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          Prologue: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      Tick, tock. 

      Tick, tock. 

      I sat in my armchair, staring up at the clock in the corner of the room. The hours seemed to drag by, the time between Annora’s nightly visits growing longer. Or perhaps it was just the absence of music. 

      Nobody knew what the witches’ plans were now that Mona was protecting The Shade. Annora hadn’t told any of us. I didn’t care, as long as I never had to go near the island again. I wasn’t sure if human abductions were to continue as usual, or whether she would continue harassing The Shade until she managed to penetrate it.

      Somehow, I suspected the latter. But it didn’t concern me. I’d already made clear to Annora that I wanted to be left out of visits to The Shade from now on. 

      There was a knock at my door. 

      I swallowed the last of my drink before opening it. Annora glided in and sat down on the edge of my bed. 

      “I wasn’t expecting you early today,” I said. 

      “I’m in a good mood.” She loosened her robe, allowing it to slide down her shoulders and reveal her silk underwear. 

      She stood up, roughly unbuttoning my shirt and throwing it aside. She manifested a knife and ran it across my chest, leaving a line of blood. I barely flinched. She crawled back onto the bed, kneeling and beckoning me over. I remained still.

      “What?” she snapped.

      Breathing steadily, I held her gaze, taking in her dark beauty. Her long hair, sharp cheekbones, cool grey eyes, pillowy lips. How I used to yearn for this woman. She’d once been my vision of perfection. 

      It wasn’t often that I reminded myself of the life Annora and I used to share. The promises we’d exchanged. The plans we’d made. But now I did. Perhaps it was because the vision of Rose was still fresh in my memory, her soft voice still ringing in my ears.

      Rose likely considered me a coward. Weak. For running away. For not being willing to fight for what we had. Of course, I couldn’t expect her to think anything different. She didn’t understand. 

      I’d already witnessed the wilting of one blossom. I wasn’t about to risk the petals of another. Least of all Rose. 

      The princess still haunted me and it was all I could do to distract myself from the pain. 

      That night, I touched Annora in a way I hadn’t for decades. Instead of extending my claws and cutting her, I gripped her waist and pulled her against me. Running my hands down her back, I caught her lips in mine. 

      Her eyes widened, and I thought I saw within them a flicker of emotion as I crawled over her, still kneading my lips against hers. But I could have been mistaken, for it lasted but a moment. 

      I closed my eyes and remembered. Annora. The girl who’d once owned my every thought and breath, whom I would have done anything for. The girl I’d sworn to marry. 

      I knew better than to expect Annora to feel anything other than mild boredom at my advances. But it didn’t matter. 

      She pushed against my chest. 

      “Caleb?”  

      I ignored her. I lay beside her, pulling her flush against me as I continued caressing her lips, running my fingers through her sleek hair. 

      To my shock, she began returning my kisses. I thought for a moment it was out of passion, perhaps even hunger for me. But then her hands slid down my back and spasms erupted at the base of my spine. 

      She broke away from my kiss, her eyes sharpening. 

      I shouldn’t have allowed myself to hope for anything different. The only thing that aroused her was pain. Violence. So I positioned myself over her, dug my fangs into her neck and pressed down hard, sinking her into the mattress. 

      She moaned and squirmed beneath me. 

      She wanted to feel pain. I’d make her feel it.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 1: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      There wasn’t much we could do other than just wait and hope for the best. We didn’t know when or if the witches would attempt to attack us again with more force, and whether Mona would be able to keep them out if they did.  

      Our other witches weren’t of any real help to Mona in securing the spell. The security of our island, and all our lives, depended entirely on this witch we barely knew. 

      Derek and I had done our part in preparing the island for an attack. We’d had all the storage chambers in the Catacombs cleared out and filled with food, water and bedding. But really, if Annora managed to penetrate the island, it would only be a matter of time before we were all brought down. 

      For now, Kiev and his people had agreed to stay. We just had to hope that they wouldn’t change their minds any time soon.

      Although we were all on edge, we had to continue with our lives. Ben and Rose resumed classes at school, and the witches went back to teaching. 

      While I had been making an effort to acquaint myself better with our guests, now living in the northwest of the island, Derek took any opportunity to shut himself in our apartment. Whenever he didn’t have a meeting, or some other important matter to attend to, he stayed indoors. I didn’t need to possess more than a few brain cells to realize why that was.

      So far, I had paid a visit to Matteo, Mona and Kiev, his siblings and a few other vampires. Now I planned to spend some time with Saira and the other werewolves, and then stop by Brett the ogre’s cave on the way back. 

      Before leaving the apartment, I poked my head through the door of Derek’s study. He sat at his desk, sifting through a pile of papers. I approached and looked over his shoulder. I recognized Eli’s meticulous handwriting. He’d had a meeting with Eli earlier to discuss reconsidering our lookout spots around the island. 

      I wrapped my arms around Derek’s neck, placing a slow, tender kiss beneath his right ear. 

      “Hey,” I whispered. 

      “Resorting to seduction now, Mrs. Novak?” he muttered, not bothering to look up from his work. “I thought you were more classy than that.” 

      I giggled, tightening my grip around his neck. “What about resorting to force?” 

      He leant his head back, staring up at me with his blue eyes, calmly raising a brow.

      “You can always try, darling. Though I don’t suggest it if you place any value on the time you spent combing your hair this morning…”

      I squeezed his cheeks and pulled a face at him. I couldn’t stop grinning as I knelt next to him. I removed one of his hands from the desk and held it. 

      “Derek, seriously. You’re king of this island. They are now your citizens. You need to get to know them.” 

      “It’s not required that both of us get to know them. You’re queen. My other half. My representative. You going is the same as my going. It’s a waste of time both of us doing the same task. Besides, I already spoke to Matteo. And as for Kiev, I know more about that vampire than I can ever hope to erase from my memory.” 

      “You don’t know him. He’s different now.”

      “So it seems. But you’ve already told me his story. There’s nothing more I require.”

      “But, Derek—”

      “Sofia, I don’t owe him anything. He owed us. That’s why he did what he did. Now we’re even.”

      I sighed and stood up. It seemed that Derek would rather swallow a mouthful of nails than agree to my proposal. 

      I walked round to the back of his chair as he focused his attention once again on his work. I placed my palms over his forehead, brushing back his thick dark hair, and kissed his temple.

      “Okay, baby. I’m not going to keep trying to force you. I just hope that one day you and Kiev will be able to accept each other for what you both are now… family.”

      Derek remained silent.

      I rolled my eyes and left the room.

      Since the last meeting, Derek had resisted all my attempts to rope him into another meeting with Kiev. And vice versa. The truth was, as much as the two men’s stubbornness was frustrating, it was also beginning to amuse me. Kiev and Derek could pull off passive-aggression like I’d never seen before. As I walked out of the apartment alone, I determined to somehow bring the two of them together again. And something told me that I would have fun doing it… 

      I descended the elevator and began walking through the forest toward our guests’ residences. My father was approaching Yuri and Claudia’s tree. 

      “Hey, Dad,” I called. 

      “Hi, Sofia,” he said. He looked exhausted, his skin grey, eyes dark with fatigue. 

      I hugged him and kissed his cheek. “Are you all right?” 

      “Yes,” he said, pulling a strained smile. 

      “I’m just on my way to meet some of the werewolves,” I said. 

      “Oh, great. I won’t keep you then, honey. I’m just paying a quick visit to Yuri.” 

      “We need to make some time for each other.” I could hardly remember the last occasion we’d sat down and spent quality time together. 

      “We will.”

      I hugged him again and we parted ways. 

      It took me about ten minutes of sprinting to reach the stretch of beach that was lined with the werewolves’ townhouses. I headed straight for Saira’s door. I knocked three times and waited. No answer. I peered through the window, but the curtains had been drawn. I knocked again. When there was still no answer, I tried knocking on the house next door. Again no answer. I knocked on each door next to hers for about five doors. When not one of them opened, I stepped back onto the beach, frowning.

      Strange. Perhaps Matteo knows where she is.

      I continued walking along the beach toward the vampires’ residences when I saw a large bonfire in the distance. A group was huddled around it, laughing and chattering. 

      Brett the ogre towered over the fire, skewering fish and holding them against the flames. He wore a stained waistcoat over his muddy brown chest, and grubby-looking pants that were a little too ripped for comfort.

      I looked around at the crowd. All werewolves—still in their human forms since it was daytime, for which I was grateful. It still felt strange to hold a conversation with a giant wolf. I hadn’t yet gotten used to the way they replied in their deep gravelly voices.

      They stopped laughing and chattering as soon as they saw me approach. An awkward silence descended. It was broken by Brett, who pointed to a spare seat near the fire. “Have a seat, why don’t ya.”

      All eyes were on me as I sat down on the sand. I was glad to see Saira a few feet away from me. Her plump face split into a smile. 

      “Hello, Sofia.”

      “Hello.”

      The rest of the group began chattering again, though still glancing at me curiously.

      “So, how are you finding The Shade so far?”

      “Very comfortable. Certainly, these accommodations are more luxurious than what we’re used to.”

      “Good.”

      We needed to go out of our way to keep them all as comfortable and satisfied as possible.

      So far, there had been no reports of attacks of their vampires or werewolves on our humans, which a part of me was definitely surprised about. Despite their assurances that they were house-trained, I had still harbored doubts. But they seemed to stick to their area of the island and not encroach on ours.

      The ogre roasted several skewers of fish at once. I nodded toward the fire. “I see you’re doing all right for food.”

      “Yes,” Saira said. “This fish and the meat here… it tastes very different to what we’re used to. But we’re getting used to it.”

      “The fish are easier to catch,” said a voice from my left.

      I turned to see who had spoken. A handsome young man—he looked no older than twenty—with sandy blond hair that licked the sides of his face. He had a broad forehead and hazel eyes. 

      “And your name is?” 

      “Micah.”

      I reached out to shake his hand and smiled. 

      “Nice to meet you, Micah.”

      It truly was a pleasant surprise to see how easy to please our guests were. They seemed to be grateful just to have clean beds, fresh water and food, basic amenities everyone in The Shade took for granted.

      Brett started handing out skewers to the werewolves, who began eating hungrily. He looked at me apologetically. 

      “It’s a shame you can’t try any. This batch is scrumptious.” He licked his thumb as he removed three fish from a skewer and guzzled them down. 

      “That’s kind of you, Brett.”

      I had to admit that I did miss food. Often. Blood became so boring. Especially animal blood. Mealtimes were just a means of sustenance. There was never any pleasure in them. I’d tried eating regular food a few times, but I’d had a similar reaction to Derek’s the time I’d tried to stuff toast down his mouth. It was tasteless and I wasn’t able to digest it. I’d tried eating my favorite breakfast, toast with jam, but each attempt had resulted in a severe stomach ache that had lasted for days afterward. 

      I moved over, squishing closer to Micah as Brett plodded toward me, attempting to sit on a patch of sand that was clearly far too small for him. 

      I watched with a mixture of intrigue and disgust as the ogre devoured his meal. It was fascinating how he used his tusks. His teeth seemed to be all around quite blunt. It was his tusks that he pressed the fish against, tearing the flesh into pieces.  

      No wonder they always look so greasy. 

      “Micah here caught these fish,” he said through a mouthful, pointing a sticky finger in Micah’s direction while spraying pieces of meat down the back of a female werewolf sitting directly in front of him.

      “Ugh! Brett!” She stood up and began shaking herself down, brushing away the meat which had crept down the back of her collar. “How many times have I told you not to sit behind me when you eat?”

      “Sorry,” he blurted, wiping his mouth with the edge of his waistcoat.

      I had to fight to suppress a grin. I think I’m going to like Brett. He certainly seemed to be the gentle giant Matteo and Saira had made him out to be. 

      “So, Micah, you’re a fisherman?” I said.

      Micah smiled. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “He’s the best we have,” Saira said fondly. “He always comes back with the juiciest catches…”

      I chatted with Saira, Brett and Micah for about an hour before standing up and brushing the sand off my clothes. They seemed to be more than content with their setup. None of them voiced any complaints even when I asked the whole group. My business with the wolves was done for now. 

      My vow to bring Derek and Kiev together still playing on my mind, instead of going straight back home, I decided to pay an unexpected visit to Kiev.

      I approached the vampires’ stretch of beach and knocked on Kiev and Mona’s front door. 

      Mona answered the door. 

      “Hi, Sofia. What brings you here?”

      “I wanted to talk to Kiev again. It’s about Derek.”

      “Oh.” She gave me a knowing glance and rolled her eyes. “Good luck with that.”

      She swung open the door, allowing me entrance. 

      “Kiev!” Mona called up the staircase. 

      There was a click of a bolt and the sound of a door creaking open. The floorboards groaned overhead and Kiev descended the stairs. His dark hair was wet and he wore nothing but a towel wrapped loosely around his waist. 

      “You could have put something on,” Mona said, wrinkling her nose as she looked Kiev over.

      “Mrs. Novak could have warned of her visit in advance,” he replied, eyeing me steadily.

      She rolled her eyes and looked back at me. “I’m sorry, Sofia. Kiev's manners are still a work in progress… Well, I’ll leave you two to it. I’m off to see if there’s anything left over of Brett’s cooking.”

      I wished that she wouldn’t go. It felt so awkward to be standing here alone with the half-naked vampire.

      I averted my eyes from his rippling muscles to the floorboards and walked briskly into the living room. He glided in after me and drew up a chair at the table. He gestured that I take a seat.

      I sat down on the sofa at the opposite end of the room, as far as possible from him. He leaned against the edge of the dining table. Crossing his arms over his chest, he gazed down at me. 

      “Well? What does her highness want with me?” 

      “It’s, uh, about my husband.”

      His mood darkened instantly. His jaw tightened, his biceps tensed.

      My husband’s name always had been a trigger word for Kiev. I remembered how it would bring about fits of violence when I’d been under his care in The Blood Keep. 

      Ignoring his reaction, I continued. “I’m trying to find a way to make things less uncomfortable for the two of you, and the rest of us, and I could use your cooperation.”

      His gaze remained steely. 

      “Stop being so passive-aggressive around him. I’m trying to get him to do the same. But it would make my job a hell of a lot easier if you threw me a bone. Look, Kiev, I’m not asking you to be friends with him. I just want the two of you to grow up.”

      More silence followed. His eyes were still on me, his face unreadable. “Is that all?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then you can leave me to get dressed.”

      I glared at him. I didn’t need to be a Seer to know that he wasn’t going to budge one iota from his stance.

      I stood up and walked toward the front door. He made no motion to follow me, so I shut the door myself on my way out. I sighed, staring out at the ocean. It was like trying to shift two mountains. 

      How am I ever going to do this? 

      I lost myself in thought as I made my way along the beach. I kept drawing a blank, but as I reached the foot of our tree, it dawned on me all at once. It was obvious now that I’d thought of it. 

      If the two men can’t put aside their egos, I’ll just have to create new ones for them…

      I could barely keep the smirk from my face as I entered our penthouse.
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      After Annora left, I collapsed on the bed. I ran a thumb over my lips, recalling the few seconds she’d returned my kiss. 

      I tried to fall asleep. But I kept thinking about her, and the night she’d decided to leave me forever. 

      She’d lost some of herself after I turned her into a vampire, but she’d still been mine. She was dark, but she still loved me. She still kissed me like I was the only man in her world. But when she’d given herself over to the witches, she’d become unrecognizable.  

      To this day, I didn’t know what they’d done to her. She’d told me they’d agreed to make her a Channeler—one of the most powerful witches of their kind, receiving direct empowerment from the Ancients themselves. She wouldn’t explain to me what the induction involved. She’d said she was forbidden to. But when she came out of it, she was a shell. 

      My thoughts drifted to the blonde witch, Mona. Her powers were clearly equal to, if not greater than, Annora’s. I wondered if she’d been inducted in the same way. She seemed to still have life left in her.

      What I wouldn’t give to have Annora back even for an hour. Even just a small piece of the girl she used to be…

      My thoughts were interrupted by the creak of my door. I looked up to see none other than Annora approaching my bed.

      I sat up. “What?”

      Tears glistened in her bloodshot eyes. She reeked of alcohol. Staggering forward, she sat down on the edge of my bed.

      Truth be told, the only time I welcomed Annora’s company was when she was drunk out of her mind. Although I never detected anything other than sorrow in her, I drew comfort from her display of emotion. It was a welcome change from the ice-cold woman she was when sober. 

      I reached for her hair, brushing it away from her face.

      Her lower lip trembled. “Y-you didn’t ask why I was in a good mood,” she said.

      I stared at her. She was right, I hadn’t. 

      “You want to tell me?” 

      She nodded slowly, letting out a hiccough. She paused, and a small smile spread across her lips. 

      “The Shade will lose its King and Queen soon.”

      My breath hitched. 

      “What?”

      Her smile broadened. “I put a spell on them. Neither of them are aware of it.”

      My throat tightened. “Wh-when did you put the spell on them?”

      She reached out and gripped my jaw, frowning. “It doesn’t matter when I cast it. Why aren’t you excited?”

      She leant over me and caught my lips in hers, kissing me hard. Her tears moistened my cheeks. She gave me another half smile, then disappeared from the room leaving me staring after her, winded.

      I tried to steady my breathing as I stared out of the window at the snowy peaks. 

      No. I can’t get involved with that family again.
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      “Five hundred years,” I muttered, my eyes glazing over as I puffed on a cigarette. I was sitting next to Yuri on his porch. “That’s how long your brother’s been celibate. It’s just my luck…”

      “I’m sorry, man,” Yuri said, placing a hand on my shoulder. “I had no idea you were into Adelle like that. I’d seen you talking to her, but I didn’t know you were planning on making a move.”

      “Yeah,” I said grimly, blowing out smoke. Yuri had told me that he’d decided to help put Eli out of his misery and convinced him to ask Adelle out. I couldn’t blame Yuri for it. It was what any good brother would have done.

      “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have said anything to him. Eli’s had his eye on Adelle for a while now. I’ve never seen a woman capture his attention like Adelle. It was becoming agonizing to watch.”

      “She might have not said yes to me anyway,” I said. The vision of Adelle embracing Eli was still fresh in my mind. It sent pain shooting through my chest each time I recalled it. Shaking the thought away, I tossed my cigarette and stood up. I patted Yuri on the shoulder. “Well, I wish your brother all the best. Finders keepers, right?” I forced a smile. “Forget we even had this conversation. I’d rather all this remained between you and me.”

      “Rather what remained between you and Yuri?” 

      I groaned as Claudia appeared in the doorway, hands on her waist. 

      “Oh, it’s nothing, Claudia,” I said.

      I motioned to walk away, but the little spitfire never was one to be brushed away. She moved in front of me, blocking my exit. 

      “Come on, Aiden. I can keep a secret.”

      I heaved a sigh, looking back at Yuri for help. He shrugged. Claudia grabbed my hand and pulled me inside their penthouse. She led me into their living room and pushed me down on the couch. 

      “It’s really nothing interesting. It’s just…”

      “Just what?”

      “Adelle. Okay? I like her.”

      Her lips curved in a small, knowing smile. 

      “Well, you’re not telling me anything new. The way you gawk at her… it’s obvious to anyone but a complete moron. Why don’t you tell her, then?”

      I looked from Claudia to Yuri. Evidently she hadn’t been informed yet about Eli.

      Yuri cleared his throat. “Babe, Eli’s going out with her. I encouraged him to ask her out.”

      Her face contorted with shock. “What?”

      “You heard right,” I said heavily. 

      “Eli? Your brother?” 

      “There’s no other Eli on this island,” Yuri said.

      “Why didn’t you tell me before?” she asked, turning on Yuri. 

      “I didn’t even know he’d taken my advice to heart before Aiden told me.”

      She sank onto the couch next to me. “Wow, that really sucks.”

      “Yes,” I said through gritted teeth. “It sucks.”

      I motioned to stand up and leave, but Claudia caught my arm and yanked me back down again. 

      “Honey, what are you going to do about it?” 

      “Nothing, Claudia,” I said, staring at her in bemusement. “She likes Eli. And neither you nor Yuri are to talk about this with anyone, do you understand?”

      Claudia bit her lip and looked at her husband. Concern filled her eyes. The silence that followed was painful. If there was one thing I loathed more than being beaten to a woman, it was being pitied.

      “It was all a stupid fantasy anyway. I’m much too old for her.”

      “Nonsense!” Claudia scolded. “I’d take a bite out of you if Yuri didn’t own me.” 

      Yuri rolled his eyes. 

      I chuckled. “Well, thank you, Claudia. That’s good to know.”

      “Seriously, Aiden. As much as I want my brother-in-law to get laid, I think you’re a better match for Adelle. I think she’s all wrong for him.”

      Yuri stared at her in half surprise, half amusement. Neither of us had expected Claudia would have such a strong opinion on the matter.

      Mrs. Claudia Lazaroff. Quite the relationship counselor. 

      “What makes you say that?” Yuri asked.

      “Eli’s so goddamn serious, he needs someone younger to force some life into him.”

      “I’m sure Adelle will have no trouble with that,” I muttered.

      “She’s too experienced. She doesn’t look old, but God knows how many years she’s actually been alive. It could be a thousand years for all we know.”

      “Yeah, well… as much as you might like to make this choice for them, Eli’s already made his choice, and so has Adelle.”

      “You don’t know what either of them feel for each other,” Claudia pressed. “For all you know, they could decide they’re not right for each other and split up.”

      Somehow, I doubted that. By the boathouse, their chemistry seemed to be on fire. 

      “And even though she’s dating Eli,” Claudia continued, “you should still tell her how you feel. Then she can make a choice. If you’d have gotten to her beforehand she might have chosen you instead of Eli.”

      I scoffed and stood up. I might have been many things, but, as much as I longed for Adelle, I wasn’t the type of man to poach another’s woman. 

      I’d had enough of this conversation. It was utterly nonsensical. Adelle was going out with Eli, at least for the moment. There was nothing more to discuss. I stood up, and although Claudia attempted to seat me again, I brushed her away and headed for the front door. 

      “She’s right for you, Aiden,” Claudia called after me as I walked out. “Don’t give up on her. God knows, I’m thankful every day that Yuri didn’t give up on me.”

      “Yeah, whatever…”
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      I sat opposite Corrine in her bedroom. I’d just finished explaining my plan to her. We both stared at each other and burst out laughing. 

      “I never knew you were so devious, Sofia.”

      She handed me a pen and a piece of paper. My idea was to start a letter correspondence between the two men. Derek would find himself receiving apologetic letters from Kiev, and vice versa. Of course, I would be writing all the letters. Corrine would put a charm on my handwriting so that it didn’t look like my own.

      I breathed out, scratching my head with the pen. We still had to work out exactly what to say. How to pull this off without arousing suspicion from either of them. Eventually, they’d realize what I’d done, but by then—if all went to plan—the ice would have already been broken between the two of them. 

      I placed the tip of my pen on the paper. I was about to start writing when Corrine gripped my forearm. Mischief sparked in her eyes.

      “Wait. I have a better idea.”

      “What?” I put the pen down and stared at her. 

      She walked over to her bookshelf and reached for a heavy book bound in burgundy leather. She heaved it off the shelf and plonked it down on the table next to me. She took a seat and began flipping through the pages.

      “You know, I think we can get a bit more hi-tech with this…”

      I was burning with curiosity as she stopped on a page. Scrawled over it was an ancient language I didn’t understand. 

      She made me wait in silence for ten minutes before she finally looked up, grinning again.

      “Yes, I think this will work.”

      “What?” I urged.

      “What if Kiev went to Derek personally to apologize, and vice versa?” 

      I stared at her. “Well, obviously that would be the best option, but how on earth—”

      “How on earth do we get those two stubborn mules to ever do it? Simple. We don’t.”

      “Huh?” 

      “There is a spell I believe I can pull off.” Corrine stood up and began pacing the room. “But we’re going to need Mona’s help.”

      “What spell?” 

      “I can give you Derek’s appearance. And also Kiev’s appearance.”

      I gasped. “That’s brilliant, Corrine. So I would look exactly like them? My voice would sound like them too?”

      Corrine nodded, grinning from ear to ear.

      I pushed the pen and paper away from me.

      “And why do we need Mona?” 

      “I need some form of both of the men’s DNA. A hair will probably be the easiest and least… unhygienic.”

      “Okay. We’ll ask Mona. I’m sure she’ll agree. She’s not happy with the tension between the two of them either.”

      “We just have to trust that she won’t blab to anyone about it,” Corrine said. 

      “I trust Mona,” I said immediately. How could we not trust her about something as small as this when we’d already placed our faith in her to protect the entire island?

      “I do too.” 

      Corrine and I stared at each other as the weight of our planned deception fell upon us. I just hoped that I’d be able to keep a straight face while doing all of this. 

      “Okay,” I said, standing up. “I’m going to get one of Derek’s hairs now. I’ll get it from his hairbrush.”

      “No,” Corrine said. “It needs to be freshly plucked. It will be more potent that way, and the effect of the potion will last longer.”

      “Oh. I hadn’t thought about that. How long does the potion last?” 

      Corrine scratched her head and consulted the book again. 

      “Hm. I’m not sure exactly.”

      “Well, it should last at least a couple of hours, right?” 

      “It should do…”

      She didn’t appear confident, but this was an idea too delicious for me to pass on.

      “All right, let’s think,” I said, beginning to pace up and down the room myself. “I should turn into Kiev first, and visit Derek. It only makes sense that he would be the one to approach Derek first, since he has a lot more to be sorry for. Then once the spell wears off, I’ll visit Kiev as Derek.”

      “So we need Kiev’s hair first,” Corrine said. “That means I need to fetch Mona.”

      “Okay, I’ll wait here.”

      Corrine vanished. I sat down again, drumming my fingers over the table. I paged through her spell book, but not being able to understand a single word, I soon got bored. 

      She returned about half an hour later. Mona appeared by her side carrying a pair of pants and a shirt over her shoulder, clutching a hair between her fingers. 

      “How did it go?” I asked, eyeing the hair. 

      Mona looked at me, bemused. “Are you really sure this isn’t all going to backfire?”  

      “No. I’m not sure. But things can hardly get any worse than they are now.” 

      “Let’s go into my potion room,” Corrine said, leading us out of her bedroom. “Oh, and you might want to bring one of those sheets with you,” she added, pointing toward the bed. 

      We walked through the halls of the Sanctuary until we reached Corrine’s potion room. Mona laid the hair down on a plate near the sink. I bent over the hair, studying it more closely. I wasn’t sure that I dared ask where she’d plucked it from. 

      “From his leg,” Mona said, as though she’d read my mind. 

      “Great,” I mumbled.

      “Trust me, there are worse places it could have come from.”

      Mona and I hovered over Corrine for the next fifteen minutes watching as she stirred ingredients into a cauldron and brought them to a rolling boil. The liquid hissed and turned a bright green color. A foul smell began emanating from it.

      “Okay,” Corrine said. “This is done.”

      Mona and Corrine exchanged glances, then both set their eyes on me.

      “Ibrahim isn’t expected back, is he?” I asked, glancing at the door.

      “No,” Corrine said, “he’s not due back for a few hours. Now, I’m going to leave the room for this. Mona will take things from here. Good luck.” She patted me on the shoulder and left the room. 

      I looked at Mona nervously. 

      “The first thing you need to do is strip.”

      I looked down at my dress. Strip. Of course.

      Mona held the sheet around me while I undressed. Once I was done, I clutched the sheet against me as Mona let go and began pouring the potion into a goblet. She passed it to me.  

      “Drink up.”

      Holding the cup to my lips, I took the first sip. It was hot, but surprisingly tasteless. I downed the rest. Mona took the empty goblet from me and walked over to the sink. Picking up the hair, she returned with it. 

      “Now you need to lay this on your tongue. Don’t swallow it.”

      “Can you at least wash it first?” I grumbled.

      “Hygiene should be the last thing on your mind right now.”

      I opened my mouth, allowing her to lay the hair on my tongue. I almost gagged.  

      She placed her hands on my head and began muttering some kind of chant. She continued for five minutes before letting go. 

      I looked at her nervously, waiting to feel something. Anything. Ten minutes passed. I was beginning to think the spell had failed. 

      “Mona, are you sure—”

      And then I felt it. A strong tingling at the tips of my fingers, spreading through my arms toward my chest, then neck, face, stomach. Soon my whole body prickled. It wasn’t painful, just an odd itching sensation. I began to rise inches above the floor. Whereas previously Mona was taller than me, now I towered over her. I reached up a hand to touch my face but Mona stopped me. 

      “Wait,” she said. “Don’t touch yourself until the transformation is complete. I’ll tell you when.”

      I waited for ten more minutes until finally Mona nodded. “You’ve changed as much as you’re going to change.”

