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      I remained on that small islet near The Shade for several hours, until I could wait no longer. I’d been struggling to see any light at the end of this tunnel, but something about the beauty of the dawn that morning had made me reconsider conceding entirely to a lifetime of misery… at least, not just yet. I decided that the first and only thing that I should do next was find out more about myself. About ghosts. I still knew hardly anything about them, other than what I had gleaned so far from my own brief experience as one.

      This meant I needed to head back to the supernatural realm. Back to The Tavern. Back to Ernest. He was the only ghost I knew where to find. I’d met others in The Shade, but now that Jeramiah had left, they would be gone—back to their previous haunts, no doubt close to their old homes, or where they had departed from their bodies.

      I would head back to The Tavern, seek out Ernest in that old guesthouse, and if I came across some other ghosts along the way, it would be a bonus.

      Although I was feeling less pessimistic now compared to several hours ago, I still couldn’t allow myself to get my hopes up. Right now, for my own sanity, I needed to stop thinking more than a day or two ahead, and just focus on getting from point A to point B.

      Drifting upward from the rocks, I ascended toward the bright sky. I gazed around me at the endless world of glistening waves. Behind me, and invisible, was The Shade, and stretched out in front of me was the direction I needed to head in. I figured that it made the most sense to return to the same gate—situated near Mount Logan, in Canada—that I’d used to pass into the human realm with the ogres. It would be a pain locating it again, but once I did, I would have much less work to do on the other end. That mountain portal was connected to an island near The Tavern.

      There were other gates closer to where I hovered outside The Shade—like the one on the island Rose had once spent days on with Caleb and Annora, the one that led to the ogres’ realm. But I had absolutely no idea how to get from the ogres’ realm to The Tavern, or how far away the two locations were from each other. So I had no choice but to make my way to Canada.

      I squinted as I eyed the horizon, still feeling like the last thing in the world I wanted to do was leave this spot. This spot, so close to my home. So close to my old life. I’d already procrastinated for hours, because just the thought of leaving hurt. But I had to keep moving.

      I twisted around to face the invisible island. An island I wondered if I would ever return to.

      I’d thought that it would be less painful to slip away quietly, both for myself and for those I loved. I didn’t want to reveal to them that I had died and become a ghost until I discovered more about my situation. But no matter how traumatic it would be, the thought of them still passing each day with hope that I was still alive hurt even more. It was only right that I give them at least some kind of explanation to tide them over until my return.

      So, instead of heading east as I’d planned, I moved back toward The Shade.

      Their security had been increased drastically, but as a ghost—an entity who barely even existed at all—I was able to drift through without obstruction. As the darkness of the island enshrouded me, my eyes fell on the achingly familiar sight of the Port.

      Focus, Ben. Focus.

      Now, I had to think of how I was going to get my message across to my family and River. I did not want to do it via a dream. I had already made a promise to myself that I would not enter another dream unless it was a life-threatening situation.

      As I contemplated this obstacle while drifting closer to the Port, I glimpsed two figures taking a walk along the beach. It was Abby and Erik, walking hand in hand… and bounding in front of them was Shadow. I felt a swell of happiness for Abby that she had found what seemed to be a stable, loving relationship. Then my gaze fixed on the giant vampire-dog.

      I’d had success possessing a dog’s body before. I wondered if Shadow could help me in this particular situation… I approached him as he splashed about and chased his tail in the waves. If I had managed to open the griffin’s padlock with the mouth of a pitbull terrier, I was sure that Shadow could assist me in accomplishing what I had to do. I glanced back at Abby and Erik, who were about twenty feet away. If I was going to try to possess the mutt, I needed to do it now. Hovering directly above him, I murmured, “Sorry about this, old boy.” Positioning my feet over his back, I seeped into him.

      Occupying Shadow was quite a different experience than possessing the pitbull or the Great Dane. For one, his blood ran ice cold, and secondly, he was much larger. It took me by surprise how much of a strain it was just to lift his paws upward. But I didn’t have time to get used to it. Throwing Shadow’s head toward Abby and Erik, I verified that they were still a good distance from us. Then I propelled the dog’s legs forward, out of the water, and made a beeline for the forest. Beating up a sandstorm around his feet, I reached the border of trees as Erik shouted after me, “Hey, Shadow!”

      Sorry, Erik. I’m taking over Shadow’s walk for a while…

      Not wanting Abby and Erik to catch up with me, I scampered through the undergrowth as fast as Shadow’s legs could carry me. It would have been faster to take the forest path, but then I would be more likely to bump into someone—something I didn’t want to risk until I’d completed my mission.

      I took a winding route until I reached the Residences. I gazed up at the treetops to see that my parents’ penthouse still had not been rebuilt. I guessed they would be staying in one of the treehouses nearby—the logical choice would have been my aunt and uncle’s. Arriving at the foot of Vivienne and Xavier’s tree, I looked down at the ground beneath Shadow’s paws. There had been a light rain overnight, and the soil was moist. Moldable. Extending one of Shadow’s claws, I began running it through the dirt, etching out a message. I stopped several times and erased what I’d written with a brush of Shadow’s paw until I was finally satisfied with what I’d written. I could hardly explain much by this method, but I’d communicated enough, at least for now.

      I took a step back from the sprawling message, eyeing it over. Even if my parents or even one of my family weren’t the first to see it, it was bold enough for anybody passing this way to notice it, and they’d soon be made aware of it.

      Then it was time to for me to leave a note for River.

      Again, I didn’t want to meet anybody on my way to the Vale, so I took the path least traveled through the undergrowth to the borders of the human town. The town was quite busy at this time of day, so I remained within the shelter of the trees until I found some of the more quiet streets, and from there I wound my way toward River’s road. Arriving at the end of it, I was glad to see that it was empty. Still, the windows of River’s townhouse were open and the curtains drawn, so River and her family were clearly awake and more than likely inside.

      Trying to make as little noise as possible with Shadow’s heavy feet, I reached the front doorstep and, extending one of Shadow’s claws again, I scraped a wonky message against the chalky cobblestones.

      My gaze lingered on it for several moments after I finished before I tore myself away from the spot and hurried off down the street. I didn’t want to imagine River’s or my family’s reactions to my notes. Fixing my gaze straight ahead, I tried to numb myself to the pain inside.

      Reentering the forest, I raced Shadow back in the direction of the beach. I soon caught the sounds of Abby and Erik yelling for the mutt. I hadn’t been gone long, thanks to Shadow’s supernatural speed, and Abby and Erik apparently weren’t in that much of a hurry to find him, since they were still roaming the same patch of forest I’d escaped into. They might’ve just thought that Shadow had gone exploring in the nearby bushes, or perhaps he’d wanted to relieve himself in private. Locating them by the sound of their calls, I burst through a line of trees to find them standing in a small clearing. They whirled around to face Shadow, and as soon as they did, I drifted away from the dog’s body. It caused me a twinge of guilt to watch him stagger slightly on his feet, his appearance disoriented and bewildered.

      “Where did you go, boy?” Abby asked, moving up to Shadow and scratching his large ear.

      Shadow whined a little before shaking his coat vigorously. Then, after a few moments, he buried his snout in a particularly large, damp pile of leaves and began foraging. It didn’t take him long to recover. Living on this island, that dog had witnessed a lot of strange things. I guessed this was just another to add to his list.

      Erik gripped Shadow’s collar and reattached a thick leash before the three of them wandered back toward the beach. As they disappeared into the foliage, I knew that now it really was time for me to leave.
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      I was sitting in the bedroom Vivienne was staying in temporarily in the Sanctuary. Xavier sat near me as I rocked back and forth in a rocking chair, cradling baby Victoria, while poor Vivienne upchucked in the ensuite bathroom. She had been feeling under the weather, and she was staying here in Corrine’s quarters so that the witch could diagnose and treat her.

      I gazed down at my new niece, who was lost in a peaceful sleep. Thanks to Corrine’s expertise, there had been no unexpected complications with Victoria after her birth; she was a healthy, happy baby.

      A knock against the bedroom door disrupted the quiet.

      “Hello?” I called softly.

      The door opened and Derek stepped inside. He nodded briefly toward Xavier before setting his focus on me. There was an odd intensity to his blue eyes.

      Not bothering to remove his cloak, he moved to sit in the chair next to mine, wrapping an arm around my waist as he leaned over my shoulder, glancing down at Victoria.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “I need to talk to you,” he said, meeting my eyes again.

      “What about?”

      Derek’s gaze averted to the bathroom door as Vivienne stepped out, wearing a loose nightie.

      “Oh, hello, Derek,” she said, picking up a glass of water on her bedside table, before sinking back into bed.

      “I’ll take Victoria now, if you two want some time alone,” Xavier said, extending his arms for his child.

      I gently handed her to him, careful not to wake her. Then Derek took my hand, twining his fingers with mine, and pulled me out of the room.

      “Well?” I asked, as we headed down the corridor toward the exit. I wondered what he wanted to discuss with me in private.

      Wordlessly, he led me out of the Sanctuary and across the courtyard. Entering the forest, he pulled me toward a tree trunk and finally stopped. He clasped my other hand in his.

      By now my curiosity had reached its peak. “What is it, honey?” I pressed.

      His hands moved to my waist. Drawing me closer, he pressed a kiss against the base of my neck.

      What is all this about? It wasn’t like Derek needed an excuse to be affectionate with me, but I couldn’t help but sense something fishy.

      Half smiling now, I pressed my palms against his chest and separated us a little so I could look into his eyes.

      “What?” I asked, for what felt like the dozenth time.

      He caught my lips in his, silencing me. Then, finally, he raised his head and replied in a husky voice, “Turn me, Sofia.”

      I gaped at him, wondering if I had heard him right. “What? Derek, what are you talking about?”

      “I just… feel that it’s time I turn back into a vampire.” He dipped down again, his lips brushing my earlobe.

      “But why now? What’s the trigger? You do know that you may never be able to become a human again, after the scare we went through with you taking the cure last time.”

      Derek paused his kissing and heaved a sigh. “I know. But I feel I’m ready. I’ve also had an idea… about Jeramiah. And it… well, it requires that I turn back. Back into my… former self. I don’t want to talk too much about it yet,” he went on as I opened my mouth to question him. “I’d rather not go into details until I’ve done it. But, after turning, I’m also going to need to be away for a while. Not long, just a day or two. I’m not entirely sure. I’ve asked Ibrahim to come with me.”

