voice. “Can you come to my hand?”

      The light whistled back more warily. As it danced around my hair I almost thought I felt ticklish.

      “Alissa, you don’t have a familiar?” Silvus asked.

      “No. I never have, as far as I know.”

      “It makes me think of a familiar, the way it seems to want to stick close to you. Rayner, Lisbeth didn’t have a familiar either?”

      “She sort of did,” Rayner said. “But she wasn’t a practicing witch. And her clan had a weird sort of shared familiar.”

      “Right. They were a totem clan, like some of the Scandinavian and Russian wizards.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Most witches have a single familiar,” Silvus said. “That is true through most of the world. But for whatever reason, witches in some countries had a different set up. Instead of having one bird or rabbit or what have you, the clan shares one familiar: always a larger and more powerful animal. Their human form is more rarely seen but might appear for any member of the clan.”

      “That’s right,” Rayner said. “You were from Clan Walvis. Your entire family had a whale familiar.”

      “I’ve heard they are quite odd birds, the clan familiars,” Silvus said. “They don’t dwell in our world as much as a normal familiar. They don’t get close to anyone in particular.”

      “Is this the familiar of Clan Walvis?” Jie asked. “It does sound like tiny whalesong.”

      “Aw,” I said. (I didn’t even know whales could sing.) “Are you a whale? A tiny whale spirit?”

      “I found something,” Rayner said, standing back and driving the shovel into the ground. “It’s…a woman.”

      “Shit,” Thom said. “Shit.”

      “We’re too late…” Silvus lowered his head.

      Rayner knelt and started scooping dirt with his hands. “She looks quite young,” he said. “She doesn’t look like you at all either…”

      I dared to come close and a total shock went through me. “It’s—it’s Councilwoman Garcia! She came from the council to check on the Order. I think she was trying to help us.”

      “Well, that tells the whole story, doesn’t it,” Rayner said. “She must have meddled a little too much.”

      “This is terrible,” Silvus said. “Does that mean someone from the Order was here?”

      They all looked around and down. “Footprints,” Rayner said, indicating some small impressions in the dirt. “Well, we know someone buried her.”

      “Where is my mother?” I asked. “Spirit…do you know? You took us this far.”

      I saw the light dance out of the corner of my eye, at the door to one of the houses, and suddenly candles blazed to life in the windows.

      I ran toward the light. For a second I forgot all about the danger I might face. I wanted to see what was in the house, and follow the light. The path to the house was well kept, unlike the rest of the village, so even in the shadows I could find my way.

      “Alissa!” The vampires were right behind me.

      I opened the door and stood in the middle of a cozy little house, every bit of it welcoming and almost familiar to me—battered furniture, chipped tea mugs and blue china, striped wool blankets, dusty books, crystals, and along the walls, little paintings and whales and carvings made from their bones.

      I had another prickle of memory, thinking I had seen things like this before, in a cozy house just like this, and I recognized it as a house from Dutch immigrant witches who came to New York just like the normal humans.

      However, many of the books looked like they had been torn from shelves and everything looked like it had been moved. Then I almost slipped on a puddle of vomit on the floor. I didn’t expect to see that. I stumbled back against the wall. Rayner was there to catch my arm.

      He glanced around. “Your people have been here,” he said. “I have not seen anything like this since we were first together.”

      “Somebody’s been snooping around looking for something,” Thom said.

      “Is the vomit from Councilwoman Garcia?” Silvus asked.

      “People always vomit from purification spells,” I gasped. “We shouldn’t be here… My mother isn’t here. Something bad happened.”

      Suddenly something shot past Jie, who was standing in the doorway, nearly grazing his head before it punched into the wall and shattered a picture frame.

      “Get down!” Rayner shoved me as Thom and Jie dove. Silvus chanted a spell and the door shut behind us.

      “That won’t stop me…” A man materialized into the room in robes of the Order. Father Bogdan. I had only met him just a few times. He came to see Father Joshua and speak to him privately. He might attend services, but then he would leave again. He was a reformer, who helped spread the word of the Order to troubled wizards. That was all I knew about him.

      He pointed a gun right at Silvus’ head. “No one move,” he said. “If my finger twitches, you’ll have a bullet in your head—and if it doesn’t kill you, it will take your magic.”

      Rayner let him speak but then he didn’t hesitate another second before he reached out, grabbed Father Bogdan’s leg, and yanked his feet out from under him. Father Bogdan clearly didn’t expect Rayner to have such a strong arm, or to make a move. He was pulled to the ground and all four of them set upon him.

      “Repel” Father Bogdan grunted, waving his hand, and just as quickly, he pushed the vampires back and bought himself some time. Thom had his hand on the gun, trying to wrestle it out of his hand.

      “I ain’t got magic anyway,” Thom said.

      Father Bogdan pulled the trigger. Thom jerked away just in time.

      “You are magic,” Father Bogdan said. “And you clearly know it. If I purify you, you will become a normal human again. I can offer you this blessing.”

      “Huhn,” Jie snorted. “And then what?”

      “Well…you age rapidly,” Father Bogdan said, in a soft but malicious tone. “And if you’re lucky, you go to meet your gods.”

      “How many of those bullets do you got?” Thom said.

      “I don’t really need the bullets,” Father Bogdan said. “If I can put a hand on you, child, that is enough.” He reached for Thom’s head. “I bind you to my touch, I bind you to my grip. I shall bring you the light of Etherium.”

      Thom tried to twist his head away but now Father Bogdan seemed to be bound to him.

      Jie ran to intercept and Father Bogdan shot him with his wand.

      Silvus stepped up, flourishing his own wand. “I release Thom from this binding!”

      “I bind Thom to me—O Gods, I implore you, let my righteousness prevail over this Sinistral servant, for he is nothing but a hand of evil, and I will purge the evil from this boy.”

      “Not a boy,” Thom grumbled. He had stopped fighting because his head was stuck to Father Bogdan and it seemed like moving caused him some pain.

      “You shall be a boy again,” Father Bogdan said. “Come unto me, and feel no more pain of this curse. Surrender to your mortal life, Thom, and you shall no longer crave the flesh nor feel the shadow of loneliness, but will walk with the gods.”

      “But craving the flesh is my favorite thing,” Thom said, and yet, his words started trailing off as he looked at Father Bogdan, who seemed to have some bewitching power. Thom’s usual devil-may-care charm melted away as his face grew as expressionless as the people of my village who were too scared to have a personality.

      “No—no!” I cried, horrified at the thought of Thom, who was as wicked as he was sweet, and as caring as he was dangerous, turning into one of those defiant young men who were purified by Father Joshua and lost their spark entirely.

      “I release Thom—Thom, my dear friend—from this binding!” Silvus said, more forcefully.

      Rayner and Jie immediately lunged toward Father Bogdan to wrestle him physically as Silvus fought to break the binding.

      What could I do? Just sit here uselessly? Was this all I was ever meant for, to sit around helplessly, to watch my family die or be harmed while I cowered or ran away?

      If I only had my wand…

      Maybe a wand would give me enough power to help…

      “Help me,” I whispered. “Help me, spirit, whatever you are…”

      Father Bogdan threw Jie into the window. Glass shattered and wood splintered. But he also was forced to release Thom. The fight shifted toward the broken window as Jie didn’t pop back up right away and Thom still looked dazed. Rayner went to help Jie and Silvus was barely holding Father Bogdan off.

      I wasn’t doing anything here, that was certain, so I turned instead to the narrow stairs at the back of the cottage. I quickly crawled up them and found an attic room with all the things my mother must not use on a daily basis. I saw trunks and shelves with dirty old clutter. A few dresses hung to dry on a line. Nothing looked that useful. It could have been our attic back home.

      “Please…help!” I begged aloud, hearing shouts and crashes continuing downstairs. “I don’t want to be useless anymore. Aren’t I a witch!?”

      After a painfully long moment, something appeared—but not just a light. A form appeared. It looked like a boy wearing a knee-length dark coat and britches like someone from the 1700s, wild silver-gray hair falling in his face. He looked almost human, but not quite, like something was off. A boy of fourteen or fifteen—at least on the surface. His skin was as grayish as his hair, and his eyes were pure black and looked ancient. His presence was so strange but in the midst of a fight I could only accept it as normal. He heard the crashes too, and looked troubled.

      “Wh…,” he said.

      “What?” I said, trying not to sound completely frantic. I didn’t have time for this.

      “The whale bones…,” he said. He seemed to struggle with speaking as if he wasn’t used to doing it. Or maybe he didn’t know much English. “…are spells.” He gestured to the walls and then pointed at me. “Use them. Use them…strongly. Like a tidal wave.” He gestured outward, his sleeves flapping around him.

      “How?”

      “You know how,” he said.

      “Okay. Thanks.” That didn’t seem like much help to me, but I didn’t have time to ask any more questions. I ran downstairs to find Father Bogdan very close to the stairs, facing the window, but now he turned toward me. He looked at me and lunged.

      It seemed like, in the moments I was gone, his focus had changed. He thought he would attack the vampires. They were proving a good match for him. Now he just wanted me. Father Joshua was really hunting for me, not my men.

      “He’ll kill your sisters, Alissa,” Father Bogdan said. “Come with me. You won’t get them back unless you come with me. You can be with them. Take care of them. At least you’ll know they are safe.”

      “He won’t kill them,” I said.

      “He’ll kill Joan,” he said. “He’ll kill the baby. She won’t even know. She’s too young to fear. I’m afraid he will be forced to do it, child. For the good of all of our people. If you don’t come home, all of us will die when the end of the world comes.”

      “That’s a lie,” I said. “A total lie.”

      “You still believe it, deep down,” he said, with a slow smile. “I know you understand that Father Joshua’s teachings were true. You see this world, now that you’re out in it, how fragile and dark it is, how wicked the mundanes are. They know nothing of nature. They clog their world with poison. They have replaced faith with fluff.”

      “That’s how you see it,” I said, but I had seen that the mundane girls were free. They weren’t perfect, but they were free to go out in the world and laugh and express themselves, and even though Dee was struggling to provide for her little girl and having problems with men, and Rosie had left her religious family to be a vampire’s thrall, they had a thousand choices that I never had, and they were comfortable with themselves in a way that I was never permitted.

      The world was a lot more complicated than I thought.

      But my sisters…

      I just had to act. I had to trust Rayner and the guys would stick to their promise and we would save them, that this was a hollow threat. I pulled one of the scrimshaw off the wall. I hadn’t really looked at the artwork on them before, but what seemed like a village seashore scene from a distance actually had tiny details of a man drowning in the ocean while a group of women watched.

      I pushed my arms out like the boy and said, “Drown! Drown! You must drown!” I poured all my fear into the spell instead.

      Water started bubbling out of Father Bogdan’s nose and mouth. I could smell the brine. He reeled away from me and stumbled. He tried to speak, choking on the water.

      I cast the spell that killed him.

      I should have been horrified at myself. Was it right for me to kill a man and watch? Why did I need to watch? Some part of me relished it. Some part of me wanted to see that his life was snuffed out by my will and the spells in my mother’s house.

      He stopped twitching and water spilled out of his bloated face. Rayner met my eyes. It was the first time he looked at me, not as his thrall, his pet, his wife, the thing he had to protect—but as his match.

      A tiny smile flitted across his face and then it all rushed out of me and I fell toward the nearest chair, shaking all over, but Thom caught me instead and spun me around. “That was something!” he said. “You saved our asses.”

      “I’m sure you’re being modest.”

      Silvus took my hand. “You did everything you needed to do.”

      “Definitely one of us,” Jie said.

      They were surrounding me with an intense pride in me, like there was nothing I could have done to please them more.

      “And she’s all mine tonight,” Thom said. Now he looked into my eyes. His gaze made me tremble, and so did the hand that held me steady at my waist. The memory of Thom and Bertie crossed my mind, sharp as a knife.

      “Tomorrow night,” Silvus said. “I am not sure this is a night for sleeping. I still have a lot of questions. It would appear your mother was here this very day, and we haven’t found her yet.”

      “Let’s go find your mother, Tulip,” Rayner said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      “So that will o’ the wisp told you to do it?” Thom shook his head as he helped me up the rocks. There was no path out here, but the forest was very rocky as it climbed up a mountain slope, with huge slabs of stone rising around us up to ten feet tall.

      “That’s right. But he took the form of a person.”

      “Man, the magic world will never make much sense to me.”

      “It’s not supposed to make sense to you,” Silvus said acerbically. “The magical world has always had its own laws. We’ve studied them so we know what they mean. I believe it’s just as I said. The boy is a clan familiar. How fascinating! Most of them have died out. I’m sure Alissa’s mother can tell us more about him.” He took my hand and held out his wand. “She came through here. But she’s done a superb job of covering her tracks. It’s only when I touch Alissa that I can sense it at all.”

      “So there really is a blood tie between us…”

      “That’s right.”

      I felt bruised up from climbing over rocks in the dark, but I hardly felt the pain. I was starting to get excited about meeting my real mother, wondering what she would look like and if we’d feel the connection of family right away. How much did blood matter? I knew that I never doubted the parents who raised me.

      We reached the dark mouth of a cave, wide enough for us all to walk inside, and around five feet tall. The smell of moist rocks and the slick sheen of the rocks that made up the cave floor were not a place I wanted to go, but Silvus said, “There’s her hiding place. Witches love a cave. I’m sure it’s larger inside. They would have placed the village near a cave where they could hide if needed.”

      “I think I should take Lisbeth and go alone,” Rayner said. Sometimes he still slipped back to my old name. “This woman clearly has a tie to our home. I don’t want to frighten her with the whole lot of you.” He took my hand. “I’m with you.”

      “I know.” I trusted him. But it was still a terrifying hole in the ground. The rocks jabbed my feet and knees. I couldn’t see at all. Rayner kept a hand around my waist but soon it was clear that he couldn’t see either. His night vision still required some light.

      The world was his hand, his breath, and the damp darkness that swallowed us. I heard water trickling somewhere.

      “Was Silvus completely certain about this?”

      “He doesn’t steer me wrong,” Rayner said, surprisingly confident despite his nerves. “I have to trust so many things to Silvus.”

      A blue light streaked through the cave, briefly illuminating formations and the shape of a person. The light hit Rayner in the shoulder.

      “We come in peace!” he said through a hiss of pain. “I brought your daughter!”

      I heard the woman’s faint breathing. “My daughter…”

      “Yes,” I said. “Are you Eileen?”

      She let out a breath and I heard something clatter to the ground. “I don’t have a light,” she said.

      “You can’t make one with magic?” Rayner asked. “You’ll see—we are who we claim to be. The priest of the Order is dead.”

      “He did something to me,” she said. “He shot me and I feel…strange. I can’t use magic. I just had that one attack spell on me.”

      “He purified you,” I said. “Oh…no. If you’re a Sinistral witch, he might have messed up your magic for good.”

      “I was afraid of that,” she said.

      “I’m going to help her,” Rayner said, his fingers drawing away from mine. I heard him moving toward her voice. He was faster than me, even when he couldn’t see. “Silvus can heal you, a little bit.”

      “So you killed him?” she said.

      “Yes. Your daughter killed him.”

      “Good,” she said. “Very good.” They moved close to me and an unfamiliar hand now clasped mine. “Lisbeth…!”

      “You know me as Lisbeth too?”

      Now her arms went around me and held me tight. “All that you must have gone through after they took you from me…I am so sorry for all of that. But I’m glad you found your clan, in the end.”

      When we made our way back out, I was able to hear the whole story, and see the face of the woman who gave birth to me. Her voice, weakened by the effects of the purification spell, led me to expect a frail old woman. I was definitely shocked to see a beautiful red-haired woman who resembled me strongly. She hardly looked older than forty. She was bleeding, though, and her clothes were bedraggled and homespun, dirtied from making her way through the dark woods to escape.

      “We look so alike!” she said. “I often imagined you growing up. I begged for dreams of you like the dreams I had when I was pregnant. That was why I named you Lisbeth. I saw another life, and in that life I was your mother in Amsterdam.”

      “You’re Lisbeth’s mother?” Rayner said. “This has never happened before.”

      “The circle is closing,” Silvus said. “This is Lisbeth’s final life. Her mother’s spirit has returned to her to see her one more time.”

      “But then…you were a week old and they took you from me. They threatened my life and I’ve been hiding ever since. Well, like most witches, I don’t mind being alone minding my own business. I had my familiar, and when you were born, Waldemar appeared. Has he appeared to you?”

      “The boy?” I said.

      “Did he appear to you as a boy? To me he is always an older man! But I suppose he takes the form you are comfortable seeing. He’s the familiar of Clan Walvis,” she said. “He’ll help you if you’re in a lot of trouble.”

      “See?” Silvus said to Thom. “I knew what I was talking about. It all makes sense. If he’s your familiar, Alissa, that’s wonderful news. A familiar can appear any time, anywhere, to help you with magic.”

      “I just call him?”

      “Yes,” my mother said. “Hundreds of years ago, he used to protect the entire clan. The clan died out physically, but since your spirit was trapped in this world, he has been as well. He’s been waiting for your final life. But he hates people.”

      “He…hates people?”

      “Yes. He really does,” she said. “I think he’s begrudgingly getting used to me, but he doesn’t like to talk at all. So he has helped me with the garden and the animals now and then. He just knows what magic will help. I don’t have to say a word to him.”

      “I guess that explains why he seemed like he was trying to remember how to speak English…”

      “He would’ve been used to Dutch, of course,” my mother said. “But despite the dreams, I don’t know a word of Dutch!”

      I was pretty overwhelmed by all this information. Not just a mother, but a real witches’ familiar! No one in the Order seemed to have a familiar. It was a taboo subject to even speak of them. Now I wondered if Father Joshua did something to the familiars because they might protect a witch from him, and they could escape the walls of the village easily. Having familiars would probably undermine the entire Order. Maybe my familiar had escaped whatever that fate might be by serving the clan instead of just me.

      “He was helpful enough to us,” Silvus said. “Did you see the councilwoman?”

      “The woman? Oh, yes, is she all right?”

      “No,” Rayner said. “I’m afraid you made out much better than she did. The Order isn’t playing games if they would kill someone who is theoretically an ally to them. She must have asked questions he didn’t like.”

      “And those bullets!” Silvus said. “They take magic away. They could threaten the entire race of vampires with such a tool.”

      It was in a more solemn mood that we returned to the cottage. The men buried Father Bogdan while my mother looked at the mess in her cottage. She waved a hand to the fire and then stopped short. Her magic no longer worked. “Well, it hasn’t burned out,” she said, putting some kindling on the fire and stirring the coals back to life. She looked so weak but she was used to doing everything for herself. I knew the type. That was how my other mother was too.

      “Let me help,” I said, rolling up my sleeves. “I know how to get a fire going. I can make breakfast. Can I use these apples?”

      She smiled. “Of course.”

      “I’ll surprise you.” I looked in her cupboard and found very basic supplies. She seemed to live on bread, soup, and fruit. She didn’t even have butter. I found a jar of bacon grease for cooking the apples. No cinnamon. I wondered how the fresh rosemary would taste.

      “You must have grown up working hard there, in the Order…,” my mother said. “I’m sorry, Lisbeth. I would have rescued you if I could. I was alone…I didn’t know what I could do.”

      “You don’t have to apologize,” I said. She must have been about my own age when I was born… “They would have killed you.”

      “I saw Rayner too. Before you were even born, I knew he would come for you. I saw that my destiny was to prepare you for the day he would come for you.”

      “My destiny…”

      `“Yes.”

      “How would you have prepared me?”

      “Well, I would have told you about Lisbeth, and all the things I remember about our lives in Amsterdam. We would have made a trousseau and I would teach you all the good and useful magic I know…” She paused. “But I also would have told you how to kill him.”

      “You would have prepared me to marry him or kill him?”

      “Those are your choices, I believe,” she said. “And only you can decide which one is your own fate.”

      “Do you think he’s a good man?”

      “I think he loved you more than any man in Amsterdam,” she said. “And now, he is also a vampire. The path of darkness will always be his to walk.”

      I paused for a long time, considering the knowledge I might have had, and the choice I would have faced. But it would be very different if he had come to me when I was a powerful witch. “Do you think I should become a vampire?”

      “Only you can decide such a thing. But you must defy the spell that has made you the ‘Blessed Thrall’.”

      “Rayner thought you might have cast it,” I said.

      “No. It was the Amsterdam covens. They thought you had been tricked. But I was your mother. I knew what was in your heart, then.”

      “Even though you remember Rayner stealing me away to London?” I thought I had already decided I would become a vampire. But now I had to argue.

      “Yes. At that time, he was all you wanted. Do you feel differently now?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “I have been in the hands of bad men,” I said. “And now I think I would like a good one. But he isn’t a good man. They all admit it.” Rayner’s face was still never far from my mind. I could conjure up the feel of his shirt against my cheek and the woodsmoke smell of him. I chopped the apples with quick slams of the knife. “So you have memories of us…the first time?”

      “Yes. At first I didn’t approve. He didn’t have very much money. But I’m sentimental. I thought, eventually, that a love like that would carry you through times when the purse is tight. And he was ambitious. He worked hard, even if he didn’t have connections. He made you a beautiful pair of shoes, embroidered with tulips and whales! Your father would never have even thought of anything so romantic as making me handmade shoes, and I thought that maybe the son of a shoemaker wasn’t so bad after all. The embroidery wasn’t even a man’s job. He did it just for you, because he couldn’t afford to buy you anything so nice.”

      “I am sure I could never kill him,” I said. Rayner mentioned that he had made me beautiful shoes. He must have been very proud of them, to still be thinking of it centuries later, and I must have loved the gift.

      “This is the truth,” my mother said. “How much he loved you. But what is also the truth, is the man he became. That was five hundred years ago. I don’t know who he is now. I have known other vampires, and no vampire lives to be five hundred years old without taking many lives and losing much of his humanity. I’m telling you what I saw, what I know. Just make sure you follow your own heart and not something the Order told you. You were meant to be happy, Lisbeth.”

      “I’m not Lisbeth!” I snapped.

      Her brows immediately softened with apology, which reminded me so much of my other mother, the one I had always known. It was the gentleness of a woman who loved me and knew me well, and it made my chest tighten. “You’re right,” she said. “Alissa. I’ll try to remember.”

      “I—I hardly know how to think about it,” I said. “I just know that I have no choice. That everything has already been written in stone by all the lives I lived before. What’s left that belongs only to me?” I bit my lip. Did I have a right to insist that any part of me was mine alone? Father Joshua would have said no. I was there to wait for his order and submit to my father and then to him. I was a woman and I was nothing.

      Rayner would not tell me I was nothing. He tried to give me freedom, but it never felt like freedom at all. I wasn’t sure if it was his own fault, or the bonds of fate that bound us.

      My mother looked at the window, and then at me. “I’ve just been praying for your happiness, Alissa,” she said. “I knew what my dreams told me.”

      The door opened. Thom walked in, looking dirtier and dustier than ever. He arched a brow at me.

      He heard everything I said. I could just tell.

      “We’re having a funeral now,” Thom said. “If you wanted to come and pay your respects to the councilwoman.”

      “Sure…”

      He took my hand. My brain was scrambling over the things I said, wondering if I needed to explain. He didn’t seem angry, but I wondered if he would tell Rayner.

      “I won’t tell Rayner what you said, darlin’,” he said in a husky voice. “So you want to be free, is that what you were saying? Rayner told you you could go if you wanted to go. He even said he’d give you money.”

      “Yes…”

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” Thom whispered, his voice a silken threat. But then his smile came on its heels. Was he kidding, after all? “Nah,” he said. “You don’t really want to go. I thought you remembered how it was between us. You protested. You resisted. But you wouldn’t go. From that first day, we were tangled together and we would never be free from each other again. Still, when you talk about leaving but you don’t do a damn thing about it, it only makes me more excited for you to feel every knot that binds you…” His hand shifted to my wrist, his thumb and forefinger tightening. “You’ve got about eight hours to run, otherwise…tonight, I’m going to show you how it feels.”

      In the panic of the last couple days, I had almost forgotten how these men could make me feel. Heat rushed through me in an instant before settling in my toes. All the feelings were giving me whiplash. But we had come to the graveyard so I had to compose myself.

      Paola had seemed so strong, standing up to Father Joshua, and I wondered what it said about my dream of taking down the Order that she was just another person they had killed now.

      I saw no other path I could take.

      As Silvus led us in a somber prayer, I saw Waldemar appear sitting in the tree branches, looking as comfortable perched there as a bird. We met eyes, and it occurred to me that Rayner, Silvus, Jie and Thom were not the only ones who had waited for me for five hundred years. The familiar of Clan Walvis had been waiting too.
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      Alissa

      

      “The darkest of days lead to the darkest delights. The greatest releases,” Thom said, late that night. “That’s what I’ve always found…and if anyone knows, it’s the likes of us…we see enough death, but we know how to live because of that…” His voice was a whisper, as he slipped the hair tie out of my braid and unwound the locks. “Are you ready for the night I’ll give you, darlin’…?”

      “He gets so poetic right before sex.” Jie sat down across from us and propped up one of his boots to unlace.

      “Well, if you’re ever going to be poetic, that’s the time.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. I find it cute.” Jie grinned.

      Was I ready?

      I had seen just a taste of what Thom did to Bertie. So far, in this life, I had been treated pretty tenderly. I wasn’t sure I wanted to be as thoroughly corrupted as Thom promised.

      “It’s been…it’s been a long day,” I said.

      “Tell me what you really think.” Thom was massaging my arms, and I relaxed under his strong touch. Now his hands moved to cup my breasts. My nipples were already hard even before he flicked his fingers over them through my shirt. Now he unbuttoned the shirt enough to expose them and let Jie watch as he plucked on my nipples.

      A part of me wished he would take all my control away and do what he wanted.

      My breath quickened, little gasps barely restrained. Why did I want that?

      However messed up these vampires could be, they never hesitated when it came to protecting me, my sisters, or my family. What Thom promised tonight…yes, I thought. It would be a release. Not a prison. A dark delight.

      I had no idea what he would do.

      He moved his hands down to open my thighs and lifted my skirt, slipping a hand sideways past the fabric of my underwear and gave me a teasing stroke of the slick folds. My nub of pleasure was already so swollen that even the slightest touch of any of the skin there sent me into little writhing motions of pleasure.

      “Oh, she’s ready, all right…” Thom said huskily. “This is my specialty, you know. Making baked beans, and doing this.”