      I looked down and saw a muscular chest and powerful arms. Thankfully, I couldn’t see further than that. I was still holding the sheet tight against me. I became suddenly aware of all the extra weight I was carrying.

      Crap. I really didn’t think this through. 

      I held the sheet tighter against me, looking at Mona in despair. 

      What have I done? 

      “I’d better be able to change back,” I croaked. 

      Mona chuckled. “You will.”

      This was perhaps the most bizarre experience of my life. The only thing I could think of that came close to it was when the Elder had possessed me and taken control of my body. 

      Mona approached and to my horror, yanked the sheet away from me. 

      “No!” My eyes shot up to the ceiling. “Give it back!” I reached out my hands desperately. 

      Mona broke out laughing. 

      “It’s okay,” she chuckled. “I’ve see Kiev before. Just keep looking at the ceiling while I help you change.”

      She grabbed the clothes she’d brought with her. She pulled my arms through the shirt and buttoned it. My eyes followed her as she reached for Kiev’s pants.

      “No sneaking a peek at my man, girl.”

      I glared at her. “I wouldn’t dream of it.” My gaze shot back up to the ceiling as she helped me step into the pants. 

      I hope Derek will forgive me for this when he finds out…
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      I ran my hand along Kiev’s rough stubble. 

      “Okay,” I said, taking a deep breath. “I have to go now.”

      Both of the witches were still eyeing me with amusement. 

      “Good luck,” Corrine said.

      I left the room and made my way toward the exit. I stopped short a few feet away from the front door. I’m making Kiev walk like a girl. How do guys walk?  

      I slouched slightly, let Kiev’s arms swing more loosely at my sides, and spread out my feet. I tried walking again. Although I felt far from confident, I didn’t have time for more practice. I’d just have to stand still in front of Derek.

      I walked out the door and scanned the courtyard. I was terrified that I might bump into Kiev on the way. I jolted forward and flew across the clearing, into the woods. I avoided the main pathway as I made my way toward Derek’s and my penthouse. Kiev was at least twice as fast as me. Underestimating the speed at which I was traveling, I almost collided head-first into a tree. It took a while to get used to his agility. 

      I arrived at our tree and took the elevator up to the verandah. I walked to the front door. Clearing my deep throat, I wiped sweat from my brow with the bottom of my shirt.

      Then I knocked. Again, not being used to Kiev’s strength, it was far louder than I’d intended. It sounded almost aggressive. Not a good start…

      I held my breath as footsteps approached. The door unlatched and Ben appeared in the doorway. 

      His eyes darkened. 

      Great, now I have two Novak men to deal with. Ben was supposed to be in school. 

      “What do you want?” Ben asked, leaning his arm against the door frame.

      It was unsettling having my own son stare at me with such disdain. I supposed that Kiev was used to everyone looking at him like this. 

      “I’m here to see your father,” I said.

      I was horrified by how off Kiev’s voice sounded from what I was intending. I’d been trying to adopt a more docile tone of voice, but it came out far too soft and husky. It sent chills down my own spine. Christ. If I keep this up, Derek will think Kiev’s come to seduce him. 

      Ben raised a brow. 

      “For what?” 

      Nosey child. Just bring your father. 

      “It is a private matter,” I said, relieved that Kiev’s voice sounded more balanced this time. 

      Ben stepped back and allowed me entrance. His eyes followed me as I approached the center of the room. I was about to head directly for Derek’s study when I remembered that Kiev didn’t know his way around our apartment. I looked at Ben. He seemed to be enjoying making me feel uncomfortable. 

      “Where might I find your father?” 

      “In his study.”

      “Which is where?” 

      He glared at me once more before leading the way to Derek’s study. He rapped on the door. 

      “Dad?” 

      “What?” 

      “Someone’s here to see you.”

      “Who?” 

      “Kiev Novalic.”

      There was a pause. 

      “Tell him to go away.”

      Damn you, Derek. 

      Ben turned to me, raising a brow and shrugging. “You heard him.”

      I approached the door myself. “Derek. I need to talk to you.”

      More silence. Then the scraping of a chair. The door opened and Derek’s unshaven face appeared in the crack, his blue eyes burning into mine.

      “Well?” 

      “May I come in?” 

      Derek looked at me witheringly. But then, to my surprise, he conceded. He opened the door. I stepped into his study and stood at the end of his desk. 

      Derek too remained standing, still staring at me, his fists clenched. 

      I felt intimidated by his stare. The hair on Kiev’s arms prickled. 

      Chill out, Derek. Geez… 

      I took a deep breath before beginning. “I’m not a man of words, Derek. I speak through action. I had hoped that you might read into my actions, and not require me to articulate them. But I suppose sometimes words are more direct.” I paused, waiting for Derek’s reaction before continuing. His gaze remained steady. “You’re a busy man and I don’t intend to keep you. So here it is: I’m sorry.”

      I held my breath, scrutinizing Derek’s face for any hint of acceptance. Of reconciliation. 

      Although he still kept a poker face, his fists loosened. I reached out my hand. 

      Come on, Derek. Take it. 

      He stepped forward and gripped my hand. Hard. I wasn’t sure whether this was more passive-aggression, or whether Derek always shook hands like this with men. Whatever the case, Kiev’s visit had been a success. A handshake was more than I’d been expecting to get. 

      As we stepped apart, he gave me a nod. I couldn’t keep the smile from my face. I hoped it didn’t look goofy. 

      Although I could have prolonged my stay to seal the deal further, since I now sensed a fair amount of leeway with Derek, I didn’t want to run the risk of the spell wearing off. 

      “I’ll be on my way now,” I said and backed out of the room.

      “Ben,” Derek called. 

      Ben appeared in the doorway—too quickly. I suspected that he’d been eavesdropping. 

      “Show our guest out.”

      Guest. Another grin split my face. 

      I followed Ben through the glass-covered walkways to the main entrance hall. He eyed me curiously as I exited through the door. Before he shut it, I turned around and gave him a small smile. Reaching out, I patted him on the shoulder.

      “Thank you, Benjamin. And… I’m sorry.”

      He looked at me, confused, as though unsure of how to react. Then he returned a smile, nodding like his father.

      Once the door had clicked shut, I rushed into the elevator. 

      Now I’d better hurry and find the real Kiev before he shatters my illusion.
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      I raced back to the Sanctuary. Corrine kept me locked up in her bedroom until the spell wore off a couple of hours later. It was a relief to be out of Kiev’s skin and back into my own. 

      Kiev’s clothes baggy around me, I changed back into my own clothes before hurrying back to our penthouse. Now, it was time for Derek to bite into some humble pie. 

      “Derek?” 

      Silence. It seemed that Ben and Rose weren’t in either.

      I headed straight for my husband’s study. He wasn’t there. 

      “Derek?” I called again. 

      I tore through the apartment. All the rooms were empty. My heart sank. 

      I hope he hasn’t gone to visit Kiev. 

      I hurried out of the penthouse again and headed for Eli’s tree. Derek might have gone there to discuss the plans he’d been reviewing. I raced up to his penthouse and knocked on the door. 

      Footsteps sounded and Adelle appeared, wearing a dressing gown. I stepped back, momentarily speechless.

      “Um, hi, Adelle. Is Derek here?”

      She looked bashful, her cheeks flushing. “No, he’s not. It’s just, uh, Eli and me. I can fetch Eli if you want.”

      “No,” I said quickly, “don’t worry. I’ll look elsewhere.”

      What business would Adelle have in Eli’s apartment, dressed like that? While I was happy to assume that Eli had finally found himself a girlfriend, I was also saddened. I knew my father liked her. I hoped their new relationship wouldn’t crush him. But I had no time to fret over this now. 

      My heartbeat doubled as I descended Eli’s apartment back to the forest ground. 

      Where could he be? Think.

      The truth was, as king of the island, he could be anywhere. Our assistance could be required at any time, on any part of the island. 

      I decided to check Vivienne and Xavier’s apartment first. Perhaps his sister would have a better idea where he’d gone. 

      Thankfully, I didn’t need to travel that far. I caught sight of Derek strolling through the woods with Matteo.

      I caught up with them. 

      “Hi, Matteo,” I said. 

      He smiled back. I turned to my husband. 

      “Derek, I’m in a hurry,” I said, “Ashley invited me over to her place and I’m late. I’ll catch you later, okay?” 

      I wrapped my arms around his neck and planted a kiss on his cheek. Reaching my hands into his hair, I plucked a strand as I drew away from him. 

      He winced.

      “Sorry, my bracelet got caught… I’ve got to go. I’ll catch you later. Bye, Matteo.”

      “Bye, Sofia.”

      I hurried off, clutching Derek’s hair triumphantly in my palm. 

      

      I returned to the Sanctuary to find Corrine still waiting in her bedroom. 

      “You said you’d be gone fifteen minutes.”  

      “I’m sorry. Derek wasn’t in the apartment,” I said. “Anyway, here’s the hair.”

      I placed it down on the wooden table. Corrine picked it up and we headed back to her potion room. 

      “We’ve no time to lose now,” she said, tipping ingredients hurriedly into a black cauldron and bringing it to a boil.  

      “Oh, no,” I blurted out, realization dawning on me. “I forgot to bring Derek’s clothes!”

      “We’ll just have to borrow some of Ibrahim’s. If they don’t fit, it won’t take long for me to tailor them.”

      She was right. I didn’t want to risk going back to the apartment in case Derek was back by now and wanted to talk. I removed my clothes and once again wrapped a sheet around me. 

      “Where’s Mona?” I asked. 

      “She’s back home,” Corrine said, handing me the goblet. I swallowed it more confidently this time, downing it all in one gulp. Then I opened my mouth. Corrine placed the hair on my tongue, reminded me not to swallow—as if I needed to be reminded of that—held my head in her hands and muttered the same chant Mona had. The tingling sensation spread across my skin again. And then my body once again expanded, growing heavier and taller until Corrine’s hands could no longer reach my head.  

      I stared down at Corrine, waiting for her to inform me that the transformation was complete. Finally, she nodded.

      Keeping the sheet firmly around my—Derek’s—body, I returned with Corrine to her and Ibrahim’s bedroom. 

      Corrine swore beneath her breath as soon as she stepped into the room. My eyes fell on Ibrahim. 

      His jaw dropped as he saw Derek wearing nothing but a thin white sheet, entering his bedroom with his wife.  

      “Ibrahim,” I blurted out, my voice rumbling through my chest, “It’s not what you think. I’m not Derek. I’m Sofia.” I walked forward and placed a muscular hand on his shoulder, gripping him perhaps a little too desperately. Ibrahim winced. “You can go and verify it for yourself if you don’t believe us—Derek is likely back at our apartment now. You can go and see him.”

      Corrine reached up and kissed him. “You didn’t really think I’d cheat on you, did you, honey?”

      Ibrahim’s fists loosened. He stared at the two of us, bewildered. “What the hell are you two girls up to?” 

      Corrine and I eyed each other and burst out laughing. 

      “Good question,” she said. “One that has no simple answer. I’ll tell you as soon as Sofia’s out of here. We don’t have time to waste. Oh, she needs to borrow some of your clothes, by the way.”

      Ibrahim watched in bemusement as Corrine whipped around the room, rummaging in drawers and cupboards, finding suitable clothes for me to wear. In the meantime, I walked over to the full-length mirror in the corner of the room. 

      I couldn’t help but grin as I caught sight of Derek’s reflection in the mirror, that cute boyish grin I loved so much. I flexed Derek’s biceps. I stroked his jawline. I ran both hands through his thick hair. I frowned, glared and bared his fangs. 

      Hm. So this is what it’s like to be Derek Novak.

      “Finished?”

      I turned to face Corrine, who was looking at me in amusement. 

      I chuckled. “Yes.”

      Ibrahim was shorter and less bulky than Derek, but it was nothing Corrine couldn’t handle quickly. She took Derek’s measurements, then lengthened the trousers and widened the shirt until the clothes fit Derek’s physique perfectly.   

      Corrine handed me the clothes. Still holding the sheet around Derek’s body, I took them with one hand. 

      “I don’t need help getting dressed this time. I can handle my husband…”
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      I’d been desperately trying to forget the princess. But Annora’s revelation had planted her right back in my mind again. And no matter what I did, I couldn’t get rid of her.  

      I have information that could save Rose from the pain of losing her parents, yet I’m choosing to sit here and do nothing. 

      I couldn’t stop thinking about what she’d think of me if she ever found out. Even though the thought was nonsensical—Rose would have no way of finding out—I couldn’t stop the guilt clawing at my chest. It scared me. It wasn’t even Rose’s life at risk here. It was her parents’. Can I really have fallen that hard for her? 

      I tried to shake myself to my senses. There was no way I could risk meeting her to warn her. I’d gone out of my way to be as cold with her as possible the last time I saw her. She might have even moved on from me by now. Saving her parents would only strengthen her attachment for me again. Something that would ultimately be fatal. 

      Unless there’s a way I could send a warning without her ever knowing that it was me… 

      I stalked onto the balcony, staring out at the ocean as I racked my brain. 

      Then it hit me. 

      Mona. A witch I desperately want to speak to anyway. What if there’s a way to contact her, make her swear confidentiality, get the information I want from her concerning Annora, while also warning her about Rose’s parents?

      I began pacing my room furiously as a plan formulated in my mind. I had no idea how many days had passed since Annora had cast the spell on them. If I was going to go through with this, I had not a second to lose. 

      Even though my plan was reckless and downright insane, something told me that if I wanted to ever find a semblance of peace within myself again, I had no choice but to at least attempt it.  

      Since Annora had failed to gain entrance to The Shade and we were almost out of humans, we were due to leave late the next evening to collect more humans.

      I just had to hope I wouldn’t be too late by then. I didn’t have a choice. I couldn’t propose we left earlier without arousing suspicion from Annora once she discovered Derek and Sofia had survived the curse.  

      I spent the rest of the day trying to distract myself with books in my study, but all I was really doing was thinking about Mona, and how I would go about this without her blasting me out of the water the moment she saw me—that was, if I even managed to catch her attention. 

      I knew it wasn’t as impossible as it sounded though. Even though I had no idea where she was staying on the island, I’d spent enough time around witches and this island to know that there were ways of calling attention to the caster of a protective spell. If Mona was the same breed of witch as Annora, which I was confident she was, the spell she’d put around the island would be similar. 

      I recalled a time, soon after we’d first arrived on this island, when we hadn’t had the systems in place that we did now. Annora had still been getting used to the spell as a newly turned witch, and she hadn’t yet set up a system whereby we could enter and leave the island without her assistance. I remembered we’d had to attract Annora’s attention first to be able to gain entrance. I was willing to bet that the same method could be used to call Mona’s attention. 

      An hour before we were due to leave, I climbed the stairs to Annora’s apartment. I eased the door open. She wasn’t due to be around at this time. I had to hope that her plans hadn’t changed. Hurrying from room to room, I stopped in her study. In the far end of the room was a chest of drawers. I bent down and opened the bottom drawer. I breathed out in relief on seeing its contents. Apparently untouched even after all these years, the drawer was filled with small conch shells. But no ordinary conch shells—a charm had been cast on these. Once blown, they emitted a sound audible to any witch within a hundred miles.

      I pocketed one and hurried out of the study. Annora wouldn’t notice it was missing. I’d just have to find a way to discreetly replace it once she’d returned. 

      I returned to my apartment and, after making final preparations for the excursion, I descended the stairs to the entrance hall. A dozen vampires already waited for me there. 

      “Let’s go,” I said. 

      I pushed open the main doors and we all hurried down the steep mountain slope, through the forest until we reached the harbor. I slipped through the hatch of the largest submarine and headed straight to the control room. Frieda entered and sat in the seat next to me.

      I prepared the submarine for departure. 

      “Is everyone ready?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I backed the vessel out of the port and began speeding ahead. 

      I’d picked the beach nearest to us, even though we’d hit it many times before. Beach parties were harder to come by, but I was sure that we’d find enough tourists taking strolls to collect enough humans to keep Annora satiated at least for the next few days. I needed to get this job out of the way as soon as possible and didn’t have time to go further afield. 

      “Hopefully soon, there will be no more need for these trips,” Frieda muttered. “I know the first thing that I’m going to do once I get on that island. Wring that little wench’s neck.”

      “I’m not sure that Annora would want you doing that,” I said, careful to keep my voice free of emotion. “They may have other plans for the twins.”

      Frieda scowled. “Well, if I can’t wring her neck, I’m going to at least take a bite out of her.”

      We passed the rest of the journey in silence. I breathed out in relief when we arrived at our destination. 

      I stopped the submarine near a remote part of the beach.

      “Let’s go.” I jumped to my feet and Frieda followed me out of the cabin. Vampires rushed along the passageway toward the hatch. We climbed out and slipped into the ocean. I scanned the length of the beach as I swam toward it. There were no large groups of people in sight, as I’d expected, but there were couples and individuals walking along the beach. 

      We climbed out of the water and rushed toward a patch of shrubbery bordering the sand. We couldn’t afford to be seen in plain view anymore on this beach. We’d simply hit it too many times before. 

      I was the first to creep out from the bushes. I ordered Demarcus, a tall wiry vampire, to follow me. We ran up behind a couple and, withdrawing our syringes, injected them both at once. Two more vampires ran out of the bushes, grabbed the humans we’d tranquilized and began swimming back to the submarine. In this way, over the next hour, we poached humans who passed by our stretch of the beach until we’d caught about a dozen. Enough for now. 

      I turned to the vampires crouching in the bushes beside me.

      “Back to the sub.”

      “Are you sure we have enough?” Demarcus asked.

      “Yes, enough for now. I don’t want to take too many from this beach.”

      “We could go to another beach,” Sabine, a vampire to my left, said. “I’d rather just get a whole bunch at once rather than making so many separate trips. We’re already halfway to Hawaii. It makes no sense turning back now when—”

      “Who’s in charge here?” I glared at them. 

      Sabine and Demarcus bowed their heads.

      “Just keep silent and obey.”

      I checked the beach again. It seemed to be all clear. 

      “Okay,” I whispered. “We make a run back in three, two, one…”

      We all sprang from the bushes and raced toward the water. 

      What happened next was a blur. A blast of light overhead blinded me. Something heavy slammed down against my shoulder, making me stumble and lose my footing. Lying on the sand, I looked up to see a giant cage fall around me and several other vampires who hadn’t yet made it to the waves. I scrambled to my feet and gripped the bars, pulling at them with all my strength. They wouldn’t budge. I tried to dig my fingers into the sand and slide them beneath the bars, but as soon as I did, a sharp metal surface shot out from the edges of the cage and closed beneath us above the sand. Had I not leapt up in time, my feet would have been severed. 

      One vampire wasn’t as fast. A scream erupted behind me. I whirled around to see Frieda lying on the floor, writhing and nursing two oozing stumps where her feet should have been. 

      The cage jolted and began lifting us into the air.

      “No!” I yelled. 

      I strained my neck upward. A black helicopter hovered above us. 

      What is this?

      I looked back down at the ocean. Our submarine had already disappeared beneath the waves along with the vampires who’d escaped, and all chances of reaching Mona in time.
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      Once I’d pulled on Ibrahim’s clothes, I left the room. I found Corrine and Ibrahim in the corridor. 

      “Wish me luck.” 

      “Good luck.”

      I walked to the exit. Again, before darting through the courtyard, I poked my head out and scanned the area. A couple of vampires crossed the clearing and headed back into the woods on the opposite side. Once they had gone, I launched forward and ducked into the bushes. I headed northwest of the island, again careful to travel off the beaten path. Having experienced Kiev’s powerful form, it wasn’t as much of a shock getting used to Derek’s prowess, and I was more graceful as I rushed through the trees.

      I reached the beach and ran to the line of townhouses. I singled out Kiev and Mona’s house and, holding my breath, rapped on the door.

      I tried to steady my breathing as the door creaked open. Mona stood in the doorway. She gave me a knowing smile and opened the door wider. “Come in… Derek.”

      I followed after her cautiously, looking about the hallway as I entered.

      “Take a seat in the living room. I’ll get Kiev.”

      “Thank you.”

      I couldn’t have been more grateful that she was here. If I pushed the wrong buttons and Kiev snapped, she was powerful enough to intervene.

      Kiev entered the room, but froze at the doorway as soon as he laid eyes on me. 

      I stood up and cautiously closed the distance between us. 

      “Kiev,” I said, holding his gaze even though he intimidated me. “I’ve come to apologize.”

      Kiev’s face remained steely, impossible to read. Just as Derek’s had been. It should have been obvious all along that they’re related. 

      “I’ve allowed memories of the past and my prejudices to blind me from seeing what’s in front of me. I’ve spoken with Matteo and he tells me that you have changed. You saved us from Annora, brought Anna back, and now you and Mona have agreed to stay to protect our island. I’m not sure I can ever forget the pain you caused us, but I want to apologize and at least try to put the past behind us.”

      I hoped that I hadn’t made Derek sound too cheesy. But when I reached out a hand, Kiev gripped it. 

      “Okay, Novak.”

      I stepped back and cleared my throat. “Well, I ought to be going now. But I would like to invite you round for late lunch tomorrow, if you’ll accept.”

      He nodded slowly. Mona appeared at his side. “We’ll be there, Derek,” she said, grinning and looping an arm though Kiev’s. 

      “Good. Let’s say, four o’clock?”

      “That’s fine,” Mona replied. 

      The two of them stepped aside as I made my way out. I opened the front door and walked out into the front yard leading up to the sandy beach. I turned back once more to smile at Mona as she closed the door. 

      Four o’clock tomorrow. I supposed that I could have invited them round much earlier, for dinner this evening. I should have had more than enough time to turn back into myself. But something made me want to play it safe. I scanned the length of the beach for people and, on seeing the coast was clear, hurtled back toward the woods. I hurried as fast as I could off the path and arrived back in the Sanctuary, slamming the oak door shut behind me. 

      I hurried from chamber to chamber, looking for Corrine. I found her sitting in the kitchen area, at the dining table, deep in conversation with Ibrahim. They both looked up as I entered. 

      “So?” Corrine said. “How did it go?”

      “It went well,” I replied. “Kiev accepted Derek’s apology.” I slumped down in a chair and looked from Corrine to Ibrahim. 

      “And now what?” Ibrahim asked. 

      “I invited Kiev and Mona to come to lunch tomorrow, at four o’clock.” I looked anxiously at Corrine. “So I guess now I just have to wait here until I turn back. I hope that Derek and Kiev won’t bump into each other in the meantime. I should be myself again by dinner tonight, right?” 

      She peeled back her sleeve and looked at her wristwatch.

      “Yes, you should be.”

      And so I waited there at the table with Corrine and Ibrahim, passing the time in conversation as we waited for me to turn back. We waited one hour. Then two. Then three. Then four. 

      As time pushed on, even Corrine was no longer able to keep the worried expression from her face. My stomach was in knots. 

      I stood up and walked over to a mirror, getting up close and staring at Derek’s face, rubbing his skin, willing myself to see even the slightest bit of transformation. 

      Come on, Derek.  

      It was now almost ten o’clock. I’d missed preparing the twins’ dinner. They would be wondering where on earth I was. Derek might even be out searching for me now.  

      “Why am I not changing back?” I asked, wringing my sweaty hands.   

      Even Ibrahim looked worried now. 

      “Where did you get that hair of Derek’s?” Ibrahim asked. 

      “From his head.” 

      His brows furrowed. “And where did you get Kiev’s?” 

      “Mona plucked one of his leg hairs.”

      “Hm.”

      “What?”

      “See, I suspect that hair from the head is more potent than leg hair.”

      My throat went dry. “How much longer will it take?” I croaked. “Will I be myself again in time for lunch tomorrow?” 

      “I don’t know.”

      “But isn’t there some antidote? Can’t you just force me back?” 

      “We can,” Corrine said, walking over to me and placing an arm around my shoulder. “But this type of spell is best left to wear off naturally. Sometimes, forcing reversion of a spell of this type can have… negative side effects.”

      “What side effects?”

      “Well… let’s just say that Queen Sofia could end up with some rather unsightly stubble.”

      I cursed beneath my breath. I looked up at the clock again. Thank God I didn’t invite them over for dinner.  

      “Can’t Mona do something? Surely she must—”

      “I’m sure she can. But again, it’s not without the risk of side effects, same as if I tried to force you back.”

      “But I will turn back, right?” I asked, my voice trembling. 

      “Yes,” Ibrahim said. “Don’t worry. The spell will wear off. It’s just a matter of time.”

      Time. That’s just what I don’t have.
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      As we were hauled up into the belly of the helicopter, I looked around the dim aircraft. Three men stood dressed in black. Masks covered their faces. The door closed beneath us and they began circling the cage. 

      “Who are you?” I snarled.

      The man nearest me approached the bars, his light blue eyes boring into mine. 

      “It was foolish of you to come to this beach again.”

      “Answer me.”

      He chuckled and exchanged glances with the other men. “Let’s go!” he shouted.

      The aircraft lurched, and we began ascending. Blood pounded in my ears, my mouth parched, heart racing.

      “You can tell them who we are,” a brown-eyed man said, looking me over.

      Blue Eyes approached the cage again. Withdrawing a dagger from his belt, he ran it across my fingers where they gripped the bars, slitting a line through my skin. It stung, but I refused to flinch. 

      “You’ve hit this beach one too many times, vampire. You should have expected that someone would have clued in by now. You think you can just rip apart families with no consequences?”

      “Who are you?” I repeated. 

      He paused, looking back at the other men before answering. “As you are snakes, we are hawks.”

      Hawks. I caught a glimpse of a black tattoo on his wrist. The brand of a hawk.

      So these are hunters. In all our years of kidnapping, we’d never once met a hunter. Their order had been shut down almost two decades ago. I supposed it was only a matter of time before we provoked them enough to reform. 

      “What are you going to do with us?” Demarcus grunted, sweat dripping down his forehead. 

      Ignoring him, the hunters exited the chamber through a door to our left. I stared at the eight vampires who shared the cage with me. Frieda whimpered in one corner. She looked close to unconsciousness.  

      I’d known it was a mistake going to that beach again. I’d felt it in my bones. And yet I’d risked it anyway—my life, and those of my fellow vampires.

      None of us exchanged a word until the aircraft started to descend. My stomach lurched as we took a dive, and several minutes later, the aircraft shuddered as we hit land. 

      Footsteps sounded overhead and two men entered the chamber. They circled the cage, attaching metal chains to the bars. A side door opened. Several more men came down the steps and entered the room. They all gripped the chains now attached to the bars of our cage and slid us roughly down a ramp. We hit the ground. We had to grip onto the bars to prevent ourselves from falling on top of each other. Frieda was too weak. She slid across the floor and her head smashed against the bars.

      As they dragged us away from the aircraft, I stalked around the edges of the cage. We’d landed on a cliff. The sea glistened beneath the waning moon in the distance, and there was a steep drop a few hundred meters away. I looked around at our captors. Now ten of them had debarked from the helicopter and were staring at each of us through the bars. 

      The blue-eyed man pulled off his mask. His jaw was square and covered with a bristling black beard. His skin was tan, his nose long and pointed. The other men followed his lead, revealing their own faces for the first time. All of them were men except for one. The female hunter looked as tough as the men. Hardened features, marred with scars. They were built like military veterans. 

      They gathered together in a huddle and started talking in hushed tones. Though of course I could hear every word they spoke. 

      “Anthony, what first?” the woman asked, looking at the blue-eyed man. 

      Anthony cast another look at us.  

      “Bring our families.”

      “Already?”

      “Yes. They’ll want to be here to watch every moment of this.”

      The woman nodded, her face stony and resolute, and hurried back toward a small helicopter parked fifty feet away from the black helicopter we’d arrived in. She climbed aboard with three other men and launched into the sky. 

      I turned my attention back to Anthony.

      “You asked what we’re going to do with you. You won’t have to wait long now to find out. Don’t worry.”

      If these hunters were as powerful as the hunters who used to roam the human realm decades ago, our chances of survival were practically non-existent. As I looked around at my comrades’ ashen faces, I was sure that they knew this too. 

      Man to man, they stood no chance against us. But the technology they possessed was enough to overpower us. One shot of one of their bullets into our flesh and we’d burn alive from the inside. 

      “Declan, Crispian,” Anthony called. “We may as well start preparing for the show.”

      Two men ran up the ramp into the helicopter and returned minutes later, each carrying metal chests. 

      “Since the police are useless, I’m sure you can understand why we had to take this matter into our own hands. I’m so sorry,” Anthony said, looking at me with mock sympathy. “You’re the leader of this lot?” 

      I didn’t respond, though he didn’t seem to require my answer. He’d already seen me leading the way to the submarines when we were still on the sand.

      I glanced at the horizon. The sun was close to rising. I looked up at the ceiling of the cage we were trapped in. It was solid, no holes. But the sun would shine right through the bars that lined the sides of the cage. There would be no escaping it. Perhaps this was their plan. 