      He paused, eyeing me closely, as if gauging my reaction.

      I wasn’t really sure what to say. I accepted his wish to not discuss his plan. I’d never wanted to be the type of wife to put her husband on a leash. I trusted and respected Derek too much for that. Of course, that didn’t stop the curiosity burning within me, but I didn’t press. I knew that the whole Jeramiah episode was a very personal issue for Derek and if he wanted to do this alone, without my interference, that was his choice.

      “Okay,” I began, still frowning. “Well, when would you leave?”

      “Soon after turning,” he said. He cupped my face in his hands. “I won’t do anything to put myself in danger. I give you my word.”

      I looked at him doubtfully. It felt like any time Derek embarked on a mission, there was always some kind of risk involved. Derek and danger were two peas in a pod.

      “What?” he asked, picking up on my uncertainty.

      I blew out a sigh. “Nothing. Just… be careful.”

      A smile curved the corner of his lips. “Since when have I needed to be warned of that?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Since forever.”

      He growled softly, feigning indignation, before his arms slid beneath my knees and around my back. He scooped me up and began racing through the woods with me. I already knew where we were headed.
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      After Hero returned me to The Shade and then mysteriously disappeared, Jamil and I searched all over the island for him. But it was to no avail. He’d vanished into thin air.

      I just couldn’t understand it. It was like he’d been some kind of guardian angel, appearing in my desperate time of need and then leaving when I was safe again. I still had no idea where he’d come from in the first place. And I’d been feeling strangely depressed in his absence. I’d come to like that griffin, and I had hoped that he might stay with us.

      “River!” my mother called up the staircase as I stood in my room, dallying with making my bed.

      “What is it?” I called back.

      “Come down here. There’s a… a note for you.”

      A note?

      Dropping the duvet, I hurried out of the room and down the stairs. My mother stood by the open front door. She pointed to the ground outside the doorstep. I moved closer and found myself staring at a message, scratched onto the cobblestones.

      “River,

      This is Ben. I can’t explain how I was here, but I need you to know that I love you and I am trying to return.

      Stay safe.”

      What in heavens…

      How? How could he have been here and left this message? Without even bothering to knock on my door and see me? Why would he do that?

      I glanced left and right, half expecting to see him standing on our street. But it was empty. Leaping from the doorstep, I launched toward the town center and didn’t slow until I’d reached the main square. It was busy at this time of day; crowds of people milled about or sat by the fountains.

      Clearing my throat, I bellowed, “Did any of you see the prince? Ben Novak?”

      Silence descended on the square. It became so quiet one could have heard a penny drop. They all looked back at me blankly, confused.

      “No,” some of them called back, while others merely shook their heads.

      Then… how?

      The thought that he might even still be here somewhere on the island was driving me crazy. I urgently needed to speak to Ben’s family. I’d been in such a hurry, I hadn’t even brought my shoes with me. But my mind was so preoccupied, I barely even felt the sharpness beneath my feet as I whizzed out of the Vale and into the woods with supernatural speed.

      I arrived at the Residences and stopped outside Vivienne and Xavier’s penthouse, where Ben’s parents were supposed to be staying temporarily. I was about to rush into the elevator when another message caught my eye, this time etched into the damp soil. It was a similar note. Also signed by Ben. There were huge paw prints next to it.

      What is going on?

      It occurred to me that perhaps this was just some kind of prank. But I really couldn’t imagine who in The Shade would stage such a sick joke involving their prince.

      Tearing my eyes away from the message, I hurried up to Vivienne’s penthouse. I knocked hard on the door. Nobody answered. When I peered through the windows, it was dark. It appeared that nobody was home. Breathing out in frustration, I returned to the forest ground. The next logical place to visit would be Rose and Caleb’s treehouse, which wasn’t far from here.

      I glanced once more at the shaky note, then launched off in the opposite direction. As I ran, questions and doubts overwhelmed my brain. But then, as I’d almost reached Rose’s home, a moment of clarity came upon me.

      Suddenly, I wondered why I hadn’t seen the connection before.

      Hero… Ben?
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      Ever since the beginning—when Rose and Ben had still been only five years old, and we had decided to leave California and move back to The Shade permanently—Derek had harbored a desire for me to turn him. The only reason I hadn’t at the time was because I had harbored a secret fantasy of my own; Derek turning me. But now, he was finally getting his wish.

      The first part of the process was all right because, well, there wasn’t exactly any “turning” going on… but when it finally came time to sink my teeth into his bare neck, I felt like a nervous wreck. It was one of the hardest things that I’d ever had to do. This was the first time I had ever turned anyone.

      I crouched over him, the tips of my fangs centimeters away from his warm flesh. Derek settled his broad hands firmly around the backs of my thighs, as if to reassure me. Ground me.

      “You can do this,” he whispered, his steady blue eyes gazing up at me.

      I nodded, even as I felt like backing out of the whole thing. I leaned closer and finally broke his skin. Derek’s warm blood filled my mouth, its taste tantalizing my senses. His hands remained anchoring me against him as I began to release my venom. Then his palms moved upward, settling around my hips. He pushed gently, indicating that I’d inserted enough poison already.

      I drew my fangs out and then crawled off of him, giving him some space as the transformation kicked in. He started drifting in and out of awareness, and all I could do was watch as he began to shake and vomit blood. Even though I could fetch one of the witches to help if there were problems, it didn’t make watching my lover go through this agony any less torturous.

      I appreciated him now more than ever for having volunteered to do the same thing for me. Turning itself was hell, but watching a loved one go through it… it was a different kind of punishment.

      As the hours passed, I kept checking the clock. His turning was progressing at the usual pace, but it felt like forever. When he finally began to show signs of stabilizing, I couldn’t have felt more relieved.

      I clutched his hand as his shaking subsided. “You’re doing great, baby,” I whispered to him, planting a kiss over his knuckles. His eyelids, which had been tightly shut the entire time, opened slowly. I reached out and stroked his forehead. “I think you’re done.”

      He gazed at me, his blue eyes more brilliant than I had remembered them. His gaze sent chills down my spine, reminding me of the first time he had ever looked at me, all those years ago when he woke from his four-hundred-year sleep.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked gently, my palm still against his forehead.

      He clenched his jaw. “I’ve been better,” he rasped. His throat sounded horribly dry.

      Crap. He needs blood!

      I couldn’t believe that I hadn’t thought to remind him before we’d started. His request to turn had come so suddenly, so unexpectedly, and I had just agreed to it. Then he had started seducing me and one thing had rolled into another.

      “Will you be okay waiting here while I go fetch some blood?” I asked. He seemed to be of sound mind and I didn’t sense that he would leave the lighthouse to go rampaging around the island murdering our humans… but, recalling my son with a painful stab in my chest, I knew one never could be quite sure with a Novak.

      “No, it’s all right,” he murmured. He rolled to the edge of the bed and reached for his cloak that had been discarded on the floor. I frowned as he withdrew two sacks of blood from within the garment’s deep pockets. Well, someone came prepared…

      He ripped the bags open with his fangs and downed them within two minutes. Then, grimacing, he wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and leaned back against the headboard.

      He closed his eyes, breathing deeply. For the next few minutes, I didn’t talk to him, giving him the space he needed to recover.

      Then his eyelids lifted again. He glanced up at the clock in the corner of the room, and then, to my surprise, he pushed himself off the bed and stood up, his legs still shaky.

      “I need to get dressed,” he murmured, snatching up the rest of his clothes and beginning to pull them on.

      “Uh, honey, I really don’t think you should be standing up yet. You need to rest.”

      “I need to get ready to leave.”

      “What?” He’d said he wanted to leave soon after turning, but I’d never dreamed that it would be this soon. He’d only just completed his turning less than twenty minutes ago. Turning took a hell of a lot out of one’s body, and after the process, vampires were supposed to rest. Besides, he was still covered in blood—blood that had now transferred onto the clean clothes he was pulling on himself. “Derek, that’s insane.”

      “I’ll be all right,” he said, meeting my anxious gaze, even as he teetered slightly and was forced to hold onto the back of a chair for support. “I promise.”

      Before I could say anything more, there was a knock at the door.

      Derek finished doing up his pants zipper and allowed me time to pull on my own clothes before he opened the door. Ibrahim stood behind it. The warlock eyed Derek and then glanced at me with an almost apologetic look on his face.

      Derek moved through the doorway, turning back to face me. “I’ll be back soon.”

      My brows couldn’t raise any higher. “You’re aware that you look like a sweaty, blood-stained, crazy ax murderer.”

      “All the better,” Derek replied, a dark twinkle in his eyes.
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      Still stinging from the failure of the mission in The Shade, we ended up returning to The Oasis. On arrival, I was forced to turn my mind to other matters. Our coven filled us in on everything that happened there while we’d been gone: the raid by the Drizans along with the seizing of the Nasiris, and even the visit of a group of vampires—headed by Derek and Sofia Novak.

      After recent events, I deemed that it was no longer a safe place for our coven to be based. Although the Nasiris had left and the bonds they’d held with us were broken, it did not feel like a home anymore to any of us. Luckily for the vampires who’d been present, the Drizans only seemed to be interested in the Nasiris, but nobody wanted to live with the constant fear of those jinn returning. There was also the possibility that the Novaks could launch an attack on us in revenge for what I’d attempted to do, which was another reason why we shouldn’t remain here much longer.

      Some of the vampires in our coven had scarpered already without waiting for my return. But most of them stayed behind out of loyalty to me. After all, they saw me as their leader. I was the one who had led them to this desert to begin with.

      I mulled over our situation, wondering where we could go from here. We would take our half-bloods with us, but there was also the matter of the humans downstairs in the prison. We had toiled so hard to build up our human population. But if we were to leave, it would be completely impractical to bring them with us. So, after each of us had drunk as much blood as we could hold—as well as stored as much as we could pack—we let the rest of our prisoners free. It was a melancholy sight, watching them staggering into the desert. No doubt they would cross paths with the hunters stationed nearby, who would then return them to human civilization. All that work… for nothing.

      Wherever we found our shelter next, we would have to start again from the beginning. But strangely, I was not as agitated by it as I’d expected to be. I’d been living down in that atrium for so long, chained by the bond of the Nasiris, it felt like it was time for a change of scenery.