      I couldn’t help the tiniest laugh.

      But I went silent again as he pulled my hands behind my back and tied them together, so painstakingly that everything seemed to leave my mind except a sense of anticipation. He moved to my arms and then the rope crossed just below my breasts and lifted them a little, pressing into the soft flesh.

      The ropes were softer than I remembered from my past life memories. But both times, Thom seemed to know just what he was doing. I could move a little, so I was almost comfortable, and I almost thought I had some control, but then I ran into the taut rope and realized I was in his hands.

      “Where did you…learn to do this…?” I asked. “When you met Bertie, it was like…”

      “Learn? Oh, I’ve never been much for learning anything, I just figure it out. Good thing I got to live two hundred years. Takes longer to know things when you’re stubborn as I am.”

      “I’ve been working on him,” Jie said. “Sometimes I make him watch a Youtube video or something. He learned prettier knots from Japanese erotica on Instagram.”

      “Kids nowadays have it too easy,” Thom said. “It was a lot more fun to think I invented bondage. No…” He looked at me. “I take that back, now. It could never be more fun than it is right now.” He ran his tongue across his upper lip and put his hand on my chest, pushing me back onto the pillows.

      We had stopped in a bed and breakfast run by other vampires on our way back to catch our flight to Hawaii. The house was right on the street of a charming little town. As soon as the sun went down, kids filled the streets in costumes and the couple who ran the place handed out candy. After nine, the two bars in the town were hopping with adult parties. I could hear voices pass by on the sidewalk even at this late hour as the humans walked home. None of them seemed to know that two of their neighbors were vampires.

      I was glad we were spending the night in a town like this. Everything seemed happy and normal here, and it helped me forget about the Order, at least for a precious hour.

      I couldn’t hand out candy with our hosts Emily and Gerard, though. I couldn’t bear to look at all the happy little girls the same age as Carrie.

      “Shh, now…let everything go,” Thom said, smoothing a furrow from my brow. “You can’t worry when you’re in Thom’s hands. I’m your world tonight. And you’re my whole world. Well, I guess Jie can edge in a little. You’re going to have some troubles in your life, same as you’ve always had, same as all of us have. Take it now and let it all go.” He slid down my body to fondle and suckle my breasts, to nip at my nipples with the smaller teeth between his fangs. My mind slipped away again as my body responded to the stimulation of sensitive spots. I rolled from shoulder to shoulder as my arms fought the ropes.

      Every moment I struggled against the tight ropes, I felt a greater sense of relief. There was so much struggle in my heart, but Thom knew how to make it physical instead. To give me something to fight that was simple.

      He put his hands on my legs and kept them open and now he flicked his tongue along my pussy, curling the tip inside my entrance. My whole body was compelled by him. I tried to move closer and he pulled away.

      “This is the part where I remind you what you’re in for,” he said, unbuttoning his shirt like he enjoyed every moment of the strip tease. When he had undone all the buttons he flicked his shirt open and ran one hand through his hair, giving me his best, naughtiest blue eyes.

      “Shameless.” Jie stood up and pointed at me. “You better not forget me just because I went easy on you the other day.”

      “I—I won’t.”

      He pulled his shirt off entirely, tossed it on the chair, and shook out his hair like a model.

      “Showin’ me up on my night.” Thom shoved him.

      “You wanted me here.” Jie flicked Thom’s chest.

      At this point my eyes were about to explode out of my head because—oh my. I couldn’t believe where my brain was at, but they were both hot. Every boy I’d ever glanced at shyly in the Order was nothing compared to the two of them competing for my attention right now.

      My legs had drawn back together as I felt a trickle of wetness slide out of me onto the quilt.

      “Oh, no you don’t.” Thom jumped back into the bed, pushed my thighs open again, and hooked his finger under the rope beneath my breasts. He pulled me back up into a sitting position and gave me a deep kiss, which I returned with a hunger that was exploding out of me.

      He let me fall back down onto the pillows and he moved my legs, bringing out the rope again, tying my legs together so they bent together and when he sat me up again I was sitting on my feet. The ropes were tied like art, the knots in patterns as beautiful as anything I’d ever crafted, and he did them so fast and now my body felt even more prone. I couldn’t walk. Couldn’t kick. I was completely helpless and defenseless.

      “What should we do with you now?” Thom growled to me softly, his voice sealing my fate before I could even answer. “Your heart is beating faster. And your sex is hungrier than ever… oh, I knew the moment I saw you. You still had Bertie’s eyes. Well, they’re just yours, aren’t they? The name doesn’t matter. You’re our girl. What should we do?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “I…”

      “Say it, darlin’.”

      “I want you inside me,” I gasped.

      “Damn right you do.” He stepped back and unzipped his jeans, stripping them off, giving his hard cock a stroke as he set it free. “And I don’t think I can wait any longer.”

      He climbed into bed on his knees and Jie got behind me and helped support my body as Thom lifted my hips up high enough that my legs had to spread around him and he thrust deep inside me with one fierce stroke.

      I let out a shriek of pleasure as I learned that night how it really felt to be impaled—in the best way. Jie was holding me up like I was an offering to a god, and in that moment, Thom felt like a god—looked like one, too. As the weight of me settled onto his thick, stiff cock and he had a hold on my hips, Jie moved even closer behind me, his arms around me, and he played with my breasts and then would slip his hand down to spread my pussy lips wider and tease my clit. They both moved together, finding such a rhythm that it was like they were having sex with each other through me and I was just the channel of their passion.

      No, that would be ignoring how much they were both enthralled by me.

      I’ve just never felt anything like this. I never imagined in a million years—anything like this.

      Moans started coming out of me, uncontrolled and faster.

      “When you moan like that…” Thom groaned with pleasure. “It’s over too fast.”

      “Go ahead, Thom,” Jie said. “Just let it go.”

      “Oh, shit,” Thom said, as he started fucking me fast and came hard, trying and failing to keep his expressions under control as his eyes nearly rolled back into his head. “What you do to me, Alissa…”

      When Thom pulled out, Jie immediately took over where he left off and by this time I was on the very brink. That single moment when Thom pulled out and left me empty seemed like eternity and I needed more, so when Jie filled me again my whole body immediately started convulsing with so much pleasure I thought I would die. I started screaming and twisting as the orgasm faded and left me so sensitive, and Jie slowed down and held me.

      Thom lifted me off of Jie, and then he closed his hand around Jie’s cock. Jie drank in the sight of me but he also lifted a hand, casually, to tousle Thom’s hair, as Thom worked him until he was coming all over my stomach and thighs. Jie bared his fangs in a low cry of pleasure and then his shoulders slumped with satisfaction.

      “You enjoy that,” Thom said to me, patting his back and then he started to release me. Just when I thought it was all over, it was a fresh pleasure to be freed from the bonds as Thom caressed every muscle and woke up every tingling nerve with a deep, soothing massage.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever move again,” I groaned.

      “You get a break tomorrow,” Jie said, which sounded like a devilishly short reprieve, and he sounded like he knew it too.

      I fell asleep while he was touching me, and briefly woke to Thom and Jie talking to each other softly, each holding a cup of tea before they went to sleep beside me.

      It seemed like the sweetest thing I had ever seen.
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      Silvus

      

      Watching children trick-or-treat on Halloween night was a pleasant balm after the difficult days we had experienced. They were so innocent, small town children, polyester faeries and Jedi running along with their sacks of candy. Our hosts handed out candy, and I would have liked to do the same, like Bertie and Thom and I gave out candy apples in San Francisco in the 1920s.

      But after burying Paola and the warlock from the Order, I felt too tainted to deal with children. The smallest humans were still quite sensitive.

      I need…

      The feeling was left unfinished. I tried not to be a man of needs, not when everyone needed me. I had spent my afternoon draping additional protection spells on the house. The Order was after us and I was the defensive wall that stood between them and my clan.

      I was the bow and Rayner was the arrow. He needed Lisbeth, and I was the one who got him there. Whenever he found her again, I was left alone with my string quivering for a moment, and then my work was done.

      What a naughty metaphor when you put it that way…

      This was our understanding.

      Of course, I loved our girl as much as I had ever loved anyone, but I tried to make sure I never loved her as much as he did. I couldn’t afford that sort of thing. Someone had to keep everything under control.

      My feet led me to his room, to his doorway. To check on him. He was alone tonight, sitting on the bed sketching.

      “You look ready for Hawaii,” I said dryly. He was wearing a black turtleneck sweater and tan corduroys, and I knew he wouldn’t be surfing there.

      “Well, at least the kids will have fun,” he said.

      “The land will be beautiful. It’ll be good for all of us.” I sat down next to him and saw that he was sketching out some shoes, with a one-inch heel and a buckle like the 18th century French shoes he made for Meg, but he was detailing an embroidery pattern that had echoes of Li Mei’s delicate Chinese needlework.

      “I’m planning my wedding gift,” he said. “It’s a tradition at this point, to make her a pair of shoes. Except Bertie. He would let me resole his boots and that’s about it.”

      I sat on the bed next to him, watching his hand detail a pattern of tulips of Holland, the lavender of Provence, the plum blossoms of China.

      “Do you need something, Silvus?”

      “No.”

      He tucked the pencil behind his ear. “Are you…lonely?”

      “Is that what it is? I’m troubled, I think. I didn’t like laying Paola to rest with that warlock. And that’s just the beginning of it.”

      “Not ‘with’, really. She is under an apple tree and he’s outside the cemetery entirely.” He tossed down the sketchpad and straightened up. “We’re very close to getting it all sorted out, so try not to worry.”

      “I just hope I’m able to protect her.”

      “You are surely one of the most skilled warlocks in the world, and certainly one of the oldest,” Rayner said. “Johannes is older but doesn’t have your discipline. Calm wins out. Try to get some sleep.”

      I need you, Rayner.

      I want you, too.

      I felt it now, the full force of it. I loved Alissa and I saw so much of Meg in her, just waiting to be teased out. But she had left us so many times. For ninety years, I had this man and no one else. I thought I was letting him have me to keep his own emotions under control, and along the way…

      I have fallen in love with you, Rayner.

      I would like to share that with Alissa…with you…as Jie and Thom do…

      In fact, I realized that I had wanted this for a long time, but I could ignore it when our girl was gone.

      Rayner, I feared, only had eyes for Alissa. He was thinking of her all the time. When he made love to me he was really just thinking of her.

      I couldn’t even get mad about it, because I thought of Meg too.

      I wasn’t sure how to explain this need that wasn’t so much jealousy as it was just a wish that he would comfort me, and let me in to what he shared with Alissa—as I would. I guess I wanted my mind read—and then I was a little disgusted at myself. I couldn’t let things get complicated between us, no, not at a time like this. I was the most powerful man in the clan. This sense of emptiness was unbecoming.

      “You can sleep there if you want,” Rayner finally offered, nodding at the other half of the bed. “If it helps not to be alone. You’re the driver, so I don’t want you to be tired tomorrow.”

      “I don’t mind being alone. I have my own work to do. I just thought I should check in, but if all’s well, I’ll see you in the morning.”

      

      The next day was a busy one. I had to drive us all the way back to Atlanta where our flight departed, since we had booked them while thinking we would still be in Savannah, and when we got to our airport hotel and Rayner asked Alissa whether she wanted her own room or would rather choose one of us, she looked to me.

      “Silvus, you said you could teach me some magic… Is it possible to learn any magic at a hotel or is there some rule against that?”

      “Of course I can teach you a spell,” I said. It didn’t matter how tired I was; her wishes would all be granted.

      But this time I would be careful. Very careful.

      The curtains were firmly drawn, the door bolted. “Now, pet, tell me what you learned in the Order. Anything at all? You had no wand…no familiar…but you aren’t entirely void of skill.”

      “We learned a little healing, and we learned that magic comes from nature and our minds. And about the difference between Ethereal and Sinistral. Things like that. But mostly a little healing. The boys got to learn a tiny bit more. When I cast the spell to keep Rayner from touching me, I had to just make it up on the spot, but I knew that antlers were defense for a deer, so that’s why I drew energy from the antlers and made them into a defensive spell.”

      “Good instincts,” I said. “It’s interesting that you were not a witch in any of your in-between lives. Humans can also become witches, however, so that was why I tried to teach some magic to Meg. But you won’t have those instincts and it is much, much harder to break human law. Meg wouldn’t have been able to cast a spell like that, an invisible force that pierces skin. Many of the laws are the same for both, they’re just stronger with born witches. There are two things I want you to promise me before anything else.”

      “Yes?”

      “Every spell that is ever cast demands a price. For most simple spells, it’s just a little of your energy. But powerful spells will demand more than that. Before you cast any spell, ask yourself what the price will be. For example, we vampires pay for our immortality with the curse of our blood lust. I know a girl who brought back a boy she loves by giving up her own magic forever. Magic that deals with life and death demands a very high price.”

      “Yes, I understand. I won’t mess with any of that.”

      “Famous last words, my dear. The second part of this is that you must cast magic from a place of love, hope, and generosity. Never anger. Never fear. Never jealousy or selfishness. This can be very difficult because the times when we most reach for magic is when we’re angry and scared. You don’t have to tamp down every bit of those feelings, of course. That would be impossible. But before you cast a spell, take one second to compose yourself and think of someone you love. Something you want to protect. A vision of hope. Anything but those dark feelings.”

      “And if I don’t do that…”

      “The aim is to keep you from black magic,” I said. “The magic that twists you and hurts the people around you.”

      “I was always told that vampires are black magic,” she said.

      “That’s true. Vampires are banished from Etherium, with a few rare exceptions. Our existence defies order and is inherently selfish, since we must live on blood.”

      “Is that really different than eating meat, if you eat animal blood?”

      “Yes. We can’t use the whole animal. But no vampire ever survived long on animal blood alone.”

      “Or if you only drink from thralls? They enjoy it too.”

      “Still selfish. A thrall can only truly consent in the beginning. Our venom is so compelling that you will never again be sure of your own desire. Thralls don’t leave their masters.”

      Her face flushed. “I see.”

      “Yes, you see the trouble, don’t you? There is no such thing as a good vampire, really. Even if we try.”

      “When Alice visited her thrall at his job, he told her to leave.”

      “I bet he was knocking on her door that very night,” I said.

      She looked pensive. “If I become a vampire…I’ll have a lot of power.”

      “Yes, pet. That’s right.”

      Her eyes were large and glittering. She was apprehensive. She didn’t want to be wicked. But…she also did.

      I knew that feeling. I was once a man sworn to order. Rayner turned me and I could never go back.

      I was furious at him, but…I didn’t hate him for it.

      “Okay. Well…do you think you could teach me a spell that would hurt the Order? In case they ever attack us again? I was just lucky this time that we were in my mother’s house and Waldemar was there.”

      “Waldemar…” I rapped my fingers on the table between the two hotel beds. “Call him.”

      “Call him here? She said he doesn’t like people…”

      “He’s your familiar. He’ll like you. He was born to like you. And he can help you cast more powerful, more controlled spells.”

      He will also die if you become a vampire, I thought with a wince. Probably not a relationship I should be encouraging. The only way around it was to strip his magic first and give him a human life, but a five hundred year old antisocial familiar didn’t strike me as the type to enjoy that.

      “Waldemar!” she called. “Is that it?”

      “Yes…that is it,” Waldemar said, appearing behind her. Now he wasn’t a dancing light, but a pale teenage boy with ancient eyes and crossed arms. If he was of the clan of the whale, that must mean his animal form was a whale, and I didn’t doubt it. Although he was dry and well dressed, he still had the aspect of a deep sea creature that had been washed up on a beach and was not happy about being on dry land. His scent was like seaweed.

      “Oh! Hi—hello. Thank you for helping me with the scrimshaw spells,” Alissa said. “It worked.”

      “Good,” Waldemar said.

      “This is Silvus,” she said. “He’s a warlock and he’s teaching me magic. That’s why I called you. We’re supposed to…work together…isn’t that how it works?”

      I nodded as Waldemar’s hands uncrossed and moved to his hips. “Yes. That is…how it works,” he said.

      “You don’t really want to help me,” Alissa said.

      “I do. I suppose I must. I was supposed to die centuries ago, but here I am.”

      “Oh, you’re…tired?” Alissa asked.

      I was getting irritated with this familiar’s attitude. If my familiar was still around, she would have given this boy a piece of her mind. “You are her helper,” I said. “She’s been trapped in a cult, and she’s way behind, and if you want to protect her, you might want to start by at least pretending you enjoy the only job you have in this whole world.”

      “When you turn her into a vampire, I’ll die anyway,” Waldemar said.

      “You will!? Oh—no!” Alissa said.

      I glared at him. “Now she isn’t going to want to do anything.”

      “I don’t mind,” Waldemar said. “As established, I’m old. I’ve had nothing to do. It’s just ironic that my witch has finally returned and her task is to kill me.”

      “I don’t want to kill you!”

      Waldemar shrugged.

      “Are all clan familiars this peevish?” I asked him.

      He shrugged again, like he was tired of talking.

      “I suppose we’ll see if he is any help at all,” I told Alissa. “Maybe we could try to replicate that drowning spell.”

      “But—ooh, I didn’t want to kill Father Bogdan, I just—”

      “Yes, you did,” I said, firmly. “You accomplished it easily. That wouldn’t have been possible if you didn’t want to kill him.”

      She went pale. Her mouth opened to protest. Then she said, “You’re right, Silvus…”

      “It’s a family spell, clearly,” I said. “So that’s a good one to practice.”

      “But I don’t have anyone to kill.”

      “You can practice on me,” Waldemar said.

      “It won’t kill you?”

      He shook his head and went to go stand in the bathtub without another word. He turned on the faucet.

      “Well, we might as well follow the little imp,” I muttered. “I wish you could have met my familiar. She was a sweet little toad and very encouraging.”

      When we walked in, Waldemar said, “I’m older than you, Silvus, and older than Rayner, too. I appear like this because men make Alissa nervous.”

      “Clearly, she can handle men,” I said.

      “My job isn’t to give her something she can…handle,” Waldemar said, looking at me like he thought I was trouble, and I had to bite my tongue not to ask where he’d been for her last five lives. He was acting protective and he had literally just appeared two days ago after centuries of absence. It wasn’t worth fighting with a magical creature that would probably be dead soon. It wasn’t good form to talk to another witches’ familiar anyway.

      “How do I do the spell now?” Alissa asked. The tub was filling with water up to Waldemar’s ankles. “Before, the spell was already there, written into the scrimshaw.”

      “I think you don’t really have to ask that question. You explained it to me yourself, just moments ago,” I pointed out.

      “Oh. Like the antlers,” she said. “I have to harness the magic of the water.”

      “Exactly. You don’t even have to move the water physically. Just catch its properties.”

      She stood there and focused for a long moment, but I could already tell she was having a hard time.

      “I was scared when I did it before. You told me not to cast magic from fear…but how do I do it when I don’t want to hurt him?”

      “This is actually an excellent way to practice discipline,” I said. “You have to learn to separate the spell from the emotion. It’s something I learned when I was young and as you can tell…I don’t really have emotions anymore.” I smirked, thinking of my own stupid lovesick yearning last night for Rayner to reach over and caress and comfort me. When I was with Alissa, I could scoff at myself. i didn’t need him. Hell, our entire relationship existed because he needed me.

      “I don’t think I want to go that far,” Alissa said, but she understood what needed to be done. She  shut her eyes and took a few deep breaths, flexing her hands over the water. After a moment, she made another attempt. The water in the tub churned.

      “No—lost it. Shh, shh, I’ll try again,” she said.

      It took her nearly an hour of trying to pull it off, which was very normal for a novice witch trying to cast a spell without any adrenaline to fuel her. But when she did manage it, it was a beautiful thing—clean and controlled.

      What a relief that was.

      I thought I might never teach her magic again, but maybe I shouldn’t have worried.

      Waldemar started to choke on the water, and she actually held onto the spell and didn’t panic right away—not until he pushed back himself, and then he spit out water and said, “Good job.”

      “Good? It took forever.”

      “Very good,” I said. “Your control is excellent this time.”

      “This time?”

      “You’re a real witch this time,” I said, brushing it off. I glanced at Waldemar. Did he know anything about her human lives? His face gave no sign.

      “I’ll leave now,” Waldemar said, and then he left without any real goodbye.

      Alissa laughed. “He’s funny.”

      “He’s the most impolite familiar I have ever met.”

      “I don’t mind. Being polite doesn’t mean anything.” She put her arms around me and she was as happy as I’d ever seen her. “I did it, Silvus! I drowned Waldemar.” She laughed again. “Sort of. I’m not sure I should be this proud of learning to kill someone, but…”

      “We’ve seen what the Order is willing to do, so I’m glad you aren’t playing nice,” I said. “When we save your family, you’ll probably have an important role to play, and your love for your sisters will give your magic power.”

      “Yes. It will.” She gave me another hug and then drew back. “Silvus…do you mind…if I wanted to be alone now? Is it safe?”

      “Dearest, your fifth nights are sacred,” I said. “They belong to you and we will never question that. I put up protection spells already, and I’ll be next door and Jie and Thom are on the other side.” Our rules were strict. Each member of the clan had her in turn, but the fifth night was always hers.

      But I had to admit that I was a little surprised she wanted to be completely alone. I expected she would ask me to sleep near her, even if I didn’t touch her. I wondered what she was planning to do with her solitude.

      I almost warned her again not to go back into her memories but I could tell that my words wouldn’t stop her from her plans. I would just have to trust that she would stay away from Meg.
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      Li Mei

      

      Even though my husband had brought me far more pain than joy and I knew now that our marriage would never be a happy one, and as sure as I was that we would not grow fond of each other by the day as my own parents had, at least his house had the most beautiful garden.

      My parents had a small garden, and my mother tended it carefully. But my parents didn’t have the means for a garden such as this. Even under the moonlight, it was enchanting. Sometimes I slipped out of bed, mostly on full moon nights, to look at the reflection in the lily pool, the trees that drooped into the water like maidens washing their hair.

      My husband didn’t have a bone of romance in his entire body. He didn’t even care about the changing seasons. My friends who sighed of jealousy when he chose me for a bride had no envy for me now. I tried to put a good face on it, but my handsome husband saw his entire life in piles of coins and other treasures. That was all I was to him. A beautiful object to keep on his shelf and take down every night to play with like a boy with a pet bird or insect.

      As soon as the wedding was over I was seized with fear. He had admired me before, but now the admiration was gone. He had me now. There was no need to coddle my female emotions, as he saw it.

      His own good looks melted away before my eyes. All I saw there was cold selfishness.

      I laughed at my own stupidity now. I had preened over this excellent match, while my dearest friend married a poor man, but they would go fishing together and she seemed to find the bed chamber a delightful place instead of a time to dread.

      When he came to the bedchamber at night, I dreaded it now. He made demands, and struck me if I refused. He was not overtly cruel, but it was almost worse. He was indifferent. He smacked me thoughtlessly and if I cried he sighed impatiently. I never cried anymore.

      His mother was even worse. She saw me as a servant. This was so different from how my mother and my sisters got along with my older brother’s wife, all of us laughing together so I saw her like my own sister.

      A child, I thought. A child would save me. He would love his son. So would his mother. They would see me in a different way. And I would have something to love besides this garden.

      I could see the baby in my mind. Every day, the fantasy became more real. I saw myself holding the tiny bundle. First steps and words, games I would play with her and the little songs I would sing to her. I was supposed to wish for a son but after a while I began to see a little girl in my arms, and I could not bring myself to feel any regret for her because she was so beautiful. I tried different names for her, whispering them to see how they felt on my tongue.

      But a year had passed, with no pregnancy, and my own body was making me frantic. A whole year! Most women I knew were pregnant in the first year, and I certainly couldn’t blame him.

      I felt betrayed. I saw her. In my mind, she was real, but she would not come to me.

      I couldn’t do anything but endure it now, but I looked at the moon and prayed for a child. The bright, round moon made me think of pregnant bellies and the round faces of babies, and most of all, a more enchanted life where I had sisters close to me, and a kind mother and father.

      Garden and moon were so still and silent that it was hard to believe any god could hear my pleas.

      I heard something large and unexpected move behind me—above my head. I turned around and met the eyes of a man in the shadows. No sooner had I noticed him than he leapt down from the roof of my house. I started to scream. He covered my mouth.

      “Shh…,” he said gently, and he spoke in a strange language. His voice was so intimate. That was the strangest thing of all.

      A man from the west. I had only seen a man like that once before. He came through the village during a festival. He smiled at me and all the other pretty girls, and seemed kind enough but he was very out of place. The other girls were terrified of him so I pretended to be terrified too, but I actually liked to watch how strange he was. He carried a notebook and scratched out his messy writing in it. My father said he was interested in our festival, and maybe he was right, because he left when it was over. My mother thought that he would probably be killed by bandits wandering around like that.

      This wasn’t the same man. That man had a beard and dark brown hair. This man was tall with golden hair.

      I had surely never seen a man like him before, but for some reason he seemed familiar. It was the strangest thing. Of all the men I had ever seen in my life, he was more foreign than any of them, but his face made me think of a boy in town that used to make me feel warm and flushed.

      No. You have to get away from him. Whatever is going on, it couldn’t be good.

      I tried to struggle against him and he said something a little more harsh toward me and picked me up with one arm so my legs dangled, like I was a child. But he was so tall and strong that he could do it, and somehow he even managed to climb up the gate and get back onto the roof.

      I was about to scream and then I saw the pistol at his waist, and a knife as well.

      My mother was worried about that western man would get himself killed, but I’m the one who’s going to be kidnapped—maybe by one of his friends!

      I wondered now if the first man was there to look for beautiful girls to kidnap and steal home to his own country.

      But I could hardly think at all, really. It was so strange that I was stunned into a terrified silence. He scurried down the length of the roof and jumped down.

      I heard one of the family servants cry out and I tensed. Now I would be saved.

      “Stop! Stop! Bandits!”

      The whole house began to come alive with shrieks and doors shoved open but even as this was happening, the man was running and my house was getting farther away. He leapt onto a horse, still holding me, and started riding so fast that I thought I might be sick from the jostling.

      “Put me down! Please!”

      He didn’t listen for a long moment, and then he shifted me so I was sitting on the horse sideways just in front of him, his arm holding me tight.

      I looked at him. He looked at me, his teeth gritted. “You are my wife,” he said, in very poorly inflected Mandarin.

      “No, I’m not! Who are you?”