      The men unlocked the chests and started withdrawing an array of weapons, many of which I’d never seen before in my life and couldn’t put a name to. But all were clearly torture devices. Sharp hooks, butchers’ knives, chains and handcuffs. Wooden stakes. And guns. Lots of guns. Their intentions were clear from one brief glance at the display they were laying out on the grass before us. Torture equipment and then guns to finish off the job.

      “You see,” Anthony said as they unpacked the chests, “we couldn’t risk turning you into the police. They’d likely lose you. We had to take matters into our own hands. I’m sure you can understand.”

      Anthony stooped down and picked up a stake in one hand, a dagger in the other. He crouched down on the floor, the wood leaning against his knee as he began to sharpen it. 

      Still I refused to discourse with him. I kept my face expressionless. If this was going to be my last hour, I wasn’t going to give them any more satisfaction than they already derived from seeing us caged here like animals.

      I turned my back on the sight of him sharpening the stake and faced my companions. I looked at each of their dejected faces. Despite the many years I’d known them, I’d never gotten close to any of them. Our relationship was merely functional. I doubted that they had relationships amongst each other either. Everyone on our island just did what they had to do to get by and avoid trouble. I might as well be dying in the company of strangers.

      I walked over to the other side of the cage and stared out again at the brightening sky. A cold breeze caught my hair, bringing along with it the scent of freshly blooming flowers. 

      I tried to calm my mind, stop thinking about what these hunters were about to put us through. 

      Soon enough, the sound of the small chopper returning roared over the mountaintop. A crowd of humans bundled out of the helicopter. More than a dozen of them. Men and women, young and old. They approached the men sharpening their tools and stared into the cage at us. Hatred burned in their eyes. 

      Anthony stepped forward with a young woman and an elderly man. “Meet Stacy, my wife, and Raymond, my father-in-law. Do you remember kidnapping Tobias? My brother-in-law? No, I didn’t think so.”

      Another hunter stepped forward, his lip trembling as he held the hand of a teenage boy. “What about Justin, my son? Why don’t you explain to Sean where his brother is?” 

      More hunters stepped forward, one by one, introducing themselves. I looked down at the floor of the cage, no longer willing to look into their eyes. 

      “You see, vampires.” Anthony broke through the crowd again. “There are many more like us. What you see here is just a small sample of lives you’ve affected.”

      Now that the Hawks were no longer on earth to manipulate the hunters’ cause, the agenda of these humans was simple. Vengeance. And none of us vampires could blame them. Hell, I’d join their cause if I weren’t a bloodsucker myself. 

      “Our organization is small now. But we are rebuilding fast. Gathering funds. Investing in weapons, surveillance systems, aircraft, training new recruits. Many are still afraid. That’s why occasions like this are important. Occasions where we demonstrate that, behind bars, you’re nothing more than animals. Animals that can be tamed… perhaps. We shall see how much desperation can tame you.”

      He paused, his cold eyes surveying the cage. They stopped on Frieda, who lay curled up in a corner, still nursing her bloody stumps. 

      “We’ll start with the weakest first, shall we? Put her out of her misery.”

      There were murmurs of approval from the crowds behind them. 

      Frieda squealed, backing further into her corner against the bars of the cage. Two hunters circled the cage with stakes, poking them into her back to force her to the center of the floor. Five men aimed guns at us as Anthony approached the entrance of the cage.

      “One movement from any of you, and my men will take you down.” His eyes were fixed on Frieda. “Come here, girl. Come on.” He beckoned her over as one would a dog. 

      Her eyes sparked with fury at his humiliation. But she was helpless. We were all helpless. One movement, and the bullets would be lodged in our bodies, burning us from the inside out. Anthony entered the cage, gripping Frieda by her arm and holding a gun against her temple. He dragged her out even as she screamed. A woman fastened the door behind him as he stepped out into the clearing. He dropped her to the grass, in clear view of all of us. 

      “Make sure you all watch this,” Anthony said, addressing the crowd of hunters. “Spread out if you have to.”

      He gripped a machete and brought it slamming down against her right arm. Steel sliced flesh. Blood spurted everywhere, soaking the grass. Frieda’s screams could have brought hearing to the deaf. 

      She writhed around on the grass so violently, four men had to bend over her to keep her still. As she tried to lash out at them with her remaining claws and bite them with her fangs, one man lodged a metal ball into her mouth, choking her, tying it around her head like a muzzle. The other men raised stakes to the air and brought them down, digging straight through her shoulders and pinning her down against the soil.  

      The crowd’s eyes flickered with anticipation. Hungry for blood. Hungry for death.  

      Anthony hovered over, cutting away her clothes with his blade. Then, using its tip, he etched the mark of a hawk into her skin. Blood seeped from the brand. 

      They didn’t prolong her pain much longer. Anthony grabbed a stake from one of the men and stabbed it through her throat. He pulled it out again, and finally pierced her heart.

      The first weak rays of the sun were now beginning to peek out from behind the horizon. I dropped down to the floor along with the other vampires to avoid being hit by them. A few more minutes, even half an hour, and the sun’s angle would make it impossible to avoid its rays any longer. We’d burn alive, unless they decided to kill us first. 

      “Don’t worry,” Anthony said, his eyes gleaming as he severed Frieda’s head. He dug a stake into the ground like a mast and mounted her head on top of it. “We won’t keep you here long enough for the sun to have all the fun.”
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      I ended up staying the night in the Sanctuary. I’d had to ask Corrine to pay a late-night visit to Derek. She explained to him that I’d decided to have dinner with her and we’d ended up having a little too much to drink. She said I’d already fallen asleep on her sofa and would return tomorrow. It wasn’t the most plausible of stories, since Derek knew it wasn’t in my character to get drunk, but it was the best I could come up with in my panicked state.

      To my dismay, as the clock struck half past three the next day, I still hadn’t turned back. 

      “Corrine,” I said, my voice shaking, “you and Ibrahim need to step in for me.”

      “Hey, I didn’t sign up for this.”

      “I know. I know. But all of this will be for nothing if they don’t at least have one meeting together where they behave civilly, as themselves—”

      “That’s all very well said, but what do I tell Derek? He’s going to wonder where the hell his wife is.”

      “Just…” My voice trailed off as I desperately racked my brains. “Just tell him I’m at Anna’s place. I left the Sanctuary and decided to visit her and Kyle.”

      Corrine stared at me, her eyebrows raised. “That’s ludicrous. Derek’s never going to buy this. He was doubtful enough about the story I told him last night. Besides, he’s going to wonder why Kiev turned up on his doorstep.”

      “Just tell Derek that I invited Kiev round for lunch without telling him, hoping they could both make amends. In preparation and without my knowledge, Kiev came to apologize yesterday, to make sure things weren’t awkward over lunch. Tell Derek I invited you too. He’ll have to assume that I’ve gotten held up with Anna and you can suggest that I’ll probably be back home soon.”

      “But—”

      I crossed the room and gripped Corrine by the shoulders… a little too hard. 

      “Ouch,” she said irritably, wriggling away from my grasp. 

      “Sorry. But look, please Corrine, I’m begging you. You have to step in for me. I know it’s a stupid story. But we just need to get them together, okay? Ibrahim can go with you.”

      She paused, biting her lip. “Ibrahim!” she called. 

      I breathed out in relief.

      He appeared in the room. 

      “What?” 

      “As you can see, Sofia still hasn’t turned back, so she’s going to have to stay here while we go and help Derek with his lunch guests.”

      Ibrahim looked less than enthusiastic at being roped into this. 

      He opened his mouth but I bulldozed over him. “Just try to keep the conversation away from the visits they made to each other yesterday—by any means necessary. They won’t be very talkative, so you two must take the bull by the horns and lead the conversation places where the subject won’t crop up. Remember, Mona will be there too. She’s smart enough to realize what might have happened and she’ll help in keeping the conversation on other topics.”

      Corrine looked less tense at mention of Mona. “All right. I’ll do my best.” She looked again at Ibrahim. “So, will you come with me?”

      He sighed. “All right.”

      “Good job vampires are easy to feed,” she muttered. “I suppose I’ll have to cook something for us witches though, and the twins.”

      “You’d better hurry,” I said glancing back up at the clock to see ten more minutes had passed. I prayed that Kiev and Mona wouldn’t arrive early. 

      Corrine grabbed Ibrahim’s hand and they vanished.

      I sighed heavily and sat back down in a chair. I drummed my fingers on the table, watching my hands closely, hoping to detect any sign of change. 

      But another hour passed, and Derek’s large hands showed no signs of shrinking even in the slightest. I stood up and started walking around the chambers of the Sanctuary, trying to distract my mind. But it was impossible to stop thinking about the time. 

      A second hour passed. And then a third. 

      I was surprised that Corrine and Ibrahim hadn’t returned by now. I had expected the lunch to last one to one and a half hours at most. This could mean only two things: either the lunch party was going exceptionally well, or most horribly wrong. 

      Sweat formed on my brow as I made my way back into Corrine’s dining room and resumed my seat at the table. 

      Leg hair. I should have pulled a damn leg hair. 

      Finally, Corrine and Ibrahim reappeared in the kitchen. My stomach dropped on seeing the expressions on their faces.

      “What happened?” I said, leaping to my feet. 

      Corrine walked up to me and held my hand. 

      “Vivienne’s had another vision. I tried to delay this as long as possible, but you need to return to Derek now.”

      “But—” 

      Corrine ignored my protests. She gripped me and we both vanished.
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      “We’ll take the leader down last,” Anthony said. “It’s only right that his pain be prolonged.”

      The five men resumed aiming their guns as Anthony once again entered the cage. He dragged out Demarcus. I couldn’t bear to watch this time, but Demarcus’ cries were enough to tell me that they were no less merciful to him than they had been to Frieda. I winced at the sound of gargling, and the final tearing of flesh. 

      The sun was now treacherously high. Its rays singed my right shoulder. I tried to huddle closer into the shade, but all of us vampires remaining had the same idea.

      One by one, Anthony came in and pulled out the rest of them. Someone from the crowd kept insisting that Anthony was ending them too soon, and since Anthony obliged, my wait was prolonged.  

      By the time my last companion’s head had been mounted on a stake, my skin was on fire. I’d torn off my shirt, trying to cover myself with it. But the fabric was torn and thin.

      The gate creaked open for a final time as Anthony stepped inside, his heavy boots thudding against the cage’s metal floor.

      He reached down and gripped my hair, placing the barrel of his gun against the base of my neck. He dug the metal in hard, forcing me into standing position. As I stepped out of the cage, the morning sun blinded me. I had to squint, and even then it was all a blur. Anthony tore away the shirt from my hands, and now the sun hit my bare chest. My body erupted in agony, as though a thousand daggers were piercing me all at once.  

      He pushed me down on my knees. A chain tightened around my neck like a collar. They were going to humiliate me before killing me, watching the life drain out of me as I lay helpless as an animal.

      No. 

      I may die this morning, but not like this.

      I forced my eyes open and scanned the edge of the cliff. I couldn’t imagine I’d survive the fall. But I preferred to take my own life rather than have these hunters take it from me. Of course, I might end up with a bullet lodged in my back before I ever made it off the cliff. But it was worth trying. It wasn’t like I had anything to lose. 

      I didn’t have any semblance of a plan. My adrenaline took over.

      I took a deep breath, my heart hammering in my chest. Just as Anthony had finished sharpening the stake and the men had begun to approach me to pin me down, I sprang up, slamming my elbow backward and catching Anthony square in the jaw. My sudden motion knocked him off his feet. I had a few split seconds before they started firing bullets. I reached Anthony just in time. Gripping his neck, I held him before me as a shield as I backed away, closer to the edge of the cliff. 

      Men tried to run up behind me but I was too fast. I’d reached the edge of the cliff too quickly. There was no way they could fire a bullet without hitting Anthony. Anthony tried to struggle against my grip, but without his weapons, he was no match for my strength—even with the sun’s torture. I extended my claws and dug them against his neck. 

      “Stop struggling, or I’ll slit your throat,” I growled into his ear. 

      He chuckled dryly. 

      “So what’s your game plan, vampire? Pray tell. Once you kill me, there will be nothing stopping these men shooting at you. And even if you don’t kill me, there’s only so long you can stand here with me before the sun cooks you alive.”

      He was right, of course. I doubted I’d last more than an hour, at most, standing here with the sun beating down on me. Ten men now stood armed and ready to shoot the moment I gave them a chance. 

      Attempting to calm my racing heart, I pushed Anthony to the ground in front of me. A symphony of bullets erupted. Facing the sun and the edge of the cliff, I kicked with all the strength my legs could muster and dove. Bullets grazed my skin just as I fell. 

      My limbs knocked against overhanging rocks, bone splintering, as I spiraled down in a free fall. I was sure I’d broken my leg. The wind rushing past my ears deafened me. I didn’t know where I would land, whether I would hit water deep enough to survive. I hadn’t had time to calculate before I jumped. 

      The hunters had taken us to such a height because they’d thought not even a vampire would be so insane to jump from it. 

      They had grossly underestimated the insanity of Caleb Achilles.
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      We reappeared in the penthouse. I was afraid to open my eyes as I felt the soft living room carpet beneath my feet. Gasps erupted around the room.

      Derek sat on the couch, an arm around Vivienne, who was trembling uncontrollably in his arms. His jaw dropped to the floor as his eyes fell on me. Xavier sat next to them, equally stunned. Ben and Rose, also hovering over the couch, stared in my direction with a mixture of horror and bewilderment. Their eyes travelled from their father to… their father.

      I expected to see Kiev and Mona. But neither were in the room. I supposed that I should have been grateful that at least Kiev wasn’t here to witness this second Derek. 

      “What the—?” Derek swore. He looked like he’d just seen a ghost. I imagined how bizarre it would be to see myself across the living room floor.

      “You asked for Sofia,” Corrine said, nudging me forward.

      I stepped forward, wincing as I looked at my husband. “It’s me,” I said in Derek’s baritone voice.

      “Wha—How?”

      “It’s a long story,” I said. I was about to cross the room and place a hand on Derek’s shoulder, but I held myself back. Touching my husband would hardly make him feel more comfortable. “I’ll explain it all to you, I promise. But…” I walked closer to the sofa, looking down at Vivienne. “What happened?” 

      Since everyone still appeared to be recovering from the shock of seeing me, Corrine answered. “Vivienne came a few minutes after Kiev and Mona left. She’s had a vision. It seems she’s still having one now.”

      I approached my sister-in-law.

      “What’s wrong, Vivienne? What did you see?” 

      She moaned and continued shaking in Derek’s arms. Vivienne was so in a world of her own, she didn’t seem to have noticed that Derek’s double had just appeared in the room. I reached down and brushed her cheek gently with a hand. 

      Her eyes flickered open, though they were glassy and distant. Her lips trembled as she parted them. 

      “Time is slipping,” she said in a voice barely louder than a breath. 

      “What do you mean?” I urged. 

      “It’s drawing close. Too close.”

      “What is?” 

      I looked at Derek, who was still staring at me in bewilderment. 

      “What do you see, Viv?” Xavier urged, forcing his eyes away from me to look back at his wife.

      “Derek and Sofia,” she murmured. Her eyes rolled and she closed them again. Her lips moved, but no more words came out. 

      Xavier stood up, carrying Vivienne in his arms. “I think she needs to rest.” His voice faltered as he looked at us.

      “Stay the night with us,” Derek said, “I want to be able to check on her.” He stood up and led them to the spare bedroom. 

      Now I was alone with my twins. They stared at me, their mouths agape. 

      “Mom?” 

      “Yeah,” I sighed, running a hand through Derek’s hair. 

      “How? Why?” 

      I was about to answer when Derek reentered the room. Glancing at Corrine, he gripped me by the arm and pulled me out of the living room into our own bedroom. 

      He closed the door behind us and glared at me. 

      “Explain.”

      I sighed and sat down on the edge of the bed. 

      “I wanted to break the ice between you and Kiev,” I said. “So, I initiated apologies from both of you. I took a potion, two potions, one to turn into Kiev—”

      “You turned into Kiev?”

      “Yes,” I said, steeling myself. “I came to visit you in your room and apologized. Likewise, I visited Kiev as you and invited him round to dinner…”

      Derek gaped at me. “I can’t believe you would do that.”

      “Really?” I said, my blood pressure rising. “If you hadn’t been so stubborn, I wouldn’t have been driven to such desperate measures. You think I enjoy being a hairy man? Huh? And now the spell’s not even wearing off—” My voice broke. It was disturbing, hearing Derek’s voice get all sentimental like a girl’s.

      “What? What do you mean it’s not wearing off?” 

      “It was supposed to wear off yesterday,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady and swallow back my tears. 

      “What does Corrine say?” 

      “She says it will wear off… Look, I’m probably just overreacting, okay? It’s been a long day. It will wear off.” 

      He bent down and motioned to touch me, I guessed in comfort, but then stepped back. 

      “Agh, I can’t do it.”

      “Don’t. It’s weird.” I breathed out and looked up at him, wanting to change the subject. “How did dinner go?” 

      “It went all right,” he muttered, averting his eyes to the floor. “Kiev and I talked.”

      “Good.” At least it wasn’t all in vain. 

      My thoughts drifted back to Vivienne. It had been a long time since Vivienne had experienced such an intense vision. The last had been when this island was riddled with darkness and the Elders’ influence. We’d lived without her ominous visions for almost two decades now. Her having them now again was perhaps the most discomforting thing that had happened since the twins were first kidnapped from Hawaii. Because Vivienne’s visions, although not always accurate, were rarely far off the truth.

      Derek too seemed lost in thought. I was sure that he was also feeling disturbed about Vivienne. 

      The stress of the day was taking its toll on me. I yawned, rubbing my face with Derek’s big hands.

      “Maybe things will be clearer in the morning.”

      “Maybe,” he said. 

      “Let’s get some rest,” I said, removing Ibrahim’s shirt from Derek’s chest and lying back in bed.

      Derek remained frozen to his spot in the corner of the room.  

      “What?”

      “As much as you might think me a narcissist, Sofia, sleeping with myself is something I have never felt the urge for. I’ll rest in the spare bedroom next to Xavier and Vivienne.”

      He turned to leave the room. Despite the heaviness surrounding us, I couldn’t help but chuckle at the horror on his face at the notion. 

      Grabbing his pillow and laying it on top of my own, I nestled Derek’s heavy head down against it. “Suit yourself,” I mumbled as he closed the door. “Just be grateful Mona stole a leg hair. Or it could have been Kiev dribbling on your pillow tonight…”
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      Hundreds of bullets rained down on me. If even one of them found its way into my flesh, I’d burn up inside. 

      I’d been right about one of my legs breaking during the fall. My right arm was also dislocated. But I had no choice but to force my wrecked body to start moving as soon as I hit the water. The salt stung my singed skin as I swam deeper, away from the edge of the cliff. I looked back up toward the top of the cliff, my breath hitching just looking at the crazy jump I’d just taken. Then I caught sight of a black helicopter descending toward me. 

      Ducking my head beneath the water, I strained my aching muscles to kick down further, deeper. If they lowered their cage again, it wouldn’t be difficult to catch me. 

      More bullets fired into the water. I swam deeper and deeper, and although my lungs felt the strain and my head began to feel light, I couldn’t let up. I would hold my lungs until they burst if it meant avoiding death in their hands.

      As I touched the bottom of the ocean, it was also darker, and although the salt still stung, at least the sun’s rays reached me less down here. Parting seaweed, I swam with my stomach grazing the floor. I looked upward and spotted the shadow of the black wasp above the water, although now about two hundred meters away, not directly over me. I kept swimming, every few minutes glancing back up at the shadow which seemed to be slowly losing track of me. 

      I waited until I was about half a kilometer away before giving relief to my screaming lungs. I allowed myself to surface for no more than ten seconds, keeping a close eye on the helicopter skimming the waves, before submerging myself again.

      The helicopter remained nearby for what felt like an hour. Although it drew dangerously close again, I managed to stay deep enough beneath the water for them to not notice me. Perhaps they presumed me dead. Whatever the case, I was just grateful they didn’t send divers down to look for me. 

      I continued swimming for hours, far past the point where I thought my limbs would collapse. Only once the helicopter had completely disappeared did I resurface. 

      Now that I resurfaced and felt the full force of the midday sun beating down against my skin, escaping the hunters felt like child’s play. My body was too weak to continue swimming so deep under water, and yet I couldn’t resurface and float without being roasted alive. 

      I reached for my belt. It still had the small conch shell fastened to it. I removed the belt from my pants and fixed it securely around my neck. Then I ripped off my pants and, tearing the fabric, wrapped it around the top half of my body as best I could. Although the sun still dug into my flesh, the dark pant fabric at least helped to bear the brunt of it. 

      I dove down to the sea bed again and plucked handfuls of seaweed. Resurfacing, I added this as an extra layer against the fury of the sun—however pathetic it was.

      My throat was parched, my whole body trembling. 

      I lost track of time. I faded in and out of unconsciousness, my body being carried further and further out to sea. The water became colder and colder, indicating how much deeper I was being sucked. The ocean that had been my savior from the hunters was now my enemy. I didn’t know what nasty surprises it might hold within its depths. I just had to hope there were no sharks in these parts. 

      

      

      I woke up to the feeling of cords tightening around my body, restricting my breathing. I opened my eyes. I was surrounded by slimy brown rope, closing in around me and lifting me upward. I was too weak to struggle. My torn pants and seaweed slipped off me as I was pulled over a ledge and landed on a hard floor. 

      “Hey. It’s okay. I’ve got you.”

      I looked up to see a young man towering over me. A cigarette hanging from his mouth, he was dressed in faded dungarees stained with blood. 

      I was on a small boat. Nets of fish writhed on the front deck, an assortment of hooks and fishing equipment scattered about. Spotting the dark entrance of a cabin, I dove for shelter from the sun. 

      The young man followed me, leaning against the doorway. He grimaced as he looked at me. 

      “Sweet Jesus, you’re a mess. You’re lucky I found you. You wouldn’t have lasted much—”

      My hunger took over. I launched for him, gripping his throat and pinning him to the ground. I tore through his jugular. My body heaved as I drained every last drop of blood from him. I gasped for breath, knocking him away from me and leaning back against the wall. I closed my eyes. His fresh hot blood felt like ecstasy flowing through my veins. The sensation drowned out my feeling of guilt.

      I stood up and searched the boat. I found a small bathroom beneath deck. I looked in the mirror. I barely recognized myself. Every inch of my skin was covered in swollen sores and blisters. I trusted that the blood would speed up my recovery.  

      I sat back down, allowing myself a few more minutes’ rest as my body worked on healing itself. But then I got up. I had no idea how much time had passed since we’d been kidnapped by the hunters on the beach, but now that I was alone, I had to try to complete my mission no matter how doubtful I was about it being too late. 

      I hurried to the control room. My eyes rested on the electronic navigation device. I studied the map. I wasn’t as far away from The Shade as I’d feared I might be.  

      I examined the boat’s controls. It was a small vessel. I didn’t know how much fuel was left in it, but I had no choice but to attempt this now.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      The vessel did end up running out of fuel, but thankfully I’d found a spare jerrycan below deck. 

      It was close to the early hours of the morning by the time I arrived outside the boundary of The Shade. The boat shuddered as I brushed against the boundary, sending papers and equipment flying everywhere. 

      I reached for the conch in my belt. Taking a deep breath, I blew into it. I wasn’t able to make out the sound, but if Mona was still on the island, she would hear it. 

      I waited. And waited. I blew the conch again.  

      After an hour of waiting, I thought she wasn’t going to turn up. Perhaps the spell had worn off the shell after all these years. Or she had come to the edge of the boundary, seen it was me, and returned, not being willing to give me the time of day. The possibilities were endless.  

      But then she appeared out of thin air on the deck a few feet away from me, a dressing gown wrapped around her body, her long blonde hair tied up in a bun. I realized how strange I looked wearing nothing but my underwear. At least my wounds had mostly healed by now.   

      “You?” Her eyes narrowed on me. “What are you doing here?” 

      “I’m here to make a trade with you. I have a piece of information that you need to know. In return you must answer a question.”

      Her lips parted, her brows furrowing. 

      “You realize that I could blast you and this boat out of the water with a flick of my finger?” 

      I nodded, trying to keep my expression calm, even as urgency coursed through me. 

      “I don’t think you’ll want to do that until you’ve heard what I have to say.”

      “What?” 

      “Once I’ve told you, you won’t be able to keep yourself from running off. I need you to answer my question first.”

      She crossed her arms over her chest, her eyes darkening. 

      “Look, vampire. You’ve just woken me up, drawn me away from my bed—”

      “As you did when you came to fetch me for Rose.”

      “You’re in no position to be calling the shots. Tell me your information first, then we’ll see what question you have.”

      I stood my ground. 

      “No. You answer first, or I’ll not tell you the information I came here with.”

      She closed the distance between us, gripping my jaw. 

      “I could torture the information out of you,” she hissed. “You do realize that?” 

      I chuckled dryly. “I’m quite beyond responding to torture, believe me.”

      She glared into my eyes for several more minutes. I returned her gaze steadily. Then, breathing out in frustration, she said, “Well, spit it out.”

      “I believe you were inducted to become a Channeler. Correct?” 

      “Yes.”

      “How did you… become one, without losing yourself in the process?” 

      “That’s what you came all this way to ask me? Why, are you thinking to become a Channeler?” 

      “Just answer the question.”

      Her brows furrowed, and she paused. “What makes you think I didn’t lose myself?” 

      I stared at her, examining her heart-shaped face.

      “You just strike me as… different from any Channeler I’ve come across before.”

      She sighed and leaned against the wall of my boat. 

      “You’re right. I am different. Though I did lose myself. I was just lucky enough to have someone to remind me of who I was. To save me.”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “I had someone who was able to help remind me of who I was before I lost myself.”

      “Who?”

      “Someone I was—am—in love with.” 

      “How?” 

      She frowned. “I thought you said one question.” 

      “Just answer me, will you?” I said irritably.

      “I… I honestly don’t know how he did it. I just somehow… saw myself in him. And then all the memories came flooding back in waves.”

      “Perhaps if I tell you the purpose of my question, you will better be able to help me,” I said after a pause. Although I hated the thought of baring myself before this stranger, I had to if I wanted a useful answer from Mona. “It’s about Annora. She’s lost herself completely. We were lovers and I’d do anything to get her back to how she was.”

      Mona looked intrigued. 

      “You were in love with Annora, huh? Hm. Were you there with her during her induction?” 

      I shook my head. “What goes on in the induction? What is it?”

      Mona’s eyes darkened. She shuddered, wrapping her night gown more tightly around her.

      “I don’t want to talk about it. I’m still recovering from it myself. I don’t want to bring those dark memories back. What I can tell you is… it’s carried out in the supernatural realm by someone called Lilith. If you’re interested to know more, I suggest you ask someone else about her.”

      I brought my fist down against the side of the boat. It rocked from the force of my blow. 

      “There is nobody else I can ask.”

      Mona showed signs of irritation again. 

      “Look, vampire. I’ve answered your questions. I’ve given you a lead. Now tell me what you came for.”

      I heaved a sigh. She was right, I supposed. At least I had a name. I made a mental note to raid Annora’s library when I returned. If this Lilith was such an influential person, perhaps she would be mentioned in one of Annora’s books. 

      “Are Derek and Sofia still alive?” I asked.

      Mona’s eyes widened. “Of course. Why wouldn’t they be? You know they escaped—”

      “Listen carefully,” I said, stepping forward and gripping her shoulder. “What I’m about to tell you—nobody can ever know that you heard it from me. Nobody can know that I came here tonight to talk to you. Not any of the Novaks, nobody in The Shade, and certainly none of the witches. You must promise to not breathe a word to anyone.”

      “All right, but—”

      “Just promise me.”

      She hesitated, confusion lining her face, then reached out her hand for me to shake. 

      “All right. You have my word. Just spit it out.”

      I took a step back. “Annora cast a spell on Derek and Sofia Novak while they were with us. A binding curse. They have seven days from when she cast the curse… and I have no idea when that was.”

      Shock turned to urgency. Mona swore and vanished in an instant. She would now do what she had to do. 

      I returned to the control cabin, the stench of the fisherman’s corpse lingering in the warm night air.  

      And now it’s time for me to return to my icy prison before my own seven days are up.
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      I didn’t think it possible for that night to bring more surprises.

      But not long after I’d drifted off to sleep, the door to my room burst open. I jolted upright. The spitting image of myself stared down at me. The mist of sleep still partially upon me, it took a few seconds to remember it was Sofia. Mona hurried into the room after her.

      Sofia put my strong arms around me and shook me. “Get up,” she shouted in my deep voice.

      “What?” 

      She hauled me out of bed and pushed me down to kneel on the floor.  