      A few hours before our planned departure, we made a visit down to the jinn’s atrium beneath us. It was like a ghost town. We filled up sacks of jewels and gold, intending to bring them with us. I wasn’t quite sure what use we would have for them during our travels, but they might be useful at some point in the future if we ever needed to barter with humans.

      Now I found myself in my bedroom, glancing around at my belongings and deciding which items were really worth bringing with me. The reality was, I needed very little. Just a few sets of clothes, shoes, and toiletries which I stuffed into a backpack.

      My eyes roamed the king-sized bed. Lucretia had been the last woman I’d shared it with. My supposed girlfriend. She had been among the vampires to escape after I left and ironically, my ex-girlfriend Marilyn had remained.

      I moved into the living room to see if there was anything in here that I had forgotten about. I bent down to my bureau and began rummaging through the drawers. Then, to my surprise, the lights flickered out. The only light in the room now was a faint trickle through the door, emanating from an ornamental candle that I kept lit in the hallway.

      Power cuts weren’t a common occurrence in The Oasis, not when we had witches here working their magic. Perhaps Amaya and our other witches had wound things up prematurely, although I had told them to wait for me before relinquishing their magic on this place. I could see through darkness as a vampire, but it irritated me that the witches had gone against my command. I stood up and headed for the door to find out what they were playing at, but as my eyes crossed the doorway, I stopped short. My heart skipped a beat.

      Standing in the doorway was a looming figure, clad in a long, dark cloak. His face was concealed with an opera mask, and all I could see were his eyes. Blue eyes so vivid, they were almost luminous in the gloom.

      What the…

      I barely had time to wonder who the hell he was and what he was doing in The Oasis—heck, my apartment!—before he lurched toward me. I yelped in shock, but by the time I reacted, it was too late. He had reached me and grabbed hold of my neck. He slammed my back against the wall, pinning me there with alarming strength. The man’s eyes were closer to me now, and they bore into me with such intensity, it was as though they pierced my very soul. He let out a low, animalistic growl and the next thing I knew, he had withdrawn a syringe from his pocket and sunk it deep into my neck.
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      After Derek vanished with Ibrahim, I blew out a sigh and shook my head. I loved Derek more than I could express, but he was just such a weirdo sometimes.

      Whatever he was planning to do with Jeramiah, I couldn’t help but pity the lad. I had been expecting Derek to drink more blood before setting off; he hadn’t ingested nearly enough to satisfy his body. And because of that, he would likely manifest more aggression than he should, but I suspected that this too had been a part of Derek’s plan.

      At least he was with Ibrahim. If there was anybody I trusted to take care of my husband, it was that warlock.

      I left the lighthouse, intending to head back to Vivienne’s penthouse where I would have a long shower.

      But I didn’t make it as far as Vivienne’s home. As I made my way along the main path through the forest toward the Residences, I stopped in my tracks as River and Rose came hurtling toward me from the opposite direction.

      “Mom!” Rose yelled.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked, staring at the two girls as they approached me.

      “You’ve got to see this.”

      “See what?”

      “By Vivienne’s tree,” River panted. “Just come.”

      I was heading there anyway, but now I sped there with urgency alongside River and Rose.

      As we arrived, the two girls pointed to the ground. My breath hitched as I stared down at a message scrawled in the soil.

      “Ben?” I breathed. My eyes shot to Rose and River for an explanation. “What is this?”

      “I found a message similar to this outside my own front door,” River said. “I-I think I have some idea how they got here. As crazy as it sounds… I think that the griffin who saved me from the hunters and brought me back here was your son.”

      There were so many things about that statement that blew my mind, I didn’t even know where to start my questioning. But I didn’t even get a chance to as Rose said, “We need to talk to Corrine, and then River suggests that we visit the oracle.”
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      The journey was long and arduous. Perhaps it was just because my mind was unfocused, my soul still crying for the island I was flying away from, but the journey across the Pacific Ocean seemed to take twice as long as it ever had before. I lost count of the hours, but eventually, I spied land. Moving ashore, I was relieved to discover that I had, by some miracle, reached Canada. I found my way to the nearest town and gathered my bearings in a tourist center, which had a detailed map pinned against the wall. By the next morning, I had located the foothills of Mount Logan. From here, with much more zigging and zagging, I was able to find the route I’d taken with the ogres and make my way back to the gate dug into a snowy mountain plateau.

      I moved to the edge and gazed down into the starry portal, its swirling, smoke-like walls almost beckoning to me. I prepared myself to dive through when a voice spoke behind me. A voice with a French accent.

      “Are you here for the full moon?”

      I thought at first that there must have been some hikers camping up here that I hadn’t noticed. I whirled around and found myself face to face with the ghost of a man, staring directly at me. Hovering over the snow only a few feet away, he was of average height and meager build, with a sharp nose and bony cheeks. He had lanky, shoulder-length hair and a goatee. His appearance was youthful—I guessed that he could not have been much more than thirty years old when he died, and, bizarrely, he wore shorts and a tropical, pineapple-patterned shirt. Evidently, his death had not occurred on this cliff—or anywhere nearby. He looked like he had just stepped off a Hawaiian beach.

      His clothing only made his sudden appearance all the more confusing. What was this person doing haunting this icy landscape if he’d died thousands of miles away?

      “Who are you?” I asked, staring.

      “My name is Nolan,” he replied. “And this is my wife, Chantel…” I followed his gaze as he looked over his shoulder. The ethereal outline of a small, slight woman with a blonde bob drifted toward us across the snow. Like the man, she appeared young, and also like the man, she wore what appeared to be beach clothes: a strapless, light cotton dress that fell just above her knees. Now I also realized that both of their feet were bare. I scanned their bodies, looking for marks or clues as to how they had died, but found none. I wondered if they might have drowned in the ocean.

      “Joseph,” I replied instinctively, even as I mocked myself. It didn’t matter if the whole world knew my name now. It wasn’t like there was anything worse that could happen to me.

      “So you’re not waiting?” Nolan asked, raising a straggly eyebrow.

      I narrowed my eyes on him in confusion. “Waiting for what?”

      He paused, flicking his tongue across his lower lip, before exchanging a furtive glance with his wife. He cleared his throat, his tone subdued as he spoke again: “Never mind then. If you don’t already know… I’m sorry to have disturbed you.”

      He had piqued my interest far too much for me to allow him to brush me off now.

      I remained rooted to my spot, even as his hand passed over his wife’s back and the two of them began turning away from me.

      “Wait,” I called. “You must tell me what you meant.”

      The couple paused, the man twisting slowly to face me again. There was a span of silence as he considered my request. He glanced again at his wife. She spoke to him in French—a language I had not learned. He nodded slowly before addressing me. “First, why don’t you tell me why you’re really here?”

      “I was about to jump through the portal and travel to the supernatural realm before you spoke to me,” I replied truthfully.

      “What would you do there?” Chantel addressed me for the first time. Her accent was richer than her husband’s.

      “Try to find out… what I am,” I said, raising my arms and gesturing to my body.

      Chantel smiled a little, her crystal-blue eyes warming. “I remember it like it was yesterday,” she said quietly.

      Nolan’s eyes lowered to the portal in the ground behind me. He swept past me and stood at the edge of it, beckoning me to do the same.

      I approached next to him, my eyes cast downward into the dark abyss.

      “I do not know how many times you have passed through a portal,” Nolan began. “But for supernaturals who die while still in this human realm, after their death, they often have a strong instinct to drift back to the supernatural dimension, since many feel more at home there than in this mundane world. I’m guessing that you must have come through this gate at least once in order for you to know its location.”

      I nodded. “I have. I have also explored the supernatural realm a bit. I’m headed back there now because I need to speak to someone.” I paused, frowning. “You speak of supernaturals like they are familiar to you. Were you not humans in your past life?” They certainly didn’t have the appearance of anything but humans.

      Nolan shook his head. “My wife and I are not—and were not—human. We are the descendants of witches, though we have never considered ourselves among them. We saw hypocrisy in their ways, and ultimately rejected them altogether. Almost three hundred years ago, we decided to leave the Sanctuary and settle like humans in this realm, anonymously.”

      I felt taken aback. I wondered how many other witches might be living among humans, undetected. “Do you mind telling me how you died?” I asked.

      “Our death followed soon after we both contracted a fatal disease while on holiday,” Nolan replied.

      “Almost exactly fifty-one years ago,” Chantel added, glumly.

      It was odd to think that witches could die of a disease. I was so used to witches curing illnesses.

      My mind continued to spin. I thought back to all of the ghosts I’d seen in The Shade, who’d been beckoned by Jeramiah’s instrument—they had all been humans in their previous lives. None of them had taken the same potion I had to become ghosts. I’d assumed at the time that there must be some other way to become spirits, to stay behind in this world rather than move on to whatever awaited most people after death. Judging by the looks of that crowd of ghosts, they had all died in some kind of sudden and violent accident—and so my speculation had been that perhaps those ripped too suddenly from the world remained attached to it.

      But a disease? I wondered what kind of disease Nolan and Chantel had —whether it had caused a sudden, unexpected death. But since neither of them were offering more information about it, I didn’t want to intrude.

      “So you… became a ghost just by dying from a disease?” I asked.

      Nolan and his wife both shook their heads. “No,” Chantel replied. “It’s unlikely that anybody would become a ghost from what we died from… Before leaving the supernatural realm, we had taken a stock of a special kind of potion, just in case we would ever need it. It allows one to detach from the body, but still remain in one’s abode of choice. It’s actually common among witches to keep a stock of such a remedy—at least, among those who do not wish to pass on after death.”

      “Why did you want to stay behind?” I asked.

      Nolan raised a brow. “Why does anybody? It’s fear of the unknown, isn’t it?”

      I nodded slowly.

      As Nolan spoke, I was realizing that he and Chantel would probably be able to tell me more than Ernest ever could. They had been witches, and appeared to be more knowledgeable and, more importantly, more willing to talk. Trying to get information out of Ernest had been like trying to rouse a dead ox. He had been so mired in his addiction to dreams, he had barely wanted to resurface for even a moment.

      Perhaps, finally, I had met with a stroke of good luck in finding these two ghosts, though I was still waiting to discover exactly what they were here for.

      “I took that potion, too,” I said.

      Surprise flashed across the couple’s faces.

      “Oh, interesting,” Nolan said. He eyed me from head to foot. “From the looks of you, you were a vampire, am I right?”