      Clearly, he didn’t understand a word I said. “I’m your wife?” I said, trying a word he knew.

      “You are my wife,” he repeated.

      Someone told him how to say these words, I thought. He doesn’t even know what any of them mean.

      Maybe bandits claim a woman as their wife when they kidnap them. What do I know of these men?

      There seemed to be no use in fighting. I knew how strong he was, and nothing I said would persuade him when he didn’t know my language. He rode and rode and it seemed like a long time, but time seemed distorted. Two other men were waiting for him in the moonlight. He jumped down and handed me off to them, and then he got back on the horse. The other two men tried to stop him from going, but he shouted something at them and kept riding. He looked angry and I had a deep sense of dread.

      One of the men was Chinese. “You’re safe,” he said. “They won’t hurt you.”

      They exchanged words and the other westerner got on a second horse and rode after the first one. He shouted something at the Chinese man that sounded like an order. I coughed on the dust the hooves kicked up. I was left with the Chinese man, and he was clearly not a higher class sort. He had a scruffy beard and his hair was tied back in a very loose ponytail with stray hairs flying every which way. His clothes were dirty. He was almost as tall as the westerners. He looked at me and I was all too aware that I was alone with him and I was young and beautiful. I wished very much that I wasn’t.

      I was always very proud of being beautiful and I couldn’t help but resent my husband when he didn’t seem to love me. My father used to say I was too proud. Now I knew he was right. My beauty would get me in terrible trouble.

      But as soon as the fear shivered through me, he looked away and seemed almost shy. “Come rest,” he said, motioning me toward a tent. “I won’t hurt you either.”

      Inside the tent, a bed was arranged with a few soft pillows and a warm blanket, and there was a lantern and a pot of tea with cups. I was surprised to see any hospitality at all from these bandits.

      He grabbed one of the blankets and swept it around my shoulders. “I’m Jie Yuan,” he said. He offered me a cup of tea. “They just call me ‘Jay’.” He smiled wryly.

      “That man said I was his wife…”

      “The other men are named Rayner and Silvus,” Jie said. “They were your husbands in a past life. They came all the way from England just to find you and take you home.”

      My eyes were so wide I couldn’t seem to blink if I wanted to. “How do they know such things?”

      “Silvus is a sorcerer.”

      “Do they know things like that? In the west?”

      “No,” Jie said. “They aren’t normal men. Neither am I.” He swallowed. He seemed to be struggling with something. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      I was holding the tea cup but couldn’t drink. “You said you wouldn’t.”

      “I didn’t know it would feel this way,” Jie said. “But I wouldn’t hurt a woman.” He abruptly stood up and left the tent.

      I found myself wishing he was still there to talk to, but I was also terrified of him. It seemed as if some outside force was driving him to want to hurt me. At first he stood just outside the tent, like a guard, but then he started walking away and I feared he would leave me all alone with the sounds of the night, for some beast or even more fearsome bandit to find. I opened the tent flap. “Don’t leave me here!”

      “I need to hunt,” he said. “Otherwise I might hurt you. Silvus and Rayner aren’t here to stop me. I won’t go far away so I can still protect you if there’s any trouble.”

      “Why would you hurt me when you don’t want to hurt me?”

      “I made a bargain with them,” he said. “They’re demons who drink blood to live forever, and they made me one of them, so I would live forever too, and help to find you.” He wouldn’t look at me. “It was just two weeks ago that I became one of them, and…it’s making me want to hurt you. But I never would.”

      Of all the strange feelings, I almost felt sorry for how tormented he seemed. My husband certainly didn’t care if he hurt me, and he didn’t seem to have feelings either. This man had a lot of feelings and he was trying to fight them to keep me safe, which seemed much more romantic—as long as he won the fight.

      Still, I glanced around behind me for anything in the tent that I could use to fight him. When my eyes darted, he suddenly dashed away from me.

      I ducked back into the tent and wrapped the blanket tight around me. Demons who drink blood.

      None of this could possibly be real, I thought.

      They want to take me to…England? To be…Rayner’s wife? Or Silvus’? Was he saying I was their two different wives in two different lives?

      If this was real, I wondered what I could do. I didn’t know anything about the west. I wouldn’t know the language or the customs or anything at all. Did this mean I used to be from England in another life? No, it was too strange.

      I imagined one of those strange men in my bedchamber doing the things my husband did to me and I couldn’t imagine that either. It was terrifying.

      On the other hand, my husband was erased from the picture and I would never have to see him again, and there was relief in that. I certainly had never enjoyed one happy day with him. Could this truly be worse?

      It could. You know it could. At least you had a garden, and your pets…

      I heard what sounded like screams in the far distance, and even though I hated to leave the tent, I needed to see what was going on, and Jie hadn’t come back. I walked out to the ledge that overlooked my home and the whole house was lit with flames. The screams were coming from my husband’s family and servants fleeing to the road.

      That’s why he rode off. Rayner.

      He wants to hurt them. I don’t understand.

      I started screaming too. “My birds! My birds are trapped in their cage!”

      Jie had appeared behind me almost silently. “I told him not to do it,” he said. “I tried to tell him. He doesn’t like this country and he said that your husband hurts you. He was so angry that Silvus couldn’t calm him down.”

      “He intends to kill my husband?”

      “I think so.”

      I stood there staring at the house going up in flames, thinking about my birds and the garden and oddly, nothing much else. I could see the tiny forms of the servants scattering off. I was glad they were safe, as they were mostly kind to me.

      I couldn’t muster any feeling for my husband. My body bore all the memories of him, invisible scars. I knew it was my duty as a wife to do what he asked, but I had always expected him to adore me—not to force himself on me and strike me if I wasn’t willing.

      He thought he had so much power because he was a wealthy man, and now this foreign man will kill him.

      I didn’t know what was happening, really, except that nothing would be the same again. I couldn’t expect any of the old rules to apply. And in that moment, I felt my entire soul hardening up, vowing that I would never be caught unawares like I was on my wedding night and when I woke up in that strange new house for the first time. I couldn’t fight these men but I was never going to bend for them either. I would not even try to be a good wife. Never. Never again.

      “They were such sweet birds…they didn’t deserve to burn to death…I don’t think Rayner is a good man.”

      “He’s not,” Jie said.

      My fists clenched. “If Rayner makes me his wife, I know I have no power, but tell him that I will never be any man’s wife by choice.”

      “Rayner feels you already are his wife,” Jie said. “But I’ll stop him. I won’t let him have you. I don’t even know your name…”

      “Li Mei.”

      “You’re too beautiful for a man like me,” Jie said. “Or a man like him, either.”

      “I wish I wasn’t beautiful at all. I don’t suppose he would have kidnapped me, then. He would have just gone home.”

      “I don’t think he would,” Jie said. “I’m not sure he thinks you’re beautiful, so much as…”

      “He doesn’t? Then why—” I don’t think Jie meant to make a clever retort, but I still ended up feeling ashamed. Rayner doesn’t want a Chinese girl. He wants an English girl. I see.

      “He thinks of you as a different person,” Jie said.

      I huffed and went back to the tent.
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        * * *

      

      I waited tensely for some time before Rayner and Silvus came riding back. Rayner was holding the large, ornate birdcage that held my birds in one hand. I could hardly believe he was able to carry it.

      How did he know to save the birds?

      I saw all this through a crack in the tent flaps but once he got down off his horse, Jie was arguing with him, their voices growing more heated, and I shrank back again. Silvus seemed to be trying to mediate between Jie and Rayner, but of course I couldn’t understand anything they said.

      The argument died down, and Rayner said something in a fierce tone, and now he was walking to the tent. He shoved the flap open and crouched in the door with a lamp in his hand. There was already a lamp in the tent, so he had a good look at me, and I had a good look at him.

      He was not an ugly man.

      Just strange. Much too strange.

      Maybe I couldn’t blame him for wanting an English girl either, since I must look as strange to him as he looked to me. He seemed so foreign that it felt wrong to admire him. The look he gave me was not what I expected at all. All the anger had rushed out of him and he just looked weary and almost tender. “Your…name…Li Mei?” he tried.

      I nodded. “Li Mei,” I whispered back, trying to suggest the tones of our language to him. I remained closed off to him, but he had saved the birds.

      “Lisbeth,” he said, moving closer to me, and I knew he was saying a name. Just by the way he said it, the way he looked at me. The word had a weight of yearning and love that I had never heard in my life. “Lisbeth…” He looked at my face and then grazed more slowly down my silk sleeping clothes before settling on my bound feet in their small night slippers and his eyes narrowed. He said some words like a curse. I pulled my feet under the blankets. He was still talking and I thought he was angry that my feet were bound.

      “You don’t understand me,” I said defensively.

      Of course, we didn’t understand each other. He stepped out again and now all three of them came in together.

      The three of them filled up all the space, and reminded me how small I was. They were all looking at me like each one of them considered himself my husband. Admiring—and a little hungry, too.

      They were all speaking and Jie was still a little argumentative with the other two. Finally, he grimaced and said, “Silvus would like to look at your feet.”

      “No!” I said.

      I gave Jie a look of desperation. He should know that this was a woman’s private business and not something for foreigners to stare at, but I also understood that he was working for them. That was probably what he was just arguing with them about.

      Silvus seemed the most gentle of the three. His hands were very clean except for a few ink stains and I could tell he would touch me carefully.

      “He wants to try to heal them so they are like an Englishwoman’s,” Jie said.

      “No! Don’t touch me.” I shrunk back. I didn’t like the way they were looking at me. They looked both angry and pitying. “I have the most beautiful feet in my village,” I said.

      Jie looked like he had no idea how to bridge this. “They are saying they want you to be able to have an English life.”

      “I don’t want to go to England.”

      “He asks if they hurt you,” Jie said, after Silvus said something else.

      “No,” I said, although of course I couldn’t walk that far without my feet aching and there would be no hiding that from them if they made me travel. But I wouldn’t admit it. I thought I was beautiful, but now all I saw was foreign concern like they had found me starving in a cave.

      I expected to be overpowered or maybe even slapped but none of them even considered that.

      At least.

      “Rayner wants to tell you that he has watched you for two weeks,” Jie said. “He knows your husband beat you and forced himself on you. He’ll never do that.”

      “Did you kill my husband?” I asked Rayner directly, letting Jie translate between us.

      “I kill anyone who hurts you,” he replied, through Jie. But we were looking at each other. “And I protect anyone you love.”

      A shiver passed over me that was half terror and half admiration but then it all started to settle, as it mingled with the way they were looking at me, and the words Jie said. He doesn’t like this country.

      He thinks he came here to rescue me and make me into a woman of his country, I thought. He thinks I’m Lisbeth and he can erase me.

      “I am not your wife,” I said. “I’m a daughter of this country. I don’t want to go to England. I am just a woman and I have no choice in the matter, but I will never love you.”

      Jie didn’t translate that. I suppose he didn’t dare.

      Rayner looked at me like he had no choice in the matter either. But that was ridiculous. He had come here for me and done these terrible things. I would never love him or forgive him. He was like a demon and we couldn’t even talk to each other. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t afraid of him.

      Still, he looked at me like my husband had never looked at me. He looked at me like he was giving me the power over his soul.

      A woman’s currency is a man’s admiration, I thought, and in his eyes I saw that this man would do anything to win me. He would never succeed. But I vowed to use all the power he gave me.
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      Li Mei

      

      When I was young, my mother often talked of the fortunes of my sisters and brothers, and what the village fortune teller said when they were born, but for some reason she never talked of me that way. She just would say vague things about how I was born in the year of the tiger and so I was too impetuous, and so on.

      I wondered, now, what had marked my birth. What it was that she never wanted to tell me.

      For many days—nearly countless days, it seemed to me—we traveled across the country to the ships that would carry me to England. They each took turns keeping me with them, and each one of them was gentle and protective of me in their own way. They tried to give me small gifts whenever they had a choice, flowers or sweets. I started to realize that I could ask for anything I wanted and I would get it. They bought me books and clothes, and silks and threads so I could make more later on, since all my possessions had been lost. Rayner saw me looking at jewelry at a street market and purchased it on the spot. As if the price of my heart was a jeweled ornament for my hair. But they couldn’t offer me any words and their eyes were always burning.

      They might put a steadying hand on my shoulder or waist but they didn’t try anything more. I expected it to happen at any moment. They looked at me like they were always on the brink of brutalizing me so it was a shock that they never so much as brushed a hand on my hair or breasts. There was no reason for these men to go to all this trouble to find me but I supposed it might be part of Rayner’s religion that he would marry me properly before he made me his wife.

      The strange thing was that I felt the same aura with Silvus, as if he was also waiting to make me his wife.

      But the only one I found myself wanting was Jie.

      All communication with the other two men went through Jie, of course. He tried to teach me their words. He could mimic them much better than I could. Everywhere we traveled, Jie figured out the food and lodgings and explained us to gossiping locals as best he could. He seemed comfortable with every sort of person, of every class, and it seemed as if he could speak every dialect that existed. It wasn’t just the words, it was the ways of each sort of person that he seemed attuned to.

      He was nothing like my husband. Not a learned gentleman at all. I was sure he had never been to school, he had only worked all his life. But I had never seen such a clever, dignified man among the servant class.

      Rayner and Silvus seemed to let him do everything and treat him like a servant and there wasn’t anything wrong with that, of course, if they had hired him on for that purpose. I had always dreamed of a wise, cultured husband who would exchange verses of poetry with me under the moonlight, and I saw Rayner and Silvus reading and paying attention to all the native flowers and admiring the hills and rivers, pointing things out to one another on our travels.

      But they had also killed my husband and I knew they were evil men. I found myself dreaming of Jie and resenting the two other men for giving him orders.

      Jie was also good with the horses. I liked to watch him groom them in the morning, and no one stopped me from following him.

      I asked Jie if he had any paper and ink and he said that Silvus had some, but… “I can only read a little,” he said. “When I worked on the ships I was learning some, but I don’t suppose I’ll ever be a learned man like that. I’m not from a good family. You don’t get this kind of face from being a scholar!” He gave me a mischievous smile as he pointed at his tanned, prematurely lined face.

      “I suppose that makes sense…but I’m not sure I have ever met such a wise man as you.”

      He scoffed. “I don’t know anything about poetry or operas…” We had quickly learned, when we did talk to each other, that our lives were different in every way.

      “I could teach you to write,” I said.

      “There won’t be anyone to read it in London,” he said.

      “It would just be…for us…to read to each other,” I suggested boldly. “As you teach me how to speak English, I’ll teach you how to write.”

      Jie turned abruptly to glance at me and then quickly turned his attention back to the horse. “You should probably go back to your room. I keep telling you that…”

      It made me giggle that he was so good at talking to people but seemed so shy and flustered around me. “You’re afraid you’ll lose control of yourself?”

      “It’s—it’s serious,” he said. “When I became a demon I…I stopped being a man. And men are bad enough.”

      “I just don’t believe you,” I said. “I’ve been traveling with you so long that the moon has nearly become full again, and you are certainly a man and not a demon even if you do live off of animal blood. I don’t know how that’s any different than eating meat. You won’t eat me.”

      He gave me another look and dragged himself away from the horse like I was forcing him. “You must…stop,” he said.

      “You’re not like anyone I’ve ever met,” I said. “If I am about to be forced to go to England where I don’t know anyone and can’t speak to anyone, I’m sure it will be impossible to stop how I feel. It already is.”

      He put a hand on my shoulder and his teeth sharpened into fierce fangs that made his entire face seem wild and dangerous but I didn’t flinch. He swallowed. “I swore to Rayner that I would not lay a hand on you until…”

      My mouth opened in brief shock as I processed these words. “Rayner would allow you to touch me?”

      “Lady Li Mei…Rayner expects to make you his wife, and Silvus expects to make you his wife after that, and then…I will be your third husband. Rayner is trying to give you a little time to get used to all of us first.”

      “I would have three husbands!? Do they have other wives as well?”

      “No, no,” Jie said. “That’s how they like to do things. You’re the only wife. And I haven’t seen their home in England yet, but I think you’ll have anything you ask for there. To be honest…they’re both a little crazy. But they make good on all their promises, so far. I think they’re very rich. I think it might be…an adventure. They’re always talking about parties and entertainments and sights to see back home.” He paused and raised an eyebrow at me, as if we shared a secret. “Did you ever wish you were a man and could see the whole world?”

      My husband and father-in-law often got to travel to other parts of the country and they would tell all of us in the family about the sights they had seen. But women stayed hidden away behind the gates of home. I created miniature worlds and far-flung dreams in my head with my gardens and poems.

      I nodded.

      “I’ve seen more of the world,” Jie said. “But never enough. I think we’ll like it.”

      It was still a daunting prospect. To dream was very different than to actually leave home forever. “I’m afraid no one will ever understand me again, except for…you,” I said. “Their religion and festivals and customs and foods…they’re all so different. If a person loses their country, surely they must lose themselves too.”

      He put his hands around mine and his hands were so strong, so secure. “I’ll anchor you,” he said. “We won’t forget.”

      I lifted my face to him. He bared his teeth. His grip tightened so much that he hurt the small bones of my hands. I flinched and he immediately let go.

      “I’m stronger than I was,” he said. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      “Jie…if I allow Rayner to take me to bed, and then…Silvus…does that mean…I will get to lay with you?”

      His brows drew down almost angrily. “You won’t do that.”

      “I want to be with you,” I whispered. “I have already endured a man who takes me without any love. I’m used to it. But I’ve never been with a man…I wished to be close to. I will insist.”

      Jie started looking shy again.

      “Go and tell Rayner now,” I said.

      I think Jie was a little relieved, although he tried not to show it. I knew Rayner wanted me. I could tell that sometimes Rayner was questioning Jie about my feelings toward him, as if he couldn’t read them on my face.

      Jie left the stables and a mere moment later Rayner came in alone.

      I wondered what I had done.

      He took my hand and looked at me, and spoke just a few words I didn’t understand in his low, soft voice. Then he put his big arms around me and suddenly he was holding me close to him, cradling my head, and he was almost shaking.

      “Tulip,” he said, which was something he called me a lot—a flower, Jie said. “Tulip…”

      He had the voice of a man capable of murder, I thought. Almost threatening. Somehow, he also seemed incredibly fragile at the same time. I felt that if I shoved him away and told him I hated him, I would shatter his heart. He seemed to be thanking me for asking for him. But he also expected it. I was hundreds of miles from home now, so there was no way I could avoid my fate.

      The entire situation gave me a sense of terror, as if I was unmoored, but then I remembered Jie’s words. I’ll anchor you.

      I’m just doing this to get to Jie.

      I don’t think Rayner knew that.

      He took my hand and led me back into the inn. I thought we would depart soon. I didn’t realize this would happen now. He said something to Silvus, who looked at me with a note of concern and whispered something before shutting the door on us.

      My anxiety spiked. I’ve made a mistake, after all.

      He lit some incense that he knew I liked. Then Rayner looked at me, and slowly he reached for my hair. He was going to undo my hairstyle and I shied back because I didn’t want to redo it. I didn’t want him to touch my hair. His hand dropped again and I knew the woman he loved wouldn’t have stopped him.

      “It’s only hair,” I said. “But…you’re a stranger. I don’t love you. And you look at me like I’m a stranger too, only you are trying to find something in me that isn’t here.” I could say these things because I knew he really didn’t understand my words at all.

      He said something to me in response, and I understood just a little. He said something about love, and hurting, but many other things besides.

      Then he started to unfasten my collar. He slowly turned me around and slid my jacket off my shoulders. The layer underneath followed.

      And then he sank his fangs into my neck.

      I was so shocked by the abrupt violence that I let out a little scream but as he sucked blood out of me I calmed down and started to feel very warm and even lusty. My body relaxed from head to toe and I felt as if I might open for him like a flower, but I still had enough of my mind to run the opposite direction and stay stiffened.

      I hadn’t expected this, and even less had I expected that the pain would be incredibly sweet and satisfying, like fingers sliding down an aching muscle. The longer he drank my blood, the less I felt I could fight him off, and I became deeply aware that he could easily kill me. I would certainly not have any defense.

      He stopped and licked the wound clean and I still had some strength left, and I was shaking again at the thought of how much power he had.

      He turned me toward him again, holding my shaking hands. “Li Mei…” He asked me concerned questions. “I want you,” he finally said. I knew those words. Jie taught me ‘want’ on the first day. “I want you, Tulip.”

      I wanted Jie, so I would do this. And right now, my body was not unwilling. I still felt both weak and full of inexplicable lust. I made myself relax.

      He looked far more excited for this moment than my husband ever had, like he could hardly bear another moment without me, and at least, I thought, I would have a man who desired me, even if it was for such an odd reason. But it was only because he was thinking of this other woman I had been, and she was as remote from me as he was. We certainly would not be going fishing or composing poems together, but at least I might have Jie. I would have to be so careful not to make Rayner jealous, however, and I didn’t want to imperil Jie within the clan.

      Just as I was running through all my troubled thoughts, Rayner took a step back from me and gave me a small, respectful bow. “We will go,” he said, even as he looked like he wanted me with every inch of his skin. In some other way, I felt he was jarred by my appearance. He wanted Lisbeth. He didn’t want me. He left the room abruptly.

      I certainly didn’t understand this man at all.
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        * * *

      

      I could tell we were near the sea, because I smelled a uniquely salty aroma that was just what I imagined, but I didn’t realize we would reach the docks that very day. Rayner had made arrangements to smuggle me out of the country on a ship that was returning to England, and when I saw the masts of the British ships and the crew of foreign men, the money exchanging hands, I was too scared to speak.

      I really was going to be taken from my country and everything I had ever known. I would never again see my family. They lived far enough that I rarely saw them anyway, but now even letters would be much more difficult.

      I didn’t cry. I knew how to stifle tears. I just went completely numb.

      Jie and I were the only ones on the ship who weren’t from the west and I might have died of despair without him. I was seasick and spent most of the voyage in bed. At least I was given the finest cabin on the ship and the men left me alone except to give me food and drink and some medicine. It was still nothing but misery. The only thing I enjoyed was when Jie and I talked and taught each other things, exchanging English words for Chinese characters. I made little jokes of wordplay as I learned, and he took my lead.

      “I didn’t realize that the wealthy ladies hidden away were so clever,” he said.

      “Not all of them. But maybe you would be surprised.” I smiled. “My father was always happy to teach me things, so I was fortunate.”

      “You’re a treasure,” he said. “However strange this life might be, I’m just glad you’re in it.”

      “When will we get to be together? Rayner won’t touch me…”

      “He doesn’t want to be like your old husband.”

      “At this point, there is no fear of that. If he won’t touch me, why can’t we be together?”

      “I don’t want to make him jealous,” he said.

      “And yet, he allows us to be alone like this…”

      “He is my…sire,” Jie said. “I need his trust. He’s the one who makes sure I have blood without hurting anyone and shows me how to make my way in this world now. Rayner and Silvus are both over two hundred years old. They have…different ways of living.”

      “Two centuries…,” I breathed. Even though they spoke of my past lives, so I understood they were immortal, Jie had never given me a figure. “How old are you?”

      “Twenty-five. Someday I guess I’ll be two centuries old myself, but for now you and I must seem like infants. If I could make it on my own, I might steal you away. But I can’t. Rayner has kept his word to grant me power and immortality and I’ll never be poor again. So I won’t betray him either.”

      What if I gave you no choice?

      I knew by now that the vampires were always hungry, and it took force of will for them to resist me. I knew Jie’s youth made it harder for him.

      And I wanted him. Back home, I might have tried to be obedient, with all the rules of society that pinned each one of us in place.

      It just didn’t feel the same anymore.

      I reached for the comb and pins that held my hair, which Rayner wished to remove before, and for Jie I let my hair fall loose. Certainly, the meaning of this gesture wasn’t lost on him. He was riveted by this small performance.

      I don’t think either of us thought of Rayner then.

      He pulled me into his arms and ran his fingers through my hair, then tugged at my clothes, while I ran the back of my hand against his short, rough beard. He looked so wild compared to any man I ever thought I’d be with, but he had a gentleman’s heart, I thought.

      We were furtive. In the back of our minds, we both knew this was forbidden, but we couldn’t stop ourselves. I was only more excited for thinking I shouldn’t be with him. He tugged at my clothes, stumbling a little over every knot and fastener, until I was stripped down to my slippers. My old husband usually didn’t even bother to undress me or himself. He just wanted to fuck and be done with it. Jie stopped to admire me.

      “You can’t afford me, can you?” I teased, because he had that look in his eyes. I’m sure he had looked at courtesans, at the very least.

      “Luckily I don’t have to. You are mine now…”

      I pulled his shirt off him. “I want to look at you too.”

      I could see the lifetime of hard work in every lean muscle. I had never seen a man like that. And he was such a clever man, I thought he had been wasted in a life working on ships, but maybe not. “Do vampires ever change?” I murmured. “Or are they frozen in time forever? Will you always look just the same?”

      “Always the same,” he said.

      “Ohh…”

      But then I will age, I thought.

      I pressed myself into his strong arms and let him open my legs. I yearned to be so close to him that I could feel him inside me, his strength and yearning, the throbbing need that penetrated me.

      And we won’t have children, either. I will never have my little girl now.

      What a strange fate, I thought, and I sensed that despite this moment of happiness, I must seize it while I could.

      We were very quick, fearing we might be caught, although we didn’t say so. He cleaned me up thoroughly and said he would get rid of the cloth, fearing that the other vampires might smell the scent of our love making. My heart fluttered with danger. I hadn’t thought of that.

      “I shouldn’t have done it,” Jie said. “But I couldn’t help myself. Go gentle on Rayner, I…I understand him a little more now.”

      “In what way?”

      “As I smelled your perfume, it made me homesick. It hit me that someday, I might meet you again in another life. You won’t speak my language, and you won’t smell of home. But if I know that it’s your soul, I think I won’t be able to help but to love you. So I hope you’ll go gentle on me…”
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        * * *

      

      By the time we got to England, I could speak a little better, and understand a little more. I was in a very large, dirty, bustling city, surrounded by this strange language. The poor seemed the same in every country, I thought. The adults looked tough and hardened and often crippled, and the hungry children still played. But the wealthier ladies didn’t stay in their homes as much either, and we passed a park full of strolling couples. I also saw ladies out shopping with their servants, but their clothes and hair looked so fussy and impractical, with huge puffed sleeves and curls dangling and bouncing over their ears topped with beribboned bonnets. Jie was staring just as I was as we both saw London for the first time. We reached a house that sat right on the street without any privacy.