      “Sofia, what is—”

      Mona gripped both of our heads and pushed us further down against the floor until our heads were touching it. Her fingers digging deeper against my scalp, agony erupted in my chest, as if my heart had just ruptured. A white mist fell over my eyes. I began coughing up blood. I heard Sofia choking by my side.

      What is she doing to us?  

      I tried to look up at the witch, but as I forced my head upward, a burning heat seared through my spine. I collapsed again on the carpet. 

      “What are you doing?” I managed. 

      “Shh,” the witch hissed.

      A blinding headache came on. It felt like my brain was splitting in two. I didn’t think that it was possible to experience worse pain than what Annora had put us through in her study. But now it paled in comparison to Mona’s torture. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could maintain consciousness. 

      My body was on the verge of giving in, when Mona finally released her grip on us and stepped back.  

      Slowly gathering myself, I managed to find the strength to sit up. Panting, I stared from her to Sofia. 

      “What was that?” I tried to shout, unable to contain my anger, but my voice cracked.

      Sweat shining on Mona’s forehead, she looked down at the two of us. 

      “Annora cast a binding spell on you.”

      I stared at her, my mouth dropping open. 

      “What?” Sofia croaked.

      “When you were her prisoners, she bound you to her island. You had seven days to live since the day you escaped.”

      My lips opened, but no words came out. I stared at Sofia, whose shocked expression mirrored my own. That’s what the bitch must have done to us in her study.

      “H-how did you know?” Sofia stammered. 

      “I… I just felt something was wrong. I suppose as the time grew nearer, the spell was gathering potency. I just felt it.”

      “I-is it completely off us now?” Sofia asked.

      “Yes. I think so.”

      I leaned back against the bedpost, trying to steady my breathing as the pain ebbed away from my body. I gazed blankly at the wall.   

      “That’s what Vivienne was disturbed about,” I said quietly, more to myself than anyone else. “She had sensed something wrong too…”

      Silence filled the room. 

      “Now if you two don’t mind,” Mona said, “I’m going to return to bed.”

      With a snap of her fingers she vanished from the spot. I should have thanked the witch before she left, but I was still too stunned to think straight.

      I looked at Sofia. “Do you remember how many days have passed since we were in Annora’s study?” 

      Sofia squinted, biting her lip as she racked her brains. “It must have been about a week, or very nearly a week.”

      “That was close. Too close.”

      I should have suspected that Annora wouldn’t have let us get away so lightly. If it weren’t for Mona, we would be dead—yet another way we were now indebted to her. 

      

      The next morning, I woke early and went to our bedroom. Sofia still showed no signs of changing back. I shook her awake. She stumbled out of bed and looked in the mirror, breathing out heavily. 

      “What if you’re stuck like this forever?”  

      “I won’t be,” she said. “I told you, Corrine said I just have to wait.” She climbed back into bed and leaned against the headboard. “Tell me exactly what happened with Kiev.” 

      I frowned, running a hand through my hair. 

      The truth was, as much as I hated to admit it, Sofia’s plan had worked. The dinner with Kiev and Mona had gone far better than I could have expected. Kiev had behaved civilly with me, and I’d tried to respond in kind—even if I was still a bit stiff in some of my remarks. Having the witches there to guide the conversation had definitely helped. 

      I wasn’t sure how long this truce would last. I was certain that we would still clash—that just seemed to be in our natures. But something told me we’d come to an understanding. Perhaps even a sense of respect for one another. At least this seemed to be enough to satisfy Sofia. I supposed, now that I’d recovered from the shock, I was grateful she had done what she had.

      “There’s not much I can tell you,” I said. “Kiev and I didn’t do a lot of talking, but we were civil to each other. The witches led most of the conversation.”

      She smiled. “I’m glad.”

      She reached for my face instinctively, her—my—hand brushing against my cheek before I could stop her.

      I flinched and stepped away. “I want my wife back.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16: Sofia

        

      

    
    
      It took longer than any of us could have expected but, finally, I turned back into myself. 

      I managed to convince Derek to keep my trick a secret from Kiev. There was no need for Kiev to know. It would only be detrimental to their newly formed relationship. I still regretted Derek finding out. If Vivienne’s vision hadn’t been such bad timing, neither of them would have ever discovered my trick. Still, the two men were now on speaking terms. And that was all that mattered.

      I’d never been so happy to look in the mirror. I stared at myself for several minutes once the transformation was complete, touching my face and running my hands along my skin. Derek was overjoyed. He scooped me up in his arms and kissed me hard. 

      Now that I was back, and Derek and Kiev were on civil terms, we needed to call a meeting to discuss the map they’d found. Derek arranged for a meeting in the Great Dome that evening. Kiev, his siblings, Mona, Matteo and Saira were already seated in the dome when we arrived. Mona slid the map toward Derek and me.  

      Black crosses covered the parchment, scattered across every continent. North and South America, Europe, Asia…   

      I exhaled sharply. The shock in Derek’s face mirrored what I felt. Vivienne, Xavier and other members of our council gathered behind us, peering over our shoulders at the map. 

      “I suspect that some of those gates are no longer functioning properly—like the one we entered through,” Mona said. “But more skilled witches than myself will be able to break through them regardless.”

      “Do you think there’s any chance other creatures know about these gates?” Derek asked.

      Derek’s question sent my head reeling. I didn’t think I could handle another intrusion of Elders and Hawks. We’d been there, done that. Gotten the postcard.

      “I very much doubt it,” Mona said. “I believe only the witches know about these portals. They keep them secret. They wouldn’t want other supernatural creatures meddling with their plans here.”

      “Thank God,” I said. 

      “Are you capable of closing gates?” Derek asked. 

      Mona bit her lip, frowning. “I haven’t tried, but I think so. Gate opening is a much more skilled process, but closing I believe I can manage.”

      “The Ageless was able to close gates,” I said. “You’re as powerful as the Ageless, aren’t you?”

      Mona’s face twitched. “Yes.” She looked down at the table uncomfortably. “But I don’t think it’s going to help. There is one warlock who is especially powerful. Rhys. I thought I might have killed him, but I can’t be sure. If he is still alive, I believe that he might have developed the skill by now to open gates. He’s one of the most advanced warlocks of our kind. He is—or was—a Channeler, like me. Only more experienced and disciplined in black magic.” She paused and glanced up at Kiev before continuing. “Close one gate, and another could just be opened the next day. I don’t think closing gates is the answer.”

      I looked at Derek. Neither of us seemed willing to accept her statement.

      “Well, closing these gates would be a start.”

      “You forget that I can’t leave this island,” Mona said. “The Shade could withstand the attack of one witch without my presence, but more than one—hell, I’m not even sure that I could hold up the spell even if I was present.”

      Derek turned to Ibrahim. “Can’t you close gates?”

      He nodded. “I can.”

      “Then you can go. Take another witch with you. Close as many gates as you can.”

      Even Ibrahim looked dubious. “Derek, if what Mona says is true, this isn’t going to solve anything.”

      Corrine gripped Ibrahim’s shoulder. “And how do we know these gates aren’t being guarded by black witches capable of overpowering Ibrahim? I don’t want to risk losing him again for a mission that probably won’t even be effective.”

      It was Kiev who spoke next. His eyes traveled from me to Derek. “Perhaps we all need to accept that supernatural creatures will always be drawn to this realm. So long as they are, they will find ways to break through. Perhaps there never will be a safe Earth, and rather than putting effort into preventing their entrance, we need to adapt to survive alongside them.” 

      Ah, Kiev. Always the ray of sunshine. 

      The trouble was, it seemed that living alongside us was the last thing these witches had in mind.
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      Lilith. 

      The name played over and over in my mind as I navigated back to my island. I racked my brains for any mention of her throughout the time I’d spent with these witches, but drew a blank.   

      I just knew one thing: she was the person I had to seek out if I ever wanted to understand how Annora had lost herself, and whether there was any chance of recovery. 

      The boat was considerably slower than the submarine and it wasn’t until the following evening that I finally arrived back on the island. I’d dropped the dead body in the ocean hours ago, but its stench still lingered in the cabin. 

      I left the boat moored in the harbor and made my way back up to the castle. I was glad to find the entrance hall empty. I was in no mood for answering questions now. 

      I had almost made it back to my room when I came across Annora on the staircase. 

      “Caleb!”

      I groaned internally, lifting my eyes from the stairs to look at her. 

      “Frederik and the rest told me you were lifted up into an aircraft.” 

      “We came across a group of hunters,” I grunted. 

      “Hunters,” she said, wetting her lower lip, eyes glazing over as she considered my words. “Where are the others?”

      “Dead. The hunters murdered them.”

      There was no sadness in her eyes at the news, just irritation. “How did you survive?” 

      “By turning into a madman. I leapt from a cliff. Almost died in the process. I managed to come by a fisherman at sea and… here I am.” I looked at her impatiently. “And now, if you’ll excuse me…” 

      Her eyes scanned the length of my dirty, almost naked body, and she stepped aside for me to continue on my way. 

      I locked myself in my apartment and the first thing I did was take a shower, soaping myself from top to bottom, trying to get rid of the sand and salt water. When I looked in the mirror, my skin had mostly healed itself of the burns and blisters, but areas of my back which had been particularly exposed to the sun were still sensitive. 

      I dried myself and climbed into bed, stretching out my aching limbs and closing my eyes.

      Memories of the hunters came drifting back. The sick torture, the loss of several companions I’d spent decades with… I just felt numb to it all. I’d become desensitized. I realized that was partly Annora’s influence on me, and in that way, I’d become like her. 

      Now that I had time to think in the silence of my own room, and pushing aside thoughts of my encounter with Mona for the time being, the true implications of what had transpired dawned on me. 

      Annora wouldn’t want to risk losing more of her vampires. If this type of ambushing was going to become a more regular occurrence, we needed The Shade’s humans more than ever.
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      The whole island was shaken by what had almost happened to my parents. It just reinforced how dependent on Mona we were now. In the face of Annora’s cunning, it seemed that only Mona could protect us. Goosebumps ran along my skin to think what would have happened if Mona hadn’t figured it out in time.

      I remembered asking Caleb what happened to vampires bound by Annora’s curse who stayed away longer than seven days. He had refused to tell me. 

      Caleb. The memory of him disappearing with Mona, not even looking up to say goodbye, still haunted me. 

      I supposed I should have been thankful to him. He’d made the break quick, clinical. I understood why he’d done it. There was no way that we could be together now.

      I put thoughts of Caleb aside as I approached the foot of Zinnia and Gavin’s tree. I went up in the elevator and walked onto their balcony, knocking on the front door.

      Griffin opened the door and smiled. 

      “Hey, Rose. How are you?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Do you want to come in?” 

      “No,” I said, “I wanted to talk to you, Griff. Could we go for a walk along the beach?”

      I couldn’t miss the excitement in his eyes as he grabbed a sweater from the back of the door and pulled it on. 

      “I’m going out,” he called into the apartment before stepping out onto the balcony with me and shutting the door. We descended in the elevator and it wasn’t until we had hit the forest floor that I felt comfortable enough to begin. 

      I caught Griff’s hand and squeezed it, looking up at him in the eye. 

      “I owe you an answer,” I said. Griff stared at me intently, barely breathing, even though I could tell he was trying to be cool. “I’m just going to be honest with you, okay?”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to be anything but,” he said.

      I held Griff’s hand tighter. “I love you, Griff. And I hate to say but, but there is a but. I think my love for you is strongest as my friend.”

      I looked up at him. His eyes were on the forest ground. He was quite expressionless. He nodded slowly. But didn’t answer. 

      We walked the rest of the way in awkward silence as we reached the beach. 

      “Are you all right?”

      This time he looked directly at me. “Of course I am,” he said, smiling. “Having you love me as a friend is enough.” 

      I squeezed his hand tighter. “But things won’t be awkward? Now I know what you really feel about me…”

      He sighed. “I can’t pretend that I haven’t wished we had more than friendship, but things don’t have to be awkward.”

      “But I feel awkward about it,” I said. In a way I wished he’d never told me.

      “Well, don’t,” he said, stopping in his tracks.

      We continued walking, but I wasn’t convinced. 

      “I guess you just have to see the situation for what it is,” Griff said, “I won’t feel awkward around you, I promise. And neither should you.”

      I draped my arms over his shoulders, lifting myself up and planting a gentle kiss on his cheek. His face flushed red, almost matching his hair color.

      “But if you go doing that too often, it might get awkward,” he said, grinning. 

      I reached for his arm again, looping mine through it, as we continued our walk along the beach.

      “Okay. Thanks, Griff.”

      We began chatting about other things, like Mona, Kiev and my parents almost dying. After about a mile, we caught sight of Ben and Abby walking toward us from the opposite direction. 

      I raised my eyebrows on seeing the two of them together. Even when Abby was round our house, she barely talked to Ben. It was a shock to see them both strolling alone together like this, Abby bunching up the hem of her dress in the waves, holding Ben’s arm.

      “Hey,” I called, as we neared within ten feet of each other. “What’s up?” 

      “We were just taking a walk with—” Before Ben could finish his sentence, there was a heavy pounding against wet sand and Shadow came into view, hurtling toward us. He carried in his mouth a thick tree branch. He halted at the last minute and dropped the branch in front of Abby.

      I leaned over and stroked Shadow’s head. Then regretted it instantly. He tried to leap up on me. He would have flattened me—albeit affectionately—had Abby not grabbed his collar and hauled him away. He continued to thrash about, straining to lavish his slimy affections on me.

      “Whoa, boy,” Abby said. As a vampire, she was the only one powerful enough to control him. Shadow’s strength still scared me, even though I knew I owed my life to him for carrying my mother out of The Blood Keep.

      Griff and I decided to keep walking along with Ben and Abby, who were now headed back toward the direction of the Port. As we were approaching, Abby stopped short. Shadow’s ears pricked up. They both turned their eyes toward the ocean.

      “What?” Ben asked.

      “Listen,” Abby said, placing a finger to her lips. “Someone is calling for help.”

      We all strained our ears once more, and finally I heard it. Abby was right. Far in the distance, someone was yelling for help. 

      Abby squinted, scanning the shoreline with her supernatural vision. Finally she pointed. 

      “Someone is out there, beyond the boundary.”

      Ben looked in the direction of the harbor and pointed toward one of the submarines. “Let’s go see.”

      We hurried over to the port and bundled into a submarine. We followed Ben into the control room. He navigated us away from the jetty, toward the boundary of the island. I hoped nobody had seen us. Our parents didn’t like us going near the boundary. 

      As we looked through the glass screen, human legs came into view. 

      “Go up,” I said. 

      Ben surfaced and we hurried back to the hatch. Ben climbed up first and stuck his head out. 

      “It’s Micah!” he called down, before climbing out. 

      “Who’s Micah?”

      “One of the werewolves.” 

      “Careful, Ben,” Abby called up as he balanced on the slippery roof.

      I lifted myself up through the hatch. My eyes fell on the spot where a young man with shoulder-length blond hair was floating in the water, one of The Shade’s small wooden boats beside him, capsized. 

      “Micah,” Ben shouted. 

      Micah looked around wildly, unable to see the source of the voice since he was outside the boundary. 

      “Are you all right?” Ben asked. 

      “Yes,” he replied. “I just strayed too far by accident. I didn’t mean to go outside the boundary.”

      “Hold on,” Ben said. “I’m coming for you.” 

      Ripping off his shirt, Ben dove into the water and reappeared on the other side of the boundary. He reached Micah, gripped hold of his arm and pulled him toward the submarine.

      “Thanks,” Micah panted. Griffin reached down and helped haul Ben onto the submarine, and then Micah. Micah towered over me, a small net of fish hung over one shoulder. I stepped aside. 

      “How is it you weren’t able to come back in?” Griffin asked. “I thought Mona gave you all permission to come and go as you please.”

      “Yeah. Knowing my luck, I think I was out fishing during the meeting she called to put that charm on us. It seems I’m able to exit but not re-enter.”

      We all dropped back down through the hatch and made our way to the control room. Ben began navigating us back to the shore. 

      I recognized Micah now that I eyed him more closely. I’d seen him among the crowd before, but had never spoken to him. He sat in the passenger seat directly opposite mine and was making no attempt to hide the way he was staring at me. I found it off-putting and turned my attention to Griff. 

      “Why don’t you come back to my place after this and I’ll cook us both something?”

      “I’d love that.” Griff smiled down at me.

      I looked up again at Micah. His hazel-brown eyes were still fixed on me. I got up and pulled Griff with me out of the control room and into the passenger area to avoid Micah’s gaze. He was a beautiful specimen of a man, but I didn’t understand why he was looking at me so unashamedly. It occurred to me that maybe—since he was a werewolf, and also from the supernatural realm—I shouldn’t be so quick to judge him. Maybe their manners were just different. The fact was that until Kiev’s arrival on the island, I’d never encountered a werewolf in my life. They intrigued me, but I had no idea how they behaved. They seemed to be less reserved than vampires. 

      Whatever his reason for staring at me, I didn’t feel comfortable and was happy to retreat to the passenger room toward the back of the submarine while we travelled back to the island. 

      Griff and I let the others exit first. Micah was the last we were waiting for. He picked up his fish net and dragged it up through the hatch, some fish still alive and flapping. We followed after, Griff pushing me up first. Ben and Abby were already making their way toward Shadow, who was waiting on the sand. Micah stopped midway along the jetty and turned back to face us. 

      “I was going to roast some of these.” He gestured to the fish. “Just thought I’d invite you both to join me.”

      I’d been looking forward to spending some quality time with my best friend, but I wasn’t sure how to turn Micah down without sounding rude. He already knew we were hungry and I intended to cook for Griff and myself. 

      I looked after Ben and Abby. They’d already disappeared into the woods with Shadow.

      I looked at Griff. He shrugged. 

      “Thanks. That would be lovely,” I said. I reached out a hand and Micah shook it, his grip wet and intense. “I’m Rose, by the way.”

      “Oh,” he said, smiling, “I doubt there’s anyone on this island who doesn’t know who you are, princess.”

      I brushed my hand against Griff’s shoulder. “This is Griffin.”

      Micah and Griffin shook hands. 

      “Where do you plan to cook?” I asked. 

      “On the beach. Nothing like cooking in the fresh sea air.”

      We walked along in silence for a few minutes before Micah stopped on a particularly rocky part of the beach. 

      He laid the fish down on the sand and ran over to the boulders a few meters away. He grabbed two large rocks—one beneath each arm—and walked back over.

      “Thanks,” I said as he set the two stones down for me and Griff to sit on. He returned to the spot and came back with one more for himself. Then he fetched a fourth longer slab and placed it between us. He collected some wood from the forest nearby and, with two pieces of flint, started coaxing a fire to life. Griff and I stood in the direction the wind was blowing, helping to block its force as the fire gathered strength.

      I wondered what kind of life Micah had lived back in the supernatural realm. Clearly they’d learned to be resourceful. They didn’t seem to take anything for granted and my mother had commented how happy and grateful they seemed just to have roofs over their heads.

      Griff and I watched as Micah went about cleaning the fish in the sea and, after removing a dagger from his belt, began preparing them. 

      I cleared my throat. “I take it you’re used to eating fish.”

      He looked up at me and nodded with a smile. 

      It wasn’t long before Micah was handing both Griff and I platters of roasted fish. No salt. No seasoning. Micah sat down with a platter of his own opposite us and began to dig in.

      Since Griff wasn’t making much conversation, I asked another question. 

      “So, uh, how do you become a werewolf? How does it work? Is it like with vampires where you get infected? Are there Elder werewolves?”

      Micah swallowed a mouthful before replying. 

      “We have no Elders, unlike vampires. We are a species in our own right. And despite the folklore, it’s not true that humans can turn into werewolves. We’re not like vampires where we can infect others with our nature. You’re either born a werewolf, or you’re not. We have humanoid features, but even in our daytime forms, we are not truly humans.”

      “Do you have your own realm in the world of supernaturals? Like The Sanctuary? Or Cruor?”

      He nodded again, biting into another large fish. 

      “What’s it like?” 

      “Mountains, forests, open fields… And plenty of wild animals.”

      “Do you eat just animals?”

      He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 

      “We don’t have a chance normally to eat much else. I’ve never tried human flesh before. Can’t say I’m not curious to try it. Though I’ve heard that it ruins the taste of animal meat forever. Humans are rare in our realm. The witches tend to hog them all. Either the witches, or the ogres who have a way of getting large supplies of them… More?” he said, eyeing Griff’s and my empty hands.

      “No, thanks.” I looked at Griff. 

      “No, thanks,” he said.

      “I hope it was to your liking,” Micah said, more to me than to Griff as he glanced at me sideways. He went about preparing seven more large fish for himself before continuing. “So anyway, you don’t have to worry about that with us. As much as it’s tempting, we’re well practiced at surviving on animals. I believe there’s only one werewolf in the whole pack who’s tasted human flesh before.”

      “And who’s that?” I asked.

      “His name is Ianto. Big, burly fellow. Probably the largest of all of us. Hard to miss.”

      “I’ll be staying clear of him then.”

      “But like I said, even he is used to animal flesh. I wouldn’t be afraid of us. What you need to worry about is what will happen once more witches join forces with Annora. We don’t know if Mona will be strong enough to hold up this protection…”

      Thanks for reminding me. I’d been trying to push this thought from my mind since there was nothing we could do about it. 

      Griff stood up and walked over to the waves to wash his hands and mouth. 

      “Griff?” 

      “I’d better get going,” he said quietly. “I told my mom I’d be back by now. There’s something around the house she wanted me to help with.”

      He was avoiding my eyes as he spoke. Something wasn’t right. I hoped it didn’t have anything to do with the attention Micah was paying me. 

      “Okay, well, stop by tomorrow, will you?” I closed the distance between us and held his hands, forcing him to look at me.

      “Sure,” he said, giving me a forced smile before turning on his heel and striding away.

      “Bye, Griffin,” Micah called.

      “Bye,” Griff muttered.

      I watched him leave, then turned back to face Micah, an uncomfortable silence now falling between us. 

      He walked to the water and washed his hands in the waves. 

      Although I was disturbed by Griff’s behavior, I couldn’t deny that I was glad to have more time with Micah. I was curious to know more about werewolves and discover what other myths about them were untrue. 

      “What’s it like to turn every time the sun goes down? Does it hurt?” 

      He took a seat back down on the sand, removing his wet shirt and spreading it out on Griff’s empty slab before replying. “No. I’m so used to it, I don’t even think about it.”

      “I see,” I said, drawing my eyes away from his tan chest. “I’ve never seen a werewolf turn before.”

      “You should watch me tonight,” he said. 

      “I’d like that.”

      He stood up and reached his hand down to help me up. I took it and he pulled me to my feet. He flashed me a smile, revealing a set of perfect teeth—a little too sharp for a human’s. “I’ll come to fetch you just before sundown, if you like. But be ready, because once it happens I have no control over it.”

      “Okay,” I said, returning his smile. “It’s a date.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19: Abby

        

      

    
    
      I wasn’t sure what we had, Ben and I. 

      For the past few days, he’d shown up at my doorstep each afternoon to accompany me in taking Shadow for a walk. We strolled around the island, mostly sticking to the beaches because that was where Shadow liked it most. 

      It was a strange feeling. We’d grown up together, spent most of our lives together on the same island, yet it felt like we’d only just been acquainted. The conversations we had were those of strangers getting to know each other. 

      But I didn’t know if it was anything more than that. In the submarine I’d told Ben he didn’t need to be timid around me. And he wasn’t. He was true to his word in treating me like he would any other person. But I wasn’t sure if it was just an obligation he felt, or some kind of morbid curiosity, rather than spending time with me because he genuinely enjoyed my company. 

      There wasn’t really a way for me to know. But since he kept calling on my door and insisting on accompanying me for several days in a row, I guessed he got something out of hanging with me.

      I felt embarrassed about my feelings toward him, especially while we were out together. It was hard to relax. I felt on edge, self-conscious, not sure where I stood with him. Or how I should relate to him. I was afraid to hope. After all, that was how my own brother had gotten his heart broken. 

      Expectations. Assumptions. I was careful to harbor none. 

      The most I held was a light optimism that Ben might want to keep joining Shadow and me on walks. 

      Because whatever it was we had, or were beginning to have, I was glad for his company.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20: Aiden

        

      

    
    
      I’d been avoiding Adelle like the plague and she was beginning to notice it. The fact that my daughter and son-in-law had almost died gave me some excuse for my reclusiveness, but even that was beginning to wear thin for the witch. She’d visited my penthouse twice in the past twelve hours. I’d ignored her. But when she knocked a third time, I decided to answer the door.

      She stood on my porch, clutching a pile of papers in one arm. Her long fiery hair was tied up in a bun and she wore her signature summer dress, showing just enough of her long smooth legs to make my breath hitch. 

      “Aiden!” she gasped, reaching an arm around me and drawing me in for a hug. 

      I hugged her back awkwardly and stepped away as soon as she released me.

      “I haven’t seen you around. How are you?” 

      “Fine.”

      I stepped aside to allow her entrance into my apartment. She set her papers down on the dining table and drew up a chair. 

      “I’ll put some tea on,” I said, turning my back on her and busying myself brewing the chamomile tea I knew she was fond of. It was all I could do to avoid looking at her.

      “So you’ve recovered?”  

      “Just about.”

      “I knocked twice already. I guess you were sleeping.”

      “Yeah…”

      An awkward silence fell between us as we both listened to the electric kettle heat up. I reached into a cupboard and started rubbing a kitchen towel against an already bone-dry cup and saucer. 

      “I just, um, finished work at school. I stayed late today.”

      More silence.

      Eventually I could find no more excuses to keep my back to her. Once the water had boiled, I poured it into a teapot and placed it down on the wooden table along with the teacup and saucer.

      Then I drew up a seat opposite her. I looked up. She was frowning.

      “Are you sure you’re all right, Aiden?” 

      “Of course. Why do you ask?”

      “You just seem a bit… uptight.”

      “Ah, well, I’ve been through a lot recently. I guess it’s still taking its toll.”

      I drummed my fingers on the table, desperately racking my brain for something to change the subject, help me forget the pain that consumed me at having her sit so close to me, our knees almost touching beneath the table. So close, yet so far…

      She sipped her tea.

      “Mmm,” she said, smiling. “You know how I like it.” 

      But not as well as Eli… As much as I mocked myself for it, I couldn’t stop the childish thought from flitting through my head. I was sure now that any innocent statement she made would cause my mind to start comparing myself with Eli. 

      “How’s, uh, everything at school? Is everything back to normal now?”

      “Pretty much…”

      “Good.” 

      More silence followed. I hated how stilted things had become between us. Even though it hurt, I realized that the only way to dissipate the awkwardness was to tackle it outright.

      “Yuri tells me that you and Eli are going out. Congratulations.”

      Blood rose to her cheeks, giving them a rosy glow.

      “Uh, yes, actually.” She frowned. “I just wonder, how did Yuri know? Neither Eli or myself have told anyone yet.” 

      I cursed myself. In my hurry to make things right, I’d forgotten that I was the one who told Yuri about them.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “Perhaps he or Claudia caught sight of you somewhere.”

      I made a mental note to talk to Yuri and Claudia to make sure we kept this story straight. 

      “Ah, okay…” Adelle’s voice trailed off and she busied herself sipping tea again.

      I cleared my throat, picking up a pen and fiddling with it. I felt like snapping it. 

      “So, uh, how did it happen? He asked you out?” I asked, throwing her a casual glance.

      “He did. Soon after we both returned from Caleb’s island.” She paused, smiling fondly. “There’s a side to Eli that you wouldn’t expect. He’s got a great sense of humor once he comes out of his shell.”

      I recalled the way she’d been laughing that fateful day I’d discovered the two of them in each other’s arms in the boathouse by the lake. 

      “I’m sure,” I said, my jaw tensing. “Unfortunately, I’ve never had the privilege of seeing that side of him before.”

      “Maybe you need to get to know him better.”

      “Clearly.”

      She swallowed the last of her tea. 

      “Do you want some more?” I asked.

      “No, thank you. It was lovely though. I really have to get going. I just stopped by to check you were all right.”

      We both got up from the table and she picked up her papers, replacing them beneath her arm. I led her back to the front door.

      She gave me another hug, her perfume tantalizing my senses.

      “I’ll see you around, okay?” she said, squeezing my arm. 

      “Yeah. Bye.”

      She threw me another smile and vanished from the spot. 

      Late for a date with Eli, no doubt…

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21: Rose

        

      

    
    
      There was a sharp rapping at our door just before sundown. I hurried to answer it, but my father got to the door before me.  

      Micah stood in the doorway, dressed in a shirt and jeans. My mother had arranged for clothing for our guests, since they’d arrived with nothing but the clothes on their backs.

      “Yes?” 

      “I’m here for—” Micah began. 