      “Yes, I was,” I replied. Using the past tense to describe myself brought about a strange feeling.

      “How did you come upon the potion, then?” Chantel asked, frowning.

      “It was given to me by someone,” I replied, before changing the subject. “And now, what are you doing here?”

      Nolan heaved a sigh. “You know, Joseph, this life as a ghost gets old. Very old. We’ve hung onto this existence for decades, but it’s worn us down.”

      I shuddered internally. I did not want to contemplate my life as a ghost for a year, let alone decades. I’d only been one for… I had lost track of the time, but from the moment I’d discovered myself to be a ghost, I had been itching to escape from this half-life.

      “We’re here for this gate,” Nolan continued, gesturing downward to the crater. “Have you ever wondered what is beyond those swirling tunnel walls?”

      My eyes shot toward the walls, made of a light blue, ethereal substance.

      I recalled my journey through this portal with the ogres. On my way down, I had paused to wonder what exactly was beyond the walls. I’d even considered sticking my hand through the translucent barrier out of curiosity, but I’d been in a hurry to return to The Shade at the time, and I hadn’t wanted to risk something happening.

      Now curiosity flared up in me again. “I have wondered. Do you know?” I asked Nolan.

      “Not exactly,” he replied. “At least, we have never witnessed it for ourselves.”

      I raised a brow, prompting him to continue.

      Nolan’s eyes took on a distant quality, as if recalling a memory. “There is an open secret among ghosts—a legend, if you like. It is said that all those spirits who mistakenly stay behind in this mortal world still have a chance to correct their mistake and pass on to where they ought to be… once every full moon.” He glanced at me as if gauging my reaction before going on. “According to the rumors, soon after midnight on a full moon night, these supernatural portals glow with a warm, welcome light. A light that can be seen by ghosts alone, for it is only meant for us. Any ghost within a glowing gate’s proximity feels an irresistible calling to the light, and none can resist it. Not even the most self-willed spirit. They are sucked toward it, and then down into it… never to return.”

      His words hung in the frigid air as he finished.

      I stared at him in disbelief. “Uh… If these gates suck in all ghosts present, never to return, how could there be any witnesses left to tell the tale?”

      Nolan shared my frown, and paused. “That is a good point,” he said.

      Chantel coughed out a bitter laugh. “We are desperate, Joseph,” she said. “And desperation has a way of making one look past such details.”

      “But we are not alone in believing them,” Nolan said. “There are many others who have also heard of this rumor, however it was initially told. There are others already here, waiting along with us for the next full moon.” He gestured with his head toward the edge of the cliff, and then began walking toward it, indicating that I follow him. Gazing down, I saw that Nolan’s words were true. There was a whole crowd of ghosts, perched on the ledge, most of them in casual positions, gazing out at the beautiful view. I stepped back again with Nolan and returned my eyes to the gate.

      “When is the next full moon?” I asked.

      “According to the last lunar calendar I glimpsed—and according to my memory—it’s tonight,” Nolan said. “At midnight.”

      Midnight. As if the story wasn’t fairytale-ish enough already. I nodded slowly. “I see.”

      “We have nothing to lose by being here,” Nolan muttered. “If the story is true, we can only gain.”

      “So there’s supposed to be some light that shines from the gate, and ghosts get sucked in… According to the story, what causes the light? And where do they go exactly? What is on the other side?”

      “We don’t know exactly,” Nolan replied, shrugging. “All we know is that it’s supposed to lead to where we belong.”

      There was a pause as I struggled to believe even a single word Nolan spoke.

      “Will you wait with us?” Chantel asked after a span of silence.

      I shook my head. I doubted that there was truth to this fable, but even if it was true, of course I was not ready to leave this world. Yes, I was curious to know what was on the “other side”—if it really even existed—but I wasn’t prepared to move on.

      “No,” I replied.

      “Then you will continue on your way, to the supernatural realm?”

      I stalled. My original intention in going there had been to visit Ernest, but I was put off by that idea now. I’d only thought of him because I’d been desperate, not knowing of any other ghosts’ location. Now that I was here with Chantel and Nolan, I asked the question that I’d been burning to ask all along.

      “Is there any way at all to reverse the potion?”

      Both Chantel and Nolan were already shaking their heads.

      “No,” Chantel said. “That potion is final. There is no way to reconnect with our bodies.”

      “Believe us,” Nolan added. “We’ve tried.”

      Of course, even if there was a way to reconnect with my body—assuming it hadn’t rotted away or been swiped from that Cruor mountain by now—I couldn’t. Because my heart was infected and the moment I came to life again, I would risk the Elders’ uprising all over again.

      Still, I wasn’t ready to give in to the idea that there was no other way for me to live an even half-fulfilling life on Earth. That my only way of future happiness was to “move on”. Perhaps I just had not been a ghost long enough yet—had not been beaten down by the passage of time—but I still had some fire in me. Especially since the discovery that I could inhabit animals.

      Clenching my jaw, I accepted their answer with a nod, though internally I was pushing it away with all that I had.

      “You’re welcome,” they said together.

      The two of them waved before turning around and heading back to the ledge to join the other ghosts.

      “Oh, wait,” I called, suddenly remembering something else that had been bugging me since the conversation started. “Why were you hesitant to talk to me at first?”

      Nolan’s shoulders sagged. “Because not all ghosts welcome talk of the afterlife. Some, especially those who are newly deceased, become very angry about it.”

      “I see,” I said. “Well, thank you again.”

      “Good luck, Joseph.”
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      After Nolan and Chantel left me, I dove through the portal. Arriving on the other side—on the small island some miles from the shores of The Tavern—I began to ponder what my next move ought to be.

      After having had a taste of helpful ghosts like Chantel and Nolan, I was still reluctant to seek out Ernest again, even though he was nearby. Maybe there would be some other ghosts in The Tavern who would be willing to talk.

      Chantel and Nolan had been firm in their conclusion that it was not possible for a ghost to return to their previous life—now I wanted more opinions.

      And so I drifted into the sky and tried to find my way back to The Tavern. I got lost a bit over the waves but because the island was not far, and with my supernatural speed, I was able to spot its familiar outline soon enough.

      I headed straight for the harbor. That seemed to be the most logical place to start. I had time. I figured that I ought to do things as systematically as possible, to make sure that I found every ghost who might be on this island, if there were any other than Ernest. He would be my very last resort.

      I searched aboard every single vessel in the harbor, but found no ghosts. It was only as I neared one of the entrances to the main island and passed through the thick oak door that I had a stroke of luck. Slumped next to the ogre who was guarding the entrance was… another ogre. A ghost ogre. His features were similar to the living one next to him, and I couldn’t help but wonder if they were related. Perhaps brothers.

      I had my reservations about trying to get information from an ogre—they weren’t exactly the most eloquent of sorts—but there was at least one good omen about him: his eyes were open. He wasn’t asleep, and absorbed in some dream like Ernest no doubt would be. The ogre ghost’s eyes widened as he spotted me.

      “Who are you?” he grunted, even as the living ogre snored loudly by his side.

      Good question. It seemed that I had been so many things in the past year. Human, vampire, serf of the jinn, child of the Elders, and now a ghost.

      “Ben,” I said, not bothering with the idiocy of giving a false name again like I had with Chantel and Nolan.

      The ogre scrunched up his face in confusion. “Vampire?”

      I nodded. “I was. How long have you been here?” I asked.

      He shrugged. “Don’t keep track of time,” he mumbled.

      “How did you die?” I prodded.

      He glided to his feet and, turning around, he revealed a massive gap in the back of his skull. Wide enough for a large axe to have wedged through it.

      “I see,” I murmured, as he turned around again and resumed his slouch on the ground. Before he could return my question, I asked another. “Do you know of any way, no matter how difficult or seemingly impossible, to continue living in one’s former life? To reconnect with one’s loved ones?”

      The ogre stared at me like I was talking Chinese.

      “No,” he grunted. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be sitting here, would I?”

      Well, maybe you’re just too lazy to do what it takes…

      But he had a fair point, and it was one I feared I might receive from any other ghosts I encountered.

      

      My fear came to fruition. After leaving the ogre, I kept moving about the island and discovered a surprisingly large number of other ghosts. Some had been vampires, some wolves, one had been a human, and there was even what looked like a harpy. I found myself wondering why there were so many ghosts here. Perhaps because this was a shelter to so many otherwise homeless creatures, this was the place they truly considered home, having been shunned by their own realms.

      Although the numerous ghosts all had varying degrees of approachability—with the harpy being the lowest on the scale—all of them responded with exactly the same answer. There was no way to move backward.

      My desperate hope was that there had to be some seemingly impossible way to do it, and the reason nobody did was because nobody was crazy enough. Because I was used to impossible circumstances. And even an impossible task was better than none at all.

      But here I found myself, with no leads whatsoever.

      By the end of the day, after speaking to dozens of ghosts, I found myself drifting toward the beach and then back over the waves. I wandered slowly, aimlessly, deep in thought and worry. I ended up back near the small islet that held the portal. The sight of the star-strewn abyss brought my mind back to the present. Many hours had passed since leaving Chantel and Nolan, and surely it would be well past midnight by now. I felt curious to see whether all those ghosts were still waiting on the other end. Whether that fable had been just that—a stupid fable. Probably concocted by some miserable spirits to make themselves feel better.

      Hovering over the gate, I traveled back through the ethereal tunnel and shot out of the other side, landing back in a world of ice.

      When I gazed around the snowy plateau, there was nobody in sight. I moved over to the cliff and gazed down at the ledge where the ghosts had been gathered. Also empty.

      I guessed that they had waited until past midnight, and seeing that nothing was happening, they had all drifted away, hapless and disappointed.

      I drifted over the plateau, toward the steep drop where the ledge was, and decided to sit there for a while. I could see why most of the ghosts had gathered here to wait. The view of the mountains was breathtaking.

      Now… What next?

      I still couldn’t help but feel that, if there were any answers, they would lie back in the supernatural realm. But where? The Tavern was really the only place that I was familiar with. Of course, as a ghost, it was not like I would be in danger roaming around the various realms, but, although I had the time… I did not want to be roaming forever.

      I mulled over the matter a while longer and was about to head back to the gate—to return to The Tavern and ask the first ghost I saw where the nearest main settlement was where I might find more ghosts to speak to—when I felt an odd sensation. Suction, coming from behind me. As though somebody was holding up a powerful vacuum cleaner right next to me, I found myself being sucked backward, but on twisting to see who was there, there was nobody.