      Still, it was as large and grand as my husband’s house in China—or even more so, when I came inside.

      Servants lined up inside to greet us and they were all looking at me almost agape.

      “This is your new mistress,” Silvus said, calm and almost indifferent to their stares. “You must obey her. And this is your third master, Mr. Jie Yuan.”

      They all curtseyed and bowed to me and gave me their names, layers of skirts swishing and their own curls bobbing.

      My life in London had begun and it would not be an easy adjustment for any of us.

      I think I would have hated London for a long time if Jie had not tried so hard to find things for me to like. He was determined to make me happy, even if he had to fight with the cook. Usually the cook only existed to feed the other servants who kept up the house, but now she had to feed me and I hated English food. Even the simplest of vegetables and meats seemed overcooked and bland. Jie started going to the market himself every few days and frequenting spice shops, figuring out ways to replicate the flavors of home. I could always seem to find him in the kitchen with his sleeves rolled up, making dumplings or soups and trying to figure out better ways and then show the cook, who didn’t seem to want anything to do with it. He would taste things and spit them out so they didn’t make him sick. Then he would ask me to taste them if they passed his own approval. I tried to help but many of the tools and ingredients were very different. Finally, the cook was fired and a younger one hired, and she was more curious about the odd recipes.

      Servants in England seemed to have nothing to do but involve themselves in our own lives, and I felt as if they whispered about me all the time. They expected to wash my underclothes and even menstrual rags. In the house where I grew up servants didn’t touch your most private things and when they weren’t working they minded their own business. I rinsed all these things myself and lugged the soiled water out. Rayner and Silvus found this a strange habit and were always trying to stop me.

      I tried to be gentle on Rayner. But it wasn’t easy.

      They were embarrassed by me.

      They had friends, other vampires who came to call and meet me. I could see the confusion with me—the foreign wife—on their faces, and as I learned their language it only became more clear. Rayner and Silvus had no idea what to do with me. They brought me here halfway across the world and now they urged me to dress and wear my hair like their own ladies. They wanted my feet hidden so their friends wouldn’t ask about them. I would not curl my hair in papers, and I hated their stiff clothes, tight sleeves and bone corsets and layers of petticoats, and every morning I woke before the servants and put on my own clothes and did my own hair without help. They wanted me to attend church with them like all the other ladies but I rebelled against going into the house of their god.

      It became very obvious to me that the Englishmen thought I was a barbarian, and all I had to defend myself were halting words with a thick accent. I felt as if my entire world had not just been torn away, but was being stomped upon every single day.

      I used to wish I could travel the country. Jie had seemed so excited about showing me another land. But I hated to leave now and felt even more confined than I had ever been. I didn’t have any sense of family duty or the hope of children to thread my life together.

      After just a few months in London, I started staying in bed. There was nothing to make me wish to leave it. The weather was turning gloomy and cold. The city was choked with smoke. I started to hate Rayner. I had even started to miss my mother in law. She might have been strict and snappish but at least when we sewed together she did admire my embroidery in her quiet way, always asking to see my work when I was done and running her fingers over it while her eyes were pleased.

      I started to hear Jie and Rayner fighting and Silvus trying to intervene only for both of them to yell at him. Rayner was still constantly trying to win my favor with presents and words of admiration, but we could hardly talk to each other in the way we needed to.

      I bring them nothing but misery, I thought. And I am so miserable myself. Jie won’t tell me the truth, I’m sure, but some of these arguments must be about what to do with me. I’m sure they would rather send me home, but they destroyed my home. And Rayner can’t let me go. He always has that crazed look in his eyes. But he doesn’t love me. If he would be honest with himself, he would see that he doesn’t love me at all, and I’m not his wife. I’ll never be his wife. And I’ll never have a child.

      I looked at the rafters of the room—low enough that I might reach them from a chair, I thought.

      If I took my life, I would leave Jie alone here.

      But he was adventurous and resilient. He saw all the good in England, and he had more freedom. He could go back to China if he really wished.

      He had been learning to read so quickly. I picked up my brush and wrote for him:

      

      At the end of spring

      Plum blossoms fall to the ground

      Their colors fade gently into the earth

      

      I thought about how poetic my death would be.

      And then I thought of Jie. You won’t speak my language…you won’t smell of home…

      Go gentle on me.

      I would have to find some way to bear it. I tore up the letter and threw it in the fire. Then I pulled the thick woolen shawl that had belonged to one of my former selves, bracing myself against the cold. I wanted to find Jie and distract myself with one of our talks.

      I peered in the library, because Jie had been trying to learn to read English.

      I saw Rayner’s fair head lowered in the chair, his long legs crossed in front of the crackling fire. He saw me before I could get away and then it looked like he was hastily putting something in a basket.

      What was he doing with a basket? What was he hiding from me?

      I walked close to him and I saw that inside the basket was a pair of my own shoes. No—that wasn’t right. They were new shoes. He was embroidering shoes.

      “What is this?” I asked. “Woman’s work?”

      “No,” he said, his eyes turning stormy. “I always make you shoes. I’m a shoemaker by trade.”

      “And embroidery too?”

      “When we were young,” he said, “I was poor…wanted to give…gift. I worked… making beautiful shoes…marry me.” I realized that he was speaking slowly now, so I could make my way through his words, and I understood well enough to make sense of half of it between blurs of confusing sounds.

      “Shoes gift for marry in Amsterdam?” I asked, as my mind was spinning with all the words I had just learned.

      He nodded. “From me to you.”

      “In China, woman make her own shoes,” I said.

      “Yes. You’re the shoemaker now,” he said wryly. “But…” Some murmured words I didn’t understand.

      He took a shoe out of the basket and put it in my hand, and I saw that he had embroidered my little birds flying among plum blossoms onto the shoe. I had to give them to a kind woman we met on our travels. I didn’t want the voyage to stress them. Rayner must have examined one of my own shoes and measured it for a pattern.

      “My pets,” I said. “They are very beautiful.” I couldn’t help but be a little suspicious of a man who could do such fine needlework. It seemed effeminate. But then I looked at Rayner and all such thoughts vanished from my head. There was certainly nothing else effeminate about him.

      “Will you wear them?” he asked. “When I…making them? I want to…to see Ulf. He is…oldest vampires in London. He would like to see you. Ulf is…man…travel…he has been… Many countries.” My brain was spinning to pick out his words.

      I realized that Rayner knew he was not giving me the respect he should, considering he had been the one to steal me away. This was an apology that didn’t require words. The shoes were a bridge between us.

      I don’t know that it was enough for me to love this troubled man, but I had chosen to live. I would not be going home. So I would have to find happiness where I could. “Yes,” I said. “I will wear.”

      “You…start…understand me, Tulip.”

      “I try hard. I am trying hard?”

      He nodded. “I try…gentle…patient. I see more…girl… Love,” he added, trying to clarify new words with simpler ones.

      “Lisbeth? Do I…?” I gestured for the word.

      “You remind me of Lisbeth,” he said.

      “Remind,” I repeated, trying to hold onto the word along with all the others. I had never spoken to him this much when it was so much easier to talk to Jie, and I don’t think either of us had realized just how well we could communicate without him as the weeks went by.

      “She love…work…garden. Words. People.”

      “In spring… can I have new flowers for garden?”

      “Easy,” he agreed. “All the flowers you want. I take…flower market.”

      This was not the immediate understanding and passion I felt with Jie, not with this man whose violence toward my family felt like a violence toward my entire world. I would never love him without thinking of what he had done. But day by day, I began to see the humanity that still lingered among the violent passion.
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      Alissa

      

      I woke from my trance crying out without knowing it, and I realized that Rayner had a grip on my shoulder and was trying to wake me up, but for a moment I was confused about who I was and who he was to me.

      “Alissa! Shh, shh, it’s all right. Did you have a nightmare?”

      “Li Mei…” I started sobbing like I was letting out tears that I held back, in that other life. I had felt every moment of her loneliness and anguish. And I knew she was angry. I knew she was angry and also that she knew how to hide her anger where she could hardly get to it herself, and it was so close to how I had felt all my life.

      We really are one and the same. I am Li Mei and Li Mei is me.

      “Ah…” He smoothed my sweaty forehead with a cool hand.

      “I—I…tried…to do a past life regression.” I swallowed.

      “What did you see, dearest?”

      I hardly knew how to answer. “Rayner…do you really want me to remember these things?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I do. It was our history. I had over a decade with you, then. So tell me what you saw.”

      “I didn’t love you. I was writing a…suicide note. I ended up tearing it up, but…”

      He nodded. “I told you, quite rightly, that I made terrible mistakes with Li Mei…” He settled beside me on the bed, propped up on his arm so he was looking down at me. “There is no excuse for them now. At the time I felt justified. But…I was not very controlled either. You might tell me I’ve never been controlled, but compared to then…well. As I said, there is no excuse. I won’t make one. I went into a country without understanding anything about it, stole you away, and tried to make you into the woman I loved. I completely failed, at first, to see that you were the woman I loved. And it’s true. I was the one who put you in that impossible position.” He took my hand. “I hope you remember more of it.”

      “I’m so confused,” I said. “I want to be myself, and all of you keep remembering me as someone else. But then…I felt Li Mei’s memories so strongly that now I wish I had more of them. All of them. I feel like they belong to me. So maybe I know how you feel. And yet…”

      Be gentle…

      That was always the confusion we faced, I realized. Rayner was pained to see me come from a foreign country where he couldn’t understand my language or customs, and then Jie went through the same pain when he saw Bertie. Each life I had lived, I wanted to be myself. They would never escape my ghosts.

      “I love your soul,” he said. “I would be dishonest to say it isn’t hard to see you change, however. My Dutch girl to my French girl, it was not such a change. The miles between them are not so long… With Li Mei and Bertie, it became much more difficult. I was furious at fate for tearing you away and changing you.”

      “You still are, aren’t you?”

      “God, yes.” He took a slow breath. “I think I earned her love. I hope I did. I suppose only you will know for sure what was in your mind at that time, but when I saw your grief, I understood that to lose one’s country is a kind of death. I thought back to when I had to flee Amsterdam. I had to meet you where your heart lived. And I had to let you love Jie more than you loved me.”

      “Silvus told me I still loved you most, in the end…” I could hardly imagine that was true.

      “Well.” He smiled, a little cynically. “I hope so.”

      “How long before you made love to her?” I asked.

      “Months,” he said. “Many months. I had seen what your husband was like. You were submissive in the bedroom, not so scared as you were this time because you knew what would come. But it wasn’t genuine. It was all too much like this situation now. I will wait until you ask for me and mean it.”

      “But not to take my blood.”

      “I’m no angel.” He smiled. “And now you’re mine again.” He met my lips, and I met them right back, and I was glad to feel him close to me and let the painful memory melt away. But I was also glad to remember.

      Jie had changed so much himself, I thought.

      I went with him to have the hotel’s complimentary breakfast. He was shy around me and seemed so young in my memories back then. He had been nervous around Silvus and Rayner, but he did stand up to them for Li Mei’s sake. Now he had an ease and confidence. None of that had troubled him in a long time.

      “What?” he asked. I must have been gazing at him strangely across the table as I remembered.

      “You’re two hundred years old now,” I said.

      “Yeah.” He arched a brow.

      “But you’ve always been a good cook. You told me the food in England killed me, but I don’t think so. You went to so much trouble to figure out good dumplings.”

      He swallowed his coffee wrong and almost choked. “Li Mei?”

      “I saw some memories,” I said.

      “Shit.” He flushed. “That might be embarrassing. I was such a kid.”

      “No.” I impulsively sprung up to kiss him. “You were sweet.”

      He looked at me for a moment and then he took my hands and squeezed them tightly. “What did you remember?”

      “Have a seat,” I said, as he handed me the plate, and for the next half an hour I was able to give Jie something I could tell he had yearned for all these years: reminiscing over old times with the girl he loved. He cut in frequently to tell me his own side of things.

      “It was terrible,” he said. “I thought you were so pretty, and too good for me, but I had only just been turned and I wanted to drain every drop of blood out of you…” “I was always fighting with Rayner but I worried he might kick me out of the clan. Seems funny now. He wouldn’t have kicked me out. Even when he’s an ass, he’s a loyal ass.” “…but he was pissed at me after that, yeah, he definitely knew we had sex. He took me into the cargo hold and beat the shit out of me.”

      “What!?”

      “No, it was the right thing to do,” Jie said. “A clan leader has to maintain hierarchy. I had agreed to the terms and I broke my oath over you.”

      “I will never understand vampires…”

      “You’re already starting to understand vampires,” Jie said. “You saw what happened to Alice. If she had a sire like Rayner, he would never let her run around alone, get involved with sketchy thralls, and for damn sure, he wouldn’t let her have any drugs. It’s a two way street. If we don’t learn discipline, we end up dead. I was thinking about taking you and running away. Neither of us would have survived that, Plum.”

      “It still seems…brutal. I loved you, not him.”

      “I shouldn’t have usurped him. We’re a clan first. Well, you come first, but only if we all understand what you mean to each other. You were still Rayner’s wife first. And you were my wife before you were Thom’s.”

      “What if I had never loved Rayner or Silvus?”

      “It’s never happened,” he said. “And I guess it never will, will it? This is our last chance.”

      Since Jie seemed the most modern and easygoing of all the vampires, it sounded especially strange to hear this moral code coming out of his mouth, unmovable as stone. They were a clan and I was Lisbeth, Meg, Li Mei and Bertie, in that order. As soon as I thought of it like that, I felt trapped again, even if I loved them. The love I felt for them would always be imprisoned by all the people I had been before—each of them, in turn, trapped in their own love by the legacy of Lisbeth and Rayner.

      We were interrupted by Silvus, who walked in and gave me a pointed and almost stern look as he set his coffee on the table between us. “Jie,” he said. “We have to get to the airport. Thom wanted me to tell you the shower is free.”

      “Great. Shit, is it already eight?” He left the booth.

      Jie didn’t seem bothered, but I was slightly unnerved by the dominant air around Silvus. He sat down and his eyes said many things before he spoke.

      “Remember what I told you, pet,” he said. “I don’t think you should look to your memories.”

      “You’re scaring me, Silvus.”

      He was unflinching. “I’m afraid I need to scare you.”

      “But…”

      “I beg you,” he said. “The past must stay past or it’s only a matter of time before you turn over stones best left alone.”

      A shiver went through me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      We settled into our seats on the airplane. I had the window with Jie and Thom beside me and Rayner and Silvus were on the other side of the aisle with an empty seat between them. I felt a little nauseated and the plane was still boarding. I knew witches didn’t deal well with airplanes, and I’m sure I had some normal human nerves too. I could hardly believe this thing could propel us over the ocean. My village was located in a spot where we didn’t even see planes overhead very often. The battered old books we passed around were often written before airplanes were common—or even invented. Every beep and thump and rumble made me jump.

      Judging by how pale Silvus and Rayner looked, it was obvious I wasn’t the only one. And Thom’s leg was wiggling restlessly.

      Jie was looking at a guidebook. “Once in a while…I would kill to eat,” he said.

      “I’d kill to eat,” Thom said, staring at the man who was standing in front of him trying to jam his luggage in the overhead compartment. His shirt was riding up and his stomach was nearly in Thom’s face. “Right now.”

      “Beef tendon noodle soup…”

      “You still miss food?” Rayner muttered.

      “How can you not miss food?” Thom shot back a little too loudly. But the sound of the plane engines was loud enough to muffle them.

      “This is a full flight,” the attendant broke in over a loud intercom. “Please keep smaller bags under your seat and do not overcrowd the bins. If your bags don’t fit please give them to a flight attendant to check.”

      The plane was almost full now as a few more stragglers jammed into the stray seats, except for the one between Rayner and Silvus.

      And then suddenly a small figure in large sunglasses came running down the aisle. She was wearing a black jacket with dangly leather fringe and shoulder pads that would be noticeable from a mile away, and saying to the flight attendants, “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry…thank you for waiting, aren’t you sweet…”

      Apparently Alice had booked the last seat. She gave me a tiny, feeble wave. She had a small bag with her and stood in front of Rayner with her hands on her hips.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked. “And this is the outfit you thought you should wear?”

      “The Jon-Benet collection was on clearance?” Jie sputtered with laughter.

      “I’m going to Hawaii! I was tryin’ to wear something fun!” she said, sounding anguished as she looked at her outfit. “Never you mind the rest!”

      “You can get by me.”

      “I’m not crawling over your knees.”

      He unbuckled his seatbelt and stood up to let her in. She slumped into the seat and said, “Ulf is dead.”

      “Who the fuck killed Ulf?” Thom yelled.

      “Ah—“ Rayner tensed. “I know. He told me.”

      “Ulf is dead?” I asked. “Oh…no.”

      “He told you!? He didn’t tell anyone!” Alice cried.

      “He couldn’t,” Rayner said. “You would have all begged him not to do it and he would have struggled. But he’s earned it. Ancient vampires have to confide these things in each other. At some point you will understand.” He handed her a handkerchief.

      “Thank you…” She sniffled into it. “Well, I had to get out of Savannah. I can’t handle the funeral.”

      “Poor Ulf!” I had not really remembered Li Mei’s encounter with Ulf, and I only met him briefly, but I was still shocked and sad. “What will all the other vampires do?”

      “The timing is unfortunate,” Rayner said, “but he planned it a long time ago. We must respect his wishes. Ancient vampires usually tell very few people they are leaving for this reason. He told his clan.”

      “Why did he tell you?” Jie asked.

      Rayner waved like, We have to discuss this later.

      “We’re going to Hawaii to try and find Alissa’s old bones,” Silvus said. “It’s not a pleasure trip. I don’t think we’ll be much fun to hang out with.”

      “I think that sounds fine,” Alice said. “I just need a purpose. You can use me if you need to, to talk to people. I can be very cute.”

      “Just don’t get us into trouble,” Rayner said. He and Silvus exchanged a quick look that suggested they fully expected trouble.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I said. “And I’m not the only girl.” I was getting that protective, sisterly feeling again that made me feel so much more like myself. But…poor Ulf. I wondered what would happen to that beautiful house, and all the vampires who had danced the night away there.
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      Alissa

      

      The plane ride made me thoroughly queasy but I managed to keep my breakfast down. The flight was almost eleven hours, but it was still just mid-afternoon when we arrived and the sun was shining on the most beautiful landscape I could imagine, with lush green forest and sparkling beaches.

      I had never heard of time zones before. They didn’t teach us anything about travel in school, of course. No one ever expected a girl of the Order would be flying to Hawaii.

      The mood in the airport, the rental car desk, and in our hotel was all sunshine and happiness, because everyone here was on vacation to relax, and that was another foreign concept to me. Vacation! To relax! At the beach!

      “You’re like a little kid at Disneyland,” Thom said, grinning. “But we sure need to get you a bikini as soon as possible.”

      “Ooh yes!” Alice said. “We sure do!”

      “You’re getting a one-piece and you’re not going to drink anyone’s blood,” Thom said. “You little troublemaker.” He grinned and ruffled her hair.

      “As long as you’ll pay for it, Mr. Whitman,” she said.

      “I don’t know how you always manage to make my own name sound like you’re mocking me,” Thom said. “I’ll buy you whatever you want as long as you stay well out of my way when I want Alissa all to myself. Warm weather makes me want to do wicked things.”

      I knew what he meant. Warm weather, sea breezes…the idea of wearing a bikini sounded scandalously delicious.

      “Shh,” Silvus said, as Rayner was trying to check in.

      I could already tell Hawaii was going to be different. Magical. A place where I could spread my wings a little. It didn’t belong to anyone. The vampires had never been here before.

      But strangely enough, I have been, I realized. I lived here once…in the late 1600s or so. Maybe that was why the land made me feel happy, although everyone else seemed to agree.

      Jie was grabbing up brochures. “Everybody’s going surfing…”

      “We have to find this witch first,” Silvus said. “If we get it done quickly, then you can do what you like.”

      Silvus was serious. Once we were checked in we went right out the doors again to find the witch. We drove past some hotels bunched together that faced the ocean but we were staying at a resort with a quiet beach surrounded by some houses.

      “The magical community here is very small,” Silvus said. “They aren’t members of the council, but just keep to their own traditions. So I don’t know how welcoming this witch will be, but…this should be the house. Alissa…can you come with me? I expect she will want to see you. The rest of you should wait here. I don’t want a crowd at her door.”

      Silvus and I went to the door together, walking through a lovely garden that reminded me of every other witches’ garden, only adapted to this climate. Instead of the sharp, hearty, and bitter herbs and fruits of winter, this was a place of sweet, fertile plants. A breeze kept tossing Silvus’ hair into his eyes as he looked around, but the screened porch was sheltered and a variety of wind chimes sang out while a cat roamed the stone paths around the yard, blinking at us without much interest.

      I liked the house very much, so I was a little shocked when the woman who peered out at us was short, round, and scowling, her graying hair pulled back into a tight bun. “Who are you!?”

      “I’m Silvus.”

      “I don’t want anything to do with you.”

      “You can tell what I am, then? I’m not here for trouble. Just on behalf of this young woman.”

      “I can’t imagine what you want that isn’t trouble!” she said.

      “We’ll repay you—“

      “I don’t need anything!”

      “Can we talk, at least?”

      “Nope.” She shut the door and then all the blinds.

      “Well. Someone isn’t charmed by an English accent,” Silvus said.

      “Please!” I cried. “I’m just a witch. I used to live on these islands and—I need to find something here. I came all this way. I escaped the Order of the Blessed and they’re still looking for me if I can’t—“

      The door opened again and the woman pulled me inside the house, slamming it on Silvus again. “The Order of the Blessed?” she said. “Oh, yes. I’ve heard about them.”

      “I grew up there and they’re looking for me, but I have a chance to mess up their plans.” I told her about the Blessed Thrall and the spell, breathless at first but then finding my footing. I started to feel calmer. Maybe some sense was awakening in me of the network of witches all around the world who quietly practiced magic with the rhythms of forests and seas. The house looked very different from my mother’s house. The pale, calm tones and simple decor, the windows that opened to the sea…the vibe was expansive and peaceful instead of tight and cozy and rugged. But I could feel the very same energy of magic, practiced with skill and intuition.

      “You’re looking for your 17th century bones?”

      “Is there any chance they still exist?”

      “If your ancestors had any idea that you had a magical gift in you, they might have saved your bones and passed them through the generations. We used to save the bones of chieftains, but most of them have since been lost or destroyed.”

      “I was probably human in my past life. Not a witch.”

      “Here in Hawaii, like almost all places in the world before they became so-called civilized, we didn’t see as much of a difference. The humans and witches would have been aware of each other and the witches would have told your people that you had powerful mana—if we can assume that you did.”

      “How do I find out?”

      “The best person to find them is you,” she said. She sighed a little. “I didn’t want to get mixed up in all of this, but you look at me like a cute little stray cat.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m not trying to!” I tried to smile a little more.

      “No, that’s worse,” she said.

      I wondered if I could put her in danger, or others along the way, like Paola.

      “Come with me. We’ll go to the water. You said you have a clan familiar who is a whale? He can help you. Let’s read the waves and see if they will give us an answer. But those demons out there are not getting near me.”

      “I fully respect your wishes,” I said. “I think Silvus understands that this is a matter between witches.”

      We exited out the back of the small house and faced the sea, walking down some worn wooden steps all the way to where the water ran toward our toes.

      “My name is Keao,” the woman said as we walked. “I forgot to give it to you. Not that I want you using it. I don’t think a long acquaintance with you will bring much but trouble.” The old woman seemed more curmudgeonly than anything.

      “I’m Alissa. Don’t worry. I certainly hope I won’t bother you again.”

      “Summon that familiar of yours.”

      “Waldemar?” I called.

      He appeared several feet away, knee-deep in waves. He was still fully dressed in a dark wool suit, but he didn’t seem bothered by his clothes getting wet. He looked like I dragged him out of bed. “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry. Were you in the middle of something?”

      “I’m your familiar. It doesn’t matter.”

      “This is Keao.”

      “Hi.” His tone was always between bored and sarcastic. “How may I serve you?”

      “Are you sure he’s a familiar and not a reluctant genie?” Keao asked.

      “He doesn’t like people,” I said. “He’s very old.”

      “You’re a bad familiar,” Keao said, pointing at him, and I feared I was now about to see a Curmudgeon vs. Hermit brawl. “Your witch needs to trust you completely and know she can call you anytime, and I don’t care how old you are!”

      He rubbed his temples. “Of course she can call me anytime. But when I was young, it was very bad form to speak to another witches’ familiar. I do wonder whatever happened to that.”

      “It’s okay, Waldemar,” I said. “Keao says I just need your help to cast one spell to find my old bones and then you can get back to whatever—“

      “Don’t apologize to your familiar. I would smack him if he was mine,” Keao said.

      “Whoa!” Waldemar said.

      “I would never smack anyone!” I said. Silvus didn’t seem very happy with him either and I didn’t like that they wanted to treat Waldemar like a slave. Truthfully, there were many times when I wished I could just be grumpy and blunt like Waldemar was all the time and as soon as the thought hit me I wondered if familiars could absorb all the feelings their witches couldn’t feel.

      “Let’s just focus on the task,” I said. “Is there anything special I should do?”

      “I will lend you what magic I can,” Keao said. “I sense that you are not very experienced. All you need to do is clasp hands and ask this land if it knows you. Ask it to show you the way. The rest depends on your own will and memory.”

      That didn’t sound too difficult. Waldemar offered me his hands and we stood together, his feet in the water and mine still mostly on the land—but right on the edge. I immediately sensed that we were making a link between land and water so we could search all of the islands.

      I still missed my wand that Father Joshua had kept from me, but having Waldemar here was nearly as good. The thing about a wand was that it was all mine, an instrument for my will. Waldemar had a will of his own, but he could also bring me in touch with deeper forces from the magical world that I couldn’t connect with as well on my own.

      Keao put a hand on my back and whispered her own spell of support to me, and I breathed patiently and let my mind flow with the water.

      Who am I?

      Where am I?

      The waves sang back to me. At first I couldn’t understand them, but I kept asking and reaching. I had to make myself be patient and let the connection between myself and the land unfold. Luckily I had learned a lot of patience in my childhood. Maybe the Order taught me the skills of a witch without even meaning to.