      I reached the door and placed a hand on my father’s shoulder. 

      “He’s here for me.”

      My father raised his eyebrows, looking from me to the werewolf, before stepping aside and allowing me to exit. 

      “Watch your step with my daughter, wolf,” he said. 

      “Of course,” Micah said. 

      “And Rose.” My father’s eyes bored into mine. “Don’t stay out later than nine-thirty.”

      “Okay,” I said, hurrying toward the elevator with Micah before he could impose more restrictions on me.

      “Don’t mind my dad,” I muttered as we descended to the forest ground. 

      “I think it’s hard for anyone to not mind your father considering he’s the king of this place.”

      I let out a dry chuckle.  

      As we hit the forest path, I looked around. “So where do you plan to turn?” 

      “Wherever it starts to happen. It won’t be long now. We may as well keep walking.”

      We continued walking in silence. I kept shooting glances at him, expecting to see fur start sprouting through his skin. It wasn’t until we reached the beach that he grunted and stopped short. 

      “It’s time,” he said, his voice constricted. 

      I took a few steps back and stared as he sank to the floor, on his knees and hands. His body began to shake. His clothes burst beneath his expanding form and lay strewn on the ground. His head expanded. Thick fur grew over his skin. His teeth lengthened and became razor-sharp. His hands and feet balled up as his legs took shape. His whole body rippled with muscle as the transformation completed and he lifted himself up onto all fours. 

      “Normally, I’d try to be undressed during this time to avoid this.” His voice gravelly, he jerked his head toward the shreds of clothes on the ground. “But present company precluded that…”

      I gave him a weak smile. 

      He shook his thick brown coat and stretched out his limbs. 

      “Well, you’ve seen it. What did you think?” 

      “Um, it was faster than I thought it would be.”

      “Want a ride?” 

      “A-a ride?”

      “Yes.”

      I bit my lip, eyeing his broad back. Of course I wanted a ride. How many girls could say they’d ridden a werewolf before? But I felt shy to admit it. I’d only just met Micah.  

      “No?” he said. 

      “Okay. Just a short ride.”  

      He knelt down so I could mount him. I gripped the fur nearest his head and hauled myself up, one leg over either side of his back. 

      “Holding tight?”

      “Uh, not yet,” I said, burying my hands into the fur at the back of his neck and gripping tight. “Does this hurt?” 

      His back shook as he laughed. “No.”

      I gripped harder—just in time. He lurched forward, knocking the breath right out of me. We hurtled along the beach, spray and sand flying everywhere. I dug my heels into his sides, holding on for dear life. Werewolves seemed to be as fast as vampires. We raced around the island and soon enough my nerves cooled and I started to enjoy myself.

      He ran once around the island, and then he left the beach and started whipping through the woods. I ducked down and closed my eyes on his order to avoid the low-hanging branches. We reached the door of the Black Heights and he began scrambling up the mountain. This was a level of daring I hadn’t been prepared for. We were almost at a sixty-degree angle as he scampered up.  

      “Micah,” I gasped, the blood draining from my knuckles. “I’m slipping.”

      Either he didn’t hear me or he deliberately ignored me as he continued racing up the mountain. I fought to hold on, and in the end ended up locking my arms around his neck in an attempt to secure myself. 

      After a particularly bumpy patch in which I was sure I would finally lose my grip, we arrived at the top of the mountain. I let go of him and collapsed on the ground.

      Christ. This wolf is insane.  

      Micah cocked his head to one side. “You didn’t slip.”

      I sat up and glared at him. “I almost did.” I dared peek over the edge of the cliff and gasped at how high up we were. Strong gusts of cold wind swirled around us. I was afraid to stand up lest I lose balance. He’d brought us to a particularly narrow peak, and with Micah already hogging most of the space with his giant frame, I stayed where I was, flat against the ground. 

      “I wouldn’t have let you fall,” he replied. 

      My eyes narrowed on him. 

      “Life is more fun with risks,” he said. 

      “That wasn’t fun. That was just stupid. And now we have to make our way all the way down again…”

      “I’ll go gentler with you on the way down,” he said. “I promise.”

      He fell silent as we both set our eyes on the magnificent view. I should have been terrified to be all the way up here, away from everyone with a giant wolf. But somehow I trusted Micah. Even though I barely knew him. But perhaps that was just my naiveté again.

      I’d lost all track of time. It was only now that I was no longer preoccupied holding on to the werewolf’s back for dear life that I glanced at my watch. Ten o’clock.

      “Crap. I need to get home now. It’s past nine-thirty.”

      He looked disappointed, but said, “If that’s what you want…”

      I climbed on to his back and held my breath as Micah jumped from the cliff and began making his way down. So much for going easy on the way down. 

      I could have sworn his fur was thinner behind his neck by the time we arrived back at my penthouse. I slid off him, holding on to his head for support as I steadied my weak knees. As I approached the elevator, Micah motioned to follow me. I turned to him and shook my head.

      “It’s best you stay here,” I said. Although I was still annoyed with him, I wasn’t keen on him getting an earful from my father. I’d rather take the brunt of it myself. 

      “Good night then,” Micah said.

      “Good night,” I said.

      It was hard to be angry with Micah. There was something refreshing about him. Something wild and raw. I liked the fact that he wasn’t inhibited by social norms. 

      He was about to turn, as was I, but before we parted, I walked over to him and stroked his fur. 

      “Thanks. Tonight was fun. I’d like to do this again some time.”

      “You know where to find me?”

      “Which house number?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Okay. I’ll see you around.”

      He went running off into the dark woods while I ascended the elevator back to the apartment. I held my breath as I stood outside the front door. I knocked.

      Ben answered the door.

      “You’re in trouble,” he muttered, stepping back and allowing me entrance.

      “What’s new?” I said. 

      My father emerged from his study, glowering at me. 

      “Do you know what time it is?” 

      I looked down at my feet. “Sorry, Dad,” I mumbled. “I lost track of time.”

      I moved to walk past him and lock myself in my bedroom but he was having none of it. He stood in front of my bedroom door, blocking my way. 

      “You’re grounded.”

      “What?”

      “For the whole weekend.”

      I huffed and puffed, but there was no budging my father. I pushed past him and entered my room, slamming the door shut behind me. 

      I couldn’t have expected my father to act any differently. I’d gotten myself into enough trouble recently. It was only to be expected that my parents’ discipline would tighten now. 

      As I collapsed in bed, I found myself worrying about Micah. When I didn’t reappear, he might think that it was something he’d done or said. And despite him almost dropping me from the Black Heights, I wanted him to know that it really wasn’t.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      Annora gave me space after I returned. I supposed that she’d seen the state I was in and thought it was best I recovered my strength before she visited me again.  

      But I wasn’t able to give my body the sleep it was crying out for. My mind was too alive. I tossed and turned in bed, trying to fall into slumber, but eventually gave up. 

      Rose had left a flavor in my mouth, familiar, yet distant. A flavor I hadn’t tasted since Annora’s better days. And now I hankered for more of it. 

      I sat up in bed, looking out the window, watching as the sun began to rise beyond the boundary. My conversation with Mona still plagued me. Lilith. She was the only straw I had to cling to.  

      

      The next day I waited for Annora to leave her apartment before sneaking inside. I headed straight for the library and began pulling books off the shelves, searching for any mention of Lilith—any clue as to what she was and where I might find her. Most of Annora’s books were written in the ancient witch tongue. I’d picked up a little of it over the years, and I could understand enough to look out for Lilith’s name.  

      After twenty minutes, I was already realizing that this was an impossible task. For one thing, Annora had many dozens of books in this room. Even if I had the time to search through every page, there was no guarantee that I would find mention of Lilith. 

      Careful to replace everything in the room exactly as I’d found it, I slipped back out of the apartment and headed downstairs to my own quarters. But my apartment suddenly felt claustrophobic. Instead, I went down to the ground floor and began to pace from chamber to chamber, seeking to avoid bumping into anyone. Thankfully, solitude wasn’t hard to come by in this castle.  

      Annora was the only witch we had contact with. If I didn’t know who Lilith was after all these years of serving the witches’ cause, there was no way any of the vampires would know about her. 

      It seemed that the only way to Lilith was through Annora. I guessed I’d known this all along. But I’d been hoping to avoid mentioning Lilith to her because it would bring about awkward questions. How would I know about Lilith to begin with? I began to wonder what possible explanation I could give her.  

      As I walked from hall to hall, the solution finally hit me. 

      If I can’t mention Lilith to Annora, I just need to get Annora to mention Lilith to me. 

      I shuddered as a plan started to formulate in my mind. There was only one way to do this. I had to convince Annora that I wanted to become like her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23: Vivienne

        

      

    
    
      I turned my back on Xavier as he sat at the dining table. I busied myself at the kitchen counter, trying to hide the way my hands were trembling. I poured two glasses of deer blood and passed one to him before taking a seat myself.   

      I tried to keep a calm demeanor, but inside I was burning up. I’d begun to feel the disturbance when we were held hostage by Annora. It had taken root in the pit of my stomach and I’d had to bear it every day since. Then, once I’d had the vision, it had intensified tenfold. 

      “What’s wrong, Viv?” Xavier asked, his gorgeous eyes settling on me. “You haven’t been yourself lately.”

      His eyes always made me feel like he could see right through me. 

      I cleared my throat and reached out to touch his hand resting on the table. Squeezing it, I forced a smile. 

      “I’m fine. There’s just something I need to talk to you about.”

      “What is it?” 

      I held my breath, anticipating his reaction. “Xavier… I want to have a child.”

      His jaw dropped. It took a few moments for him to find his voice again. 

      “Are you serious?” he choked.

      I nodded. 

      A smile broke out on his face. He stood up and walked round the table to me, pulling me up and drawing me into an embrace. 

      He looked down at my face, studying me closely. “Why now? After all this time… What’s changed?” 

      I nestled my head against his chest, breathing deeply. 

      “The time we spent trapped in that dungeon at Annora’s mercy… it just made me realize that I need to stop taking this life for granted. Even as vampires, it can end at any moment. I need to stop delaying what I know we both want.”

      The joy on Xavier’s face made me feel like my heart might burst. Xavier had wanted children for a long time. Since the day we got married, he’d made no secret of it. I was the one who’d been delaying it. Because I was a coward. I knew the risks that came with having a child. I’d already suffered the loss of most of my family—my mother, father and brother. And I had come so close to losing Derek on more than one occasion. I didn’t want to risk losing Xavier, or myself, by taking the cure. Derek had told me how agonizing it was. And then, even if we managed to become humans, I was afraid of being a mother. I didn’t know if I was capable of being a good one. My head was so in the clouds sometimes, I was worried that I wasn’t present enough to properly care for a child. 

      Yes, having a baby scared me. But now the prospect of not ever being able to have one scared me more. As with most things in life, you only realized what you wanted when it was taken away from you. 

      I realized how much I wanted to have a child with Xavier.  

      “But are you sure, Viv? I’m afraid you’re just doing this for me.”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m not.”

      “But now of all times? When the safety of the island is still in the balance? Is now the best time for us to turn back into humans and for you to bear a child?” 

      I’d considered this already. How could I not have? 

      Holding my husband’s head in my hands, I kissed his cheek. “There never will be a perfect time. I’ve come to realize that. It could be that in the future it will seem even more impossible. We’re safe for now with Mona. I… I don’t want to delay any longer. Who knows what could happen in even ten years?”

      “But—”

      “Something tells me we’re as safe now as we’ll ever be. There will always be some danger lurking round the corner. We just have to do the best we can to protect our child, like Derek and Sofia.”

      His thumbs brushed the sides of my face, his eyes still drilling into mine. “But darling, this is a time when we need to be strong. Stronger than ever. There was a seventeen-year gap when nothing happened… when we could have…”

      “I know,” I said, swallowing back the lump in my throat. “I know. It was a mistake not having one before. But I don’t want to look back at this period and realize we made the same mistake again.”

      “Neither do I,” he said. “But I also don’t want us to regret having one now. I think we should wait—a few weeks—to see how things play out with Annora. For all we know, we could be driven out of this island by then.”

      I sighed. “All right. A few weeks. But after that, no more waiting.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24: Rose

        

      

    
    
      The weekend passed slowly. Griffin came to visit me on Saturday, for which I was grateful. He seemed to have cheered up a bit from the last time I saw him. I guessed that it was the absence of Micah. For whatever reason, Griff seemed to be tense around him, so I was careful not to bring him up. However, when Griffin asked if I wanted to go for a swim after lunch, I had no choice but to mention the werewolf. 

      “I’m grounded,” I said, scowling. 

      “What did you do?” 

      “I got home too late.”

      “How come?”

      I looked down at my empty plate and fiddled with my fork. “I wanted to watch Micah turn. And then, well, things just got a bit out of hand. He gave me a ride on his back and… Anyway, my dad grounded me this weekend.”

      “That’s a shame,” Griff said. “It’s a beautiful day on Sun Beach.”

      I groaned. “Yeah, I bet. Well, don’t let me stop you. I’ve got homework to catch up on anyway.”

      I stood up and began washing the dishes. Griff took the hint and got up too.

      “Okay,” he said, patting me on the shoulder, “I’ll see you around then.”

      “See you, Griff.”

      As soon as he’d left the apartment, I sought out Ben in his room. He was lying on his stomach in bed, listening to music and doing algebra, still in his pajamas.  

      I placed a hand on his shoulder and pulled away one of his earbuds.

      “I need you to do me a favor,” I said, bending down to his level. 

      “Hm?” 

      “Micah. I just need you to tell him that I’ve been grounded for the weekend, or he’ll think I’m rude for not showing up today. We’d agreed to meet on the beach this evening.”

      “All right,” Ben grunted, replacing the earbud in his ear. “I’m going out later. I’ll let him know then.”

      “Thanks,” I said, ruffling his hair and leaving the room. 

      I finished tidying up the kitchen, then headed to my own bedroom where I proceeded to finish the homework that was due in on Monday. It was late afternoon by the time I’d finished a particularly grueling set of calculus exercises. 

      I flopped back on my bed, only to sit up a moment later on hearing a knock at my door.

      “Come in,” I said. 

      My mother appeared in the doorway. 

      “Hi, Rose,” she said, sitting on the bed next to me and brushing a hand over my arm. “Dad told me you’ve made friends with Micah.”

      “Yeah,” I mumbled, wanting nothing more than to just take a nap. 

      “He seems a friendly, talkative type.”

      “It’s not like I’ve known him for more than an afternoon,” I said, frowning at her. 

      I found it odd that she’d come to talk to me about Micah when he was barely more than an acquaintance. I sensed that my mom had detected I had felt something for Caleb, though I was thankful she’d never expressed her thoughts to me, saving me from embarrassment. Perhaps now she was happy I’d made friends with another guy. 

      I was relieved when she changed the subject. 

      “We’re going out. Your father and I have a meeting with the Novalics. We’ll probably be back late. I just wanted to warn you not to try to go out while we’re away. Grandpa’s agreed to stay here on Dad’s request—so don’t bother.”

      Although it hurt that my father didn’t trust me, I could hardly blame him. I’d given him little reason to trust me of late. 

      “I don’t plan to,” I said curtly. “I still have more homework to finish anyway.”

      “Okay, honey,” she said, brushing her fingers through my hair and kissing my forehead. 

      I watched her leave the room, then reverted my attention back to calculus. I was finding it hard to concentrate. My thoughts drifted to Sun Beach, and how much I wanted to join the others in bathing. I managed to eventually finish up my math homework, even though it took twice as long as it should have. 

      I tucked my homework back into my bag and made my way to the music room. I was bursting for some creative output after all the left-brain work I’d been subjected to. On the way, I checked Ben’s room. He’d left already, perhaps hours ago, and had likely been enjoying the sun all this time. 

      I walked over to the bookshelf in the corner and began sifting through music sheets. I settled on one and sat down at the piano. Smoothing the paper out on the music stand, I began to play. 

      I’d barely gotten halfway through the piece when a thump came from the opposite end of the room. I stood up in time to see Micah crawling through the semi-open window, his broad shoulders squeezing through the gap. 

      “Micah!” I hissed. “How on earth…?” I hurried over to him and stared out of the window. Just looking downward made my stomach flip. “Don’t tell me you climbed all the way up here.”

      Twigs were caught in his hair. He breathed heavily as he looked down at me, a smirk forming on his lips. “Your brother told me that you’ve been… grounded? I think that’s the word he used.”

      Before he could utter another word, I rushed to the music room’s entrance and pulled the door shut. 

      “You need to be quiet. My grandfather is here. He might have heard you already.”

      Micah’s amused expression didn’t leave his face as he walked around the room, surveying our instruments. He stopped at the grand piano, running his fingers along the keys. 

      “I’ve never touched one of these before,” he said. “You play?” 

      “Yes,” I replied with a sigh. “Look, Micah, you shouldn’t be here. I’ll be allowed out again after the weekend. I can see you then.”

      He wet his lower lip, a spark of mischief in his eyes. “I just think it’s an awfully nice day to be grounded.”

      “Yeah, well, there will be plenty more nice days to come.”

      He fell silent, and began pacing around the room again, this time moving back toward the window, to my relief. But then he stopped again. 

      “I could unground you, for a while…”

      He held out his hand, cocking his head to one side. 

      I bit my lower lip, staring at him. My conscience was ordering me to tell him to beat it. But another side of me, a wilder side, the side that was fed up of being inside on this beautiful warm day, was telling me to take his hand.  

      Eventually, the latter won over. 

      I blew out, hoping that I wouldn’t regret this decision. Holding a finger to my lips and glaring at him, I grabbed his hand and pulled him out of the music room. I led him into my own room. 

      “Wait here,” I said, and closed the door.

      I found my grandfather in the living room with a book on his lap. He looked up as I entered. 

      “How’s the homework going, darling?” 

      “I’ve finished,” I said, letting out an exaggerated yawn. “I’m exhausted now. I’m going to have a nap, so please don’t let anyone come in my room. I’ll probably be sleeping for the next few hours…”

      “I’ll make sure nobody disturbs you,” he said. 

      I returned to my room and placed my Do Not Disturb doorknob sign outside my door just as an extra precaution. Micah already had my window pulled open, expectation alive in his eyes. 

      “Well?” he said. 

      “Unground me.”
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      Micah bent down to allow me to climb on to his back. I felt more secure around him in his human form. He was easier to cling to, at least. I locked my arms over his broad shoulders, my legs around his muscular waist. I closed my eyes as he swung himself out of the window. I gripped so hard I thought I might be strangling him as he leapt several feet over a sheer drop into the branches of a nearby tree.  

      “Where are we going?” I asked, gasping as he began leaping from branch to branch. His hands gripped my legs and held them in place. 

      He didn’t respond as he continued to leap down with furious speed. 

      “We can’t afford to bump into my parents,” I pressed. 

      “Don’t worry, Princess. I’ll make sure that we won’t.”

      I was breathless by the time we reached the forest ground. I was expecting him to set me down on my feet. But he began racing through the trees.

      “My parents are probably having their meeting in the Great Dome. So don’t go anywhere near there.”

      I realized soon enough where he was taking me. We were headed for Sun Beach. He set me down on the sand as soon as we arrived. I cast my eyes around. Ben swam in the waters with some of his friends. I also saw some of my own girlfriends. Micah unbuttoned his shirt and, heading straight for the waters, dove in and began swimming about. 

      I dawdled over to the edge of the waters, wishing I’d brought my bikini. I would have to make do with just dipping my feet in the enticing ocean water. 

      Micah swam up to me. “Are you not coming in?” 

      Before I could answer, a familiar voice called out my name.

      I turned to see Griffin walking over to me, wearing his swim shorts. 

      “Hey, I thought you were grounded?” 

      I looked at him sheepishly. 

      “I am… Micah helped me escape through the window.”

      “Oh,” he said, his eyes falling on Micah who’d now stepped out of the water. “Well, are you going for a swim?” 

      “I would, but I left my bikini at home.”

      “Bi-kini?” Micah wrinkled his nose as he looked down at me.  

      “Uh, it’s what girls go swimming in.” I pointed to a group of girls further along the beach. “Like what they’re wearing.”

      “Tell me where it is, and I’ll get it for you,” Griff offered. 

      “Nah, don’t bother. I’ll just hike up my skirt—”

      “Where is it?” Micah said, towering over me, his tone of voice more of a command than a question. 

      “Um, it’s in the bottom drawer of my big wardrobe. And if you’re going to bother getting it, you may as well bring a towel too. I have one hanging on the back of my chair, near my bed. Just don’t get caught by Aiden.”

      He dashed off, leaving me standing alone with Griff. Griff turned his eyes toward the ocean. 

      “Griff, I…” I’d opened my mouth before considering the rest of my sentence. The look on his face was killing me. Disappointment. It was subtle, but I knew him well enough for it to be pronounced for me. 

      Unable to bear the silence, I caught his hand and pulled him into the water after me. I began wading into the waters, lifting my skirt up above my knees.  

      But we weren’t alone for long. Micah returned about ten minutes later, my towel over his bare shoulder, my bikini scrunched up in his large fist. I left Griff and took both from him. 

      “Aiden didn’t catch you, I hope?” 

      He shook his head. 

      I left the beach and found a quiet part of the forest to change. Returning to the waves, I laid my towel down on a dry patch of sand before wading back into the water. Griff had moved toward Ben and his group of friends, leaving Micah swimming alone in the waves. 

      My brother stood up, finally having noticed me. 

      “What are you doing here?” he called.

      I grinned and shrugged my shoulders. He looked at me disapprovingly.

      I waded back into the water, toward my brother and Griff rather than Micah, who seemed to be busy swimming. But the werewolf caught up with me in the water as soon as he noticed me. He stopped in front of me, blocking my way.

      “Come with me,” he said. 

      “Huh?” 

      Before I could object, he pulled me toward him and fastened my arms around his neck. He began swimming in the opposite direction of my brother, deeper into the ocean.

      Great.  

      I was beginning to feel nervous at how deep we were swimming. The waters were becoming rougher and rougher and we were nearing the edge of the island’s boundary. 

      “What are you doing?”

      “I want to show you how I fish,” Micah said, tightening my hold on him.  

      “Micah!” a sharp female voice called. Micah stopped and turned around. Saira was swimming toward us, her bushy brown hair tied up in a bun over her head. She swam faster than I could have expected for such a short-limbed woman.

      “Don’t go past the boundary again,” she said, swimming in front of us and blocking Micah. “Especially not with the princess.”

      Micah looked disappointed but shrugged it off. He turned around and we approached the shore again. I let go of him once we were in shallower waters and swam over to join my brother and Griff. Micah followed me. I introduced the werewolf to those who hadn’t already met him, and we spent the next few hours until sundown swimming around in the cool waves, escaping the heat and humidity of the day, soaking in the warm sunshine. 

      Once the sun had set, we built a bonfire on the beach and Micah fetched some fish. Brett also joined us and helped him with the roasting. I made sure to sit next to Griff during the meal, talking to him about anything other than the werewolf. 

      I had to leave early, just in case my parents or Aiden checked in on my room. I hoped that they hadn’t already. Micah noticed me stand up and took the opportunity to walk over to me. 

      “I’ll take you back now?” 

      “Yes, please.”

      I said good night to Griff and the others, annoyed that I couldn’t stay for marshmallows. Micah helped me climb on to his back once again and we headed back to my penthouse. I held on tight, my breath coming harsh and uneven as he leapt up the branches. I closed my eyes and buried my head against his back, scared one of the branches might gouge my eyes. When he stopped, I looked up. We were now parallel with my window. He took a giant leap that made my stomach flip and gripped hold of the window sill, pulling us both inside. 

      I was relieved to see that my door was still closed. Hopefully I had arrived just early enough to not be caught. 

      “Thank you,” I said. 

      “When will I see you again?”

      I found his question odd. As though he was now expecting our meetings would be a regular occurrence. 

      “Tomorrow, after school, I guess,” I said. 

      I heard voices in the corridor outside.

      “Go. Now!” I hissed.

      He climbed back out of the window and hurled himself back onto the tree a few meters away. I closed the window and dove into bed, pulling the covers over me up to my forehead. 

      My door creaked open. 

      I’d made sure to bathe in the showers on the beach before leaving, but hoped the scent of ocean wasn’t still on my skin. 

      A weight pressed my mattress down. Too heavy for my mother. It was either Aiden or my father, but I dared not look up. I continued pretending that I was sleeping. 

      I felt a hand on my forehead, brushing hair away from my skin, and then a gentle kiss. 

      My father stood up, walked across the room and then clicked the door shut.

      I breathed out slowly. If I’d arrived back even a minute later, he would have caught me out of bed. I didn’t think I could have borne the disappointment in his eyes that I’d betrayed his trust yet again.
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      Micah was keen to see me most days after school. It seemed that he didn’t have much of an agenda of his own. While I gave Griff first priority on my time, since he had more homework than me to complete that week, I ended up seeing more of Micah than I’d expected.

      I agreed to meet Micah at the bottom of our tree. I’d recommended this rather than the penthouse since he hadn’t exactly made a great first impression on my father, although my mother didn’t seem to have any objection to him. 

      One evening, we ended up walking by the lake—somewhere I hadn’t been with him before. 

      I still didn’t feel I knew much about this werewolf, and I wasn’t sure why he was interested in me so much. I also wasn’t sure why I’d agreed to spend so much time with him. Caleb still being very much on my mind, I began to wonder if I was just using Micah as a distraction. As some kind of rebound. Still, he was a good distraction. When I was in his company, it was easy to get lost in conversation. There were still so many things about him and the supernatural world I wanted to know.

      As we approached the boathouse, I stopped in my tracks. I gripped Micah’s arm, pulling him back. He looked at me questioningly. 

      “Wait,” I breathed. 

      I crouched down in the bushes, pulling Micah down with me. I stared through the leaves, barely able to believe my eyes. 

      Our headmistress, Adelle. She was making out with… Eli? 

      All the other girls in my class were convinced that Eli would never get himself a girl—after all, he’d been a bachelor for several hundred years already. Now, watching him locking lips my teacher, it was shocking. It took me a few moments to pick up my jaw from the ground. 

      I dared not whisper in case they heard. I pointed and we began retreating. There was a snap. Micah had just trodden on a branch. My eyes shot toward the boathouse. It was too late. They’d spotted us. 

      Adelle looked mortified as she disentangled herself from Eli. I wasn’t sure why Adelle would look so guilty. It was embarrassing, yes, but it wasn’t like she was doing anything wrong. 

      “Hello, Rose.” Her cheeks were almost as bright as her hair. 

      “Hi, Ms. Ardene,” I said.  

      She smiled awkwardly, then, wiping her lips with the back of her hand—smudging her lipstick even more—she gripped Eli’s hand and they walked away into the woods.   

      “We may as well go sit there now,” I said, once they were out of sight.

      I leaned against the windowsill, staring down at the blue water lilies beneath us. We both stood in silence. I glanced up at Micah. For a change, he wasn’t looking at me. He too was staring into the water.

      “Do you have family?” I asked. 

      He shook his head. “Not anymore.”

      “What happened?” 

      He took a deep breath and paused, running his tongue over his lower lip. 

      “I left them in my realm when I was banished. I haven’t seen them since.”

      “You were banished?” 

      “Yes. Most of us in Matteo’s crew are outcasts.”

      “I see. Do werewolves live forever?” 

      “No. We live a long time, often as long as witches. But not forever.”

      “Why exactly did they ask you to leave?” 

      He swallowed hard and shifted his feet on the floorboards. “I was in love with a girl I had no business being in love with.”

      Huh. I remained silent, not daring to urge him to continue even though I was burning with curiosity. As it turned out I didn’t need to. 

      “And she was in love with me. Or so she said. But she was the daughter of our chieftain. She already had a betrothed…”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “I had to either leave, or be executed. I still remember the night they caught us. The fear in my family’s eyes. I didn’t have time to pack anything. I just had to sail away in a boat. Leave and never return. I had no idea how I’d survive. I’d never been outside my own realm before. By some mercy, I came across Matteo and his crew. They gave me a cabin in their ship. The rest is history. They’re my family… and now, the people here in The Shade.” His eyes roamed me again.

      “Do you think you’ll ever see your family again?” 

      “No.”

      “But you came to Earth via the werewolf realm, right?”

      “Yes. But if anyone had caught me there, I wouldn’t have gotten out alive. Mona put an invisibility covering over all of us as we made our way to the hidden gate.” He shook his head again, as if clearing his thoughts. “Anyway, she… they… are all gone now. I won’t ever be going back there. It’s my past.”

      Silence fell between us again.

      “I know what it’s like to love someone you can’t be with,” I said. I didn’t understand why I would tell Micah this, when I hadn’t even told my own brother.  

      He turned to look at me, an eyebrow raised. Coaxing me to continue. 