      The suction intensified, dragging me in the opposite direction of the gate, even as I tried to fight it. Then it became too strong. The next thing I knew, I was flying away from the mountain, pulled by some invisible force. My speed increased until I was going so fast that the world around me became a blur. Utterly bewildered, I continued to hurtle forward, until eventually—I could not say how long it took—I came to an abrupt stop through no exertion of my own.

      My vision coming into focus, I found myself standing on a rocky shore directly in front of the entrance to a cave. This cave was familiar. Uncannily familiar. This was… Hortencia’s cave.

      Without warning, the oracle wheedled in my head, “Enter if you dare…”

      What is going on?

      Hurrying forward into the cave, I moved along the narrow passageway until I reached the oracle’s grotty front door. A sense of anticipation—even excitement—swelled up in me. The oracle. She knew of my existence. She could sense my presence. Heck, apparently she had even summoned me to her. Witches could not sense me, and according to Nolan and Chantel, it was unlikely that jinn could either, but this oracle was different in many ways. She could see things that nobody else could. And apparently that extended as far as ghosts.

      The idea had occurred to me to seek out the oracle before now, but I’d dismissed it because I had no clue how to reach her cave. Now I was here, delivered right to her doorstep.

      Maybe she can help shed some light.

      I was no longer afraid of her predictions—after all, my life could hardly get any worse.

      I passed through her door, expecting to see the oracle standing, or perhaps sitting, in her usual solitude. But as I entered, I was met with quite a different sight.

      I did find the oracle—perched on a rickety stool—but gathered around her were the three women I loved most in the world.
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      “The young spirit has arrived,” the eyeless oracle announced, almost gleeful.

      I gazed anxiously at the pale faces of my mother, sister and girlfriend. They had figured it out. Due to the messages I’d left, they must have suspected I was a ghost, and perhaps it was River who’d suggested that they come to consult with the oracle. River was the only one of the three who had been here before. But how had they gotten here? How had they found her?

      It didn’t matter. They were here. And I was here.

      I knew that if I failed to find any kind of solution for myself, I would return to The Shade and find a way to communicate the truth to them. The full truth, not just dribs and drabs, so that it would be easier for them to move on. But I hadn’t been ready to tell them yet, not when I still held on to a sliver of hope that I might be able to return in some way, even if not in my own body.

      Now, I had no choice in the matter. From the looks on their faces, it was clear that the oracle had already told them everything.

      My eyes passed over a strange arrangement in the center of the dim room. There was a low, circular wooden table, upon which stood a rusted, medieval-looking dagger, positioned at a perfect ninety-degree angle. The dagger had a large, ornate handle and a thin blade whose tip was dug into the table’s surface, though it was hard to tell whether this positioning alone was what made it stand or if that was caused by the oracle’s magic. I couldn’t even begin wrapping my mind around what this was exactly, but whatever it was, I was sure that it had something to do with Hortencia summoning me here.

      “How do we know that Ben is here?” River asked, her voice slightly shaky, as she furrowed her brows.

      Hortencia whirled on her. “Do you suggest that I lie to you, girl?”

      River pursed her lips in response.

      “What reason would I have to lie, pray tell? You are the ones who disturbed me here and requested me to call a communion with your lost boy. I have frankly no interest in whether or not you believe me, but if you don’t, I suggest you get out of my cave since you’re wasting my time.”

      Rose was looking uncertainly at the oracle, a mixture of disgust and fascination in her large, green eyes as she took in her appearance. This meeting would have been the first time Rose had ever encountered an oracle before, and for that matter, it was my mother’s first time too. Still looking doubtful, Rose placed a hand over River’s knee and squeezed it.

      “I think we should believe her,” Rose whispered, as the oracle crossed her arms over her chest and headed to the other side of the room in a huff. “Like she says, what would be the point in lying? If she just wanted to get rid of us, she could’ve just said that she couldn’t call Ben, or heck, just forced us out of her cave with her magic. I don’t think she’s trying to fool us. There’s nothing in it for her.”

      “I agree,” my mother breathed. Her eyes moved back to the oracle. “Please, Hortencia. River didn’t mean to offend you. It was merely a question… H-How do I talk to my son?”

      “You already are,” the oracle sneered, still refusing to turn around and face my mother. “I told you, he has arrived in the room and whatever you say enters his wispy ears.”

      I wondered if Hortencia could actually see me in her mind’s eye. But more importantly, I wondered whether she could hear me. I’d heard her in my mind while still outside the cave. I needed to test if the communication went both ways.

      “Hortencia,” I said, before pausing for her response.

      She turned slowly in my direction.

      “Yes, phantom?” she murmured.

      She can hear me. She can hear me! The realization was strange. This was the first time a living person had been able to actually hear me, in real life, outside of a dream, since I became a ghost. As repugnant and irritating as this oracle was, she had become my only link.

      “Please, tell them that I love them,” I requested.

      The small woman’s lips curled slightly, and I was sure that if she’d had eyeballs, she would’ve rolled them. She twisted to face my mother, sister, and River.

      “He says that he loves you,” she said in a sickly sweet voice.

      Not exactly the delivery I would’ve wanted, but it was better than nothing. In fact, it brought about a much stronger reaction than I had wanted.

      Tears began spilling down my mother and sister’s cheeks, while I could see that River was on the verge of breaking down too. I didn’t think that River missed me any less than my mother and sister, but she was more practiced at holding in her emotions than they were.

      I stalled, wondering what to say next. What could I say that wouldn’t hurt them, that wouldn’t rip their hearts to shreds? Though it was probably too late for that now.

      “So… you told them everything about me?” I clarified.

      “Enough about you,” Hortencia replied before grimacing. “Enough for them to insist that I call you here.”

      “She told us what happened to you, Ben.” River spoke up, her voice deep and low. Apparently she’d cast aside her doubts as to whether I really was present. She looked around the room, uncertain where to focus her gaze as she continued, “She told us that you sacrificed yourself to prevent the Elders’ uprising, and she told us… what you are now.” Her voice went quieter still. “She told us how you saved me from hunters.” She stopped, her throat clogging up.

      Her voice slashed my heart like a knife.

      By now Hortencia had resumed her seat on the stool, and I moved next to her.

      “Will you tell them that I’m standing right next to you, on your right side?” I said to the oracle.

      Hortencia jabbed a finger at me, and said, “He wants you to know that he is standing next to me.”

      My mother, sister and River’s eyes shot toward my direction and, if I’d possessed insides, they would’ve squirmed. It was a bitter reminder of how lost I’d become, how out of touch. This was the closest I’d come to real-life contact with them in what felt like forever. How I wished that they could actually see me the way I saw them.

      I still wasn’t sure what I wanted to say to them. I realized that I felt grateful to the oracle for having revealed everything beforehand, saving me the pain of having to do it myself.

      It didn’t seem that there was much more to be said about what had happened to me. Now I just felt a burning urge to comfort them somehow.

      I left Hortencia’s side and approached my mother, who sat nearest to me. Bending down, I kissed her cheek. I was about to request Hortencia to inform my mother that I was inches from her when, apparently sensing my desire, she blew out a sigh of impatience and revealed it herself.

      “Mother of the dead, he has just kissed your cheek,” she said, her tone infused with boredom.

      Mother of the dead. I glared daggers at Hortencia. It was ironic, for all her infinite sensitivity to the universe, how insensitive she could be to the feelings of those around her.

      My mother raised a hand in the air, which passed right through my chest.

      “Ben,” she whispered. “I love you, Ben. And—” She drew in a heavy breath as her voice cracked. “I need you to know how proud I am of you.”

      I placed my translucent hands around her hand and planted a kiss over her knuckles. “I love you too, Mom.”

      “He repeats that he loves you,” Hortencia murmured to my mother.

      Next I moved to my sister, and dipping down, kissed her cheek too. My twin. I gazed down upon her pretty, innocent face—or should I have said deceptively innocent, after her recent misadventures. It felt like I had grown so far apart from Rose. We had been practically inseparable as children and recently—even when I was still alive—we’d been away from each other for so long that it almost felt like our connection was fading. We didn’t share the same uncanny mental connection that my father and aunt had… at least, neither of us had experienced it yet.

      “Hortencia, please tell Rose that I’m next to her now.”

      As the oracle did, tears flowed more heavily down Rose’s cheeks. “Dammit, Ben,” she croaked. “You don’t know how much I miss you.”

      “I know,” I replied. “I know.” Replying that I missed her too felt almost redundant. Of course she’d know that I missed her just as much.

      I remained gazing into my sister’s face for several moments before finally moving to River. My heart ripped as my love’s gaze turned upward, as though already expecting that I was moving on to her. Her turquoise eyes… they fixed so near to where mine were. I lowered myself a little, so that I could be looking directly at her.

      “Tell River I’m looking into her eyes.”

      The oracle blew out sharply. “My patience wears thinner than a ghoul’s skin. You have five more minutes in my abode, the lot of you. These ladies have already eaten into too much of my precious time.”

      Five more minutes.

      “Tell her,” I urged the oracle.

      “Your ex-lover is peeping at you now, half-blood,” Hortencia said, her voice monotone.

      Ex-lover. I wanted to swear at the woman.

      Finally, the tears that had been welling for so long behind River’s eyes overflowed like a dam breaking and streamed in rivers down her cheeks. She bit down hard on her lower lip as she continued to stare determinedly at me.

      Moving closer, I moved my lips over her forehead, then her nose, then her lips.

      “We need you back, Ben,” she said hoarsely. Her voice dropped quieter. “I need you back.” As more tears spilled, she reached up to brush them away roughly with the back of her hand, though they were instantly replaced by more.

      What could I say to her? That I would come back? That I would find a way?

      “I’m trying, River,” I said, my own voice close to breaking. “I promise you, I’m trying.”

      The oracle let out a wild cackle. “No, you’re not!” she shrieked.

      I whirled around to face her, baffled.

      “What?”

      “Don’t try to fool the girl that you’re trying. You’re not trying. You’re simply wandering.”

      If I was still a vampire, my hands would have been twitching to wring her neck.

      Her words made my ego flare. What else could a person be doing in my position that I hadn’t already done? That I wasn’t already doing? What more could I possibly do? Dammit, I wasn’t all-seeing like her. All-seeing and all-useless.