      I saw flashes of a life here.

      Fish. Small boats. A gentle woman who raised me—my auntie. A handsome man who wished to marry me. For some reason, I could not seem to love him. I consented anyway. I yearned for a child. I died clutching his hand, giving birth to the child, who did not survive either.

      “Oh—!” The memories stung me like a wasp.

      Waldemar held my hands tight. “Stay in it,” he said. “You’re almost there.”

      Where am I?

      The waves sang back.

      The cave…where the wicked magic…

      Keao whirled and shot a jolt of magic into the bushes behind us and I heard a girl scream. I screamed too, not expecting this at all. Keao ran to the bushes and grabbed Alice, hauling her to her feet roughly. “You were spying!”

      “I wasn’t spying! I was just watching.” She looked at Waldemar.

      It took him a moment to even notice she was staring at him, and his lip curled slightly.

      “Who is that!?” she asked me.

      “My familiar. Where are the guys?” I asked. I couldn’t believe they let her run off.

      “Silvus thought he sensed something suspicious and they went to check it out and so I wanted to see what you were doing.”

      “I made it clear. I will have no demons on my land.” Keao blasted Alice six feet back, up and over the bush where she had been hiding. She popped back up again, straightened out her skirt, and backed off. “All right, all right, I know when I’m not wanted…” She glanced at Waldemar one more time and I heard Rayner calling her anyway.

      “Well?” Waldemar said.

      “I’m sorry. That’s just Alice, she’s—“

      “Not her. The spell. Did you get anything?”

      “Yes. Something about a cave and magic…”

      Keao started shaking her head vigorously. “Oh, no, no. Kaneana Cave. It is a place of dark magic. Sinistral, as you would call it. It would make sense your bones are kept there, but it’s very dangerous. Be careful. I don’t want anything more to do with it.”

      “Is it easy to get to?”

      “Yes! Tourists go there. But going deep inside is another matter. They say you will cross into a parallel, but I’ve never been there, of course.”

      “That’s exactly the answer I needed! If the bones are there, I know we’ll find them. Thank you so much, Keao!” I gave her a little bow like I was supposed to give to the elders in the village, and then I was already running off, worried about what the clan might have found.

      “Nothing…I think,” Silvus said. They were back at the car, and Silvus was still looking around. “I thought I sensed something.”

      “I never like hearing that,” Jie said.

      “I think it’s just the local witches wanting us gone,” Silvus said.

      “Did you get anything out of that, Tulip?” Rayner asked.

      “Yes. Waldemar and I—“ I turned to where I thought Waldemar was just behind me, but he had already vanished. “Well, we connected with the land and it told me my bones are in Kaneana Cave. Keao said it’s a Sinistral parallel.”

      “I can handle that,” Silvus said. “Let’s not waste time.”

      “That boy was your familiar!?” Alice pressed me as soon as we were back in the rental van, the one we had to upgrade to just because she was there. She was sitting alone in the back. “Silvus was just telling me that your familiar has been alive as long as Rayner.”

      I was already starting to sense where this was going. “Alice, he really doesn’t like other people.”

      “Pshaw! He’d like me. Why does he look like a boy?”

      “He said he appears that way because I’m more comfortable with boys than with, uh, men.”

      “Oh, really now?” She grabbed the back of my seat. “Please, Alissa, I’ve already told you all my troubles in life and you can’t just dangle a five hundred year old boy in front of me like that.”

      “It’s not his true form or anything. I guess. He has no interest in any of that.”

      “Have you asked him, though?”

      “Of course not. I just found out he exists, and I just found out you’re interested.”

      “Fine. I know you’ve got bigger fish to be frying…”

      That was certainly true. We drove down beautiful roads with views of blue ocean and lush green mountains. Pennsylvania had lush green mountains too, but these were so different. Even though I loved the mountains of my home, they suggested a hard life, with the rocks and long winters. This place was paradise—until we got to the cave. I had an immediate sense of foreboding even before it was in view. The cave wasn’t right on the ocean, but was across the street, and an older man was walking his dog into it.

      “This is a hot spot, indeed,” Silvus said. “I can feel it.”

      “Me too…”

      “That’s good, right?” Thom said. “That’s what we’re looking for, and the sooner we get it over with, the sooner we can get surfing.”

      The cave was like a gateway into the shadows, gaping from the side of the mountain. It had a large opening we could walk into and another one higher up that we couldn’t reach. We followed a dad with three kids into the cave, where people were clambering over rocks and taking pictures, whipping out flashlights and letting their dogs pee in a corner.

      “We’ll have to wait until everyone leaves,” Silvus said.

      “Or we could eat them,” Alice said.

      Silvus frowned as he looked into the darkness and then he took out his wand and flicked his thumb across it and the tip lit up. A few people looked at his unusual flashlight.

      “Magic?” Rayner hissed.

      “I’m going to cheat,” Silvus said. “If anyone asks it’s the bloody licensed Hogwarts flashlight.” He moved farther back into the cave and I followed him as if I couldn’t stop myself, even though I was shivering.

      The main room of the cave was fairly shallow and everyone else was staying in that area, but the cave seemed to keep going with smaller passageways too dark to see. As we moved back into the depths of the cave, the light seemed to shrink and barely illuminate anything. Silvus suddenly whirled and looked behind him.

      The older man with the dog was turning to leave. Silvus shifted a little toward him. The man didn’t react.

      “That’s the same man who rode by us when you were visiting Keao,” he whispered. “There’s something about him.”

      The rest of the clan picked up on his signals and started closing in on the man.

      The man looked behind him and started walking faster. Silvus tried to leap forward and slipped on a slick rock. Rayner rushed forward instead only for the rocks to shift under his feet and trip him, which also threw off Thom and Jie who were behind him. Alice leapt over them and I clambered after her.

      The regular humans also quickly fled the cave. Even if nothing had looked like overt magic, they surely sensed trouble, or at least figured this cave was not safe for walking around unless you wanted to smash your face into a rock.

      As I reached the mouth of the cave, I saw the man driving off with the dog in the sidecar of a motorcycle. Alice was running down the street after him but he outpaced her in no time and sped around the corner.

      “Shit!” Alice said.

      The vampires were straggling out of the cave, Rayner favoring one leg—he still wasn’t completely recovered from the fight with Father Joshua, so falling on the rocks hadn’t done him any good.

      “Gone?” Silvus said.

      “And his little dog too,” Alice said.

      “That was rock magic,” Silvus said. “He must be another spy from the Order. Are you all right, Rayner?”

      “Fine!” Rayner snapped. “He made fools of all of us. A pox on his ass. Can we find him?”

      “I’m not sure it’s worth the trouble,” Silvus said. “That will take time and the Order has enough members and allies that it would just be a battle with a hydra. But if we protect Alissa from Johannes, the rest will fall into place. Their cloaking skills are good so we just have to assume they’re everywhere and be prepared.”

      “Or we could just have eaten him, like I said,” Alice said.

      “I’m startin’ to like her plan,” Thom said.

      Silvus just made his way back into the cave.

      “Why wouldn’t the Order stop us right now before we find my bones?” I said. “Surely they don’t want us to get all the spell ingredients.”

      “Your bones will have power,” Silvus said. “Johannes might make a gamble that as long as he keeps a close eye on us, he can get ahold of the pieces of you from your seven lives and add them to his spell to make it stronger. Don’t worry. I’m prepared to fight him.” He offered me a hand. “Do you want to find your bones?”

      I took it.

      “Into the parallel we go…” He leapt into the pitch black darkness of the cave, dragging me with him. I didn’t scream. I sensed that what I was seeing was just the doorway.

      But I don’t think even Silvus expected the drop that pitched us into a heap onto the hard ground. The fall was over quickly and I was on top of him, my shoulder slammed into his arm. I rolled back, feeling bruised, while he groaned.

      We didn’t take long to recover ourselves.

      “Good heavens…,” Silvus breathed, grabbing his wand, which still glowed with a faint light but had fallen from his hand. As he moved the light around, it swept over a vast chamber with wooden carvings of faces. I assumed they were protective spirits, and they were guarding over worn bundles with the remains of the dead.

      I would always remember that in Father Joshua’s temple, he kept all the artifacts of religion that the members had surrendered. He said it because we were all one people, one religion, but then he was the one who preached to us, who cleansed us of all books, of all songs, of all worship that wasn’t directed by him.

      This place was unique. A catacombs for Hawaiian witches and warlocks, whatever name they went by. Every corner of the world would have its own spirits, its own tombs. I could feel the energy of it practically vibrating inside me.

      “Magnificent,” Silvus said. But then he gripped my hand again, tight. He admired this place like I did, but he respected a level of danger. He looked down me, his face shadowed and heavy-lidded and pale. In that moment I felt like he seemed so different from the rest of the clan—unlike them, he had always been different, laced with magic through his bones and blood, used to a strange life.

      He’s beautiful like this, I thought. I feel like I can see the heart of him. It was not the lightest of hearts, but it was powerful, and it was fair.

      “Can you find yourself here?” he asked.

      “I’ll try.”

      “I could…but I thought you might want to do it.”

      “You’re right. I do.”

      I didn’t expect to enjoy finding my old bones, but it felt like an important journey for me, to pay a visit to all the lives I’d lived before. I had visited Li Mei and Bertie…now I was on the islands I had once called home.

      Where am I? I asked the question again, putting my whole soul into the words.

      As I concentrated, a light suddenly poured out of one of the bundles. I walked toward it, my hands trembling as I reached for the crumbling wrappings. I knew my bones had rested here for three hundred years, waiting…

      I put my hands on the cloth, and a huge black beast suddenly uncoiled itself from the shadows, its head flying toward me, huge fangs bared.

      I grabbed the bundle and held it tight, feeling the weight of the rattling objects inside, unwilling to give them up. I felt like I needed to protect the bones and get them back to the real world no matter what, even if I never became a vampire. I had to break this curse and keep Father Joshua from using me. Silvus put himself between me and the creature, which looked like a serpent or dragon—hard to tell in the dark. Liquid black scales gleamed in the dim light and its head stopped just inches from our face, so I could feel the heat of its breath.

      “If you take those bones, I’ll have to kill you,” it said, in a low female voice.

      “They’re mine,” I said.

      “Then tell me your name,” it said.

      “Alissa…”

      “That’s not the name I seek!” The dragon snapped toward us and now a lot of the bravery went out of me as I ducked, still clutching the bones. I looked for a way out, but the chamber seemed to be all walls, from what I could see. Silvus had the only light, though. He cast a barrier spell to protect me.

      The dragon’s head slammed into the barrier but then she breathed on the barrier. It was invisible but now it dissolved like burning paper. Then she grabbed Silvus between her jaws and lifted him up to the high ceiling of the cave.

      “Silvus!” I cried. “Please, let him go! These bones are mine.”

      Silvus would be badly hurt if she dropped him, and he seemed unsure what to do. The merciless dragon squeezed him between her teeth and he let out a tense cry of pain.

      Waldemar appeared next to me. “I see that I will need to stay close to you,” he muttered. “Alissa, tell her your name. This name.” He pointed at the bones.

      “I don’t know what it is!”

      “Yes, you do,” he said. “Focus.”

      His words snapped me back into a moment of calm. “Kawailani… Kawailani!” I shouted at the dragon.

      The dragon’s head swept down and put Silvus on his feet. “So it is,” she said, and then she blew her hot breath at us full force so I had to close my eyes. The ground seemed to shift under my feet and I was tumbled back over rocks.

      When I opened my eyes, I was flat on my back on the floor of the cave with Rayner looking down at me with worry. I was still clutching the bones.

      “I’ve got them,” I said, and Rayner put his hands on the bundle reverently. “Alissa…this is the only life I never could find.”

      “Silvus is hurt,” Jie said.

      “Oh, I’m fine,” Silvus said, trying to get up but then almost immediately laying back down. “Give me a moment…”

      “Silvus—can we get you back to the hotel? You’re bleeding,” Rayner said. “You should have brought me with you.”

      “You’re not a warlock, Rayner. This wasn’t your business. No surfing for me, that’s all,” Silvus said. “What a shame. I’ll just have to recuperate on a deck chair with a cocktail and a book for the rest of the week. I’m just glad…Alissa got the bones.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      “Maybe I’ll get to wrestle a shark…” Thom and Jie’s conversation floated over us from the other side of the small beach shop as I looked over the bikinis. Alice frowned over her options, with bright colors and ruffles in a girls’ size 12. She grabbed a sporty navy one-piece. I was undecided, with lots of cute options around, and in a generally good mood. I got the bones! Me! I was in a cave with a dragon!

      And Rayner and Silvus were so pleased and impressed with me the whole way home. I wasn’t used to being praised for action. I was used to humility, respecting the elders, and good cooking being the highest things a girl could aspire to.

      This felt a hundred times better.

      “Is that a dream of yours?” Jie said to Thom, trying on some sunglasses. He put a huge container of sunscreen on the counter.

      “Bucket list,” Thom said. “Wrestle as many large animals as I can.”

      “Why?” I giggled.

      “Why does Jie want to beat so many Playstation games? I don’t know,” Thom said.

      “You better get cracking, because I’ve never seen you wrestle anything besides the neighbors’ dog,” Jie said, as Thom walked over to me and put his hands on my hips.

      “That one,” he said, as I was looking at a very skimpy bikini. “It’s Rayner’s birthday.”

      “It is? He didn’t say anything about it.”

      “He never does,” Thom said. “But I bet he’d still like a present.” He grabbed it off the rack and went toward the one and only dressing room. “C’mere.”

      The proprietor said, without looking up from a magazine, “You two can go in there together but if you’re not out in three minutes I’m throwing the curtain open. Not cleaning up after anybody.”

      “Don’t worry, my man. By the way, Jie, I like the shades.”

      “I do look pretty cool, right?”

      Thom tugged the curtain shut, unclipped the bathing suit, and sniffed the crotch.

      I made a weird face.

      “Well, we don’t have time to wash it,” he said. “So we don’t want you in something some stranger’s been trying on. Pretty handy skill, ain’t it?”

      “I guess that’s a good point.”

      He smiled. “You did good today. And you know it, don’t you?”

      “I do…”

      “You’re a brave one,” he said. “Don’t ever forget it. You’re brave, and you’re powerful, and you can stand up to anyone. You’re going to be strong every step of the way and we’ll get through it.”

      “Thanks, Thom. I’m starting to believe it. I just don’t want to get my hopes up, I guess. I’m braced for…something bad.”

      “Don’t mourn in advance,” he said. “Believe me, if something goes wrong, you’ll have plenty of time for it then. But I think, before you know it, you’ll have your sisters back at your side.”

      I met my reflection in the mirror and I knew instinctively that I was getting stronger, preparing for the fight.

      “But I’m still going to have my way with you,” he whispered, unbuttoning my shorts.

      “The man said…”

      “Oh, not that.” He sighed a little. “Although I would…” He pulled off my clothes and handed me the bikini bottoms to step into. He tied the top behind my back. The scraps of fabric certainly left little to the imagination, but I’d already seen plenty of other girls wearing the same.

      “Scandalous,” I murmured, with a little smile. “I think I would have been thrown out of the village if I’d worn this to the swimming hole.”

      “How about a little extra something?”

      “Huh?”

      Thom took a small object almost like a paper clip, but…not really…and reached down the bikini bottoms. His fingers spread my pussy lips and fit the clip around the tender bud. It was a gentle pressure that left me immediately stimulated.

      “Birthday present,” he said. “You’ll smell extra juicy by the time Rayner sees you again.” He yanked the tags off the bikini. “Let’s go hit the sand.”

      I was definitely feeling flushed as Jie paid for all of our stuff. Excited, too. It was a little like the romance novels I used to hide under the floorboards, a secret that made a hot streak of forbidden desire race through me, so potently that it was hard to believe everyone couldn’t see it.

      Silvus and Rayner were in the hotel room guarding the bones. Our room had a nice balcony and Silvus probably needed the rest. Now I glanced up at the hotel, sea breeze whipping my hair, and thought about Rayner meeting me for dinner later. There would definitely be no hiding my feelings tonight. And I still hardly knew what my feelings were, but my body was clear on the subject. My brain kept telling me these men were dangerous and dominating, but my body just knew that they were good at giving me so much pleasure that I forgot everything else.

      Jie paid for everything. Alice begged him for a ukulele, so he bought her one too.

      “But this is it,” he said. “You’re not supposed to be our responsibility. I don’t know why I keep buying you stuff.”

      We headed for the beach that Jie heard was good for surfing with boards to rent. It was fairly busy but we still had room to find our own spot and there was a bar facing the beach. Jie bought us some cocktails. Then he squirted out a big glob of sunscreen and started covering me in it. “You look like trouble waiting to happen. Then, you can take care of Alice.”

      “I’d rather have Waldemar do it,” Alice said. “Can’t you at least make him come have a cocktail with us?”

      “Nothing is going to come out of it,” I said. “He’s made it pretty clear that he doesn’t like hanging out. I don’t think you’re going to be the one who turns him around.”

      “You’d be surprised.”

      “I just don’t want to make him mad. I need him.”

      “You’re his witch!” Alice said, plucking on the ukulele. “He can’t be mad at you.”

      “I’m sure he can,” I said. “He seems perpetually grumpy.”

      “Grumpy isn’t mad,” Alice said. “I’ve met plenty of witches and familiars, and I tell you, they can’t get mad at their witch. It’s impossible. Wouldn’t it be nice to get to know a little more about him?”

      “It’s true that he is a mystery…”

      “I’ll be quiet and just play some background music.” She strummed a gentle tune.

      I didn’t believe her. But I called Waldemar anyway. I was desperately curious to know more about him.

      “Hmm,” Alice said. “There are humans around. He can’t just appear anywhere nearby. I bet he’ll be extra grumpy when he has to walk from the nearest secret spot.”

      My eyes wandered to Thom and Jie, who were goofing off in the waves and splashing each other. I think they were daring each other to try surfing first. I had assumed they already knew how. How was I to know what skills normal people possessed? But clearly, they had no idea what they were doing. Jie pointed at another guy using his hands to paddle his board out to the waves. They watched him as he climbed atop the board and rose to his feet just in time to catch a wave and ride it back in.

      Jie pointed at Thom’s board and Thom finally made the first move. As soon as he did, Jie started paddling after him like they were racing now. They were having a blast and seeing them in swim shorts wasn’t bad either. It was different than admiring than from the bedroom. Distance ogling, I thought, as my core heated.

      Boy, the sermons were right about one thing. Once you become a bad girl, you can’t turn back. I watched them both try to catch the wave and fail spectacularly, immediately tumbling off the surfboards and scrambling just to cling to them as the wave dragged them both to the shore.

      Jie pulled Thom up and I started thinking again about how close they were and wondering why the sight of them with their hands together was only making my anxious desire worse. Jie picked some seaweed off Thom’s back. And then Thom slung an arm around Jie’s shoulders and clapped his chest like, We’re going right back in.

      Oh goodness.

      “Can vampires drown?” I asked, trying to pretend I was more concerned than riveted.

      “I don’t actually know,” Alice said. “They certainly could get mauled by a shark…”

      Waldemar came striding over to us from the hotel. “Yes?” He looked around. “You seem safe.”

      “I’m safe. I just wanted to…get to know you a little more. I mean, you knew my original family in the Netherlands, right?”

      He looked at Alice, who abruptly dropped her eyes back to the ukulele. Then he sighed and sat down on the sand next to me. “Yes, I did.”

      “What was it like? Did we know each other?”

      “Your mother didn’t teach you to be a witch,” he said. “Your father was a human and mostly, she wished for you to have a human life. However, when you were sixteen she went back on her word a little. She wanted you to have a way to defend yourself if the French invaded or…anything else, you know. Back then you had to worry about all sorts of things. So she gave you a wand that had been in the family and taught you a few spells. Very simple ones. We met just once. We were introduced and you knew to summon me if you needed me, but you never did…although maybe you should have.”

      “I see.”

      “You seemed like a nice girl. I was actually fairly young back then, sixty or seventy or something like that. Your mother served us supper and we went over familiar-witch etiquette. Very properly, you understood that you were not to call me unless I was needed, and we were not friends.”

      “Why not?”

      “I am your connection to the magical world. I am your willing servant. And if we were friends, you would not be as willing to sacrifice me. I know that’s not how things are done in some circles now, but…that is how I will live out the rest of my life, and happily so.”

      “I already have four protectors,” I said. “I’d rather have a friend.”

      “It can’t be me. I must protect you.”

      “What if I needed it?”

      “All this English you are making me speak.” He looked at the sea like he’d rather be there.

      “English and Dutch are awfully similar, compared to some other languages,” Alice said. “When Rayner and Silvus speak it I feel like I could almost understand them.” She sighed. “Oh, well. He’s not my type after all.”

      “I don’t want to be your type,” Waldemar said. “I’m a magical being.”

      “I guess that’s good, ‘cause you’re not. It’s all right.”

      “Yes,” Waldemar said. “It is all right.”

      “So you never met Rayner, then?” I asked.

      “No.”

      “Can I ask something?” Alice said. “Just pure curiosity. I’m Alice, by the way.”

      “You can ask…”

      “Familiars are supposed to show up anytime their witch is in trouble?”

      “Yes.”

      “So how do you be a familiar to more than one witch at a time? What if they’re all in trouble?”

      “In that case I can appear as two people,” Waldemar said. “Or…more.”

      “What now! Two people at once? How do you think in two bodies at once?”

      “It’s like playing the piano,” Waldemar said.

      “Ah! I see.”

      “It hasn’t happened in a long, long time,” Waldemar said. “And now Alissa is the only witch I serve.”

      “It must have been exciting when it did happen,” Alice said, leaning in a little, head propped in her hands.

      Waldemar cleared his throat. “She’s trying to goad me, but it won’t work.”

      “Goad? Little old me? I just like hearing interesting stories,” Alice said. “It must have been such a fascinating world. Witches, and familiars, and…what else? Sailing ships?”

      “I don’t care for those,” Waldemar said. “Once, I was nearly harpooned.”

      “Harpooned?”

      “Waldemar can take the form of a whale,” I said.

      “A whale! I thought familiars were always small. That’s impressive! You must have had all sorts of adventures.”

      “A few…a long time ago.”

      “You’re a real life adventurer. I bet you must have gotten some revenge on those men who tried to harpoon you with your magic and all.”

      “Yes…” His eyes were turning inward and I thought, She is working him like hands kneading dough. Waldemar’s attempts to avoid flirting with her were quickly abandoned as he started to tell her about appearing on the deck of a whaling ship that night in the form of a man, appearing like a ghost, and terrifying the crew so badly with a display of horrifying illusions and waves conjured from nothing to rock the vessel that they sailed straight home. I wondered if it was true, knowing how quickly a story can stretch, but Alice kept encouraging him to tell her more.

      I guess Waldemar doesn’t mind talking after all, to the right person…

      I smiled as I dropped out of the conversation. I would rather watch Jie and Thom, anyway.

      Thom had actually managed to stand up and shakily ride a wave to shore while all of Jie’s attempts were a disaster.

      “What the hell!” Jie jabbed Thom when he got to his feet looking cocky. “How did you get that far? We should have signed up for lessons.”

      “I don’t need ‘em.”

      “Yeah, yeah.”

      “Maybe you ought to try riding on your belly,” Thom said. “Instead of going straight for surfing god status.” Then he added, “Like me.”

      “You weren’t even listening to the advice at the rental shop.”

      “I never listen,” Thom said. “But I’ve just been watching what these other guys are doing.” He pointed down the shore at a few more experienced surfers.

      As I was listening, I was also taking in the fact that my body was…reacting. My core was pulsing hot as I looked at their wet hair, their tanned muscles and the sand on their skin. They looked so alive and beautiful, in this beautiful place, where everything was painted in vibrant blues and greens and the air smelled of salt. I was so far from home that even though I knew we were being followed, and I should be scared, my troubles and my old world couldn’t help but recede into the distance.

      Thom looked at me with a small, naughty smile and then he put an arm around Jie’s shoulders. “Let me show you, huh? I think you’re just holding the board too low.” His hand, touching Jie, had all the deep, quiet intimacy I knew they shared.

      I couldn’t stop watching them. Their love for each other, the way they took care of each other—I could see it so clearly and it made me love them more than anything they could say to me.

      I wet my lips, watching Thom show Jie that he needed to start off with a more balanced position, feet centered on the board.

      I didn’t understand why it was having such a powerful effect on me to watch them just having fun together. I wished I was with them tonight. Between them.

      Or if Rayner and Silvus were more like this…together, with me… They love each other too, I think—but they’re so restrained and solemn.

      Jie caught the next wave and managed to stand in a low crouch before he wobbled and tumbled off the board. Thom offered him a hand again.

      “That was a hell of a lot better,” Thom said. “But look at Alissa. Never seen quite that look on your face before, darlin’…not in this life.”

      “What look?” I shut my gaping mouth and looked down.

      Jie raked wet, windswept hair back off his face. “I guess we’re not doing a bad job as eye candy…even if I can’t surf.”

      “You’re getting it.” Thom gave Jie a fond look.

      “Do you guys ever kiss?” I blurted. Then I covered my mouth. I just said that out loud. What was my mouth thinking?

      “You’d like that, would you?” Thom gave my mound a little stroke over my bathing suit. “I’m liking the results of Rayner’s present.”

      Jie gave me his own secretive smile that told me he was in on it. Then Thom reached for Jie’s waist and Jie ran his fingers through Thom’s sandy brown hair, and Thom’s tongue slipped right into Jie’s mouth. Jie kissed back as aggressively, their mouths clashing physically the way they often did verbally—affectionate but competitive at the same time.

      Oh—wow.

      I was blushing, tempted to glance around and make sure we weren’t attracting too much attention from the other surfers, but I couldn’t take my eyes off this either. More than anything, I had an absolutely burning need to be kissed and touched myself. I wanted to be in the middle of that. My nipples were peaked, my clit throbbing so hard under the pressure of the clip that I wished one of them would just stick a hand down my bathing suit and relieve the tension already.

      A little hilariously, I could hear Alice and Waldemar talking up a storm the whole time back on the beach chairs without apparently noticing any of this.

      “This look…” Jie cupped a hand around my cheek. “I’m afraid Thom might have cheated to get it, but I’ll take it anyway. This is the look that got me to make love to you on that ship even though I was supposed to wait.”