      I didn’t feel comfortable speaking Caleb’s name out loud somehow. It just didn’t feel right. So I just said, “We fell out over a… misunderstanding. To be honest, I’d rather not talk about him either.”

      “That’s okay,” Micah said, holding my hand. “I understand.”

      I gave him a faint smile. 

      We left the boathouse and walked around the lake a bit more before heading home. It was getting late now, and to avoid another grounding, Micah carried me on his back the rest of the way home. 

      He stopped at the foot of my tree at my request. I checked my watch. I had ten minutes to get my butt upstairs. I looked up at Micah. We hadn’t spoken much since our conversation in the boathouse. I found the look in his eyes unsettling. He looked… restless somehow. As though there was something he was hiding, something he was bottling up. 

      “Well, good night,” I said and turned to leave. 

      Strong hands gripped my shoulders and turned me around.

      Before I could make sense of what was happening, Micah gripped my jaw and drew me closer. His lips pressed against my cheek, the tip of his hot, rough tongue brushing against my skin. 

      I staggered back, reaching up to where his mouth had been. His hazel-brown eyes looked fierce. 

      “Good night,” he growled.

      He spun around and sprinted away. I stared after him. His limbs began transforming and he hit the ground on all fours as he pounded away into the distance. 

      That boy is wild.
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      I wasn’t sure what to make of Micah’s kiss. A part of me felt deeply uncomfortable about it. I was glad that we were having tests that week. I could bury myself in study and avoid thinking about both Caleb and the werewolf.

      In my free time, I found myself going on longer walks by myself, deliberately avoiding the parts of the beaches where the werewolves tended to gather. As I walked along the beach one evening, on my way back home, I heard a gruff voice behind me. 

      “Hello.”

      I whirled around to see the ogre. 

      “Oh, hello, Brett.”

      This was the first time I’d really spoken to him since I’d met him the day they arrived on the island. 

      He stood at the entrance of a large cave. I’d forgotten that he lived on this side of the island.

      “You wanna come in?” His meaty hand beckoned me over.

      As much as I’d been assured by everyone that he wasn’t dangerous, my heartbeat doubled as I walked toward him over the boulders, slowly and cautiously. His appearance was so imposing, I couldn’t help but feel nervous.

      He was grinning from ear to ear as I stepped into the cave, looking down at me with sheer delight. 

      He lumbered further into his home, leading me forward. I glanced around. There was a mound of straw in one corner with a heap of dirty clothes at the end of it. And in the center of the cave was an axe, a saw, small carving tools, a log of wood and half of a chair. 

      Brett looked at me sheepishly. “Sorry there’s nothin’ for a princess to sit on yet,” he mumbled. “I need to work faster. I don’t get many folks visiting me, you see.” 

      I took a seat on his straw while he sat on the floor opposite me. 

      I still couldn’t wrap my head around the fact I was sitting next to an ogre. I hadn’t even known such things existed until recently. I remembered my father reading stories involving ogres to Ben and me when we were younger, but I’d thought they were nothing more than that—stories. Then again, it wouldn’t take much getting used to, having grown up with vampires as parents.

      I looked at his work in progress on the floor, admiring his handiwork. 

      “That’s looking pretty,” I said. “How long will it take you to complete it?”

      He shrugged. “Going slower than I’m used to. I don’t have as good tools as I did back home. I had to leave them all,” he said, wiping his runny nose with the back of his hand.

      “I’m sure we have extra chairs if you need any. The witches are good with that sort of thing. And what about getting you a more comfortable bed? This straw seems spiky to sleep on.”

      “I like creating my own stuff. And I like straw too. It’s good for itches. You should try it sometime.”

      “Hm, maybe I will.”

      I stood up and crouched down closer over his half finished chair. I was impressed by how delicately designed it was—there were beautiful etchings in the wood around the seat. I wondered how long he had been laboring over it. 

      “So this is what you do with your time?” I asked. “You create beautiful things.”

      He cast another wistful glance at his half-finished chair and sighed. “Yeah, well, it was my job before. When we were back on our own island. Captain Matteo gave me the job of creating things. ’Cos I don’t like to fight.”

      “Fight?”

      He eyed me. “Yeah. Like when nasty people tried to enter our island. I don’t like it.”

      “Oh, okay. I understand.” I reached out and patted his leathery forearm. “I don’t like fighting either.”

      A pang of sadness hit me as I looked once more around his damp empty cave. It occurred to me how lonely this creature must get, being the only one of his kind on the island. 

      “Have you always lived alone?”

      He looked taken aback by my question, as though the answer should be obvious. “Yes.” Then he chortled and shook his head. “There isn’t anyone who’d want to share my cave with me.”

      I paused, looking into his face. It was innocent, good-natured. Much like a child. 

      “We need to find you a pretty girl ogre to keep you company, Brett.”

      He blushed. He actually looked sweet—a word I’d never thought I’d use to describe an ogre. 

      “Agh,” he said, waving a hand dismissively. “Girls are trouble…”

      I giggled. “But have you ever had a girlfriend?” 

      “G-girl…” He paused, frowning. “Saira is a girl friend.”

      “No. By girlfriend, I mean like a lover. A girl you’re in love with.”

      He furrowed his brows as though deep in thought. “No. I have never had that.”

      “Then how do you know girls are trouble?” 

      He looked away from me, as though hoping that avoiding my eye contact would also avoid the subject. His expression was not unlike a four-year-old trying to hide from an uncomfortable question. 

      “Well?”

      “Fights always start when they’re around.”

      “That doesn’t have to happen. There are lots of couples who don’t fight.”

      “Yeah, well, you don’t know about girl ogres. They’re mean.” 

      There wasn’t much I could say to counter that argument. Brett was the only ogre I’d come across, and from what I’d learned about ogres so far, Brett was an anomaly. Most ogres were cruel-hearted beasts, and that was why Brett was an outcast. He didn’t like violence.

      “Sometimes,” he continued, “it’s better to be alone. There’s no fighting. It’s peaceful. No troubles.”

      I bit my lip, looking out at Brett’s view of the sea. We were both quiet for a few minutes, listening to the waves crashing against the shore. 

      “You have a boy-lover, don’t ya?” Brett blurted.

      I frowned and shook my head.

      A grin spilt his face and his eyes narrowed on me. “Yeah, you do. Don’t think I haven’t seen you with that Micah boy.”

      “Oh,” I said. Now it was my turn to blush. “Micah is just a friend. I barely even know him.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve seen the way he looks at you. He thinks you’re his girl-lover.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to laugh at Brett’s turn of phrase or be mortified that even an ogre had picked up on this. My expression was likely somewhere in between. 

      “Well, what do you think of Micah?” I said, eyeing him with amusement. “Do you think he would make a good ‘boy-lover’?” 

      Brett paused and furrowed his brows, clearly taking my question as no light matter.

      “Yeah, I think he’s a good fella.”

      “Anything else you can tell me about him?”

      Brett thought for a moment longer. “He’s a good fish-catcher… though he doesn’t roast them as well.”

      “Uh-huh.” It was clear that this was all the insight Brett was planning to offer. “Well, thanks for that, Brett. I’ll bear it in mind. Because roasting is important.”

      “Yes.”

      “I should probably be getting home now.”

      “Oh, princess. You could stay for dinner if you wanted.”

      “I would love to, Brett. I truly would. But my parents want me home early.”

      He looked mildly disappointed, but was probably expecting that answer. I doubted there were many on this island who spent dinner alone with Brett, unless they couldn’t be bothered to cook. 

      “Well, thanks for visiting, Princess Rose.”

      “I promise I’ll visit you again soon,” I said as I left the cave, and I meant it. 

      “I’d like that. I will try to have the chair finished in time for you. Can’t have the princess sitting on my straw again,” he mumbled.

      “I’ll bring my brother Ben with me too, if you don’t mind. And we don’t mind sitting on the straw.”

      He positively beamed at the thought of two visitors. 

      We said goodbye and I climbed down from the cave across the boulders and back onto the sandy beach. I didn’t know how it would ever happen, but I was determined to make it my personal mission to one day find a companion for Brett.
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      I sat in my bedroom the following evening, waiting for Annora to knock. It turned out I was right in assuming that her nightly visits would resume now that I’d had some respite. 

      She arrived at the stroke of midnight, in her usual black silk coverall and lingerie. 

      I stood up and as she approached me, I gripped her arms and sat her on the bed while I towered over her, looking deep into her steely gray eyes.

      “What?”  

      “I’ve put it off long enough.” 

      She frowned at me. “Put what off?”

      “I want to become a warlock.”

      She blinked, her lower lip twitching. 

      “Warlock?” she breathed. 

      “Not just any warlock. I want to become a Channeler of the Ancients’ power.”

      “Y-you’re serious?” 

      I nodded slowly, studying every flicker of emotion that crossed her face. What I saw confused me. She looked shocked at first. That I could understand. But now she looked disturbed. Worried. Desperate even. 

      Her hands began to tremble and she stood up, gripping my forearms. 

      “Why? Why don’t you want to remain as you are?”

      “For the same reason as you. Power. Influence. Surrender to our cause.”

      She began shaking her head.

      “No.” Her voice cracked. “No, Caleb. I-I…” She clasped a palm over her mouth. She sank back down on the bed, her chest heaving. “Caleb, no.”

      I didn’t know what game Annora was playing by refusing something she herself had coaxed me to do for so long. I bent down to her level, gripping her jaw and forcing her to look directly into my eyes. 

      “Why?” I repeated, my mouth inches from hers. 

      She flinched and closed her eyes, shaking her head. 

      Ignoring her discomfort, I continued to press. 

      “Who do I need to see about this? Who turned you into a Channeler?”

      “But Caleb—”

      “Just answer my question.” 

      “H-her name is Lilith.”

      “Lilith. Who is this Lilith? Where do I find her?”

      “I-I can’t tell you.”

      I tightened my grip on her jaw. “What do you mean you can’t tell me?” 

      Tears spilled from her eyes. She fought free from my grip and hurried out of the room, slamming the door behind her. 

      I stared after her, stunned, listening to the sounds of her footsteps disappearing down the corridor outside.

      I’d never seen Annora crumble like that. And the way she’d just left… as though she’d completely forgotten what she’d come for.  

      I left the apartment and considered following her, but decided against it. At least for this evening. Instead, I went downstairs to the kitchen, intending to pour myself a glass of blood. I exhaled in frustration on finding all the jugs empty in the cellar. Topping up the jugs had been Frieda’s job. I guessed it was my fault I hadn’t yet appointed another vampire to do the job. I’d have to do it myself tonight. 

      I left the jug on the kitchen counter and entered the dungeon in the corner of the room. Gasps and cries echoed around me as I descended into the dark prison.   

      I looked around the cells, trying to decide which human looked most likely to quench my thirst that evening. I settled on the plumpest, a young boy. Opening his cell, I pulled him out and handcuffed him. I was about to exit the dungeon with him when I noticed a strange scent. Not human. Not vampire. Not witch. It was quite unlike anything I’d smelt before. Chaining the boy to the wall so he wouldn’t cause trouble, I walked toward the scent. 

      I stopped outside a cell containing a wolf. A giant wolf. Slumped in the corner, it raised its head as I approached the bars. 

      “Werewolf?” 

      It looked up at me with brown eyes.

      “What does it look like?” it said hoarsely. 

      Since when are we keeping werewolves in our dungeons? New blood rituals, perhaps. 

      “Who brought you here?” 

      Leaning against the wall, the wolf struggled to stand up. I could see now that he was male. His two hind legs were severely disjointed and soaked with blood.  

      “And what’s it to you?” he growled. “You going to help me escape?” 

      “Just answer my question.”

      He scowled, his eyes darkening. “Some black-eyed warlock caught me while I was out fishing. He didn’t tell me his name.”

      “What’s your name?”

      “Micah Kaelin.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 29: Rose

        

      

    
    
      I’d been expecting Micah to keep his distance from me after that kiss. But he showed up the very next day as I swam with Griff and my girl friends on Sun Beach. He walked up to the edge of the water, fully dressed, and beckoned me over. I glanced apologetically at Griff before walking over to him. Micah’s blond hair was tied in a bun. The sides of his face were rough and unshaven. 

      “I was hoping you might take a walk with me,” he said softly.  

      “Um, okay.”

      I pulled my clothes on over my bikini and followed him into the woods. Back into the woods with the big bad wolf. 

      “I’m sorry for what I did,” he said, as we lost sight of the beach. “I hope it didn’t offend you.”

      I felt my cheeks growing red. “It didn’t offend me.”

      “I’m glad. Because I was worried. I wasn’t sure if I’d overstepped my mark. I know we haven’t known each other long.”

      “It was just a peck on the cheek,” I said. Understatement of the year. “It’s no big deal.” 

      “Good… I fixed the fishing boat, by the way. It’s strong enough for two now. Can I show you?”

      “Show me the fishing—?”

      He caught my waist and threw me over his shoulder. He began racing through the forest. 

      “Micah? What are you doing?” 

      “Just hold on,” he said. 

      He stopped running once we reached the Port. He ran up to the jetty and put me down. He pointed to a small fishing boat bobbing next to the submarines. He stepped in and held out his hand. 

      “Allow me?”  

      I eyed the small boat, the slimy nets bunched in one corner. 

      “Where to?” 

      “We’ll stay within the boundaries,” he said. “I promise. I just want to show you how I fish.”

      “Because my parents don’t like me straying beyond them.”

      “I promise we’ll stay within them.”

      Hesitating a few moments longer, I took his hand and stepped into the boat. 

      He clutched the oars and began moving us away. 

      I wasn’t sure why he was so bent on showing me how to fish. I’d never shown much interest in it. But since he kept going on about it, I decided to just humor him. I dipped my hand into the water, feeling its warmth gradually fade as we got deeper and deeper. 

      “You can start unraveling those nets if you want.”

      Grateful for the distraction, I untangled the slimy nets and, under Micah’s direction, spread the largest one out so that it hung over the end of the boat.  

      I bent over the side of the boat and washed my hands in the water. Only once I’d finished the task and looked up did I realize how close we were drawing to the boundary. Micah was showing no signs of slowing down. 

      “Micah? What are you doing?’ 

      His eyes were focused forward, his arm muscles tensing as he rowed faster.

      “Just trust me,” he said. 

      “But the boundary—”

      And then it was too late. We were out in the blinding sunshine. Outside the protection of the island. 

      I glared at Micah. 

      “You promised we wouldn’t leave the boundary.” My shock turned to confusion, then annoyance. “Why did you lie?” 

      I reached for one of the oars. Micah’s right leg shot out, kicking me beneath my knee. Something cracked and pain seared through my leg. I fell to the floor, groaning and clutching my knee to my chest.  

      What is happening? Why would Micah do this?

      I had no time to try to recuperate from my injury. Despite still being in shock, I had to scream for help before it was too late. 

      “No! Help!” I screamed at the top of my lungs. 

      Micah stood up and roughly stuffed a piece of old rag into my mouth. I choked, the smell of rotten fish pervading my nostrils. It was all I could do to stop myself vomiting. He fastened my wrists and ankles with ropes.

      I looked daggers at him, trying to read his face as he hovered over me. His eyes were expressionless. Hollow.  

      And then it happened. His hair began to shorten and curl at the roots. Its blond color faded and darkened. Warm hazel eyes turned pitch black. He grew taller, his shoulders broadened. Even his clothes changed—into a long black cloak and heavy leather boots. 

      There was no trace left of Micah in the man standing over me.  

      I struggled and tried to scream more desperately than ever, but it was no use. The stranger placed a long finger against his lips and gripped my forehead. 

      “Hush, Princess,” he said in a voice much deeper than Micah’s. “Sleep.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      We sat on the edge of my father’s finest ship, dipping our feet into the shallow waters and watching the sun duck beneath the horizon. Annora rested her head on my shoulder, while I had an arm around her waist. The warm summer breeze caught her black hair, making it dance in the air. I looked down at her delicate fingers. The gemstone in her engagement ring glinted in the evening light. 

      I held my breath, anticipating the excitement that would shine in her beautiful eyes as soon as I told her.

      “My father agreed to let us take this ship.”

      She lifted her head and looked up at me, gasping. 

      “He really did?” 

      I nodded, smiling as I brushed my lips over her forehead. 

      “For how long?” she asked. 

      “Two weeks. Now you just need to decide where you’d like me to take you.”

      She bit her lip, facing the sunset once again.

      “Mmm. How about somewhere far away… like Asia?”

      I laughed. “We could. But that really would be a long time at sea. I’m not sure my father would be willing to part with me for that long.”

      She sighed, once again falling into thought. “Where do you want to take me?” 

      “We could stay within Europe and do a tour. Maybe start with France, work our way down to Italy, perhaps head for the Ionian Sea…”

      “Just the two of us?” 

      “Just the two of us.”

      “All right, my love. Let’s do that,” she purred. “And then after?”

      “What do you mean?” 

      “What will we do after?” She rested her head on my lap, reaching her hand up and playfully twirling my hair in her fingers. 

      “I don’t know,” I said, stroking her forehead. 

      “Come on, Caleb,” she said, “Tell me a story.”

      “A story, huh? Well, after is when our life together will really start. We’ll find a house near the shore, away from the bustle of the town, and move in together. I’ll take over managing the dock while my father retires. We’ll keep our own boat, and whenever I can afford it, we’ll take trips. I’ll build the business and train workers well enough to be able to manage without me. We’ll make time to travel the world together. We’ll go to Asia. And the Americas. And explore the North Pole. South Pole. Any Pole you want…” I paused, watching as her face grew impatient for the next part. 

      “And?”

      “And once we’re tired of touring the world, we’ll return to our quiet house on the shore, and we’ll start a family.”

      “How many children will we have?” 

      “Eight. Four boys and four girls.”

      “What will we name them?”

      I paused again to think. As always, Annora wanted details. I’d give her details. “Our first child will be a boy. His name will be Hector. Next will be Jennifer. Then Jason. William. Laina. Laurence. April. And lastly, sweet Isobel.”

      “And will we travel the world again with them when they’re old enough?” 

      “If that’s what they want… The end.”

      “But what happens next? You can’t just stop a story like that,” she said. “Not before you get to the happily ever after.”

      “All right,” I said, chuckling and rolling my eyes. “And we’ll live happily for the rest of our lives. We’ll die old and wrinkly holding hands in our bed. We’ll be buried in the same grave. And the worms will digest our bodies, leaving only our bones forever entwined in the soil… Is that far enough?”

      She giggled. “What if there’s an afterlife?”

      “Then that would make this a very long story indeed…”

      She sat up and knelt, her face level with mine. I could lose myself forever in those sparkling grey-blue eyes. Draping her arms over my shoulders, she leaned in closer. And then her sweet lips were on mine in a chaste caress. She allowed me to taste their nectar for but a moment before drawing away. Sitting back down next to me and clearing her throat, she looked around as if scared someone had seen her. 

      That kiss sparked a bonfire within me that only she could extinguish. I didn’t care any more whether someone saw us. Everyone in the town knew we were to be married soon. I reached for her waist and pulled her closer again. I held her head in my hands. My thumbs touched the sides of her mouth.

      She shut her eyes. 

      “Don’t be afraid,” I whispered. 

      Closing my lips around her mouth, I tasted her fully for the first time. A gentle blush warmed her cheeks as I pulled away. 

      I felt like the luckiest man in the world, and whatever lay ahead of us, I knew we’d find bliss. We’d find our story. Our happily ever after. 

      “Maybe that’s what ours is,” she breathed as our lips touched again. “A never-ending story.” 

      

      I woke up in a sweat. I looked around my room, reality returning to me. 

      Once I’d drained the human and downed a glass of blood, I’d returned to my room and slept. Now I hoped it wouldn’t take long to drift off again. But then I heard it. A sound I’d heard countless nights before, but somehow this night it resonated louder in my ears. 

      Crying. In some dark hall of the castle. The dining room, I suspected. That was Annora’s usual haunt. 

      I lay back in bed, closing my eyes and trying to block it out as I usually did. But I couldn’t. Every draw of breath, every wretched sob, every moan of sorrow echoed around in my head. 

      Groaning, I got out of bed and paced the room. 

      I couldn’t remember the last time I’d gone to her during her fits of sadness. It had been so long I was sure that she couldn’t remember either. 

      Wrapping a robe around me, I left my apartment and descended the staircase to the ground floor. My suspicion had been correct. Annora was a creature of habit and this night was no different. 

      I stood silently by the doorway of the dining hall as she howled into the wind, her whole body wracked with sobs. 

      I couldn’t help but ache at the sight of her. 

      Oh, Annora. What made you give up my love for pain? 

      It was on nights like this when she showed her humanity that I longed to ask her this question. Even though I knew the answer, I longed to ask again, hope welling within my chest that perhaps, this time, the answer would be different. 

      I crept into the room. She didn’t notice I’d entered until I reached out and touched her shoulder. 

      She jumped back, pausing to breathe, her sobs subsiding. 

      “Annora,” I whispered. That name. Once honey to my lips. Now poison to my heart. 

      She flinched as I held her hands.  

      “Why are you crying?” 

      She slipped her hands out of mine and looked out of the window again. I held her arm and forced her to face me.  

      “Leave me,” she said, her voice rasping. 

      I knew she could easily vanish if she didn’t want me in her presence. The fact that she didn’t meant that she didn’t really want me to leave. 

      I stood next to her by the window, sliding an arm around her waist. Tears fell afresh from her eyes. 

      “Why wouldn’t you answer my questions last night?” I asked. “If you help me become a Channeler, it will bring us closer. I’ll better be able to understand your needs.”

      She closed her eyes, her lips trembling.  

      “Because I don’t want you to become like me.”

      “And what is like you?” 

      She smiled bitterly. “You know what I am.”

      “But I’ve never heard it from you. What do you think you are?” 

      “In pain.”

      She backed away until she hit the wall at the opposite side of the chamber. She leaned her head against the stone as she bit her lip until she drew blood.

      Even if Annora was back to her usual numb self tomorrow, it didn’t matter. Because I’d just seen all I needed to see. A glimmer of hope that just perhaps, somewhere deep in that black soul, the old Annora was still in there. Trapped. Needing to be rescued. But still alive.  

      “Caleb,” she said, her voice cracking. “Just leave me. Please… Go back to sleep.”

      I finally gave in to her request. I left her alone in the chamber and returned to my apartment. But I didn’t sleep that night. Only one thought kept me awake:   

      I'm going to find you again, Annora. And, somehow, we’re going to pick up our story where we left off.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 31: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      I woke with renewed strength. I wasn’t going to let Annora keep avoiding me any more. I was going to get the information I needed from her. 

      I went up to her apartment first thing. She refused to speak to me, so I followed her around the castle for the rest of the day. I determined to make myself as awkward as possible. Finally she snapped. 

      I interrupted Annora in the middle of a meeting with Stellan, who’d come to visit our island for the day to speak with her. 

      Ignoring Stellan, I barged in and made a beeline for Annora. I marched up to her in the center of the room and sat down on the tabletop, blocking her view of Stellan. She looked up at me irritably and tugged on my shoulder, trying to move me. I didn’t budge. Of course she could have used her magic to get rid of me, but she didn’t. 

      “I’ll leave you alone as soon as you give me what I want.”

      “What? I already gave you a name. Stop pestering me, for God’s sake.”

      I turned around and eyed Stellan, who glared back at me. Annora took the cue and scowled. “Get out, Stellan. I’ll talk to you after I’m done with Caleb.”

      Stellan got up slowly, threw me another dark look, and stalked out of the room. 

      “Take me to Lilith.”

      “I told you, Caleb—”

      “I may decide not to turn,” I said. 

      She looked at me dubiously. “Lilith is not the type of person whose time is available to waste. If you go, she’s going to expect something in return.”

      Again I burned to ask what Lilith actually was, but right now it was hard enough getting Annora to agree to take me, let alone entertain more of my questions. 

      “I’ll deal with Lilith,” I said. “You don’t even need to come in. I’ll speak to her alone.” I squeezed Annora’s arm. “Do this and I won’t bother you again, I swear.”

      Annora let out a sigh and slumped back in her chair, rubbing her temples with the tips of her fingers. She cast me a long lingering glance, and I swore I saw worry behind her eyes. “All right. I’ll take you to see her.”

      “I want to leave now.”

      She rolled her eyes, folding her arms over her chest. “I need to finish speaking to Stellan. Then we’ll decide when to do this.”

      I slammed my hand down on the table, making her jump. “We leave the moment you are finished with him. All right?” 

      She glowered at me but didn’t protest. 

      I stalked out of the room to see Stellan waiting impatiently outside, shuffling from one foot to the other. He had obviously been eavesdropping. He walked in the room after me. I returned to my quarters upstairs to grab anything I might need. I had no idea what might be on the other side, so I grabbed a wooden stake and a knife and fastened them to my belt. 

      Then I returned downstairs, and since I couldn’t hear talking, I assumed Stellan had left already. I pushed the door open. 

      Annora waited at the table for me and stood up when I entered. She grimaced as I fastened a cloak around me. 

      All traces of worry I’d seen in her eyes were gone now, replaced with resignation—something that was both relieving and off-putting. 

      “Follow me,” she said. 

      We left the chamber and crossed the entrance hall until we reached another hall on the opposite side.

      She headed straight for the Chinese carpet in the corner and tugged it across the floor to reveal an old trapdoor. It creaked open as she pulled and we descended into the depths of a dungeon. This was not a room that I had frequented many times throughout my time here on the island, for I rarely travelled back to the supernatural realm—I didn’t have permission, for one thing. None of us vampires did. We had to obtain special authority from Annora if we wanted to return for some reason. But now that I was down here again, it looked the same as it always had. I inched over to the edge of the starry crater as Annora bolted the door above us. 

      I looked at her and she nodded. I dove into the hole, and felt her jump through seconds after me. 

      We both landed on a stone floor. Another dungeon. We both got to our feet and walked toward the exit that led to a flight of stairs. We climbed them and appeared in a kitchen filled with sharp utensils and black cauldrons. 

      I spotted an old witch in the corner, stirring deep red liquid that I was sure was blood—human blood from the smell of it. She began chopping up what looked suspiciously like a human torso. 

      “Annora?” She turned and looked at both of us in surprise, her eyebrows raised. She put the blood down and tucked her gray-streaked black hair behind her ears. 

      “Isolde, I’m sorry for arriving like this unexpectedly. But I need to pay a visit to Lilith.”

      Isolde’s eyes widened even further as they travelled from me to Annora. “Whatever for?” 

      Annora glared at me. “Caleb would like to become one of us.”

      Isolde looked incredulous enough to laugh. “He wants to become a Channeler?” 

      “Yes,” I said, butting in. 

      “No,” Annora said quickly, “There’s no way he’d be ready for that yet. He just wants to become a warlock, at least at first.”

      They were talking about me as though I wasn’t present. Still, I didn’t mind as long as Annora convinced Isolde to allow us to proceed toward wherever Lilith resided in this supernatural realm. 

      “Don’t waste Lilith’s time,” Isolde said sternly, looking at me. “Her energy is limited, especially these days.”

      Annora gripped my arm before Isolde could say another word and led me out of the dark kitchen. We walked through to an entrance hall, very much similar to that of my own castle, and exited the building through a large oak door. We descended a set of steps overlooking an endless ocean. The waves lapped precariously close to the base of the castle. 

      “So Lilith doesn’t live on this island?” I asked. 

      “No. She lives a few hundred miles away. There’s a gate linking her island to the human realm I suppose we could have traveled through. But I wanted to warn Isolde what we were doing first. Now, no more questions. Just follow me.” 

      I followed Annora forward and as we reached the edge of a rock, she said, “Close your eyes.”

      I did as I was told and we both vanished from the spot. We hurtled through air at the speed of light. Our feet hit solid ground a few moments later. 

      I opened my eyes to find myself standing on a large black boulder. Above us was the entrance to a cave. I looked up and down the pebbly beach we’d appeared on. There wasn’t any sign of life other than a group of vultures that circled overhead. I looked down at Annora who was now looking directly at the cave. 

      “So this is it? This is where Lilith lives?”

      “Just follow,” Annora said through gritted teeth. I noted how much heavier her breathing had suddenly become as we neared the entrance. 

      I’d expected a more salubrious abode for such a renowned witch. At least a castle of some sorts. I found it hard to believe that she could be living in this damp cave. 

      Annora led me forward, deeper and deeper, until we reached a door. As soon as she placed her fingers on the handle, it clicked and swung open. The next chamber was dimly lit by lanterns that hung from the walls, unlike the pitch-black chamber we’d just left. 

      We walked for several minutes hearing nothing but our echoing footsteps. After this winding tunnel we reached another oak door. Annora reached out once again, her hand now shaking. I gripped her shoulders and turned her to face me. Her face was pale and sweaty, her lips tightly pursed. 

      “Just let me in, you can stay here,” I said. 