      Then I caught myself, realizing the stupidity in letting myself get carried away with my ego. Perhaps she’s on the verge of offering up her own suggestion, her own solution to my predicament.

      I humbled myself before her, and, gazing at her intently, asked, “Then… if I am not trying, will you enlighten me and tell me how to try?”

      The oracle stood from where she had been perched on her stool, and, fighting to pull a straight face, she panned her head up to me.

      “You need to stop being a coward, that’s what you need to do,” she said, planting her hands on her narrow hips.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “What are you talking about?” Rose blurted over the top of me, indignation flushing her cheeks. “My brother’s no coward!”

      The oracle ignored my sister, keeping her attention on me. “I meant exactly what I said,” she replied. “You need to stop fearing what you must face.”

      Is this oracle really so incapable of just giving me a straight answer? I realized how strange it must’ve been to my mother, sister and River to be listening in on what for them would look like a one-sided conversation—the oracle talking to herself. Then again, maybe that wasn’t so strange.

      “What must I face?” I urged.

      “The same that all ghosts must face. At least, those who are not numbskulls, or gluttons for punishment.”

      I paused. The frustration boiling within me gave way to slow realization as to what she was getting at. “You’re… you’re telling me that… I need to go to the ‘other side?’”

      “The penny drops!” she cackled, her voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “But how would that bring me back to my old life?”

      “I never said it would,” Hortencia countered. “Though I never said it wouldn’t, either.”

      Impossible woman.

      “For the love of God,” I hissed, “will you just spit it out already? Is there any way for me to return to my old life, or not?”

      “That is not for me to say, but for you to find out…” She snapped her face away from me, her focus switching back on the other three in the room. “Now, five minutes has long passed. Take your leave. I tire of your miserable auras.”

      “Wait,” I growled. “You can’t just leave me hanging like this!”

      “You see the future, don’t you?” River spoke up. “You know what’s up ahead of him. Please, tell us.”

      As she’d disregarded my sister before, now she ignored River.

      “Up and out, children!” she shrilled.

      When the three made no motion to move, she strolled up to them and began grabbing their arms, pulling them out of their seats and bustling them to the door.

      “It is rude to outstay one’s welcome.” She scowled.

      My mother stopped by the door and refused to budge. “Hortencia,” she said, her eyes wide and desperate. “I thank you for all that you have told us, but please, will you just tell us something more? Anything more that could help my son. Please.”

      “I have told him all he needs to know,” Hortencia replied, her lower lip curling. “And I have given him my advice—that he must stop trying to push backward and instead roll forward.”

      As the oracle pushed the three women out of the door and moved to slam it in their faces, River stuck out her foot and jammed it in the door. She squeezed back through, her eyes traveling around the room wildly, as if in search of me again.

      “Ben,” she called, her eyes bloodshot. “You have to find a way. You have to.”

      The desperation in her voice shook me. I wasn’t used to River breaking down like this. I was about to respond again that I would try, but recalling the way the oracle had admonished me before, I thought better of it.

      “I will,” I said, with confidence I did not possess. “I will, River.”

      To my surprise, the oracle took it upon herself to relay my message without my asking… albeit changing my words in the process.

      “He says he will stop being a coward.” And with that, the oracle shoved River’s foot away from the door and finally slammed it shut.

      Now it was just her and me alone in the room. Though not for long. Before I could ask anything more of her, she moved to the dagger sticking out of the table in the center of the room and clasped her palms around its hilt. The next thing I knew, the same invisible force that had carried me here was sweeping me away, out of the oracle’s living quarters, out of her cave. I was whizzing so fast, I didn’t even get a chance to catch a last glimpse of River, my mother and sister. They might attempt to harass the oracle for answers some more, but eventually, they’d have no choice but to return to The Shade.

      When the force finally relinquished me, I found myself back on the same snowy mountain plateau—just feet away from the portal.

      Damn oracle.

      I’d hoped to find enlightenment in that dingy room of hers, but now I only found myself more confused. The woman seemed to get more and more batty each time I saw her. What was I supposed to make of her words? What was I supposed to think?

      The only conclusive thing she had said to me was just the opposite of what I’d wanted to hear. I already knew that ghosts did not belong in this physical world. I already knew that they were meant to pass on. That wasn’t what I’d asked her about—and yet that was the answer she’d thrust in my face.

      She had never answered my question, because the idea that the solution I sought—a way to remain in the life I knew, with the people I loved—could be on this elusive “other side” was absurd.

      Still, if only out of frustration, I wandered over to the entrance of the gate and gazed down once again into its swirling, starry depths.

      I couldn’t help but wonder, What really is beyond that tunnel wall?

      Drifting down into the gaping hole, I took a closer look at the wall. Reaching out a hand, I dared touch it. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to feel—some kind of sensation? Resistance? I felt nothing. My hand moved through the swirling substance and passed right through it, as though it were nothing but air. I sank in my other arm, and then half of my body, until I’d stepped completely through the wall and left the portal entirely.

      All noise disappeared. I couldn’t catch even the slightest sigh of the wind up on the mountain top. It felt like being in a sound booth, buried hundreds of miles underground.

      As I gazed around at what appeared to be an endless world of stars, it felt like a dream. What were those sparkling dots? Were they really stars? Planets? What was this place? Feeling like I was in space, I dared drift a little further away from the tunnel, deeper into the vacuum.

      Slowly but surely, I moved further and further away from the tunnel, until I was about twenty feet away. I turned around to examine the portal from the outside for the first time. It was like a wide, smoky tube, attached beneath the mountain and extending much further into the blackness than I could see.

      This is just weird.

      And was this where Nolan and Chantel—wherever they are now—believed they would be taken on a full moon night?

      I wondered if any other ghosts had dared venture through the walls and out into this wilderness by themselves, rather than wait for the elusive ‘midnight light’.

      I began wandering with no particular direction as I attempted to make sense of my surroundings. Every speculation or idea I came up with was just as stupid and far-fetched as the others. My attention focused on the shimmering stars. I wondered just how far away they were from me. How long it would take to reach the nearest one. Whether they were inhabited planets, or just burning balls of fire…

      I felt like an astronaut exploring the ether as I ventured forward toward what seemed to be the brightest star. Because it was the brightest and the largest, I also assumed it to be the closest, though of course, I saw the flaws in that logic. Still, I didn’t see the harm in moving forward… as long as I didn’t lose sight of the tunnel.
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      I had no way of knowing how much time was passing as I drifted in the vacuum. My vision still focused on what I’d deemed to be the nearest star, I began speeding up, until I was hurtling forward with all the supernatural speed that I had. But the star did not seem to be getting any closer at all. I wondered how many days, months or maybe even years it would take to reach it.

      As the outline of the long, snaking tunnel had all but faded, I stopped. I couldn’t get too carried away in my curiosity over this strange world. Besides risking getting lost, this would in any case only turn out to be a detour, a waste of time. A way of taking my mind off the frustration that still filled me after my encounter with the oracle.

      I traced my route back to the portal and, on reaching the swirling tunnel walls, I paused before passing through it. I couldn’t help but gaze around this silent world one last time. Almost painfully silent. The type of silence that caused a person to go insane if they stayed in it for too long.

      I felt the urge to shatter it—or see if I could—before I turned my back on the vacuum, maybe never to return.

      “Hello!” I bellowed. I was shocked by how loud my voice sounded. I was so used to it being washed out beneath the noises of the living world, but now, it was as though I’d just hollered into a mega-blast system.

      I shouted again, even attempting to increase my volume this time and see how loud it could get. If I’d had ear drums, they would have hurt, I was sure.

      Now it’s time to stop procrastinating.

      Turning my back on the stars, I returned through the walls of the tunnel. As disconnected as I was from the world above, I felt a surge of relief as I arrived back on the snowy plateau and took in my surroundings—my comfortingly earthly surroundings.

      Before thinking about heading back to the supernatural realm in search of more answers, I needed a few moments to recover from that mind warp.

      Once I felt ready to pass through the tunnel again to the supernatural realm, I approached the portal and hovered over it. As I was about to dive through, my head panned downward. I froze, my eyes bulging.

      Staring up at me through the darkness of the abyss was a face. A man. But he was a man unlike any I had ever seen before. At first I thought he was another ghost, since he appeared to be drifting—the downward pull of the portal having no effect on him at all. But I soon discarded that assumption. His tall, slender body radiated a warm glow—a glow I had never witnessed coming from a ghost before—and his appearance was… breathtaking. A word I hadn’t thought I’d ever use to describe another man. He had straight copper-colored hair that flowed down his shoulders and reached down to his lower back. He wore a white silk sash around his waist, and another over his shoulder, as well as a silver belt holding two sheathed daggers. His eyes were a brilliant amber, his ears were slanted at the tips, and his face was so perfectly symmetrical he almost looked like a drawing.

      Then he spoke, in a deep, almost musical voice. “You were calling.”

      Calling. This creature is from the other side of the tunnel walls… “The other side”.

      My mind began spinning. Could the fable Nolan and Chantel recounted to me possibly be true after all? Are they and the other ghosts gone because, indeed, the light did come for them?

      Fear filled me—the same fear that the oracle had accused me of harboring—and all I wanted was to back away from this being.

      “Do not be afraid.” He spoke up again, his eyes calm and gentle, almost as though he’d read my thoughts. “I heard the wretched crying of your soul, and I have simply come to answer you.”

      He must have heard me shouting. I cursed myself for giving into the temptation to break the silence of that vacuum. Though to be fair, I never could have predicted this…

      “Uh…” I began, unable to shake how bizarre it felt to be talking to this spirit. “You’re mistaken. I wasn’t calling for help… I’m just on my way to the supernatural dimension.”

      My words hung awkwardly in the air as the spirit continued to survey me.

      I staggered back as he began drifting upward, out of the entrance. He cocked his head to one side, his sculpted brows knotting in a frown. “Why are you afraid?”

      I didn’t answer. I was beginning to feel more and more uncomfortable with this strange being’s presence with each moment that passed. My instinct was to hurtle away in the opposite direction, but I found myself rooted to the spot. I simply couldn’t just back away. Not yet. I needed to know who and what this was.

      “What are you?” I asked.