      “But we will wait today,” Thom said. “It’s Rayner’s birthday and he doesn’t take enough care for himself. I don’t want him going the way of poor Ulf. They aren’t that far apart in age.”

      “Is that a concern?” I asked, alarmed by this thought.

      “Not if we keep him young,” Thom said.

      “But our rules only apply to sex and blood. I can kiss you,” Jie said. “Anytime.” His hand reached for my neck, the grit of sand and salt mingling as our bodies drew together, the wind whipping our hair. Even his lips tasted like sea salt, but past the lips, it was just Jie, and a hot hungry kiss that left me weak in the knees. I wanted more so badly that I squirmed a little.

      “You smell fucking irresistible,” Jie whispered.

      “Do you want to try surfing?” Thom asked.

      “Me?”

      “Why not? Women can surf.”

      “Yeah—I would like to try.”

      Jie handed me his board. “I’ll just watch,” he said. “Maybe build a sand castle.”

      “Quitter,” Thom said.

      “My skills lie elsewhere.”

      Thom and I carried the boards into the waves. The water felt amazing, the fresh air and the push and pull of water making me feel alive head to toe. I wasn’t trying to prove anything and just wanted to have fun, so I tried it on my belly first, and although the first wave I tried sort of petered out without giving us much of a ride, it was still a thrill.

      After a little while, Alice and Waldemar suddenly got up and walked up to us.

      “Can we borrow those?” Alice asked. “Just for a minute?”

      “Why do I get the feeling I won’t get this back for an hour?” Thom said. “What are you planning?”

      “We’re just going to have a duel,” Waldemar said.

      “A friendly competition,” Alice said. “Not a duel.”

      “We shall see.”

      We surrendered our boards. Alice and Waldemar both took one and started off into the waves. Then they started swimming farther out to meet a larger wave.

      “Alice!” Jie yelled. “You’re not an aquatic animal! She’s going to get herself killed. And she already seems to have a death wish.”

      “Let’s see what happens,” Thom said. “Alice is a pretty talented girl when she puts her—“ He cut off as a wave came bearing down on them and Alice tried to scrambled onto her board, only to flip it over onto herself, board and girl briefly flailing before disappearing. Waldemar was only clinging to his for dear life but when he saw her go under he abandoned his board and went in after her. Alice’s board popped up and both surfboards ended up coming toward us with no sign of their riders for a very long moment.

      My mouth dropped open. “Do something!”

      Thom put a hand on Jie’s shoulder as he barely started to move. “If whale boy can’t save her, then I don’t think we can do anything about it either.”

      Waldemar surfaced at that moment, holding her limp body in his arms. His usual coolness was replaced by concern as he rushed her to the shore and ran a hand over her. “She didn’t swallow any water. But I worry she could have hit her head…”

      “Can I help heal her?”

      “Of course.” We put our hands on her together. I couldn’t sense anything wrong with her, but Alice already had a very fragile energy. Her quest for an escape from her lonely life had taken a toll on her; I could feel that every time I touched her.

      “I don’t sense anything amiss,” Waldemar said. “So perhaps she just fainted from the shock. She strikes me as a rather foolish girl.”

      “Oh?” I said.

      “Yes,” he insisted. I must have sounded too skeptical for his taste. “Very foolish.”

      “You talked for a while. You made it pretty clear you don’t like talking.”

      “I don’t.” Then he seemed like he wasn’t sure what to do. He looked at Alice, her body prone and pale, her blonde hair all tangled and sandy. It seemed like he didn’t want to leave her, but he didn’t want to show it.

      “Waldemar, you could do us a huge favor and carry Alice back to the hotel room and make sure she’s okay when she wakes up,” I said. “Be careful not to let the hotel staff see you or they might worry and want to call an ambulance.”

      “Ah—yes. I could evade them.” He got up to scoop up her ukulele and sunglasses in a bundle with her towel, which he tied over his arm. While his back was turned, Alice opened her eyes, winked at me, and then slipped back into a very convincing lack of consciousness.

      “Not too foolish,” Jie said, watching Waldemar carry her off, her hands and feet dangling heavily.

      I was glad Alice was here, because she had brought a little humanity to Waldemar. “No. I’m not sure Waldemar stands a chance.”
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      While Silvus was recovering from his wounds, and Alice was pretending to recover from hers, Jie and Thom told Rayner to go celebrate his birthday.

      “My birthday?” Rayner scoffed. “Since when do I want to celebrate my birthday?”

      “It’s an order,” Jie said. “Just because you’ve had hundreds of them doesn’t mean a little celebration isn’t in order. Our lady has returned.”

      “It’s lovely out,” I said. “You shouldn’t spend the trip in the hotel room.”

      “Well.” He stood up, stretching his long arms behind him. “If you wish it, Tulip, in that case…” He walked closer to me. “You seem more eager than usual.”

      No kidding. I wanted hands on me. I wanted more kissing. I wanted…everything. All thanks to Thom’s teasing.

      Or maybe it was possible that Thom just stirred things in me that were already there.

      “You must be feeling proud of yourself,” Rayner said. “Getting into the fight is good for you. But you have never been one to sit on your laurels… As for dinner, the guys suggested a seafood restaurant. Do you like seafood?”

      “You can’t eat!”

      “I’ll have a cocktail. And maybe a snack on the beach later…”

      “Oh…” I leaned into the possessive hand that stroked my neck and shoulder before settling at my waist. I had thrown a thin wrap dress over the bikini, the fabric sheer enough to reveal my curves, while Rayner still looked very put-together in a linen shirt and trousers, and a brimmed hat, too. He was carrying a beach blanket rolled up under his arm, offered with a sly grin from Thom.

      More and more I was noticing how Rayner and Silvus didn’t sit well with the modern world. They tried to blend in well enough but they had given up on making it theirs. In Ulf’s elegant home, with everyone beautifully dressed and dancing, they could step outside of time. Rayner reached the doorway of the seafood restaurant, packed with humans, with rock music playing in the background, and turned me away.

      “Let’s find something quiet,” he said.

      We walked for a while, Rayner taking my hand and asking if we were walking too long. I shook my head. “I’ve always walked everywhere.”

      We ended up a little bar that wasn’t too busy. They didn’t have meals, just appetizer fare, but that was fine with me. I was happy to just sit out under the moonlight.

      “I do feel different here…”

      “It used to be your home,” Rayner said. “You always seem to love the places you once called home.” We had just gotten our drinks and he lifted his. “To Ulf,” he said. “On my birthday. He was a friend to all of us. But…I have you, Tulip. At least…I pray that I do.” His expression was as possessive as his touch. It was clear to me by now, that Rayner’s quest for me had kept him going all these centuries.

      “Do you think you’ll be satisfied if you have me?” I asked.

      “Of course. How could you even wonder such a thing? You are the only thing I have ever wanted.”

      “But I’m just a girl. I’m not really special.”

      “To me, you are more special than any gem, any sunset, any great city…anything.” He took my hand and gave it a soft kiss.

      “I’m afraid I might disappoint you, when you can’t chase me anymore.”

      “I don’t want to chase you. I want to be with you.”

      “So we can live together forever?”

      “Of course. Anywhere you like. We can travel to all of our houses and you can pick the one you like best. Or we could buy a new one.”

      Maybe I’m the one who wants more than that.

      There was no doubt that my feelings for the clan were real now, that it wouldn’t be easy for me to turn away even if I had other ambitions for myself. But I had also seen the human world, and met a few real witches too. I was happiest when I wasn’t just living for myself. I had my own goal—to save my sisters. But I didn’t just want to save them from Father Joshua. I would have to take care of them into their own adulthood. They had no one else but me now.

      “What are you thinking to have a troubled look on your face?” Rayner asked.

      “I suppose I’m afraid you won’t want to help me raise Joan.” I finally voiced the worry in the back of my mind.

      His eyes widened slightly. “Of course I would!”

      “But we’ve never had a baby, and babies are not romantic. They scream and they don’t sleep and they interrupt things, and…well…I think your idea of me is very romantic. I’m not sure you know what babies are even like.”

      “Alissa…” He was still holding my hand, the drinks abandoned while the female bartender kept glancing our way and giving me a that’s-so-romantic smile between her other orders. “All I’ve ever wanted is to be your husband, and for you to be my wife. And when we met, we both knew what that meant. A little home of our own…and a lot of hard work…and babies. A crib beside our own bed…no sleep…coming home to you…that would have been enough. We would have been long in our graves by now, and so would all of our children, and I often think, that is still my dream. I will be a father to Joan…and Carrie…if you’ll let me.”

      “Rayner…” My eyes filled with happy tears. I could see the raw honesty in his face and I knew he would love Carrie and Joan like I did. Now I drew closer to him and he took my face in his hands and kissed my mouth, and I’m sure it was only all the modesty drummed deep into my head that kept me from climbing onto his lap.

      My tongue dove into his as we kissed, wanting more, and he slowly drew away and gave me a sly look.

      “You are so very wet,” he said. “I would rather have you than this cocktail.”

      “You may.”

      “I may? Oh, yes, I may indeed. Eat your grilled shrimp things…and we’ll go.”

      We walked father down the beach—walked for quite a long time. I idly wondered how we would get home, as it was getting darker and darker. My feet were getting tired but they didn’t bother me. Rayner told me stories of our early days together, simple stories of a lost button, and a meeting on a bridge, and a rival boy who vied for my affection. When he spoke I could envision the candlelit world, the small dramas of one particular neighborhood in Amsterdam hundreds of years ago, and the real world started to seem like it was the dream and if I closed my eyes and wished, we could go back to where we started.

      And then I would remember that I didn’t really want to go back there. I couldn’t. I still had my family here to save, and I wasn’t Lisbeth anymore.

      “It has been so long since we walked hand-in-hand for hours,” he said.

      “Oh? How long?”

      “Probably around 1780…”

      We finally found a quiet beach, and he unfurled the blanket. I shivered a little. He put his arms around me.

      “You’re not warm either!”

      He muttered a curse. “Let me pretend, tonight, that it is all as it once was.”

      “Maybe…it’s time to stop pretending,” I said.

      “We were so happy, then.”

      “What if we thought about the future? Just the future? Not to forget who we’ve been, but…what could we do together?”

      One strong arm propped him up as he gazed at me, and I looked down at that arm, the solid muscles and veins, to the hand that had always held me. The wind whipped at his collar, and he kept brushing strands of hair off my face, uselessly. “Ulf did say to me…”

      “Hmm?”

      “He didn’t say so explicitly. I’m sure he knew I would refuse if he did. But I know he was hoping I would be his successor. That’s why he gave his house to me, and not his clan. He reminded me that you were always a good host, and you liked a house full of people.”

      “You mean—that whole house? We would live there? And Alice could come visit? We could have dances there?” I thought about my sisters running around, growing up around vampires and thralls, and bit my lip. “Well…maybe not right away.”

      “When we were together before—just before I became a vampire, Tulip…you were with child.”

      “Oh!? We had a child? Or—“

      “We did have a child,” he said. “We did. And we were so happy. It was an accident, obviously. We didn’t mean to have a child out of wedlock, but then, I was unable to have a child and we were both very happy. I took you to London right then and there, to protect her from the witches and warlocks in Amsterdam. Thankfully you handled the voyage very well. And she was so beautiful. We both protected her like she was the greatest treasure in the world. You were making her little clothes all the time. We had a little dog that made her laugh. I was home from the shop when she took her first steps.” He stopped. The grief was too much.

      He didn’t even have to tell me the end of this story.

      My heart seized. I had never guessed. When I died, our shared sorrow died too, I thought. I ached for him. I could see us holding one another, numb with pain. There would not be another child.

      “What was her name?”

      “Elizabeth. We called her Betje.” He shook his head. “I brought you here to make love to you and instead I am telling you the saddest of stories.”

      “No…” I stroked his face. “It’s one thing for my body to crave you. It’s another to love you.” My arms slipped around his neck and he leaned down, kissing me slow and deep.

      I was so glad he had told me all of this. It was what I needed. To chase a girl all over the world was one thing, but now I understood—he was not just chasing his youthful sweetheart. He was chasing a family. A memory that no one else would understand or share.

      It made me want him more than ever before, and as we kissed, my need rushed back in more potently than ever before. His hands caressed me, and I could feel how sharing this memory meant something to him. I felt I was face to face with my husband, a man who missed me terribly, had shared so much with me—and would do anything for me.

      I melted into his touch, my skin hot and willing. Our kisses seemed to span five hundred years of love and heartbreak. Lisbeth…Li Mei…Bertie…

      But more than anything, this life I was living right now.

      We can do anything together, I thought.

      I felt his throbbing shaft press against my bathing suit bottom and neither of us could wait any longer. He bunched the sheer skirt of my wrap and peeled down the bikini.

      “Oh, now I see what Thom was up to.” Rayner laughed a little. “No wonder…I have never seen a tulip with so much nectar.” He slid down and his tongue met my throbbing center, dipping between my cleft and teasing the clip.

      “Oh god…” My back arched like a rainbow as electric sensation shot through me. He could hardly have licked me clean if he tried; I was just getting more and more wet. His fangs came to the surface and he gave my clit a sharp little nibble.

      I exploded into an orgasm so potent that my screams were completely wild, but luckily the sea wind carried them away. Not that there was anyone around right now.

      “Not a bad way to begin,” he said.

      He gathered me back into his arms and kissed my neck. “Only a small taste,” he said. “I will save your blood for Silvus.”

      I realized how much I craved that hot little pain and the ecstasy that followed. It was easy to see how dangerous vampires could be without learning control, because at that moment I would have let him bite me all over and drain me dry, but of course, I also trusted him, and although he grunted with satisfaction at the small taste, that was all he took before he stopped and licked the wounds shut.

      But that level of control also made him more frenzied to take me other ways, and once he stopped tasting my blood, he unbuttoned his clothes almost frantically.

      His hands slid up my arms, his hands encircling mine over my head, our eyes locked tenderly, as his cock easily found entrance. He gave me one more tender kiss before he started fucking me with deep, hard strokes that would surely leave me bruised again, every aching step reminding me of how he had used me, and my legs fell open, wanting more despite the consequences. Thom’s wicked little clip was still there, the hot pressure building inside me again, spiraling through me, until Rayner and I were coming at the same time, gasping and grunting and crying out to the moon and stars like animals in heat. I certainly hoped there were no little houses tucked in the greenery.

      But then, what did I really care?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Rayner

      

      I should have brought the cell phone, I thought, as we walked down a dark sidewalk, passing by restaurants and shops that were all closed for the night. I should have planned all of this a little better.

      It was so easy just to walk with her forever, like we used to do, in the beginning. But, in this case, I had exhausted her completely and she should have just been sleeping it off.

      She yawned heavily, her fingers increasingly limp in my grip. “Is that our hotel up ahead?” she asked.

      It wasn’t. “That’s it,” I said. “I’m carrying you home. Come on.” I scooped her into my arms and that woke her up for a second.

      “You’re going to carry me like this all the way home?”

      “What else is supernatural strength for?”

      “Mmm…okay.” She folded against me, clutching my skirt. She smelled like salt now and it was all I could do not to put her down and run my tongue down her skin, tasting sea and then sinking my teeth into her again, feeling the rush of life. I allowed myself the fantasy as I walked, but I wouldn’t do it.

      She fell asleep in my arms, growing heavier, like one of Silvus’ overfed cats.

      I walked past the hotel that she thought might be our hotel, but it definitely was not. However, I thought I saw our hotel in the distance. In the very far distance. Or was that it? We must have walked more than five miles, talking the night away, and now it was one in the morning.

      “Verdomme,” I muttered. “Must I sleep on the sidewalk?”

      At this moment, I saw the rental van approaching. Silvus slowed down next to me and lowered the window. “Is she all right?”

      “Just sleeping.”

      “Get in the car, birthday boy.”

      I settled my sleeping girl in the back seat without disturbing her and covered her with the beach blanket after giving it a good shake. “I’m sorry, I know you were still recovering and didn’t probably want to drive around in the middle of the night. But…it was a good birthday.”

      “I haven’t heard you say that in a very long time.” Silvus waved a hand dismissively about the ride.

      Still, when we got back to the hotel, I could see that he was still aching all over, and having barely recovered from my own wounds, I winced. I really should have thought before I went wandering off. I was lucky we hadn’t encountered anyone from the Order. They told us to go to that seafood restaurant nearby and instead I had let my guard down as if I had forgotten who we were and all the stakes.

      I could see all of that scolding in Silvus’ eyes, but he didn’t say a word about it. Maybe he didn’t have the energy for it, as drawn as his face was, limping a little while I carried Alissa to the elevator.

      “Are you worse than before?” I asked.

      “These things usually do feel worse before they feel better,” Silvus said. “You should know. But I certainly don’t need coddling.” He looked at the little bite mark on her neck and pressed his fingers to it, erasing what was left of the wound under the lights of the hallway before any humans should see it.

      “I barely took a taste,” I whispered.

      Alissa’s eyes blinked open at his touch. “Silvus? We’re back at the hotel?”

      “Yes, the rescue party found us.”

      “Phew. You looked so tired.”

      “I was fine.”

      “If you really want to be stubborn about it…” She yawned again and struggled a little to get down as the elevator arrived, so I put her on her feet. “Silvus…are you feeling better?”

      “Of course. Much better, fortunately, since I had to save this one.”

      “You’re being stubborn too.” She laughed. We walked to our room and Alissa, still clearly very exhausted, made her way to Silvus’ bed and flopped down on it. Silvus and I had a suite with two rooms and she looked at me sideways from the nest of blankets and a veil of red hair that I wasn’t sure I would ever get used to. She had never had red hair before and although it was a natural color, it seemed improbable on her somehow.

      She reached up and smoothed the hair back up off her neck, and I was sure she knew how alluring this was to any vampire—or really, any man.

      Her soul was coming out of hiding, I thought. Little by little. With every night of pleasure, and every spell, and every memory…

      “Silvus…do you need to drink?” she breathed.

      “You are already so tired, pet.”

      “I don’t really need to be energetic,” she said. “It makes me tired anyway. But in a good way, and…” She bit her lower lip and then moistened both. “It’s been a long day.” Her tone left no confusion as to what had made it long.

      Silvus looked to me.

      I took the clit clip out of pocket. “Thom had her teased all day.”

      “How very…Thom.”

      “He must have left the nipple clamps at home.”

      Silvus took a deep breath and I said, “Go ahead, the lady has given you permission.” I started to move to the doorway and Alissa called my name, stopping me in my tracks.

      “Rayner…why do you have to go?”

      Silvus’ eyes slowly moved toward me.

      “You are my wife,” I said. “And Silvus’ wife. We…love you in our own way.”

      “I see. And then…you and Silvus…that is separate from me, too? Have you never…have I never…?”

      I had never seen this look on her face before, but then, it had never been like this before. We were never together until Bertie and Thom seemed to unravel everything Silvus and I thought about the rules of the world. But Bertie still carried shame.

      And there was no question that after Bertie died, Silvus and I became closer. It was a very long time to live without her, and…

      I’m still here. After all these centuries, I’m still here, and I have had more years without her than with her. Who filled the space? Who gave me hope?

      I finally looked right at Silvus and I caught a brief yearning in his eyes that he quickly hid.

      I had lived for her for five hundred years. Always for her. To love Silvus, I had always felt, might be to betray her—or even to give up on her, in those long, dark years. To enjoy any happiness without her…

      “Is that what you want, Tulip?” I asked.

      “Maybe,” she said. “I understand Jie and Thom. I don’t quite understand you two. When I’m with either of you…just one of you…well, it isn’t right to say that something is missing, because I enjoy the times when I’m with you alone. But it does feel as if maybe…you should come home to each other. Me and you…together.” Her face was so flushed and I could smell that she was getting just as aroused as she was before. “Am I wrong?”

      I moved to her side more quickly than I intended, betraying my eagerness. “I gave you everything I had on the beach and yet, could it be that your body still begs for more?” I whispered in her ear, “This is the wife I remember. A very hungry one.”

      “Oh…I…” She shivered a little. “I can’t seem to help it.”

      “You don’t need to help it,” Silvus said. “You have four men to please.”

      I could smell that she was dripping wet again, the sweet musk of her, and feel her trembling a little, as a certain part of her still tried to pit the things she had been taught against her nature.

      “Was I so wicked?” she panted.

      I untied the strings of her bikini and pulled her legs open, holding her against me, spreading the glistening folds of her all the way to her entrance. “How wicked still you are, dearest. Your body must still be aching from before but now you’re thinking of Silvus and me, and now look.”

      “But then, there isn’t really any such thing as wicked anymore,” Silvus said. “Not if you’re enjoying it.” He glanced at me. “Thom and Jie told me she asked them to kiss each other for her pleasure.”

      “I—I wouldn’t say it like that,” she stammered.

      “What else would you call it?”

      He was teasing her now, and she was getting charmingly flustered.

      “Is that true?” I asked. “You asked them to kiss? Out of the blue?”

      “It just…popped out.”

      I’d heard enough. “I’m glad I had you all to myself on my birthday,” I said. “But past midnight, I suppose we can experiment. Take her, Silvus,” I said.

      My hands finished plucking off her thin dress and bikini with a few loosened ties and tugs and Silvus slipped a hand around her waist and pulled her naked body close to him, hastily freeing his erection from his trousers. She leaned her head sideways and he sank his teeth and cock into her at once.

      I was not prepared for how I would feel to watch this. To imagine Silvus’ pleasure in this moment after the anticipation of readying her for him…it was almost as good as my own.

      She was crying out with pleasure and Silvus let a few trails of blood escape. That was for me. I met them with my tongue and licked up her back. Now that I was closer, Silvus slipped two fingers in the waistband of my pants and pulled me closer still, then freed my own cock expertly and started stroking it.

      I heated. For my Tulip to see me taking pleasure from another man’s hand…but Silvus would not let go of me, not even when I jerked a little. I felt like he would tear my cock off rather than let me go. Suddenly he was the one looking at me as if he had caught me, because there was no hiding that I was enjoying his touch, and that Alissa was enjoying all of it. She was still moaning, and I reached up to play with her perfect breasts, encouraging even more delicious sounds from her equally perfect mouth.

      This was not where I expected the birthday night to go. It had all escalated very quickly but I couldn’t stop it now.

      I felt close to exploding.

      He stopped drinking from her and sealed the wound again, and that was when he let me go, as the steady flow of our lovemaking was briefly paused for the concentration of magic.

      “Who is your lord, Silvus?” I panted. “Is that any way to toy with me?”

      “How do you want to be toyed with?”

      “Well, I think I’d like more than a hand.”

      By now it was clear to me that Alissa was getting more and more excited as Silvus and I were expressing closeness.

      “Well, what do you want?” Silvus asked, with a little teasing in his tone. As if he thought I would say, You, Silvus.

      Nice try. I would not go that far.

      These things were unspoken.

      But I was starting to realize the thrill of such a moment. We hadn’t had a new adventure in the bedroom in…well, several human lifetimes. I pressed fingertips to Silvus’ skin and urged him to shift position a little so I could take him, my own desire spiking the longer I watched him please Alissa. When we found her she seemed like a nervous little mouse and now she was wanton with flushed skin and tangled hair everywhere, her body arching and grinding against him, and it was driving me mad.

      We had to pause for a few practicalities, lube and strategically placed pillows. Maybe we hadn’t tried it ourselves, but we had been to enough vampire parties to have stumbled across everything.

      Now Silvus groaned with unbidden pleasure as I slid into him, still feeling a slight embarrassment myself that Alissa would see me enjoying anyone but her—or a man.

      I hated that she changed with every life, and became someone new and always with some new trouble to manage, and I supposed that I tried to never change, for my part. Even though she didn’t remember me like I remembered her.

      And you couldn’t stop change.

      Maybe you shouldn’t.

      “Ohh…ohh god…” She let out a small giddy laugh when she saw me fuck Silvus and the look he must have on his face. She raked her hand through her hair, biting her lip.

      Yes, it was wiped away when I saw that face. I felt as if I had them both at once, the two people I loved most, both of them under my spell and melting with pleasure, and it made me feel like I had the whole world in my grasp.

      Why in the world would anyone start some terrible cult when they could just make two people this happy?

      Johannes was not just evil, he was missing out on the best thing in life.

      “Good lord…” Silvus panted, trying to hold back moans of pleasure, and then he broke entirely, and Alissa dug her fingers into his shoulders, both of them screaming together and then—what the hell. I screamed too as we all started coming together in a decadent mess.

      Life was still too short to hold back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      “So…I talked to Alice for a while. Yesterday. And now…I thought we should talk.” Waldemar was sitting across from me at a shave ice place, the candy-colored pink and blue ice a stark contrast to Waldemar’s washed out complexion. However, he was wearing a Hawaiian shirt that Jie had suggested for blending in with the tourists. He looked miserable in it.

      “You are my witch,” he said. “I shouldn’t talk to a stranger more than I talk to my own witch.”

      “Is she a stranger?” I asked. “Still?”

      “Ah—well—I mean, she was, when it began. As were you, but you are—as I said—my witch. I have not been treating you as I should.”

      “You’re fine.”

      “It is my duty in life to help you to be a stronger witch and support you in all things,” he said. “A grumpy, critical familiar is certainly not unusual, but if I’m being honest, I just didn’t want to meet you, and I didn’t want to get close to your mother either.”

      “Why not?”

      “Well…when the family died…your family, the Walvis clan…I should have died too. I didn’t. Clearly I had this purpose, to wait for you, but for me it has meant hundreds of years without any witch to serve. A familiar without any wizard. What is my purpose, during all that time? I have become a hermit. When your mother made a connection to me, I hadn’t spent time in the Fixed Plane in centuries, and I’d never spoken English before.”

      “I guess I understand. Even though you look young right now, you’re an old man and—“

      “I’m an ageless man,” he interrupted. “If I am a man at all.”

      “My mother said your true form is an older man.”

      “I don’t have a ‘true’ form. I’m whatever suits you,” he said. “Ordinary familiars might have a true form, but clan familiars, we have to be able to change. It wouldn’t serve my clan best to appear the same way for an old warlock as for a very young witch. I know that in your heart, you like younger people best, and you trust them more than adults.”

      “Well…young people are still innocent,” I said. “In the Order, the children still ask questions and break the rules, but once they’re out of school and married, almost no one does anymore.”