      She shook her head. “I’ll come with you,” she said, her voice hoarse. 

      Although I didn’t want her in the same room as Lilith and me while we had our conversation, clearly now wasn’t the time to argue. Once I’d come face to face with Lilith, I’d be in more of a position to ask Annora to leave.

      She unlocked the door and, as I stepped forward through the door and into an odd circular chamber, I was immediately overwhelmed by the stench. Something dead and rotten, like decaying flesh. The smell was intensified tenfold thanks to the lack of air in this dim room. 

      The dusty floor sloped downward, leading toward a strange dark pool in the center of the chamber. I scanned the area, but to my disappointment, there was nobody here.

      “Where is she?” I asked. 

      “Shh,” Annora hissed. 

      She gripped my hand and led me down the slope to the pool of liquid. The closer I got to it, the more unbearable the smell became.

      Annora seemed quite unfazed by it. She hurried forward until she was standing right at the edge of the pond. 

      “It is me,” she said, her voice shaking. “Annora.”

      I took a step back as ripples began to form in the dark liquid. Soon enough, it parted to reveal a motionless corpse floating in the water. The corpse of a woman. Until she sat bolt upright. Black eyes shot open, gleaming as they reflected the dim lighting in the chamber. Her skin was thin and rotten. Where it had disintegrated around her forehead, bone was visible. A tuft of hair hung limply from her scalp, which was otherwise shriveled and bald.    

      “What is this?” I breathed. 

      “Lilith,” Annora whispered. “The last Ancient among us.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 32: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      Chills ran down my spine as I stared at the ghostly form. 

      Her shriveled lips parted, and ancient witch tongue spilled out. 

      “Why are you here?” she croaked, her voice rasping against my ears. 

      I had been around Annora long enough to be able to detect witch tongue, though when I spoke I wasn’t able to express myself well. I wasn’t sure that she would understand me but I had no hope but to try. 

      I was still in shock. I had believed that all the Ancients had passed from this world centuries ago. I couldn’t understand how one could have survived for so long. 

      Most of all, looking at her, I felt a crushing feeling in my stomach. I’d come in hopes of finding a solution to Annora’s misery, in hopes of finding a cure for her, a recourse. Looking at this creature of nightmares, I couldn’t imagine she’d do anything but add more darkness to my already pitch-black life. 

      Annora stepped in front of me and curtsied. 

      “Your Grace, I have come here with this vampire because he wishes to turn into one of us.” She looked conflicted even as she spoke the words, but she knew she had no choice in the matter if she ever wanted to regain a semblance of peace in her life again. Annora knew how stubborn I could be. 

      Lilith’s black eyes settled on me as she clucked her tongue, looking me over from head to foot. She retched suddenly. Black fluid dripped from her mouth into her cesspool. She looked back up at me, wiping her mouth with the back of her sharp bony hand. 

      “He’s not ready,” she said, looking back at Annora. 

      Annora and I exchanged glances. I saw relief in her eyes more than anything. 

      It was now time to take matters into my own hands. 

      “Leave, Annora,” I said, “I want to speak alone with Lilith.”

      Annora glared at me. “Only if Lilith wants. She may not want to waste any more of her precious time with you.”

      I scowled and turned back to look down at the disgusting creature. In the best witch tongue I could manage, I looked her directly in the eye and said, “I wish to speak with you alone, if you’ll let me. There is more to me than you perhaps realize.”

      Lilith gargled. I wasn’t sure whether that was supposed to be a snort or a chuckle. Whatever it was, she was shaking her head. Not a good sign. 

      “Please,” I said. 

      Annora gripped my arm. “She doesn’t want to speak with you, Caleb.” She began to tug on me and pull me back toward the door. 

      I broke free from Annora and glowered down at Lilith. I didn’t know what possessed me—I could only assume desperation—but with one leap I dropped into the pool with the odious creature. 

      I thought the pool was shallow, but I found myself falling, the weight of my body sucking me down into the grime. It took all my strength to not be sucked under completely. I managed to keep my head above water. It was so heavy the substance felt almost like quicksand and it was a constant struggle to remain above the surface. Luckily I had the strength of a vampire. Any mere human would have been sucked right under, probably never to be seen again. 

      I could have sworn a glint of red flickered in Lilith’s eyes and now her face was contorted enough for me to read an unmistakable expression of fury. 

      Annora gasped and rushed to the side of the pool. 

      “Caleb!” she screamed. “Get out.”

      Ignoring Annora’s pleas, I waded closer to the witch. And stopped about three feet away from her. I glared into her eyes. 

      I’d gone to all this trouble getting here. I wasn’t about to be brushed away so easily by this old hag. But mostly my desperation was brought about because I knew if I didn’t get answers from Lilith, my trail would be completely cold.

      Damn it, I wasn’t going to leave without putting up a fight. 

      “Annora and I have been your loyal servants for years,” I said softly. I winced at my broken witch tongue, but lumbered forward all the same. “I have come here requesting to simply talk with you for a few minutes. Is that so much to ask now?” 

      The Ancient inhaled sharply and stared at me. Without warning, she jolted forward and gripped my forehead, her freakishly long fingers closing around my skull. I remained still, expecting to feel pain. But I didn’t. I didn’t know what she was doing, what she was feeling for, but after several moments, she let go, leaving a handprint of grime on my head and likely on my face. But grime was the least of my worries right now. 

      “What do you want?” Her voice creaked like a rusting door joint. 

      “Firstly,” I said, “I want to speak with you in private. I want you to order Annora to leave this chamber while we talk and to not enter until you give permission again.”

      “Why do you want to talk in private?” Annora blurted out from behind me. 

      I ignored her, keeping my eyes level with the Ancient’s. 

      The grime was beginning to give me a headache. I had to fight to fend off the nausea. 

      She knew what I wanted now and she was either going to bend to my will or banish us both from the room again. 

      I breathed out as she slowly broke eye contact with me and looked at Annora. 

      “Leave,” she muttered. 

      I didn’t bother to turn round to look at Annora’s reaction. I knew she’d be seething. I kept my eyes on Lilith all the while as Annora’s footsteps disappeared and the door to the chamber locked. 

      I waded further away from the witch, placing more distance between us, and gripped hold of the edge of the pond. I hauled myself out and leaned against a wall. The Ancient too made her way to the edge of the pond and, placing her hands against the edge of the wall, she hauled herself up. I did a double-take as her decrepit body emerged from the liquid. She folded like a tray, then straightened up. She was almost twice my height as she stood up, her knees thin as rods, and so shaky I found it a wonder that she could even support her own weight. 

      I stood up, uncomfortable about her standing while I remained seated. She walked around the pond and headed toward a flight of stairs in a far corner of the chamber. She beckoned to me with a flick of her hand. I followed, keeping a few feet between us. 

      What is she? Is she even living? Or is she a ghost inhabiting a corpse? 

      To my surprise, we arrived on a landing with four chairs and a table. 

      She grunted, pointing to one of the chairs. Her lanky legs folded as she perched on one of the chairs opposite me.  

      I cleared my parched throat. “Do you remember what you did to Annora?” 

      I doubted that I could express all that I needed to, especially since Lilith seemed to speak in some kind of antiquated dialect, but I had no choice but to stumble forward regardless. 

      “Annora,” Lilith murmured. 

      “She came to you. She gave up her form as a vampire and became a witch. She wanted to become a Channeler.”

      Her lip twitched and she shook her head. “She was not strong enough to become a Channeler.”

      I stared at the witch. “You’re saying Annora isn’t a Channeler? How is it she has so much strength?”

      “I made her a witch, but not a Channeler. Her mind was too weak. She gave in before she reached the other side.”

      “Why wasn’t she strong enough? Mona was.”

      Lilith’s eyes squinted into slits at the mention of Mona. 

      “Mona,” she croaked. “Traitorous bitch.”

      “Yet Mona was strong enough to become a Channeler without losing herself in the process. Why did Mona survive it, but not Annora?” 

      Lilith stood up, her bones cracking as she began to pace the floor in front of me. “Annora was alone. There was nobody here. She had no partner. Mona had somebody.”

      “What do you mean, partner?” 

      “I mean what I say, vampire. A partner. Somebody close. A relative. Or a lover, as Mona had.”

      I shot to my feet, anger boiling within me. “Then why wasn’t Annora granted a partner for her transformation? She could have been—”

      “She didn’t want anybody,” Lilith snarled. “She knew she ought to have someone, but she refused. She said she had nobody.”

      That cut me deep. How could Annora have said that she had nobody? I’d told her a thousand times she owned my heart, every part of me through and through, and I would be there for her no matter what.

      I swallowed back the hurt and regained composure, trying to realign my train of thought. 

      “So if Annora had called someone in with her, she wouldn’t have lost her mind the way she has.” 

      The witch pursed her rotting lips into a hard line. 

      “What is wrong with Annora anyway? I see nothing wrong.”

      I wasn’t sure how to start explaining what was off about my fiancée to someone who slept in a pool of their own festering body juice. I just glared at Lilith. “Annora can no longer feel anything but pain. She was my fiancée. She used to be in love with me. She lost some of herself when she became a vampire, but when she came to you, she returned to me unrecognizable. You ruined her.”

      “It was her choice,” Lilith snapped. “Nobody forced her to become a witch. She knew the risks. She took them.”

      Again her words sent a dagger though my heart. I clenched my fists and stood up, walking over to where the towering nightmare was pacing. 

      “Whatever did happen in the past… that’s not why I’m here now. I came to ask you if what happened to her is reversible. I want you to undo the spell. Make her into a vampire again, if you have to.”

      “And why would I do that? Annora is most valuable to us in her current form.”

      “Then keep her a witch, but give her back her heart. What if you redid the spell—try to make her a Channeler again—this time with me present?”

      Lilith stopped pacing and shot a glare at me. “Much like my skin, my patience is wearing thin. I have granted you this meeting only because of Annora’s and your loyalty to us so far. But remember, I don’t owe you anything. Annora got what she wanted, as did you. Don’t forget what we saved you from. You would still be rotting in Cruor were it not for us.”

      There wasn’t much I could say to argue with her, although it felt like we’d jumped from the frying pan into the fire. What the witches had done could hardly be called saving. They’d taken us as prisoners, preying on our vulnerable state and complete absence of other options. 

      “You’re right that I can’t make you do anything, and neither do you owe me,” I said. “But in light of our years of service to you, grant this one request. I’ll never ask anything of you again. And think of how much more useful Annora will be to you once she’s a Channeler. And I too will be more motivated if we can somehow—”

      Lilith clucked her tongue and clicked the bones in her knuckles impatiently. “And what makes you think redoing the curse will save your woman?” 

      “I don’t know that it will help. But I want to try.”

      “There is no guarantee,” Lilith said. “It all depends on how strong her mind is, and how deep her attachment is to you. Her trust in you is vital to regaining mental stability, that you are next to her to remind her who she is… You may be willing to try, but what about Annora? Is she willing to try it? Because I’m not willing to waste any more of my time while you try to convince her.” 

      Time that you’d otherwise be spending doing what exactly? I couldn’t help but think. 

      The Ancient was sharp despite her rotten skull. The tension between Annora and me evidently hadn’t escaped her notice and now she was trying to use it to brush off my request.

      “Grant me five minutes,” I said. 

      When the Ancient hesitated, I reached out and gripped her bony arm. “Just five minutes of your time, in exchange for years of service.”

      She withdrew her slimy hand from mine and shook me away. 

      “Very well, vampire,” she grumbled. “But no more than five.”

      I raced down the steps and out of the chamber. Annora waited outside the door. I thought she might have been eavesdropping, but I didn’t care now. I just had to get her to agree to what I was proposing. 

      “Annora, I know you tried to become a Channeler. And you failed,” I said, gripping her shoulders. Her face contorted. “The Ancient is willing to give it another shot with hopes that it will be successful this time and this time I will be there with you.’

      Annora narrowed her eyes on me. “What does this have to do with our trip? You said you wanted to become a dark witch yourself…”

      “And I will,” I bluffed. “But Lilith said that before she agrees to it, since you’re here with me, she wants to try turning you into a Channeler again.”

      “No,” Annora said, stepping back from me. “I don’t want to go through all that again.”

      “Lilith wants you to,” I lied. “But think about it, this is a good thing. You’ll be more powerful than ever. You need to take this chance while the Ancient is willing. Her mood might change at any moment. It’s now or never. Come on.” I tugged at her.

      “I’m fine how I am.”

      I paused, staring at her. 

      “Do you not remember the pain you feel each night?” My face now a few inches away from hers, I continued to squeeze her. “Do you want to feel that for the rest of your life? Do you remember nothing of the life we used to share?”

      She stared at the floor, refusing to make eye contact with me. 

      “Look,” I said. “I don’t care any more if you do this for me or for yourself. I’m tired of having to deal with you. Become a Channeler and finish the job. Do it for Lilith, for Christ’s sake, but just do it.”

      “You didn’t want to come here for yourself at all, did you?” Annora said, biting her lip.

      “It doesn’t matter any more.” I grabbed her hand and pulled her into the room. She didn’t resist this time, although she could have easily. I pulled her down the sloping floor toward the pond. 

      “Lilith,” I called. 

      The hulking skeleton descended slowly down the steps toward us. 

      “We’re ready,” I said, even though Annora looked anything but. 

      “Are you ready, Annora?” the Ancient asked, her eyes boring into her. 

      Annora breathed out and looked up at the ceiling. “What difference will being a Channeler make? I’m strong as it is.”

      “You will be of more use to Lilith and the rest of our kind.”

      Lilith began clicking her tongue, inching back toward her liquid tomb. 

      “No, wait,” I said. I pushed Annora toward the Ancient. 

      Come on, Annora. Don’t sabotage this. Please…

      Annora glared at me one more time, but finally nodded. Turning to the Ancient, she said, “All right, I’ll do it. I’ll give it another try. But only if Caleb leaves.”

      I stared at her in shock. “What are you saying? You need somebody present who’s familiar to you. Even Lilith advised this.” I turned to Lilith and looked at her desperately. “Didn’t you?” Lilith scowled, but nodded. “Otherwise it will just be a repeat of last time and you might even end up worse off.”

      Lilith coughed up another mouthful of black phlegm and spat it over her shoulder into the pond. “Hurry up!” she rasped. 

      Annora swallowed hard and then nodded. “Okay, with Caleb present.”

      Annora folded her legs and sat cross-legged on the dusty floor, while I took a seat next to her.

      I looked up at Lilith, who had approached and was hovering over us. 

      “Let’s begin.”
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      Watching Annora writhe and scream, semi-conscious throughout, was perhaps the strangest experience of my life. Her eyes rolled in their sockets. It was as though she was present at times, rested enough to scream, but other times I had no idea where she’d drifted off to.

      I didn’t know what Lilith was doing to her, or why it caused so much pain. I would have liked to ask, but there simply was no time. Lilith had been on the verge of disappearing back into her black pond and I couldn’t afford to agitate her further.

      We sat on the dusty floor for what felt like hours. The whole time Lilith instructed that I keep my hands firmly placed in Annora’s, which was becoming harder and harder as she sweated. They were becoming slippery and I had to grip tight as she writhed on the ground and tried to break free. 

      Annora was so far gone, I wasn’t even sure she was aware I was even here for her, or what good simply holding her hands would do. Still, I had no choice but to trust Lilith. 

      I wanted to ask how much longer, but since Lilith too had her eyes closed tight I was sure she wouldn’t welcome the interruption. I dared not say anything lest it interfere with the process and the spell went wrong yet again, leaving Annora in an even worse condition. 

      Truth be told, I was surprised that Annora had agreed at all. I had thought she’d refuse and just vanish from the spot. A small part of me hoped that perhaps she was doing this for me after all. That there was still a part of her that missed what she was before, when she’d still loved me. 

      It was impossible to know, and a waste of time speculating about, but I had nothing else to distract myself with. Otherwise, I would just find myself worrying about things out of my control, such as whether Annora would resurface at all after Lilith was done with her.   

      I knew I shouldn’t get my hopes up too high. If she did resurface, she would still be a witch. Still affected by the darkness that had first consumed her when I’d turned her into a vampire. It wasn’t like we could erase all that history and bring back the sweet beacon of light Annora had once been. Still, I hoped that she would at least revert to the way she was before she’d attempted to become a Channeler—when I could still recognize pieces of her, rather than seeing nothing but an empty shell. 

      More time passed, and Lilith still showed no signs of letting go of Annora. At least by now it was easier to keep hold of Annora’s hands. She seemed to have passed out completely. Her face was still contorted, as though pain was still coursing through her, but now she was stiller, her breathing more steady.

      I was beginning to suspect that we were nearing the end when a click echoed around the chamber. Though I was careful not to let the shock loosen my grip on Annora, my eyes shot toward the entrance. 

      The door was wide open. And standing in the doorway was a man with pitch-black eyes and pale skin. A dark traveler’s cloak was wrapped around his shoulders.  

      Outraged, I glared daggers at him. I wanted to shout at him, but I was scared to break Lilith’s concentration. She hadn’t yet looked up at the intruder. Her eyes still closed, she seemed so absorbed in what she was doing, I wondered if she’d even heard him enter.  

      The man began walking down the stone steps toward us, his heavy black boots echoing around the chamber. 

      No. Not now. Leave, you bastard. We were so close to completion. We couldn’t afford for this to get messed up now. I need Annora back. 

      To my horror, he approached just a few feet away and broke though the silence. 

      “Lilith. Your Grace. I’m sorry to interrupt.”

      Lilith shook her head, her thin eyelids fluttering open. She glared up at the man. Then, once she took in this intruder, her face softened. 

      To my horror, she let go of Annora and stood up. She hurried over to the man’s side as though Annora and I didn’t exist. 

      “What are you doing?” I hissed, jumping up. “Did you even finish?” 

      She ignored me and began speaking in hushed tones with the man. 

      “Well?” she asked him. 

      “I’ve—”

      I barged into the man, gripping him by the collar and pushing him back. I took his place in standing next to Lilith and staring down at her. “What is happening with Annora? She’s still unconscious! Have you finished—”

      Fury sparked in the Ancient’s eyes and with one sharp incantation from her I flew backward and crashed against the wall at the far end of the room. 

      “Tell me, Rhys,” she said, scowling at me and then fixing her black eyes once again on Rhys.

      He threw me a dirty look too and continued, “I was successful.”

      “Ah, good, good. Where is the catch?”

      “Outside. First I need to speak with you. Alone.” Rhys glared at me once more. 

      Lilith lost no time in issuing me orders. “Take your girl and get out of here,” she hissed. 

      Although my blood was boiling, I didn’t see another option but to obey. Infuriating her further might lead her to take her irritation out on Annora. I just had to hope that the spell had worked and now all I had to do was wait for Annora to wake up. 

      Glowering at both of them and cursing beneath my breath, I brushed past them, scooped the limp Annora up in my arms and stalked out of the room. I took special care to slam the door behind me. 

      I marched back through the dim tunnel. Although we hadn’t arrived through it, Annora had told me that there was a gate on this island. The problem was, I had no idea where it was. I’d have to try to wake Annora up or just wait until she woke by herself.

      Still shaking with anger and frustration, I stopped in my tracks just as I neared the exit of the tunnel. My nose caught a scent. A familiar scent, both sweet and terrifying. 

      I laid Annora down on the ground and followed the smell. It led me to the end of the corridor. I stopped in front of a narrow gap in the wall, just large enough to hold a thin human. A girl. A black-haired, green-eyed girl. Gagged and bound in ropes at her hands and feet. Blood seeped from her kneecap. 

      Rose Novak.
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      I almost choked on my tongue. 

      As soon as Rose saw me approach, her eyes widened and she struggled to sit upright. I stood frozen. My instinct was to reach out and help her, but my hands remained at my sides. It was as if time itself stood still as I stared at the girl. 

      A wave of longing crashed over me. Longing I’d tried to bury deep. Longing I’d tried to forget. Longing that would only lead to pain and trouble.   

      Rose began to choke as she tried to talk to me through the gag.  

      My eyes travelled from Rose in her desperate state, to Annora still unconscious on the ground, then back to Rose. 

      I didn’t know why Rhys had brought Rose here, but I knew one thing—once she stepped into that chamber with Lilith, she wouldn’t come out the same. Whatever those two monsters had in store for her, they would take something from her, perhaps her very life. 

      Rose, the delicate flower I’d tried so hard to shelter from my dark world, had been thrust right into it. 

      All logic shut down and adrenaline took over. 

      Despite the pang of guilt I felt about leaving Annora in her helpless state on the ground—a state I wasn’t even sure she would wake up from—I approached Rose and scooped her up in my arms. 

      I didn’t know what I was doing, or where I would go with her. I didn’t consider what would happen if we were caught. All rational thought escaped me as I raced out of that cave and hurtled down over the boulders toward the beach. All of it blurred into the background as I was left with the one overwhelming urge to carry Rose out of the dark. To not let her witness the nightmares within it. 

      I didn’t want to think about what Rhys might have done to her already. My stomach clenched as I eyed the blood on her leg, which hung limp. 

      She moaned as I continued ahead full speed, her leg swinging roughly over my arm. Once we’d lost sight of the cave, I dared pause for a breath.  

      I placed Rose down on the ground and pulled the gag out of her mouth. 

      She gasped and choked, coughing up dirt and blood. Her lips were parched, her face smeared with blood and sweat, eyes wide and fearful. 

      She opened her mouth to speak, but we had no time for it. 

      I shook her silent. “Listen to me, Rose. How did you get here? How did Rhys bring you here?”  

      “I… Th-there was a… crater. Further up. On the beach. Near the statue.”

      “What statue?” I looked left and right, scanning the length of the beach.

      She raised a weak hand, pointing toward our left. I squinted and finally saw it—right at the other end of the beach. A lone statue rising high into the sky, at least fifty feet.  

      I tore off my shirt and wrapped it around her leg for extra support. I picked her up again and as soon as I did, I cursed myself for ever touching her leg. I’d managed to smudge her blood on my hands. It was everything I could do to not stop then and there and dig my fangs into her soft neck. Her scent was making me feel nauseous, like a drug taking hold of all my senses. 

      Biting my lower lip, I continued racing forward, throwing a glance back over my shoulder every ten feet. Rhys was still nowhere in sight. Either he was still talking to Lilith, oblivious of the fact that I’d stolen Rose, or he had just found out and was now chasing after us. 

      Whatever the case, there was only one thing to do. Run. 

      I approached the statue—an odd grey structure shaped like an upward-pointing dagger—and circled it. I breathed out in relief as I spotted the crater Rose had spoken of. So this is another one of the witches’ remaining gates. 

      I had not the slightest clue what we might find on the other side. But there was no time for thought. I just had to let my instincts and adrenaline keep me running, because the moment I stopped to think, the insanity of what I’d just done would come crashing down on me. 

      “Hold on tight,” I growled, holding Rose closer against my chest as I leapt into the starry abyss.
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      After Rhys had put me to sleep on the boat, I’d come to again once Rhys had already jumped through the crater. The free fall had forced me to consciousness and the next thing I knew, we’d landed on a black pebble beach beneath a tall grey statue. The warlock had refused to answer any questions as he carried me toward the cave, but, despite the agony my leg was causing me, my addled brain managed to come up with some theories. 

      I thought back to the first time I’d met “Micah”. He’d been floating in the ocean calling for help, claiming he’d strayed outside the boundary and needed our assistance in coming back in. That was how the warlock had first entered The Shade. The real Micah must have strayed past the boundary in search of fish, and that was when the warlock had caught him.  

      I’d seen with my own eyes how Corrine had managed to turn my mother into my father. I doubted it would have been much of an effort for Rhys to turn into a werewolf. I shuddered to think where Micah might be now, if he was still alive.

      I remembered how keen he’d been to stray from the boundary that day on Sun Beach. If Saira hadn’t swum up to stop him, he would have made off with me then. 

      And to think I’d been beginning to fall for his act… I thought back to our conversation in the boathouse. Rhys had likely made up everything he’d told me about Micah’s tragic past. It had all been designed to evoke sympathy from me and draw me closer. The real Micah likely had a completely different story. 

      Although I’d managed to piece together some parts of the puzzle, there were still so many questions clouding my mind. 

      Once Rhys had gained entrance onto the island, why hadn’t he taken the opportunity to sneak more witches in and overpower Mona? If he’d done this, it wouldn’t have been difficult to take over The Shade and our supply of humans. 

      And why take me of all people? Why would the witches throw away the chance to take over our island just to have me, a weak human girl, kidnapped again? 

      Nothing made any sense. 

      My blood was still boiling at the warlock’s deception. I felt almost as angry as I had when I’d believed Caleb too had been a lie. Only in his case, I’d been mistaken.

      Now that Caleb had jumped back through the gate with me, I had no idea what was on the other side. I thought we might arrive in Stellan’s or perhaps even Caleb’s island. But when we reached the end of the tunnel, I landed on a bed of wet soil. I gasped for breath. The air was heavy and humid. A symphony of chirping, hissing and buzzing pierced my eardrums. In the distance was the sound of thundering water.    

      I opened my eyes, trying to adjust to the darkness. We had landed in the undergrowth of some kind of jungle. Sharp-leaved bushes surrounded us. I stared up at the canopy of trees—so thick it shut out the moonlight but for a few shafts. 

      Caleb stood a few feet away, casting his eyes around the area. He walked over to me and gripped my arms, helping me up. My leg still useless, I had to lean against him for support.   

      “Where are we?” I whispered. 

      Before he had a chance to answer, the bushes rustled to our left. I let out a scream as I came face to face with a wild boar. Caleb grabbed me by the waist and helped me onto his back. Holding my weak legs around him, he began to run.   

      “We need to get far away from the gate,” he said, his chest heaving as we lurched forward with furious speed. I tightened my grip around his shoulders. He was travelling so fast, the jungle was a blur to me and it was a struggle to breathe. 

      My leg was already causing me agony, but now that it kept bumping against Caleb’s hip as he ran, the pain intensified. After what felt like fifteen minutes, I could no longer hold in my groans of pain. He stopped and laid me down on the ground. He crouched down next to me and rolled up the right leg of my jeans. But these jeans were tight and wouldn’t roll up high enough for him to reach my injury. To my surprise, he lowered his head to my thigh. 

      “What are you—?”

      The tips of his fangs pierced through the fabric and grazed my skin as he ripped a gash in my jeans. He used his claws to tear the rest of the way around my leg and pulled the fabric away, leaving my skin bare, my injury in full view.   

      His breath hitched. I dared not look down. The pain was overwhelming enough as it was, I was afraid I might lose consciousness again if I saw how mushy a wound the warlock’s sharp boot had caused. I kept my eyes on Caleb’s face. 

      Extending a claw, he slit the center of his palm. Holding the back of my head with one hand, he held his bloody hand to my lips. 

      “Drink.”

      I refused to drink my own parents’ blood, let alone Caleb’s. But my suffering was now so overwhelming, even I wasn’t stubborn enough to refuse. I held his forearm and sensed his muscles tense as soon as my mouth touched his skin. I ran my tongue gingerly along his palm, lapping up his blood like a cat would do milk. 

      I held my nose, trying to avoid experiencing the taste. But it had such a strong flavor, I tasted it all the same. 

      Caleb made me keep drinking for several minutes. Finally he let go of my head and allowed me to sit back. But as soon as I did, my stomach began to churn and I felt a burning in my throat. Crouching on all floors, I retched, remnants of the last meal I’d eaten spilling all over the soil. Spinach lasagna laced with vampire blood. Yum. 

      Caleb reached an arm around my waist and forced me to stand. I groaned, pre-empting the pain I’d become accustomed to in my leg, but found I was able to stand straight without even needing to lean on him. I stared down at my knee. It looked quite normal. My skin was grubby and covered in dried blood, but it seemed intact. I ran my hands over my skin over my face and my arms, my lower lip—the cuts seemed to have healed. 

      I looked up at Caleb, who was looking at me impatiently. I wiped my mouth quickly with the back of my sleeve, realizing I probably still had a bit of puke somewhere there. Not exactly the look I’d imagined sporting when reuniting with Caleb in my fantasies.   

      “I’m so thirsty,” I croaked, realizing how dehydrated I felt for the first time, now that I’d just coughed up the remaining fluids I had. 

      Wordlessly he bent down and pulled me onto his back again. He began to run again. 

      “Where are we?” I asked. 

      “I don’t know.”

      “Who is that warlock? Why did you take me? What was that island? And what were you doing there?” Some of the questions that had been crowding my mind blurted from my parched mouth at once. And Caleb answered exactly none of them. He remained silent as we lurched through the jungle. 

      When I pressed for answers, he said, “Not now.”

      My throat was too sore to argue. I had to save my speech for when I really needed it. 