      “An agent of destiny, some call me.” He’d reached within feet of me now. His arm moved and his hand landed on my shoulder. To my shock, I could actually feel him. His touch… it was firm, on my shoulder. How is that possible? “While others call me… fate itself.”

      His grip on my shoulder tightened, then his other arm shot out and he gripped me by the upper arm.

      My face contorted in confusion. “What are you doing?”

      “Come with me,” he replied, even as he began to tug on me. “We wish to show you something.”

      Who’s we?

      He was pulling me toward the portal. I tried to struggle but, as I attempted to push him away, my hands passed through him like he was made of nothing but air.

      He looked back over his shoulder, and as I followed his gaze, I caught sight of another being just like the man holding me, drifting out of the entrance of the gate. Bizarrely, he was dragging behind him… a box. Though as he neared, it looked more like a coffin. A white coffin.

      “Get off me.” I struggled again to break free, however futilely. The being holding me hauled me toward his companion… and the coffin. His comrade lifted open the lid of the coffin before moving toward me. His hands wrapped around my ankles. The two of them carried me to the box and laid me inside as easily as one would set down an infant in a cradle. They let go of me once they’d positioned me at the base of the coffin, but before I could zoom out, they slammed the lid shut.

      I immediately tried to pass through the walls of the box, but I could not. There was a narrow, vertical window of glass that trailed down the length of the box’s lid. When I gazed through it, it was to see the snowy sky above. Then I caught a glimpse of hands clutching the sides of the box. They lifted it, and then with a lurch that flattened me against the base of the box, the view outside became nothing but a blur. The coffin shook violently from side to side.

      They were hurtling away with me… back through the tunnel walls?
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      I couldn’t see where they were taking me, but, to my surprise, it didn’t seem like they’d dragged me into the portal. Watching the coffin’s window was like looking through the window of a washing machine at maximum speed. I could barely even make out any distinct colors, let alone forms or objects. But it was light—lighter than it should have been if we were hurtling through the vacuum.

      It was a bumpy ride, and if I’d endured this as a human, I was sure that my skull would have cracked by now from the amount of times my head made contact with the coffin’s walls. This box was like the one Julie had trapped me in, resistant to subtle beings.

      Finally, the beings began to slow down. The view out of the glass became a little less mangled and I stopped being bashed about so much.

      As we slowed enough for the view to come fully into focus, I wondered if I’d finally lost my mind. Water surrounded the box. Rough, swirling water. It was moving around and around in a vortex, as though we’d entered the center of some kind of giant whirlpool.

      The coffin lurched again, dropping in what felt like a free fall. I was jolted away from the window and by the time I managed to press my face against the glass again, the coffin was still surrounded by water… only much calmer—and darker—water. It no longer swelled and surged, but instead was still and calm. The lid of the box faced what I assumed was skyward, and I could just about make out the rippling surface of the water and a few faint trickles of light—moonlight, I could only assume. It was far too pale for sunlight.

      The box continued sinking deeper into whatever reservoir of water I’d crashed into before there was an upward pull—the being hauling me back to the surface. Only now, as I gazed out, I could only see one spirit manning the coffin. The same copper-haired man who’d been the first to touch me. The other must have left at some point. It was impossible to guess when.

      The spirit’s body—emitting a soft halo of light in the murky water—temporarily obstructed my view. I felt him lifting the container higher, and then he positioned the box upright. When he moved aside and I was able to peer through the glass again, it was to see that he’d lifted me into a long, black gondola boat, two oars resting at its side. As I gazed around the boat, we were floating on some kind of vast lake, enclosed within an expansive cavern. The ceiling was so high, even straining my neck didn’t allow me to glimpse it. Boulders lined the edges of the lake, and the walls of the cave were rocky and uneven. The spirit planted himself in front of me on the boat and took up the two oars. Dipping them into the water, he began to row.

      Ahead of us, on the border of the dark lake, was what appeared to be a narrow entrance to a tunnel, on either side of which were two black columns, adorned with garlands of… heads? Shrunken heads. Shrunken, human heads. I didn’t have time to gape long. The spirit was fast in navigating us through the narrow passage of water between the pillars and soon we’d entered a winding tunnel of water. We wound around and around in the blackness till I almost felt dizzy. Then, turning a corner, the canal merged into a wider expanse of water again. We’d reached another large cavern—though this one was devoid of all traces of light. The only thing illuminating the enclosure was the aura of the spirit’s body as he rowed forward.

      “Where are we?” I yelled, even though I guessed that he could not hear me through the box. Whether or not that was the case, the spirit did not answer.

      A bank came into view. A small bank covered with black pebbles. The being continued floating the boat toward it, and as we reached the shore with a gentle bump, he turned around. I glimpsed his face, his fiery brows furrowed, jaw set in concentration as his arms wrapped around the box again. He lifted it and dragged it off the boat, onto the bank.

      Then the lid to the coffin clicked open. I didn’t waste a second in rushing out, but he caught up with me before I’d barely even traveled six feet. He gripped me hard by the shoulders from behind, and again, there was absolutely nothing that I could do to escape his grasp.

      I swore at the man.

      “Where are you taking me?” I growled.

      Wordlessly, he dragged me along the pebbly bank and stopped outside… a door. A door that I hadn’t noticed until now. Constructed of twisted metal, with a handle welded in the shape of a skull, it was fixed into the side of the rocky walls of the cavern. As I eyed its edges—particularly those closest to the handle—I wondered if it was just the dimness playing tricks on my eyes when I noticed the surface was stained with a reddish tinge.

      Raising one hand while still holding me tightly with the other, the spirit thunked his fist against the door in three resounding knocks.

      Silence engulfed us as we waited… for what, I couldn’t even imagine.

      My eyes shot toward the handle as it twisted. The metal joints of the towering door groaned. Filling the voluminous cavern with an eerie creaking, the door swung open to reveal… nothing. Just a dark, empty doorway, leading into what appeared to be a tunnel.

      “What’s going on?” I breathed.

      The spirit dragged me inside and shoved me up against a wall. His right forearm dug against my neck, holding me in place. His eyes—no longer as soft or calm as they’d been back near the portal—now glinted with intensity as he whispered, “This is where I leave you… Where you now belong.”

      “And where is this?” I hissed through gritted teeth, even as my hands wrapped uselessly around his offending arm.

      He answered with a single word:

      “Hell.”
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      I’d heard the spirit, and yet I hadn’t heard him. His answer passed through my ears, but I was unable to make even the slightest bit of sense of it.

      Hell?

      What?

      I didn’t get a chance to ask him for clarification. His forearm jerked away from me with wild speed, and the next thing I knew, he’d sped through the entrance and slammed it behind him.

      No.

      You’re not leaving me in this place.

      I zoomed after him, but I never got the chance to discover whether or not my form could pass through this door. Inches from it, I felt an abrupt and alarming sensation in my upper arms. It felt like somebody had grabbed hold of me again, and yet there was nobody in sight. And yet, as I struggled again to move forward and reach the door, the feeling of powerful hands holding me in place remained.

      As I whirled to look around again, this time I saw it. The outline of a creature standing right behind me. A towering, wraithlike creature. A creature that certainly belonged in hell. My gaze shot to my arms. Long, gnarled fingers with pointed black nails were wrapped around me, rooting me to the spot. They seemed to be turning more solid and less translucent with each passing second, until my head panned upward and I beheld the creature in its full, visible form: a nightmarish being with a skeletal body covered with skin so thin and translucent, it revealed the cold blue veins beneath. He had jagged, shark-like teeth and tufts of long black hair hung from the base of his otherwise bald skull.

      A physical form. And yet he was able to touch me.

      I was still staring as he began tugging me away from the door, down, down into the tunnel.

      For the first time, I found myself seriously considering that this was actually hell. But what have I done to deserve to be here? As the creature hauled me after him through the gloom, my mind felt like it had been blasted to pieces. I found myself thinking back on my life, on all that I’d done. I’d always thought that I’d led a decent life. Granted, I had murdered my fair share of people, but that hadn’t been by my will. I’d been under the influence of the Elder. But perhaps fate—if that glowing being really is an agent of fate—doesn’t consider the reasons for one’s actions. If a person touches fire, it burns regardless of how innocent one is. Perhaps Fate didn’t consider excuses and went only on actions. By that evaluation, I realized that I had lived a bad life. A very bad life.

      The end of the tunnel came into view, and as we reached it, we emerged in another cavern. Only this was different to the ones enclosing the lakes outside the door. Running down the center of it was an elevated path, on either side of which were pools. Large, circular basins of water that emitted an odd, pale blue light. This light was the only thing illuminating the chamber. I strained to get a closer look at them to glimpse the reason for their illumination, but I wasn’t close enough.

      We reached the other side of the chamber, where there was a narrow entrance to yet another passageway. This led into a second room, almost identical to the last, with glowing ponds on either side. We passed through several more of these rooms, and by this time I was no longer even bothering to struggle beneath the creature’s grip. After what felt like the seventh chamber—for I began to lose count—I began paying less attention to the phosphorescent ponds, and more to the rest of my surroundings. More gruesome garlands draped down from the ceiling, only these were not constructed only of shrunken heads. Whoever was responsible for the morbid decorations had thrown in a myriad of bones, tufts of hair, and what looked like dried flaps of skin.

      Whoever was responsible for the interior design of this place clearly had a one-track mind.

      My escort came to an abrupt stop as we reached the end of perhaps the ninth chamber. He stopped in front of the last pond in the room. His hold around me tightening, he moved closer toward the water until we reached the edge of it. Without warning, he shot up into the air, dragging me with him. I barely even had a chance to look at the water before the creature gripped my head and thrust me beneath the surface. As I gazed around underwater, I realized what was causing the faint, bluish glow.

      The pond—all of these ponds… they were swarming with ghosts. So many ghosts surrounded me in this single reservoir, I couldn’t even begin to count them. Most were motionless at the bottom—some sitting upright, others lying down in whatever little space there was—while others swirled around in clusters aimlessly in the water.

      I immediately surged upward again, but the heinous being was still hovering over the surface. His large, clawed hands clamped around my head and he forced me back down into the pool.

      I continued my attempts to escape, but as he continued to push me back down—each time with more severity and impatience—I saw the futility in my attempt. He needed to leave before I could try again.

      My gaze tilted back to the ghosts beneath me and surrounding me. I needed to talk to somebody. I needed answers before I completely lost my mind.