      “Yes,” Waldemar said. “Children are not just innocent, they are trying to figure out how the world works. If I’m going to appear so young to you, I should learn from them. I’m also trying to figure out how this world works. All over again! Alice is still open to new ideas. She’s an interesting woman. I’m not sure I can give her what she wants, but…”

      “Why not?” Then I caught myself. “I’m sorry. It isn’t really any of my business.”

      “Too many reasons,” Waldemar said, but I still wondered what they were and why his pale skin was taking on some color.

      “Oh—well—just be friends, at least! She needs friends.”

      “She only wants to be my friend because I look young,” he said. “And I’m really not.”

      “But she really isn’t either,” I said.

      “I don’t think my company will do her any good, but…don’t worry. I’ll stick around. For a little while. Just to get you on your feet. You know what will happen if you decide to become a vampire. And…I don’t want you to hold back that decision on my account, just so you know.”

      “I don’t want anyone else to die!” I said. “It seems like every person who shows me even a little bit of kindness dies! Not just my parents, but Paola…and Ulf…and then Alice nearly died herself! I know that was Ulf’s own decision, and maybe that’s true for you and Alice too, but I don’t want any more of it right now. If you can do one thing for me, it’s to not die. You can give up your magic instead, right?”

      “What sort of life is that?” he snapped. “When did Alice nearly die?”

      “She took—faery drugs.”

      “Hmm.”

      “I don’t know if she wants me to talk about it.”

      “So it was an accident? Or on purpose?”

      “Maybe…between the two?” I bit my lip. “Don’t tell her I told you.”

      “I won’t. It’s normal for you to tell me things. It isn’t normal for me to talk to all these other people.”

      “I’m glad you are talking to me now.” I looked at his cup and laughed. “Your ice is turning into purple water, so maybe we should just eat.”

      “Is ‘eat’ the right word for a bowl of ice?” He scooped out a spoonful. “What a world, when you can sit in the warm sunshine and have all the ice you want without using any magic at all. We used to have to cast spells to make icy treats in the summer.”

      “I think that sounds much more interesting!”

      “I guess we’ll learn from each other,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      I was whisked, unfortunately, from warm sunshine in Hawaii to thirty degree weather in Minsk, where we flew into Belarus.

      “This has to be the most jarring trip on the planet,” Silvus said, as we drove under gray skies past huge concrete apartment buildings. “It’s as if former Soviet countries don’t know how to be cheerful, while Hawaii doesn’t know how to be sad.”

      This seemed like a good assessment to me, although I felt that maybe the gray sky and cold just reminded me too much of the Order and I might have liked it otherwise. Some of the architecture, outside of the concrete apartments, seemed very grand and fairy tale-like, and the city was situated on a river—two rivers, actually.

      My stomach was full of nerves.

      For the first and only time, I was going to meet an ordinary human from another life I had lived, a life I had no memory of—my father, Ivan Kravchenko. “Ooh, sounds like an Olympian!” Alice said before she wished me well. It was just the five of us, as Alice had not been able to get a ticket to Minsk, so we parted ways at the airport in Hawaii.

      I didn’t know what an Olympian was. There were still endless things I didn’t know. Jie explained on the flight that every four years, the whole world got together to play a bunch of sports, and there were a lot of names like that, “especially in the only sports Alice cares about—ice skating and gymnastics.”

      “But your father was definitely not an Olympian,” Silvus told me, laughing a little. “He worked in an office and I think before that, he was a shopkeeper, but we didn’t speak Belarusian. I hope he’ll understand us when we ask about your grave.”

      “It seemed like his English has gotten better on the phone,” Jie said.

      We reached the very plain door in a very plain, windowless hall. Silvus knocked and the door immediately flung open. A grinning old man looked at me and his grin changed to near-tears. “Is this Alissa? My Svetlana?”

      I nodded, immediately saddened by how old he was because he had a very kind face. He reached out his arms to hug me.

      “You don’t remember me, I know. Now I know how you feel.” He looked at the vampires. “But you brought me my daughter to see one more time before I die. I see you. Maybe I’m imagining it, but I see you.”

      “His English is great,” Jie said.

      “Yes, I’ve been working on it all the time since Masha died.”

      “And you look very well,” Rayner said. “I’m glad to see it.”

      He invited us in to his small, lived-in apartment, that smelled like beef broth and dog. He had a small, old-looking white dog that looked at us with sweet, melancholy eyes from a pillow so covered in hair that the original color was lost to the ages. It definitely felt like the apartment of an old man whose wife had died, but this man who had been my father seemed like a happy man and the apartment also had pleasant paintings on the walls and handmade bits of knitting, crocheting and embroidery around for decor that made it seem like his wife’s presence was still keeping him cozy.

      And yet—there was something odd and off at the same time that made my hair stand on end. I didn’t think it came from the old man himself. I kept feeling as if there was some danger I couldn’t pinpoint.

      “I was making soup,” he said, explaining the smell and the pot on the stove. “In case you are hungry, Alissa. And the dog likes it too. I spoil her.”

      My eyes—and Rayner’s—were on the photographs on the mantel of the young woman in turtlenecks, sweaters and 1980s bangs, who resembled another woman in a black and white photograph wearing a white lace blouse. Masha, I guessed.

      It wasn’t hard for me to put the two together. “Is that me?” I asked, pointing at the turtleneck girl.

      “Yes, yes, that’s you!” My father, or Svetlana’s father—I didn’t know how to think of him—rushed back over, abandoning the soup. He held up the picture, comparing it to my face. “See, I think there is a—a likeness, yes?”

      “I think there is always a likeness,” Rayner said.

      “I died young again…” I was starting to get used to this strange whirlwind of a life where I was always confronting old pieces of myself, but it was hard to reconcile my memories of a spirited Li Mei with her early death from tuberculosis, or that this grinning 1980s teenager had to die young enough to allow me time to become myself. I had the weird feeling that I had robbed her of her life.

      Maybe this is why I feel odd, I thought. I kept looking around, as if for clues, but maybe it was simply that I was surrounded by memories of another life cut short.

      “We lived in a little village,” the old man said. “That is now part of the Exclusion Zone.”

      “The Exclusion Zone?”

      “From Chernobyl,” Jie said. “It was a nuclear power plant that had a terrible incident, and sent radiation all over the place. It’s toxic to humans, at varying levels, so it might kill you fast, or it might kill you slow, or it might not kill you at all, but now all the land where the radioactivity went is an abandoned wasteland.”

      “How horrible! So it’s like poison in the air?”

      “It gets into everything. The ground. The stuff people left behind. I’m going to guess you don’t know the first thing about nuclear power plants. That’s okay, Thom doesn’t either.”

      “I’m just here to look pretty,” Thom said, shrugging.

      “Many people got cancer,” my father said. “Your mother eventually died of it too, although it seemed to affect young people more. I always said I came from strong stock. Too strong, maybe. I’m eighty-five now. But, I like living, as long as it lasts. When I am gone, you can come here and take anything you want, if there is anything worth having.”

      “You have some very pretty things!” I said. “I like the paintings.”

      “I did those!” he said. “I paint to keep busy. I’m not too bad, eh?” He looked like the compliment made him antsy and went up to stir the soup again. “But you came for business.”

      “Well…yes,” Silvus said. “It might be tricky business. I’m not sure how to say it delicately. We need something of Svetlana’s…remains.”

      “Remains?”

      “It’s the only way to protect Alissa.” Silvus explained the spell as the old man seemed so unflappable that they must have told him everything on some earlier visit.

      “You want to exhume Svetlana? She’s buried right here in the city! I’m not sure how this could be done.”

      “I was afraid of that…” Silvus started murmuring to himself about spells.

      “You never visited my grave before?” I asked.

      “I never visit your graves,” Rayner said, so fiercely that I wondered if he was feeling something strange too. “There is nothing of your soul there in those gloomy places. I don’t dwell on your death when I could be thinking of where you’re living next.”

      “What about hair?” asked my father. “I have a lock of her hair!”

      “Yes, yes, that will do nicely,” Silvus said, looking relieved. “That’s what we’re using, mostly. Thank god. I should have asked for that first.”

      “I keep it in a little box in my room.” He sprung up and went through the only other door in the apartment. We waited anxiously as I heard him throwing open drawers and then a loud curse. He dashed back into the doorway, very spry for an old man.

      “No,” Rayner said, getting to his feet. “Don’t tell me.”

      “Mr. Van der Berg, I—I must tell you that I have no idea what could have happened. I swear to you, the box was there just a week ago! I see it…all the time…” He broke off into his own language, too flustered to find anymore English.

      “Someone could have stolen it,” Silvus said.

      “Stolen it? Someone broke into my apartment? What a terrible thing! How would they know!”

      “Warlocks know many things,” Silvus said.

      “Oh— There was a man here. He said the apartment had sent him to spray for pests. But I was always with him.”

      I started to get a slow, sinking feeling at the very mention of ‘a man’. It could have been any man. I don’t know why I thought it was not just any man, and that maybe the bad feeling I had when I walked in here wasn’t coming from Svetlana after all.

      “Well…as far as you remember,” Silvus said. “Let me search the spot where you kept the lock of hair.”

      I followed Silvus into the room and when I walked in, I clutched the back of his jacket. “Silvus…I feel like…he was here.”

      “Something is wrong,” Rayner said, kneading his head from the other room. “I thought it might be true from the start. Johannes is just playing with us.”

      “You mean…I let in…” My father looked shaky now. “He seemed like a normal young man. He spoke Belarussian.”

      “Don’t feel bad about it,” Silvus said. “Of course you didn’t expect anything strange, and it wouldn’t have been hard for him to trick you, considering that you were not expecting him to steal the hair. The man we’re looking for is, like me, a warlock and a vampire, so he probably bewitched you. An ancient, on top of that…he is Rayner’s sire. Well—you don’t have to understand any of it. Just know that we will manage the situation now and I think you’re safe but just in case, I’m going to put up some protective spells here and it might be best if you can stay home for a week or two. He has been known to use family members as bargaining chips.”

      “He has played us for fools!” Rayner said. “Always one step ahead! It should never have gotten this far.”

      “I don’t know what we could have done,” Silvus said. “But he doesn’t have all the leverage. He has the hair. We have all the other bits. And they’re in different places, well hidden. By allowing us to get the bones in Hawaii, he showed his own hand. He wants these pieces too. I do believe that he needs them for his own spell as well, seeing as he has gone to such lengths.”

      And if he threatens to kill my sisters if we don’t give him the six other pieces, what will we say?

      I was terrified, and I could see that the rest of the clan was all thinking of this too. Silvus alone was calm and focused, waving his wand over the drawer. After a moment, a piece of paper appeared out of thin air.

      

      Meet me in the village where Svetlana was born. I have the sisters and I am prepared to leave their bodies where they will never be found. Bring the bones and my future wife, Alissa.

      

      —Johannes

      

      He wants to bargain for my sisters…and if I don’t come, he will leave them for dead in the ‘Exclusion Zone’?

      But there was only one thing I knew that Father Joshua—Johannes—truly wanted in exchange.

      My life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      It was a good thing I was used to putting on a brave face. I hated to leave the old man who had been Svetlana’s father, not knowing if I would ever see him again, or if Rayner might have to give him terrible news when they next met.

      I clutched the map he gave me, the one that led to our old house, until it was crumpled and sweaty.

      If this was what it came down to, I would have to sacrifice myself for my sisters. I had always been prepared for this. But my spirit still raged, and especially now. I had seen the long history I shared with these men. It was full of mistakes and struggles and resistance, but also love and joy and growth and adventure. How could I give that up? How could I let it all end here?

      “Wait—“ Silvus held up a hand.

      We were deep in the Exclusion Zone at this very moment, after a few anxious days making contact with a young Belarussian witch who helped to guide us through, but she wouldn’t go any farther. She was not immune to radiation poisoning, and neither was I—nor were Carrie and Joan. We didn’t know how long they had been there now, or how dangerous it might be, but it would be a cruel trick if their lives were shortened…

      “Alissa, come with me.”

      “Oh? To that house? Silvus, this isn’t on the map.”

      “Yes, but there were many wizards in Belarus,” Silvus said. “And since no one has been here in so long, there may be a few treasures. Do you feel that tingle in the air?”

      “We really don’t have time for a treasure hunt,” Rayner said.

      “But…it might be something we can use against him,” Silvus said. “Just let me look in this house.”

      A few snowflakes were dancing down from a drab sky. The house was abandoned, like others we had seen, with a tree growing out of the front window. He pushed open the door and peered inside, where that same tree had broken through floorboards in what was otherwise still an untouched but dusty living room, with armchairs, a lamp, and books with reading glasses perched atop them, along with a stove and a bed.

      Silvus doubled over as if in pain.

      “There’s a charm on the house,” he said, backing out again. “I should have known. They know how to keep vampires out around here…”

      My eyes moved to a red and white woven cloth that adorned one corner, with traditional weaving, and I wanted to touch it but I wondered if I could anger some witches’ spirit. “Is it because of this?”

      “Yes, that’s—it must be some witches’ magic,” he said. “Casting spells as she weaves.” He took a few more steps back. “It’s good magic, but it doesn’t like me. Tell it your name and ask if you can have it.”

      “My name is Alissa Johns,” I said. “Or Svetlana Kravchenko. I can tell your spirit was here…Miss Witch. I don’t know if you’ll like me either, because I am with a clan of vampires and clearly you were trying to protect yourself against them. But I’m going to save my sisters and I need all the help I can get.”

      Magic comes from sacrifice, the cloth seemed to say to me. Are you ready to make that sacrifice?

      I swallowed. “I…I know what I have to do,” I whispered.

      Then you may have my protection.

      I took the dusty cloth down from where it was hanging and wrapped it around me like a shawl. I could feel that it was good magic. It was magic that would protect good witches, and it would help me protect my sisters, and…

      Would it help me protect myself?

      Maybe. But something would have to be sacrificed.

      I was starting to feel the way magic worked, like the see-saw we used to play on at school—one child bouncing up while the other went down. If we wanted to defy the laws of nature, something had to go up and something had to go down. It made me wonder why anyone wanted to dabble in magic in the first place.

      Silvus was waiting for me a few feet from the house, while the others hung back on the overgrown road.

      “Silvus,” I whispered. “This is a good witch’s magic, but…I’m not sure it’s what we need. I’m a little afraid of what it might do.”

      “Alissa,” he said to me, just as softly, like we both instinctively knew that Rayner shouldn’t hear this, “I am a good warlock. That is, I might have been kicked out of Etherium when I became a vampire, and I’ve made some mistakes. But I want to live by the principles of goodness. Order…fairness…and love.” He straightened the cloth on my shoulders.

      “My real mother is also a Sinistral witch,” I said. “And she didn’t seem so bad. What is the difference? I always thought Sinistrals were bad, but…”

      “It’s more complicated, as you see.”

      “Silvus, you’ll be okay too, right?”

      “I’ll be fine. I don’t know what will happen, but I do know it’ll be fine, dearest. Sad things happen, you know. You can’t stop them, and you wouldn’t really want to live a life without any sadness.” He turned back to Rayner and the others.

      Obviously, Silvus had not planned to stumble on some abandoned witch house and find this magic for me. I’m sure he didn’t know it was here. But I had this terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach. Well, I already had that, but now the focus of it shifted a little. I didn’t say anything, just opened the map again.
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        * * *

      

      We reached the house at dusk. We had wandered a road that hadn’t really been a road for a long time, and passed abandoned farms and tiny villages. The only sounds were animals, and plenty of them, so it made me think of the end of the world Father Joshua was always talking about. But the animals seemed so at home among the overgrown cottages that it didn’t seem entirely terrible, either. I thought this place might be a wasteland, and it wasn’t.

      I checked the cottage against a photograph that the old man had given me, and except for the vines growing over the windows, it was all just the same: weathered brown wooden walls and blue and white window frames, with a smaller outbuilding set off from it.

      I had been so nervous and shaky the whole way here, but now it felt like all my nerves had burned off and I was almost excited to see my sisters. I shoved all the bad thoughts aside, like I could put them in a box and save them for later.

      “Johannes!” Rayner called. “Come out and face me. I am not meeting you inside.”

      The door creaked open. Those same shit-brown shoes I had spent too much time looking at, the tidy suit, the hollow-eyed grinning face…it made me shudder.

      I was numb from head to toe.

      “Alissa,” Father Joshua said. “You look lovelier than ever.”

      “Where are my sisters?” I growled. My eyes had shifted down instinctively, and then I made myself look at him.

      “Here. Come out, Carrie. Alissa is here.”

      “Carrie!” I screamed, as soon as I saw the first glimpse of my sister’s face. She was clutching Joan, and she looked as pale as a corpse, and worse than afraid. Fear is hot and alive, but after fear comes numb resignation. I had never seen Carrie reach that point before. No little girl should have to. “Carrie, I’m here!”

      “Alissa…” Carrie’s voice was hesitant. I couldn’t believe I was seeing my sister, after so long apart. But she had suffered. And I wasn’t there for her. Now and then I’d even been enjoying myself.

      “Carrie, I’m so sorry. I’m here to rescue you. He’ll never hurt you again. I swear.”

      Carrie retreated, her eyes dull with terror. I felt my whole body shaking with rage. I imagined drowning Father Joshua like I did with Father Bogdan. But I didn’t even know if it would work on a vampire. And he knew all too well that I had no training in magic.

      “That’s right, Alissa.” Father Joshua smiled at me with his fake kindness. “I’m so glad to see you. I know you are struggling with your rightful destiny, but deep down you know what you need to do. I will let your sisters go if you come with me. It’s just that simple.”

      Rayner snorted. “Johannes—you know I will never agree to this. Not in a thousand years will I give up Alissa.”

      “Well, if you prefer to have a girl who has watched her sisters die, right before her eyes, while you are helpless to save then…”

      “I won’t let that happen either. I’ll kill you.”

      “My child…I will kill you,” Father Joshua said. “Your quest to keep the Blessed Thrall is a hopeless one. The witches of Amsterdam didn’t protect her from you for seven lives just to let you have her in the end. No matter where you go, I’ll find you. You know how it works. I am your lord—and I am a warlock. I am your superior in every way. You probably wondered how I knew you would come to Belarus and got here ahead of you. Maybe you think I’m some sort of super spy? I always know where you are because I made you.”

      “Is that true?” I asked Rayner.

      “I do have some sense of my clan,” Rayner said. “And they have a sense of me. It’s never that precise.”

      “But you’re not a warlock,” Father Joshua said. “You were just a very unlucky shoemaker.”

      “No…a lucky one. Despite it all.” Rayner seemed to brace himself for a fight. “So that’s it, then. You’re saying you will find me anywhere I go, unless I kill you.”

      “That’s right. But I can feel the blessings that have been showered upon me, and I think you will find it a difficult battle. Shall we get to it?”

      “Every bit of life left in my body will be devoted to your destruction,” Rayner said, throwing off his jacket.

      “We’re getting Medieval,” Thom said, glancing at Jie. They both edged in front of me, to protect me, but I was so angry I knew I would fight too.

      Silvus took out his wand. The real battle would be between those two, I thought, unless I could manage something of my own. Maybe Waldemar could help. I might be young and inexperienced, but he wasn’t. I wondered if I should call him now, or wait for the right moment. I didn’t know the first thing about fighting strategy. The cost of messing up seemed too high to contemplate.

      “May the blessed blood of the Ethereal children nourish me!” Father Joshua seized Carrie and drove his fangs right into her neck.

      Carrie screamed.

      “What the devil!?” Silvus blasted Father Joshua and knocked him back off of her. Carrie fell to her knees, holding onto Joan for dear life. I ran to her side now, forgetting the dangers of getting close to Father Joshua. But Silvus had knocked him flat, anyway.

      “Carrie…”

      “Alissa…I’m…so sorry.”

      I took Joan from her. “What are you sorry for?”

      “He made me…drink…”

      “What did he make you!?” I grabbed Carrie in my other arm. I swear to every god that has ever existed, that if he hurt my little sister I will find a way to make him suffer.

      Father Joshua shot back at Silvus as Carrie slumped in my arms. “Uhhuhh…” She made a pained noise and then she started twitching.

      I realized that Thom and Jie were beside me, trying to ask me and Carrie if we were all right. I had been so focused on Carrie that I hardly realized, but now Carrie was convulsing violently. It reminded me of the purification spell, but her convulsions were much more intense and now I couldn’t hold her anymore. I tried to hold her down so I could try a healing spell but as soon as I got ahold of her, she collapsed.

      She was completely still.

      “I poisoned her,” Father Joshua said.

      “Why!?” I put my hands on her cold skin, and tried to cast a healing spell. “Waldemar! Waldemar, please help me!”

      I touched her neck. No pulse? Or could I not find it?

      Rayner slammed a fist into Father Joshua’s gut and he let out a low “ugh” but then I saw him smiling a little maniacally as their fighting broke out in earnest. Rayner got in a few good blows on Father Joshua and I started to think maybe he could be bested. I was holding my breath, watching them trade blows and dodges so quickly that they seemed to blur together, while Silvus stayed close, looking for an opening. He didn’t want to risk hitting Rayner instead. But then my heart was tugged back to the unconscious, fragile, beloved sister in my arms—one thing from my old life that I had always loved without question.

      Waldemar appeared and immediately put his hands on mine.

      Carrie craned back her neck and let out a bloodcurdling scream.

      I jumped, but I was relieved. Screaming was much better than when I thought she might be dead and gone. “Carrie! You’re alive! Where does it hurt?”

      Her eyes darted, as her teeth grew into fangs.

      “Carrie!” I screamed. “Carrie—no! Oh no…”

      “Oh, you fucking rat,” Thom said, shooting over to Father Joshua himself. “Did you turn that little girl?” He tore Father Joshua away from Rayner and threw a hard blow to his jaw.

      Father Joshua murmured something in Latin, the words soft at first, then growing louder, and a ball of white, semi-translucent energy formed around him and pushed Thom back.

      “Ethereals bless me,” he said. “Heal my wounds so that I may continue to humbly serve the way of order.”

      “I don’t fucking believe this shit,” Thom said, as the mark on Father Joshua’s face vanished.

      “I don’t know what your trick is,” Silvus said, “but you are an insult to Etherium. There is nothing—nothing—right or good about what you’re doing. You turned a child.”

      “That is your perspective.” Father Joshua drew a pistol. “I’m doing what I have to do to protect my people against the end of the world.” Thom backed up as Father Joshua pointed the pistol at him. It could have—and probably did have—the rose quartz bullets in it. “I had to do this,” Father Joshua said. “Now, she is linked to me too.”

      “That is the most despicable thing a vampire can do,” Thom said.

      “At least we know where he stands,” Rayner growled.

      At the same time, Jie whipped Carrie away from me and held her in his arms. My sweet little sister was struggling against him with surprising strength and looking at me like she didn’t recognize me anymore. “Blood…blood…,” she moaned.

      I was left clutching Joan, who was starting to scream.

      “Carrie is hungry,” Father Joshua said.

      “There is no just god that would curse a child this way,” Silvus said. “I beg the Ethereals to gaze upon their servant and ask if he is worthy of their magic!” Silvus’ wand crackled.

      Father Joshua looked furious at him now. “I bar you from speaking their name, Sinistral demon!”

      They were tense a moment, with Rayner and Thom looking like they wanted to get back to fighting with fists, while Jie was holding Joan and looked like he didn’t know what to do with a screaming baby. I wanted to take her back in my arms and comfort her, as I used to do with Carrie when she was born. I loved my baby sister then, her sweet baby smell, her giggling—I understood now that it was because Carrie didn’t know the darkness of the world yet. She could have grown up like the human girls who laughed with their friends and fell in love as they pleased, but now she was damaged, and I couldn’t just wave a wand to fix her.

      “You monster…” I was so angry that I reached for my magic without knowing what spell to cast or how to control it. I just needed power. I needed to give shape to the anger I felt. I felt the magic that was in everything, in every tree and every bird and insect and even in the leftover pain of this abandoned world, and I gathered it to me.

      I want to kill him.

      “You—are the demon,” I said, throwing out my hand. “Go straight to hell.”

      Silvus turned to me then. “Alissa—no!” he said, as I blasted magic at Father Joshua. The ground under his feet exploded, toppling trees, and all the windows of the house where Svetlana was born shattered outward. Father Joshua was thrown into the air where, for one sweet moment, I held him there as the shock wave of the spell burst around me and he made choking noises.

      That was when I realized that Jie was on the ground, shielding Joan with his body, while Rayner had managed to put himself in front of Carrie. Glass had struck Thom in the chest, pieces sticking out of him like he’d been shot with them, and he was bleeding in multiple places. I couldn’t tell if Jie was conscious.

      No—

      I lost control. Father Joshua fell, landing on his feet. He lunged to grab me.

      “No! You will never touch me again!”

      The shawl glowed and he whipped his hand back, but Waldemar was also standing just behind me. He put one hand on my shoulder, protecting me.

      “You’re not trained,” he said. “You have no control. You—ungh—“

      Father Joshua shot at Waldemar and Waldemar barely threw up a defense in time.

      “Waldemar!” Oh, god. I didn’t know what to do. He didn’t have to tell me I had completely messed up.

      “Alissa, get back,” Silvus said, swooping in and unleashing some swirling barrier of blue energy that moved around Father Joshua and Silvus together. “Actually—run. Get everyone up and just—run. Run! Waldemar, you can help her, yes?”

      “Yes.” Waldemar understood the urgency. I had to shake off my daze and help the clan. Waldemar yanked the glass out of Thom’s skin and then slapped his hands on his chest to do some battlefield healing.

      “Ouch, you could warn a man first!” Thom said.

      “You’re a tough guy,” Waldemar said, a bit witheringly. I helped up Jie, because Rayner was already on his feet, holding Carrie’s hand.

      Silvus looked back at Rayner. “Rayner, you heard me. And you know what you have to do.”

      “I do.” Rayner broke away from him, sounding almost choked.

      Jie was rubbing his head, taking a second to realize he’d been knocked out for a second. Thom took Joan from him and surveyed Jie’s face for a second before saying, “You’re good, man. Come on.”

      “Come on where? We’ve gotta kick his ass!” Jie gestured at Father Joshua.

      “No—get out of here! Please, just listen to me, you kids!” Silvus yelled, and now Rayner and Waldemar were both grabbing my arms and we were running away from Father Joshua and the house and Silvus.

      When we were a little bit farther out, Rayner stopped and grabbed me, his arms around me. “I love you, Tulip,” he said. “Alissa. I think you understand now…just how much. Even with all the mistakes I’ve made. Even if I’m not a good man, if there’s anything good left in me, it’s you. It’s us.”