      It was probably a good thing that it was dark and I had trouble seeing. The disconcerting noises surrounding us—those of predatory animals and tropical insects alike—made me realize that this was a jungle so wild, if I was able to actually see the creatures around me, I’d be screaming. Sometimes ignorance really is the best course. 

      As Caleb ran, the thundering of water got louder and louder, echoing around us. Finally, he stopped again. He set me down on my feet and held my hand, leading me down a slope toward a roaring river. I let go of him and crept toward the edge of the water. 

      “Careful,” he said. “It’s slippery.”

      I tried to heed his advice and go slow, but I was so anxious for water. The sight of it made me even more keenly aware of how much my throat hurt. I lost my footing on a muddy stone. The next thing I knew, I’d slipped into the river. The water submerged me and before I could fight my way back to the bank, a ferocious current sucked me under. By the time I surfaced again, gasping for breath, I was already a good ten feet away from the bank and moving fast. It had all happened so quickly, my body was still in shock. 

      Caleb had already dived in. His powerful arms sliced through the current as he waded toward me. But this river was so monstrous, it slowed even Caleb down.   

      He swore. 

      “Don’t look behind you, Rose,” he shouted. “Keep your eyes on me. I’m coming for you.”

      “Wha’d you—” I choked, swallowing a mouthful of water. 

      How can he say something like that at a time like this and expect me to actually obey him? 

      I cast my eyes back over my shoulder. And I immediately wished I’d obeyed him. The moonlight reflected a set of slimy scales, gliding streamlined toward me. 

      I shrieked. An alligator. 

      “Look at me,” Caleb bellowed. “Look at me, Rose.”

      I fought to turn myself around and face him again. I forced myself to stare into his intense brown eyes. Eyes that had haunted me for weeks. Eyes that I now believed might be my last vision. I realized I couldn’t think of much else that I would rather be looking at. I could look at them all day. I just wished that a giant reptile wasn’t creeping up on me from behind, about to swallow me alive. That would have made it much easier to follow his instruction. 

      “Caleb,” I screamed. “Help!”

      “I’m coming for you. Just keep your eyes on me. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.”

      Another current pulled me under water. I was afraid I might resurface right next to the beast, perhaps even underneath it. But I reappeared ten feet away. I fought to turn myself around in the water to look at Caleb again, and breathed out as I saw he too had been swept under by a current and was now only few feet away from me. He closed the distance between us quickly with his broad muscular strokes. And then his strong arm snaked around my waist, guiding me to climb onto his back. I was expecting him to immediately turn round and swim in the other direction. But to my horror, he headed straight for the monster. 

      “Caleb! What are you—” But it was too late. 

      The creature quickened its strokes until it arrived within two feet from us. I shut my eyes, burying my face against Caleb’s neck. 

      The alligator bellowed and when I dared open my eyes again a few seconds later, the reptile was bleeding from its eye sockets. Caleb had ripped out its eyeballs, leaving it thrashing in agony. Caleb turned away and began swimming against the current. I felt his whole body tense—pure muscle challenging the might of this terrifying river that was so bent on swallowing us up. Caleb won. It was a slow and steady process, but a few minutes later he was climbing back onto the bank. I rolled off him and lay on the ground, panting. 

      I stared up at him, then let out a scream. I pointed to his shoulder. 

      “What’s that black thing?” 

      He glanced down. “A leech,” he said. I expected him to immediately pull it off. Instead he crawled over to me and began running his hands over my own arms. I shivered as his hands brushed down my legs, reached up beneath the hem of my ripped jeans and touched my thigh. Then he lifted up my wet shirt to reveal my stomach. I screamed again on seeing a black leech writhing and sucking on my own skin, just above my panty line. 

      “Lie back,” he ordered. 

      I leaned back, but only enough that I could still keep an eye on what he was doing with the leech. I gasped as he lowered his mouth to my stomach, his mouth enclosing the leech. I shivered as his lips brushed against my abdomen. Then I felt a sharp pain. He sucked the leech from my skin and threw it over his shoulder. He jumped up several feet away from me, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand and spitting on the ground, I assumed to rid himself of any trace of my blood that might have entered his mouth. I couldn’t imagine the amount of self control it must have taken him to do that. I knew he craved my blood as it was. If he allowed himself to taste even a drop of my blood, he might not be able to stop himself from sucking me dry. 

      “You may want to check beneath your clothes,” he said, casting me a sideways glance.  

      This was no time to be worrying about preserving my modesty or being a shy wallflower around him. He turned around while I stripped to my bikini. Thankfully, after a thorough inspection I was able to conclude that there were no bloodsuckers anywhere down there. I slipped my torn jeans back on. 

      “Okay, there was nothing,” I said. “You can turn around.”

      But he didn’t turn around. I walked up to him to see him concentrating on removing a particularly monstrous leech that had attached itself to him just above his navel. He gripped its head and yanked it out, squeezing out the blood from it before tossing it into the bushes. 

      “How many did you have on you?”

      “Just two.” He looked down at my stomach, frowning. “Lift your shirt again.”

      I lifted it to reveal the wound the black leech had caused, blood flowing freely from it, showing no signs of clotting. His wound flowed similarly. I thought he might bend down to look at it more closely but his jaw tensed and he jolted back several feet away from me again. 

      This was so difficult for him. I was a walking meal. He turned his back on me, his shoulders heaving, struggling to regain control. Finally he turned around again, his eyes focused on my face, avoiding looking at the blood leaking through my shirt. 

      “You’re going to need to drink my blood again,” he said, his breathing still uneven. He extended a claw and poised to slit his right palm again.  

      “No,” I said quickly, not willing to risk vomiting up my guts again. “Don’t cut yourself again. My wound will heal.”

      “Not fast enough. Leeches inject an anticoagulant to stop your blood clotting.”  

      When I still hesitated, he breathed out sharply in irritation. He stood up and began walking away. 

      “Wait,” I said, “Don’t leave me!” 

      “I’m not leaving you,” he hissed. “Just stay there. If you won’t drink my blood, I need to find something else to help clot the blood, or I’ll drink from you myself and there will be no blood left in you to coagulate. Trust me, unlike the leech, there will be no detaching myself from you if I do lose control.”

      I watched as he disappeared behind a tree, now regretting that I hadn’t just forced myself to drink his blood again. I breathed out in relief as he returned a few moments later carrying a handful of long thin leaves. Still keeping his distance from me, he put three of them in his mouth and began chewing.

      “What are you—?” 

      He removed the leaves from his mouth—now crushed to a mushy pulp—and approached me slowly. He swallowed hard as he stood next to me. He lifted my shirt and placed the pulp against my wound. 

      “Hold it there,” he said. 

      As soon as I held it in place he stepped away, turning his back on me once again. 

      “It will speed up the clotting,” he said. 

      “Oh, thanks,” I said, staring down at the gooey pulp. “And what about you?” I looked back at him, noticing that he was making no attempt to stem his own bleeding shoulder. 

      “It doesn’t matter if I bleed.”  

      “It matters to me,” I muttered.  

      He ignored me. Silence fell between us. He paced up and down in front of me, like a panther protecting its territory. I assumed he was waiting for my blood to stop flowing. 

      My assumption was correct. A few minutes later, he looked at me again. 

      “Check the wound.”

      I peeled back the pulp. The blood had clotted, just as Caleb had predicted. 

      “It’s okay now.”

      “Then we need to keep moving.” He closed the distance between us and bent down in front of me. “Climb back on.”

      I wrapped my legs around his waist. He stood up and began rushing through the trees again. Still holding the mushy pulp, I reached for his shoulder and placed the plant against it. I looked at his face for a reaction. His jaw twitched, but otherwise he didn’t acknowledge my gesture. 

      I held the pulp there as he raced forward until the blood had stopped flowing freely and began to thicken. Then I threw the pulp away. 

      I replaced my arm around his shoulder. 

      “So you still have no idea where we are? Are we even on Earth?” 

      “Yes, we’re in the human realm.”

      “Where are we going?” 

      “I don’t know,” he breathed. 

      I decided to ask no more questions of him. At least for now. He seemed to be as clueless as me as to our whereabouts, and he needed to concentrate on getting us out of this jungle before day broke. And the sun drained him of all energy. 

      We passed the next few hours in silence. We didn’t stop again. I supposed that was a good thing. The speed at which Caleb was running prevented mosquitoes and other nasty-looking insects from landing on me. I felt their high-pitched buzzing in my ears several times as we ran through particularly thick clouds of them, but thanks to Caleb’s swiftness, none were able to land on me.  

      I didn’t know how I did it, but as I rested my head against Caleb’s back, listening to his heavy breathing, feeling the strength of his body so close against mine, exhaustion took over me and I drifted off. 

      

      Strong hands shaking my shoulders brought me awake with a start. I sat bolt upright, bewildered as to where I was or how I was looking up into Caleb’s face. It took a few seconds for the memories to return. 

      I was lying on the ground, Caleb leaning over me, artificial light casting shadows over his sweaty face. Sounds of civilization surrounded me, just a few meters away. We were in a cluster of bushes, and just a few meters away street lamps lined a concrete road. A little further than that was a market. 

      I looked up at the sky. The sun was about to break above the horizon. 

      “Where—?”

      “We’ve reached a town,” he whispered. 

      “Oh… Oh, thank God.” I attempted to stand. He pulled me back down. 

      “I need you to wait here,” he said. “Can you do that?” 

      “For how long?” 

      “Ten, fifteen minutes. Stay in the shadows of the trees. Make sure you’re not seen. All right?”

      “O-okay.”

      I crept further into one of the bushes and peeked through a gap in the leaves to watch Caleb run out onto the road and head in the direction of the market. I stood waiting behind the bush with bated breath, trying to make sense of where on earth we could be. Footsteps sounded on the concrete road a few feet away. 

      The voices of two men filled my ears. I couldn’t understand what they were saying, but at least it sounded like a human language. We’re definitely on Earth, like Caleb said. But where? I supposed I’d have to wait for Caleb to return. 

      Although I didn’t have a watch, it felt like Caleb had kept his promise to return within fifteen minutes. He crept behind the bushes and dropped down next to me. He had a bulging plastic bag in his hand. He removed the contents one by one, placing some items on my lap, some on his own. 

      “How did you—?”

      “Some early visitors to the market,” was all the explanation he offered. 

      “So you pickpocketed them,” I muttered. He nodded. I guessed it wasn’t difficult for vampires to pickpocket, given their superhuman speed and agility. 

      By the time he was finished, I was holding in my lap a ripe papaya, a liter of water, a toothbrush, toothpaste and a stiff cotton night gown. On his lap was a clear plastic bag filled with fresh fish, a black wallet and another black plastic bag. 

      He began tearing into the fish, draining all the blood and throwing the rest of it into the bushes. He must have been hungry. I attacked my bottle of water with similar urgency, swallowing half a liter in less than a minute. Then I turned to the papaya. 

      I wasn’t sure how to open it without making a mess of it. I looked at Caleb. 

      “Could you?”

      He extended a claw and sliced the fruit into quarters. I began chewing into the sweet flesh hungrily and I had finished the whole thing in a few minutes. I eyed the toothbrush and the night gown. 

      “Now what?” I asked once he’d finished his fish blood. 

      He stood up and brushed himself down. Opening the wallet, he pulled out a wad of cash and began counting it. 

      I stared at the currency. “We’re in—”

      “Brazil. On the borders of a city called Manaus.”

      Brazil. Well, at least that explained the rainforest. The opening of the gate was in the heart of the Amazon. 

      Caleb’s eyes roamed my body. 

      “Put that dress on over your clothes,” he said. 

      I stared down at my clothes. He had a point. I looked like I’d just walked off the set of a slasher movie. I pulled the dress over my head and did my best to tie back my hair so it didn’t look quite so alarming. 

      I looked at Caleb. He hardly looked presentable. Shirtless, his chest was covered in bloodstains and grime from rushing through the jungle for hours. His hair was a tangled mess and his pants were ripped too. He was in just as bad a state as me. 

      “And what about you?” 

      He reached for the unopened black plastic bag and pulled out a pair of shorts and a crisp black shirt. He walked to a cluster of trees nearby and disappeared behind them. When he returned, he was fully dressed in the new clothes. 

      “All right,” he said. “Let’s go.” He gripped my arm and pulled me forward. 

      “Wait.” I tugged on him, pulling him back. “Bend down.”

      He raised a brow but did as I’d requested. His head now level with my chest, I ran my fingers through his thick dark hair, attempting to tame it, picking out pieces of leaves and branches. I almost screamed as a small red spider scurried across my finger, burying itself closer to Caleb’s scalp. I picked up a stick from the ground and, fishing through his hair to find the creature again, I managed to brush it away.  

      “Caleb,” I whispered, my insides churning, “can you check my hair for spiders?” 

      He stood up and pulled my head toward him, his strong fingers tugging roughly on my long hair as he sifted through it. 

      “No spiders. Okay? We need to go.”

      “Okay,” I said in relief. 

      I slipped my hand in his and, picking up the toothbrush and toothpaste, we left the tree-lined enclosure and walked onto the main road. I was glad that the dress was long enough to cover my feet because I wore no shoes. 

      Caleb led me directly across the quiet road and headed into the market area. We walked along a line of buildings until we reached a tall one with a sign above a double-doored entrance. 

      Hostel Amazonas.

      Caleb wrapped an arm round my waist and held me close as we ascended the steps and entered into the lobby. There was a small reception desk in one corner where an elderly woman sat reading a paper. She looked up at us through her spectacles as we arrived at the desk. 

      Caleb picked up a leaflet from the counter and paged through it. He looked up at the woman. 

      “A private room, please.”

      “Sala privada? Para dois?” the woman asked, holding up two fingers.

      Caleb nodded and placed a few notes down on the counter. 

      She took the cash and counted it. “Uma noite,” she muttered. She handed us a key and pointed to the number engraved on it. “Vinte.”

      Caleb took it from her and pulled me away from the reception desk, up the staircase in the center of the room. We walked up two flights of stairs and found Room 20. 

      He opened the door and locked it immediately after we’d entered. I found myself standing in a narrow room. It looked much like a basic motel room—a small double bed, a faded chair, an old telephone and an ensuite bathroom. It was basic, but looked clean enough. Most of all, I was thankful to see mosquito nets fixed to the window and also over the bed. 

      The door clicked as Caleb locked it. He walked about the room, drawing the curtains shut and plunging the room into darkness. He reached for the switch on the wall and flicked on the fluorescent lighting. Then he finally turned to face me. We stood in silence, just staring at each other. It was the first time since our reunion that we’d had time to just look at each other, undistracted by danger. And now it felt awkward. I broke eye contact with him and walked toward the bathroom. 

      “I need a shower,” I muttered.

      I locked myself in the small bathroom and undressed. I placed my torn clothes in the bin in the corner of the room and stepped into the shower. 

      There was no hot water but it wasn’t needed. I was glad to have the cold water spilling down my back after the heat of the jungle. I half expected to find another leech on me but, thankfully, I didn’t. I stared at the floor of the shower, amazed at how much dirt was flowing off me. 

      I soaped myself from top to bottom and washed my hair with the cheap shampoo that had been left on a ledge. I stepped out, dried myself and changed back into the night dress. I wrapped my hair in the small towel, forming a turban, and, after procrastinating a minute longer, stepped back out into the room. 

      Caleb sat in a chair in the corner of the room, staring down at the leaflet he’d taken from reception. I approached slowly, and soon realized that he was looking at a map. He stood up as I approached and left me alone in the room to take a shower himself. I waited in silence for him, listening to the running water, looking at the map while I waited. 

      When he finally opened the door, wearing his shorts, his chest bare again, his hair dripping wet, he stopped in the center of the room and looked down at me seriously.

      There were so many questions bombarding my mind. I wasn’t sure he was ready for them. Hell, I wasn’t sure I was ready. 

      “What now?” I asked. 

      “We stay in this room for a few hours. Get some rest. And then we move on again. This is one of the nearest towns to that gate. It’s not safe to stay here.”

      “But go where?”

      “You need to return to The Shade.”

      I bit my lip.

      “Caleb, what were you doing there, on that strange island? And why did you save me again?” He walked over to the window, his back turned to me. “I thought you weren’t willing to risk putting anything else on the line for me… for us?”

      His back heaved, his muscles rippling beneath his skin. 

      “I wasn’t.”

      “Then?” 

      He paused. Then cleared his throat. “We don’t have much time here. We should be using it for rest rather than talk.”

      “You can’t keep me in the dark any longer. I can’t sleep until I know what’s going on.”

      He threw me a glance, eyeing my bare arms. 

      “Get under the mosquito net first.”

      I climbed onto the bed and tucked in the net all around me. I sat cross-legged in the center of the mattress looking at him as he resumed his seat in the chair.

      “Firstly, I don’t know what that warlock, Rhys, wanted with you. Secondly, I was there because I was paying a visit to that island with Annora.”

      “What is that island? Why did Rhys take me there, of all places?”

      He hesitated. His lips parted then closed. 

      “It’s best you don’t know what lies on that island. Just know that it’s not pretty. I don’t know what they had planned for you or why he stole you away.”

      “What will happen now? Will Rhys come after us?”

      “Oh, yes. You can count on it. That’s why we can’t stay here for more than a few hours.”

      “What will he do to you, if he—if they—find out you’ve betrayed them? And what will you do now?”

      Caleb wet his lower lip, his Adam’s apple moving as he swallowed. “There’s nothing I can do.”

      I’d seen enough of the witches to know that Caleb wouldn’t be spared for such a betrayal. 

      “Why did you do this for me?” I pressed. 

      He shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “It was probably another mistake.” 

      “Yet you did it still, with barely a moment’s hesitation.”

      “I did,” he said, staring blankly at the opposite wall. 

      I thought back to the night Mona had burst into our apartment, claiming that she had a sense that my parents were under a spell. I’d found it strange at the time. But now suspicion was beginning to enter my mind. “Caleb, did you warn Mona about my parents?”

      His silence was all the answer I needed.

      I couldn’t restrain myself. I untucked the mosquito next and ran over to him, kneeling down and taking his hands in mine. 

      “Caleb, you can come back with me. I know Mona will vouch for you. And you returning me a second time… it simply can’t be a coincidence. With both myself and Mona standing up for you, there’s no way my parents can refuse. They’ll just be too relieved to see me again. Why don’t you come with me?”

      Her refused to look me in the eye. 

      “If you don’t,” I said, my voice shaking, “you’ll die. You have no choice. Even if you manage to escape Rhys, you only have seven days. Come to The Shade and Mona will be able to rid you of the bond. You can live with us.”

      Excitement and passion coursed through my body. I reached up to touch his shoulder and finally his eyes fixed on mine. 

      He stood up, drawing me up with him. He picked me up in his arms and laid me on the bed. Tucking me back under the mosquito net, he remained outside of it, gazing at me. 

      “Rest now, Rose. We’ll talk about this when you wake up.”

      I reached a hand up to the net, wanting to touch him again, reassure him that it would work out all right, if he’d just come back with us. 

      But I agreed to his request. 

      I lay down on the stiff pillow, exhaustion beginning to claim me again. My eyes didn’t leave Caleb’s still form in the corner of the room until they fell shut. 

      As I drifted off, I imagined him coming back with me to The Shade. I pictured our arrival at the Port. We’d go straight to my parents. Mona would help me explain that it had all been a misunderstanding. Because Caleb was a good man. A man who deserved more than the life he’d been dealt. 

      Much more.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 36: Caleb

        

      

    
    
      I moved my chair closer to her once she’d fallen asleep. I wanted to take in her beauty, the gentle flush in her cheeks, the way her lips parted slightly as she breathed. 

      So much had happened in such a short time, truth be told, I was still in a daze myself. 

      Rose’s suggestion to return with her to The Shade was indeed my only option—if I was to stay alive, of course. Even then, if I agreed, there was no guarantee that we’d make it back in time. I was still bound by Annora’s seven-day curse. I studied the map and thought about how we could possibly return. We had no passports. Rose clearly had no special phone on her capable of contacting The Shade. We’d have to find a way to get to the other side of the continent quickly, and then steal a boat to travel the rest of the way to The Shade. I had no idea how long that might take us. Any number of things could go wrong. For one thing, I had the sun to contend with during the daytime. We’d have to do the bulk of our traveling at night and during the day stay out of the sun. All the while traveling with Rose—a frail human girl. And all this was actually the least of our worries. We had Rhys on our tail, I was sure of it. I knew he wouldn’t stop until he’d hunted us down. And he was a Channeler, even more powerful than Annora. He might be hurtling through the Amazon rainforest at the speed of light right now, toward us.  

      Still—detaching myself from the situation—I had to get Rose back to The Shade as quickly as possible. What might happen to me had to be secondary. Of course, if something did happen to me, she wouldn’t survive. She was dependent on me now. 

      Thinking about the odds we were up against sent my mind reeling. I felt overwhelmed. But I realized there was no point worrying about what might happen. Our circumstances were out of our control. We just had to take things one day at a time and do our best to stay alive. 

      I picked up the map again and continued to study it, trying to decide what our next move should be. Before we set off anywhere, I needed to steal some sort of protection for myself from the sun. Perhaps a long hooded raincoat. We didn’t have the luxury of only traveling at night. We simply didn’t have that sort of time.  

      For the next couple of hours, I tried to focus on planning our journey. But thoughts of Annora kept interrupting me. The way I’d left her there, helpless on the ground, so willingly. As though it was just instinct to abandon her for Rose. I wondered what she might be doing now. Whether she might have woken up already, or whether she might still be lying unconscious and alone in that dark tunnel. 

      As I looked again at Rose, I realized that while I was in her presence, I just didn’t care much. I didn’t know what would become of Annora, but the fact that I was able to leave her so easily spoke volumes. Although I felt guilty for it, Rose eclipsed Annora so completely, it was hard to feel much for her even as she occupied my mind. 

      Even if Annora hadn’t done all she had, I wondered if Rose might still have eclipsed her. I wondered if trying to fix the witch had been nothing but an attempt to fill the hole Rose had gouged in me. I’d hoped that perhaps if I had Annora back, she’d make me forget the pain I felt in the princess’ absence. Perhaps it had all been a big ruse—none of it done for Annora’s sake, but for my own.

      I looked at the old clock on the wall. It was time. 

      I untucked the mosquito net. But before I woke Rose, I bent down and gave in to the urge that had consumed me the moment I’d laid eyes on her beautiful face again. 

      To touch her. Breathe her in.

      I caressed her soft forehead with my lips. As much as I wanted that moment to last forever, I allowed my kiss to linger only for three seconds. I didn’t want her to realize what I’d done. Because I didn’t want this to be another mistake. 

      I pulled my mouth away and clutched her shoulders, shaking her awake. 

      Her green eyes flickered open and she gave me a small smile.

      “Caleb.” She reached up, her fingers brushing against my cheek. 

      I closed my eyes, barely breathing. It took all the restraint I had to not bend down and kiss her again, this time on her flushed lips. 

      I cleared my throat. 

      “Rose, it’s time to go. We have a long journey ahead of us.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 37: Annora

        

      

    
    
      My brain was on fire as I sat up. My muscles felt like they’d been put through a shredder and restrung beneath my skin. My bones ached. My vision was blurred and my throat parched. I reached out and felt for the wall. I leant against it as I tried to stand. My eyes slowly came into focus. I was in a dimly lit tunnel. I gripped my head. I felt like I might pass out again from the pain. I could barely think straight. 

      I placed both forefingers on my temple and muttered an incantation. Nothing happened. 

      Where are my powers? 

      I’m supposed to be stronger than ever.

      Then the last memory I had before the blackout washed over me. I doubled over. 

      “Caleb,” I gasped. 

      Pain seared though my chest as I recalled his handsome face, his beautiful brown eyes, the way he’d touched me as Lilith performed the ritual, the way he’d looked at me with concern. As my mind’s eye fixed on this man who’d remained by my side all these years, my heart raced. My head felt light. With Caleb in the center of my heart, breathing life into my soul, it felt like I was walking on air. A sudden warmth rushed through me, shooting from my chest and spreading throughout my body. A sensation that was all-consuming. Earth-shattering. A sensation I’d thought I was no longer capable of experiencing. 

      What is happening?

      Tears welled in my eyes and began to stream down my cheeks. I collapsed on the floor. Sharp rocks cut into my knees, drawing blood. But I could barely feel it. The pain in my chest brought about by Caleb’s absence and the euphoria coursing through my veins overwhelmed me completely. 

      What have I done to you all these years, my love? How could I have let myself lose you? 

      My body had never felt so weak, so vulnerable. I didn’t know what had happened to me. And although I was confused as to why I could summon no magic—I was supposed to have been made into a Channeler, I should be even more powerful—the only thing on my mind was Caleb. 

      My love. My fiancé. I need to find him. 

      I managed to stand again. I stumbled through the tunnel toward Lilith’s chamber. My hands shaking, I fumbled for the doorknob and swung the door open. “Caleb!” I shouted, casting my eyes around the room. 

      The chamber was empty. Even Lilith had sunk back into her tomb. 

      I stumbled back into the tunnel. I ran until I reached the other end. I pushed open the door at the other side, the darkness of the cave enveloping me. I tried to summon light from my palms. Again, I was unable to wield my magic.

      “Caleb! Caleb, it’s me… Annora… I-I’m back. It’s me.” My voice broke. I ran to the cave’s entrance.  

      Another pang hit me as I realized Caleb wasn’t here. Did he leave? Where could he have gone without me? Why did he leave me lying on the floor? 

      What have I done to him all these years? 

      It felt like I’d just woken from the dead. I’d forgotten what it was like to breathe. To feel anything other than cold.  

      “I’m sorry,” I gasped, trying to swallow back the tears. “My love, I’m sorry. Forgive me. Please. Come back.” I fell to my knees, gusts of ocean wind whipping my skin. I closed my eyes, imagining Caleb standing in front of me. “I made the wrong decision,” I breathed. “I should have listened. I never should have given myself up. But I’m back. My love, I’m back. And I promise to love you for the rest of my life. I’ll never lose myself again. I swear, I’ll be the girl you wanted to marry. We’ll run away. Far away from… all this. We’ll live our story.”

      Although my mind was riddled with fear not knowing where he was now or why he’d left me in my vulnerable state, a warm rush of comfort spread through me. 

      I had found him again in my heart. Now, it was only a matter of time before I found him again in the flesh. 

      That I knew, because ours was a never-ending story.

    

  

  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 38: Vivienne

        

      

    
    
      “Eye of snake. Beak of crow. Skin of toad. Blood of Rose.”

      The chant echoed around the moonlit graveyard. 

      A tall man with black eyes levitated a few inches off the ground, stirring a black pot. Beside him was a grey tombstone. Smoke erupted from the cauldron, billowing upward, forming a swirling vortex. Within the smoke, another figure appeared, back turned to me. A pure white robe hung against soft curves. She turned slowly in midair, twisting to face me. But she had no face. Where her eyes, nose and mouth should have been was nothing but smooth pale flesh. 

      An echoing crack pierced the night. Then a hiss. 

      The tombstone’s lid sprang open. A still corpse rose from it into the air. The rotting corpse of a woman, it dwarfed even the man, her bony legs almost twice the size of his. Her ripped clothes revealed more of her moldering body than they covered. Her black eyes glinted in the firelight.

      She spoke in ancient tongue, her voice grating like nails. 

      The man drifted toward her and poured a goblet of boiling liquid into her mouth. She let out a blood-curdling scream. Her jaw expanded and split, the bottom half hanging disjointed. 

      As the corpse began swirling around in the air, her head snapped back at an almost ninety-degree angle, the faceless woman in white drew closer to me. And a face formed. The face of my young Rose. 

      Tears of blood spilled from her green eyes.  

      “Auntie.”

      

      “Vivienne. Wake up!” 

      I opened my eyes, gasping for breath. Xavier stared down at me, gripping my shoulders and shaking me. I was in our bed. I sat up and leaned against the headboard. Xavier’s face was stricken with worry—an expression that everyone on the island had shared since Rose had been discovered missing again. 

      I dropped my head in my hands, trying to piece together my jumbled mind. I could barely form a coherent sentence. I was thinking in fragments, thoughts assailing my mind so fast I couldn’t keep up with them, much less articulate them. 

      “They know something.”  

      “What?”

      “About the twins. We’ve been mistaken in thinking there’s nothing different about them.”

      “Vivienne, who’s—?”

      “We need to discover what the twins have. Before it’s too late.”
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      I’ll see you on the other side. ;)
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      Dear Shaddict,

      If you’re curious about what happened to Kiev during his time away, and how he came upon Anna, I suggest you check out his completed stand-alone trilogy: A Shade of Kiev. 

      Kiev’s story will also give you a deeper understanding of the Shade books and the kind of threat Derek and Sofia are now up against.

      The trilogy is available from Amazon, and the first book is currently discounted to  $0.99 (I can’t guarantee how long the sale will run): Click here
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