      “Rayner…” I slowly put a hand along his solid back. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “Because I didn’t know he’s been tracking me. And now he’ll track Carrie too. And he’ll kill you.” He held me so fiercely that I couldn’t really breathe, but it didn’t seem to matter. I almost wished he would just squeeze the life out of me, wrap me into his own body—that we would become one and never have to part. I thought I felt a tear hit my shoulder.

      “I’ll kill him,” Rayner said. “And then I’ll find you.” He kissed me.

      Then he stepped back.

      Jie and Thom seemed stunned and then they both ran to me and held me close like Rayner had just done. They didn’t speak. I sensed the goodbyes, unspoken and terrible, and I was glad they didn’t say them.

      “This is my fault,” I said. “Silvus told me not to cast spells when I was angry. I threw off the fight, didn’t I?”

      “I don’t think we could have won anyway,” Rayner said.

      He was being gracious. It was definitely my fault and I would never forgive myself if Silvus died.

      “I want to kill him with you!” I said. “Rayner—I’m not going anywhere!”

      “Waldemar—take her to Eileen, and…protect her.”

      “I understand.” Waldemar grabbed my hand and suddenly the whole world was spinning around me and they were gone, along with the forests of Belarus.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Rayner

      

      A sense of complete calm had descended over me as our plane landed in Savannah.

      The past couple days had been a blur of just trying to get Alissa’s sisters to safety, to get them away from Johannes and back to America. What he had done to Carrie was as criminal as Alice’s sire, whom we had teamed up to take down. What was done to Alice was done, but there could be some hope for Carrie to become human again.

      Thom was having a good time taking care of Joan, it seemed, even changing diapers. He’d been missing his sisters for almost two hundred years and now he got to play big brother again. Thankfully Joan was so small and sweet, and seemed to like Thom, and when she cried Carrie knew how to calm her down.

      Carrie was shellshocked and seemed too old for her age. I could tell she must have already been through a great deal of trauma after losing her parents and big sister. She didn’t speak much but I bought her a stuffed rabbit at the airport and she clung to it desperately. I didn’t try to hide the truth from her. It was too late for that.

      “I just want to see Alissa…,” she said.

      “So do I, but neither of us can see her until Johannes—Father Joshua—is dead. He can use you and me to find her, because he has turned both of us into vampires. He turned me five hundred years ago, and you just now, but even so, we are like family now, Carrie. I love your sister. I’ll do anything to protect her…even if it means I have to stay away from her.”

      “He wants to…kill Alissa… He told me…” She choked back a sob. “You’re the man that my daddy told Alissa to escape with, aren’t you?”

      I nodded. “I’ll take care of you. I had a little girl a long time ago, before I became a vampire. Alissa and I had her together.”

      “You…had a baby with Alissa?” She looked interested and I told her the story, but then she lost it and began to cry.

      “My heart is broken,” she said, clinging to her bunny. The raw honesty of a child was piercing. She didn’t seem to fully comprehend everything that was happening to her, and could only focus on the deepest pain of all. She had lost her family.

      “I’m sorry, Carrie. My heart is broken too. But…they don’t always stay broken. I promise you that.”

      I wondered if that was actually true, even as I assured her.

      The truth was, I had no idea how to defeat Johannes and the entire Order. We were outnumbered, and he had Silvus… I would need an army. And if I asked others to fight with me, I would need some plan to keep them safe.

      Ulf had entrusted his home to me, with the suggestion—and the hope—that I might take over for him. But I knew he must have passed on with some worry that there was no vampire in North America prepared to be the father of all vampires.

      I felt as if I wasn’t prepared to do anything if I didn’t have Alissa, if I knew where she was but couldn’t see her or touch her.

      Maybe this is my fate.

      She cried as she remembered Li Mei’s life. She cried when I seized her this time.

      I’m not a good man anymore. I’m not a good Dutch Protestant shoemaker. I’m not the father of our daughter. I have not lived a selfless life. I’m just…hungry for her.

      I wondered if Ulf was trying to give me a chance to redeem my soul.

      I returned to Ulf’s house to find the tail end of a funeral. A week had passed since the wake, and most of the partygoers had scattered but close friends remained, comforting each other, cleaning up the house, sorting out possessions. Ulf had left me the house but many of the items in it were bequeathed to someone else. I saw some faded squares on the walls where paintings had been as soon as I walked in, and those faded squares hit me as hard as anything.

      “Rayner! Thom…Jie…” Alice came down the stairs and threw her arms around each of us in turn, stopping when she noticed Joan. “And the baby! And you must be Carrie.”

      Carrie nodded tentatively.

      “Has she had any of the good stuff yet?” Alice asked.

      She meant human blood, of course. “Warm it up a little.”

      “I’ll take care of you, honey,” Alice said. “You’ll feel a lot better.”

      I hadn’t told Carrie about Alice yet, and she looked immediately trusting of being taken in by an older girl. Alice must have planned for this, because she was dressed more girlishly than usual in a green cotton dress with a matching hair ribbon.

      Joan started whimpering.

      “Does she need to eat again?” Jie asked. He also had siblings once, but they seemed more faded into his memory; he must not have spent much time caring for babies.

      “I’m sure she does. Hungry little bugger. I’ll get a bottle ready. Can you hold her a sec?”

      “Sure.” Thom passed the baby and draped a spit cloth on Jie’s shoulder. Joan started crying and Jie looked at me like, Help. It would have been funny if I didn’t have so much to worry about. Jie and Silvus had so much in common sometimes. I knew Silvus would be giving me the same look.

      I have to save him. That’s the first thing I must do, I vowed. Alissa wasn’t with me, but she was safe in a witch colony. Silvus was anything but safe.

      “Rayner, are you going to stay?” Lucas asked me. “Ulf left this whole place to you…”

      Dmitry was hanging around in the parlor, both of them playing cards while Tamara played the piano and Sophie and Rosie were whispering to each other tearfully and eating popcorn. But they all looked at me, and other vampires stepped in from other rooms. The Brennan clan was here now, a rough and ready clan of 19th century Irish vampires. Victoria, Sven, Louise and Marcus—two elegant couples who shared several thralls between them and made their money in art collecting. They might seem like they never got their hands dirty, but they were right in the thick of the hunt for Alice’s sire.

      They were all looking to me now.

      I waited for Thom to come back with the bottle, tapping my hand to the piano music restlessly, holding up one finger to them. Wait.

      “To answer your question, Lucas…I think I’ll have to stay. It’s what Ulf wanted. And—someone’s got to do it.”

      “You don’t have to,” Dmitry said. “I guess we’d all manage without an Ulf.”

      “I’m no Ulf, anyway,” I said. “But…I do know one thing. There’s an ancient vampire in America who is a danger to everything I hold dear. Father Joshua is the leader of the Order of the Blessed, and he’s also my sire, Johannes.”

      “You’re talking about that awful religious group that has so much influence over the wizard councils lately!?” Louise asked.

      “Yep, that’s the one,” Sven answered.

      “We need to do something about him,” Davy Brennan said. “He’s who’s got Silvus, right?”

      Everyone had been piecing together the story up until now, because I had given some hasty updates on the telephone from Belarus.

      “Yes,” I said. “But…he’s powerful and…I’m no warlock. Alice’s sire wasn’t a warlock. Few of us are. And I can’t be responsible for losing many of your lives.”

      Alice shoved her way past a few people. “That’s not for you to decide, you know. He’s a danger to everybody, and we all know what he did now. He turned a child. You all fought for me and I’ll fight for that girl now. I’ll fight for Silvus too. And if I die, that’ll be a much better death than some of the stupid shit I’ve done in my life that could’ve killed me sooner.”

      “Ulf would have banded us all together and killed him,” Davy said. “So it’s as simple as that. If we make it out of this, you’ll take care of us—but we’ll also take care of you.”

      “That’s right,” Dmitry said. “And then, you go and get Lisbeth back and you can finally turn her too.”

      “I’m down,” Jie said, looking at me. “I didn’t even get to fight this guy yet because I was holding a baby. I’m ready to break some skulls.”

      “All riiiight,” Thom said, while giving Joan her bottle.

      I nodded. “We’ll need a plan,” I said.

      “Of course,” Alice said.

      “But I need some blood and some sleep first,” I said.

      And maybe I needed to get off by myself before they saw me get emotional at this show of support for Silvus. For me. And for the continued unity of the vampire clans, we who had sustained each other through so much sorrow over the centuries…

      I walked up the stairs, ignoring concern from Jie and Thom, to be alone in the guest room I had left just days prior. I took out my wallet, where I kept copies of my photographs of Li Mei and Bertie.

      I love her so much…and it hurts to know she is out there, and not with me…

      But I have always made her mine.

      If she is to become a vampire, and be with me forever…

      I shut my eyes.

      Come to me, my love.

      If you love me as I love you…you will find me this time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Waldemar

      

      I had almost lost my magic—or my life. One second delay and that bullet would have struck me.

      I hadn’t enjoyed that sort of danger in a few hundred years. It was like waking up after a long sleep. This was real. This was living.

      Well, I tried not to actually be happy about it, because I was also worried about Alissa, but when you’ve lived without a purpose for as long as I have, anything that gets your heart thumping is good.

      To escape, I drew Alissa into the Ethereal Plane. She had never been here and in normal times, I might have given her a proper tour of the magical realm, but in this case, it was just a means to an end. It didn’t feel safe to be here, even though Johannes, as a vampire, could not have a familiar. He might have friends, and those friends might have familiars who could spy on me. It would have been better if Alissa was a Sinistral witch like her mother, but unfortunately, she had been raised in the ways of Etherium.

      I sensed that Eileen was no longer in the cottage where she had lived since Alissa was born and kidnapped, but was now in a different house by the ocean: a proper place for Clan Walvis to be. I slipped back into the Fixed Plane from inside the house, where I sensed we were safe from any human eyes. Alissa was left dizzy and frantic, panting out little half-screams. “Waldemar! Where are we? I need to go back!”

      “Who is there?” Downstairs, Eileen went on alert.

      “It’s just Waldemar and your daughter!” I called. “Alissa…you’re safe here.”

      “I don’t want to be safe!”

      “I have to keep you safe,” I insisted. “It’s my duty and I have been waiting for hundreds of years to fulfill that duty. You will not keep me from it.”

      “But—Rayner—and Silvus—and Jie and Thom and Carrie and Joan…”

      “I am aware of their predicament, yes, but…that doesn’t change things. You are the Blessed Thrall. Your blood has power, and if you want to help the people you love, the first thing to do is keep you away from Johannes. He is just too powerful.”

      Eileen was standing in the door. “Waldemar…I’ve never heard you speak so much! Alissa…are you okay? Can I do something? I wish I still had my magic, but I can make teas and potions. Anything you need.”

      “We fought with Johannes,” I said. “And it did not go well at all.” The more I thought about it, the worse it seemed to be. Johannes had likely captured Silvus, and he was the only true match for the ancient vampire warlock. He could purify him, stealing his magic and sending him to a swift death. Then he could easily get the other vampires and make short work of them. I rubbed a sudden tension headache that was radiating from my neck into my forehead. I couldn’t remember when I’d last gotten a headache. “It’s very bad.”

      Eileen knew that I wasn’t much for talking or emoting so I was freaking her out just by betraying my own fear. “Is he coming here?”

      “Where are we?”

      “This is my friend Angelique’s house,” she said. “We’re in a very small Sinistral wizard settlement in Nova Scotia. They aren’t fans of the Order of the Blessed up here, I can tell you that.”

      “That’s very good,” I said. “We have to shield Alissa. Get the other wizards to help. This is of utmost importance for them too. If Father Joshua gets Alissa, as you know, he will try to force her to have a child and then kill her, which will give the Order power…”

      Eileen was nodding. “The wizards here think that if Father Joshua kills Alissa he will have complete control over the Ethereal Wizard Council. Many of the families already like the way he’s doing things. It’s unfathomable to me, but they think he is a strong leader who will save magic and they don’t care how many people are hurt along the way. We will all help to stop him from consolidating that power.”

      “When will I see them again?” Alissa was wiping away tears, trying to stay strong. “Rayner and my sisters and…I mean—is Silvus…?”

      “I don’t know.” I had to be honest with her.

      “Did…we lose?”

      “Not yet.”

      “If Silvus dies…I definitely lost.” She covered her face with her hands. “He told me not to use dark magic. That was the very first thing he told me. But I was so angry…”

      “Magic has consequences,” I said. “But he would rather sacrifice himself than you.”

      “No…!”

      “It’s a bad result. If you want to recover from it, you’ll have to forgive yourself and fight another day.”

      Eileen looked at me like I was being cold and went to hug her daughter. “Alissa…it’s okay to just cry. I will help you any way I can. Let me make you some tea.”

      Of course, I was a practical creature. Familiars were like that. I understood human minds, but my own emotions were different. I could live in the moment. I would always protect Alissa, like all of Clan Walvis, even at the expensive of my own life. And I would stop her from doing stupid things, no matter how much she hated me for it. Familiars were not supposed to get involved with a witches’ life for a reason, I felt—I needed to remain objective. I couldn’t get attached.

      But if it takes her a little longer to become a vampire and for my life to end…well, maybe I don’t mind that.

      When Eileen went to make the tea, I followed her downstairs, slipping into an older form, because this was the version of me that Eileen found soothing. Where Alissa liked young people, Eileen preferred a father figure.

      “I am worried about her,” I said in a low voice.

      “I am too. Poor girl. Although I’m selfishly enjoying having a chance to take care of her.” She smiled sadly.

      “I want to wipe her memories…”

      Eileen’s head shot back up from the tins of tea. “Oh, Waldemar…that isn’t very ethical magic…”

      “Not usually. But how could I do unethical magic? I can’t hurt her. It’s what I feel she needs right now. She has been through so much and she won’t forget Rayner’s clan or her sisters for a moment unless we force her to clear her mind.”

      “Why didn’t you bring her sisters here? We could take care of them too. Aren’t they young still?”

      “Johannes turned Carrie into a vampire.”

      “Oh! Oh…”

      “I could have brought the baby, but…it’s too complicated now. Alissa is going to look for them. She won’t be able to put it out of her head. And he could use Carrie to find her.”

      “She will remember,” Eileen said. “Someday.”

      “‘Someday’,” I repeated. “Yes. But right now, she needs peace. Time to learn magic. And we have to keep her away from them. You can finally be her mother, the way you should have been.”

      She bit back tears. “I like it when you talk to me, Waldemar. I didn’t know what to do when they took her away, and I’ve missed her so much…and when you talk, I hear the years in you. You’ve always been…mysterious. Right now, it’s comforting.”

      “I can’t take care of everything,” I said. “You know that. This still isn’t my world.”

      “I do know that. Don’t worry. I won’t get too close, now.”
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        * * *

      

      I wonder what it would be like…if this was my world.

      If I allowed it to be.

      The world had changed tremendously since I last had a purpose. The rules were different in so many ways. In the old world, none of these people would have talked to me, and now I couldn’t stop them from trying to talk to me. Why, even Silvus, who was old enough to know better, had scolded me for being a bad familiar! I was still annoyed about that.

      I was walking on the beach, a week after we had arrived here. The village was tiny and old-fashioned, houses perched up on stilts to protect them against the tides, a handful of boats. There was electricity, and a TV for Alissa, who was blissfully enjoying a “binge watch” with her real mom.

      I’d had to sedate her to get her under the hands of the wizards who wiped away her bad memories and replaced them with simple ones plucked from their own memories. She thought she had grown up here. Her memory lapses were explained with a story that she was recovering from a head injury from a fall while hiking.

      And it worked.

      Of course I did. I knew it would. She had been through a lot of pain and her subconsciousness was aching for this uncomplicated existence. It didn’t hurt that her mom had grown up with dreams of Lisbeth too. She wanted her daughter back. She wanted what was lost.

      Now they were both happy.

      If she never remembers…she’ll never become a vampire, and…we can grow old here by the sea.

      I saw a girl standing down the length of the shore, barefoot and wearing a summer dress, even though it was December, blonde hair whipping around her face in the cold wind.

      It was Alice and for a moment I was happy to see her, without makeup or fancy clothes, looking sort of ghostly and pure.

      I don’t know why I’d be happy to see her. I wasn’t an idiot. I knew she was trying to seduce me in Hawaii, and the idea was ridiculous. I was a clan familiar who had spent more of my life in the ocean than on land, who just happened to look like a boy for this moment in time, and she was only a hundred years old, and a broody little vampire, so basically…still a kid. Even if she wasn’t as much of a kid as she appeared to be.

      But the longer I looked at her, the less she looked like a kid either. She did have very old, haunted eyes and expressions no mere girl would ever have, and…well, I don’t know why I bothered to analyze it even for a minute.

      We walked toward each other until we were in speaking distance. “Rayner sent me,” she said. “He wanted to know if Alissa is happy.”

      “The wizards here took away her memories of everything,” I said. “And…she’s very happy. For now.”

      “He thought you might do that.” She clenched her hands. “He hoped you would, actually.”

      “How is the clan?” I asked, not that it should be my business, really…

      “Johannes has Silvus,” Alice said. “We don’t…really know how things are until we can get into the Order and save him. I mean, he’s still alive, but that’s all Rayner can tell.”

      “And Alissa’s sisters…?”

      “Rayner, and all the boys, really…they’re taking really good care of them. It’s real cute, actually. You’d think Rayner had had babies before! Well, I know Thom took care of his little sisters and all. But poor Carrie. She’s having a terrible time. When you get turned, it’s just awful for the first bit, and she’s too young to deal with that. I wish I could kill Johannes myself, but Rayner told me not to get near it. He asked if I could watch over Alissa and tell them how she’s doing. From a distance, of course.”

      “There’s a house for rent in the next town over,” I said, although maybe I shouldn’t have volunteered this information.

      I wasn’t even sure she heard me because she suddenly covered her face with her small white hands. “I’m so scared,” she said. “I don’t know who to talk to, Waldemar. I’m just so scared.”

      “Of what?” I tried to resist a protective urge. Alice wasn’t my witch.

      “I’m afraid Rayner will decide to just…pass on. If Alissa doesn’t remember him…I saw his face. He knows that he’s brought her pain, and if I tell him that she’s…happy. here, and Silvus dies…” She swallowed. “I want Alissa to be happy, too. I do. I’m just really alone, and…” She looked toward the sea. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to just blab all that out.”

      I looked at her for a long moment and I thought her very human pain was interesting, and it was mixed up with the lingering sense that I was happy to see her, and that was extremely strange.

      I guess it had just been so long since I was around humans.

      “I thought you tried to commit suicide once,” I said.

      “No! I—I tried to—escape, I guess. Just for a minute. I’m actually pretty scared to die. But whenever things got dark inside my head, I would go to Rayner’s, or Ulf’s…I had places to get back on my feet. If they’re all gone, I just don’t know. And Alissa and Rayner and all those boys were meant to be together. This is too sad! To just give up! But maybe that’s my selfishness talking. I know Alissa would have to become a vampire, and that would kill you, and…I don’t really wish being a vampire on anyone, and I don’t wish anything on you, that’s for damn sure. I don’t know.”

      “It sounds like you don’t have to decide,” I said. “Just tell Rayner the truth and he’ll have to decide for himself.”

      “I guess it’s simple when you put it that way.”

      “I think you should inquire about that house for rent,” I said.

      “It’s difficult for me to rent a house by myself.”

      “Oh. Hm. I suppose.”

      “Well, you’ve seen me!”

      “I wasn’t particularly thinking about how humans will see you. I’m not doing anything else…so I guess I could take on an older form and go with you.”

      “Just like that, huh?”

      “I’m flexible.”

      “That’d be great. I’d appreciate it.”

      I was about to turn into the older form that Eileen was more comfortable with, and then I stopped short.

      “It’s hard to do with you watching me.”

      “Oh, I can look away!” She twirled to face to other direction.

      “Um…hm. Maybe…you know what? It’s probably better if I just ask Eileen to inquire about the house for you, because she probably knows the owner in the first place.”

      “You don’t want to show me your grownup man form?”

      “I don’t care about that. It’s just that it makes a lot more sense for Eileen to do it.”

      “Well, I’m curious to see what you look like as a man.”

      “This is my current form for Alissa, so…”

      “I thought you were flexible.”

      I am, I thought. I shouldn’t have any trouble with this. But when she was looking at me, I felt stuck. As if, when she saw me at an older age, she would…

      (What?)

      “I’m not here to do tricks for you, anyway. I’m going to the house to speak to Eileen and you should just wait here so Alissa doesn’t see you,” I said.

      “All right, Waldemar,” she said. “I’ll wait as long as you need me to.”

      Thank god I wasn’t looking at her. I think that, somehow, my expression might betray something that she would take the wrong way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Alissa

      

      “Mom, I could hang these up. Or could I do something to start dinner?” I cut her off before she could say anything else. “I don’t need anymore rest. I feel fine.”

      I really did feel fine, but I knew the head injury must have been terrible, since the smile she gave me was always concerned, and my memories seemed extremely mixed up. Whenever I so much as took a walk around town, I knew everyone and I recognized all the houses, but I couldn’t put my memories in order. It felt like everything that had ever happened to me came all at once.

      She was hanging wet sheets out to dry in the sun. The sight of them was familiar too, in a strange way. Like I remembered the clothes line being in a different spot.

      “Well, if you’re that eager to get to work…but I really want you to focus on your education.”

      “But it looks like you need help.”

      She smiled. “Nope. Not at all. Angelique said she was making pumpkin soup when she gets home, and we already have bread…so…you just go read some books or watch PBS or something.”

      “Okay. I just don’t want to seem lazy.”

      “Never! You need to know your history!”

      “I can’t wait for gardening season,” I said wistfully, as I walked back in, past the brown and tan seeds and brittle leaves of the herb garden in winter. “It must be because I spent the summer recovering, but I miss working in the garden so much. I wish we lived in the south.”

      “I don’t. The heat! But I can do some work with you tomorrow on making herbal tinctures, okay?”

      I ducked back into the house, put a couple more logs on the woodstove, and heated myself a cup of hot cocoa before turning on the television and finding a show about an empress of China. I was totally riveted by it. China sounds beautiful. It would be really cool to visit other countries someday…

      Angelique was my mom’s roommate since we didn’t have much money for a place of our own, and she had a little dog who jumped up onto the couch beside me. He laid down beside me and I stroked his sturdy fur. I felt a sense of peace. Relief, almost, like I’d been running from something, and now…everything was okay.

      Before I knew it, Mom was patting my arm and I jerked away from a dream.

      “Dinner’s ready.”

      “Oh—“

      “Dreaming again?”

      “I guess so.” I was dreaming about a boy, in a setting like some historical movie, an old city in the winter with everyone wearing old-fashioned clothes and a warm hand in mine. How embarrassing. I guess it was a little lonely here. With only ten families in the town, there was no one to even think about dating.

      “Dinner’s ready. Waldemar brought us some mussels.”

      “Ohh, they smell like heaven!” Angelique said. “Mussels with white wine and garlic are my favorite thing!”

      “Waldemar, are you eating with us?”

      “I suppose I will,” he said, pouring himself a glass of the leftover wine.

      “Are you ever going to grow older?” I asked him, still thinking about the dream and the tall, fair man who held my hand and how excited and happy I felt at his side. Waldemar could have been a tall, fair man if he would grow up already.

      “Probably not,” Waldemar said, with an aloof look. I wondered about him. He was always hanging around but he never said much about his own thoughts.

      Winter seemed like it could be very long and lonely, but at least I had my family, and good food and a warm house, and…I was safe.

      Spring would be wonderful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Silvus

      

      “Good. You’re awake.”

      I came to slowly and painfully, realizing that my arms were pulled behind me into handcuffs, and I was sitting in a wooden chair, my clothes torn and scorched, and my skin…not in much better condition.

      I needed blood, but I was quite sure I wasn’t getting it anytime soon.

      A wand was pressed to my breastbone and Johannes was smiling at me with sadistic pleasure, knowing perfectly well that Rayner needed me, and if he had me, it was all over.

      The sense of failure that washed over me, of knowing I was putting everyone I loved in danger when we were so close to tasting true happiness…

      No, Silvus. You didn’t chase your beloved girl around the world to please the man you love, to bring them together and share in their joy, for the past four hundred plus years, to give up now.

      “You would do anything to save Alissa…wouldn’t you?” Johannes said.

      “Of course I would,” I said.

      “That’s unfortunate for you. If only you were a little more selfish, I could use you. But right now, your wicked magic is just another thing that might stand in my way. And as a servant of Etherium, and a priest of the Order, it is my duty to purge you of the demon inside you. Silvus, it is better to die in the light than to live in the dark, wouldn’t you agree? Inimicos nostros…”

      He claimed that he was the light, but I knew he was a liar. Every word out of his mouth sounded heavy with evil, and again I wondered how it was that he could be welcomed into Etherium while I was banished.

      Magic jolted from his wand, burning me from within, and although I tried to resist, there was nowhere to go.

      So this is purification…! This is what he has been doing even to his own people…

      I tried to hold back my screams, as the spell ripped through me, but in the end, the pain was so great that I didn’t even know if I succeeded.

      Rayner…Meg…

      Forgive me…

      

      **

      

      …”forgive me!” says the author, just like Silvus, because I know this is cliffhanger city, but you know what my mood is right now? Just survive the great 2020 Quarantine of Doom. It’s been hard to write or focus, but I managed to get words on paper anyway, and that ain’t nothin’ right now! I hope that before long you will all be reading this note like “Oh man, remember that weird time we have all practically forgotten, because we are out at a restaurant again?”

      Still, one thing remains the same, I love my characters and they help me sleep at night. I’ve been having a lot of worries, but thinking about vampires in Hawaii and Thom taking care of a baby and what sort of weird dates Alice is going to rope Waldemar into in Nova Scotia, all these things give me something else to think about, and I hope they gave you a moment of escape too. I’ll be working on book three and also on a new, more light-hearted series called Paranormal House Flippers, which is also set in the same paranormal universe as this trilogy, as well as Charlotte and Daisy’s stories.

      The final book of Alissa’s story, Kill Me Softly, is available for preorder now and so is book one of Helena’s house flipping adventures, Demons in the Bedroom.

      Enjoy, and I hope you are all safe and well and happy, and as always, come see me at my Facebook group!
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