      I scanned all the unfamiliar faces, wondering who to approach first, and then… I spotted two faces that were not so unfamiliar at all. Chantel and Nolan. The two of them were cowering in a corner, their faces drained and gaunt. Being at the base of the cramped pool, they didn’t seem to have noticed me yet.

      My heart leaping just a fraction, I surged down toward them. Nolan’s eyes bulged as he recognized me.

      “Joseph!” he gasped.

      “What’s going on?” I breathed. It was an odd feeling being underwater, and not having to worry about opening my eyes or even breathing. I could talk the same as I could when I was above the surface.

      “We’re doomed!” Chantel sobbed.

      “What?”

      “The light came for us on the mountain,” Nolan began, his face lined with devastation. “But it was not the light we expected. It did not take us to the other side. It brought us to this hell instead.”

      “Of course, this is not actually Hell,” a rasping voice spoke behind us. I whirled around to see the ghost of an elderly woman, crouched in a corner, just a few feet away from us. Her form was humanoid, though she did not look quite like a human, nor a vampire. I wondered what she was.

      Momentarily forgetting about Chantel and Nolan, I asked her, “Then what is this place?”

      She blew out a sigh. “The Underworld. Also known as the realm of the ghouls.”

      The realm of the ghouls.

      “But… how?” I stammered. “Why? Who were those glowing beings?”

      “It’s all a hoax,” the old woman murmured. “Whatever those fae told you, it’s a pack of lies.”

      My jaw couldn’t drop any lower. “Fae?”

      “Yes, fae,” she replied. “You wouldn’t have seen one before, not if you’ve never traveled beyond the walls of a portal.”

      “What are fae?”

      “Elemental spirits who inhabit the ether in between dimensions. They captured all the ghosts in this pool.”

      I was still wrapping my mind around ghouls—my mother and father had told me about an experience they had with one on the island that had caused utter havoc, even killed two of The Shade’s residents, though I’d never seen one in the flesh before, so to speak. And now… fae? There was a lot more I could’ve asked her about the “fae”, but at the forefront of my mind was the question:

      “Why? Why would they bring us here?”

      The elderly ghost shifted from her position and moved closer to me. “Almost five decades ago now, the fae made a pact with the ghouls. At the time, the realm of the fae was in chaos as they fought to overturn their monarchy. A group of insurgents struck a deal with the ghouls to further their cause. The ghouls would help them fight a war in their realm to overturn the current rulers, and in exchange, the fae would agree to serve them by supplying a constant flow of ghosts for the next fifty years.… In fact, I believe the time is almost up.” She eyed me bitterly. “You’re unlucky to be caught within the catchment date.”

      I gaped at her. “Why do ghouls want ghosts anyway? They can’t eat them. What use are they to them?”

      The woman’s eyes darkened. “Ghouls live for death, reveling in all things morbid and macabre… in case you hadn’t noticed their rather singular taste in decoration. They are known by some as grave robbers, by others as collectors; they are hoarders of all things relating to death. And ghosts… we are like trophies to them.” She paused, eyeing the ghost-infested water surrounding us. “They keep us here, like ornamental fish.”

      It took a moment to find my voice again.

      “How long have you been here?” I dared ask.

      “Not long compared to some others in this hell hole, but… long enough to have gleaned some of the evils of this place. No ghost in this particular pool has been here for more than a few months. I was captured about three months ago, and when I arrived along with a group of other ghosts, this pool was completely empty.”

      “You were also captured by the fae?” I asked.

      She looked almost embarrassed to admit it. “I too had fallen for the myth of the light in the portal that would lead one to the other side—a lie spread by the fae among the ghost community to ensure they have a constant, easy supply of them.”

      Wow. The extent of the deception was staggering. I wondered how they had initially planted the lie. I guessed that would have been the hardest part, because once the rumor started spreading, desperate ghosts would latch onto the hopeful fable… just like Chantel and Nolan. They were willing to suspend disbelief for any far-fetched story, simply because they’d been at the end of their tether and saw no other way out of their miserable half-existence.

      “And what about the other pools? There are loads in this place.”

      “I do not know if all of them were caught by fae,” the elderly woman replied. “Some could have been collected by the ghouls themselves—I suspect many of them were. At least those on this upper level.”

      “Upper level?”

      “The newest recruits are kept here on this level, the highest level,” the woman explained. “At least, while there’s still life in them. Gradually, as spirits lose their shine, they get shifted down, down, down… until eventually, when their souls have all but died, they get cast into the furthest depths of The Underworld. The Necropolis, some call it.”

      

      “A necropolis for ghosts?”

      She grimaced. “Strange, isn’t it, how even ghosts can have graves.” She paused as Chantel’s sobbing intensified.

      I furrowed my brows. “How do you even know all this?”

      “I’ve done my fair share of wandering,” she replied wearily. “At least in the beginning, when I first arrived and was far more reckless than now. I visited the caverns deep down. It’s…” Her voice faltered, horror filling her eyes. “Let’s just say it’s so bad, you can practically tell how many years they’ve been here just from glancing at them. It’s rare to find a ghost cognizant enough to even talk to down there.”

      Years.

      “There’s got to be a way to escape,” I hissed. “We’re ghosts, dammit!”

      It was Nolan who replied this time. “I tried, Joseph,” he murmured behind me. “Chantel and I tried and… it wasn’t worth it. Trust me.”

      I whirled on him, stunned. He’d barely been here a day. How the heck can he have given up so quickly? I felt a sense of frustration—even anger—toward him for being so spineless.

      “We tried to flee for the exit,” Chantel managed. “But they caught us. They caught us and they…” Her voice choked up again.

      “What did they do?” I demanded, lurching closer to the couple.

      Nolan shook his head, while Chantel buried her head in her wispy hands. “Don’t make us talk about it,” he rasped. “Please, Joseph, just take our word for it.”

      I twisted to face the elderly woman, raising a brow. “What do the ghouls do to those who attempt escape?”

      As helpful as the woman had been until now in answering my questions, chillingly, she too became tight-lipped.

      I cast my gaze around the rest of the hapless ghosts in this pond. All was quiet by now as they listened in to our conversation. “What do they do?” I shouted. Anger overtook me as none offered up an answer.

      How can they all be such wimps?

      It wasn’t right for me to feel anger toward these poor, unfortunate souls. They’d done nothing to harm me. But I realized that it wasn’t really anger propelling my actions. Beneath my heated temperament was ice-cold fear.

      I cast my eyes back to the surface of the water, where the ghoul had been hovering to make sure that I remained within the water. I could no longer see his shadow looming. I could only assume that he’d moved elsewhere.

      I attempted to adopt a calmer tone before addressing the old woman again. “None of us are bound by chains. We have free movement. We can pass through walls. We can—”

      “And so can ghouls,” the woman finished for me. “And for your information, the only reason that they don’t chain us is because, again like fish, they like to see us roaming about. That is also why they like to have a constant influx of ghosts, to decorate their chambers—those with fresh life in them. And those ghosts who drain out get shifted down lower, out of sight. Because what attraction is there to a bloated, unmoving fish? I also have a suspicion that they enjoy the chase when a ghost disobeys their will… I’m sure they also enjoy the discipline that follows.”

      “What do you mean by discipline?”

      “Just trust me when I say you don’t want to find out.” The woman pursed her lips.

      I couldn’t accept what she was saying. I was a ghost. A spirit, barely even existing. I’d given up the confinements of a physical body and one of the few advantages I had left in this half life was that I was ethereal… and yet not so ethereal that ghouls and fae couldn’t touch me…

      “How are ghouls able to touch us?” I asked. “And for that matter, how are fae able to touch us?”

      “I don’t know for sure,” she replied. “All I know is that both are spirits of a different kind. Although they can assume physical forms—as solid as any human—their natural state is subtle.”

      I wondered now if jinn could touch and see ghosts. I’d never gotten a chance to see Aisha again after I left my body. She’d been trapped in Julie’s blasted Elder box.

      My mind trailed back to just before the fae had caught me. I’d ventured beyond the walls and explored the vacuum. Then, before returning, I’d yelled. I supposed that those fae must have been somewhere nearby to hear… although I hadn’t been able to spot them when I was drifting around on the other side.

      “I doubt there is any ‘other side’ after all,” Chantel croaked.

      “Oh, there may well be,” the old woman replied. “A counterfeit object doesn’t preclude the existence of a genuine one. It’s just that this… this is all a hoax. To unsuspecting humans or supernaturals—those who have never encountered fae before—they look quite like the traditional concept of angels, don’t you think? The cunning creatures know this, and they use this to fool people and lure them into their trap. They are the worst, most despicable kind of cheaters, playing on the hopes and desperation of lost souls.”

      Bastards.

      Now I wondered whether it was even possible for a ghost to reach the other side, if the whole glowing gate thing was a load of crap. I wondered whether “the other side” was still indeed beyond the walls of the portal, as Nolan and Chantel had believed. Anyway, there was no point in thinking of it now.

      My mind turned back to escape. “So, what you’re really trying to tell me, is that you don’t know a single ghost who’s managed to escape this place?”

      “That is what I’m telling you,” the woman replied. “I’m not saying it’s impossible but after a few tries… it tends to wear you down. There’ve been cases of particularly stubborn ghosts who try and try again, but it’s always them who end up being removed from the upper levels first. The rumor among ghosts here is that five is the unlucky number.”

      I raised a brow. “Meaning?”

      “After five attempts—failed attempts, I might add, which they always are—no ghost has been known to possess enough life to warrant the ghouls keeping them in the levels above The Necropolis.”

      My eyes traveled over the grim ghosts surrounding me—almost everyone now seemed to be listening in to our conversation. Their hopeless, pale faces were a harrowing sight, and these ghosts were supposed to be among the latest recruits. I couldn’t imagine how any ghost would still have a sound mind after one year in this hellhole. It was no wonder that they became shadows of their former selves… What was life as a ghost like here? What did they do all day and night, cooped up like koi fish? I guessed the same applied for any ghost, in a way. What did ghosts do with their time? Try to get lost in dreams like Ernest, I guessed. Though in this place, I couldn’t imagine there were any dreams. Only nightmares.

      I studied the old woman’s face closely, again wondering what she was—or rather what she had been. This time, I asked.

      “A werewolf,” she replied, with a small, strained smile.

      That would explain the bushiness of her brows…

      “And a rather old one at that. My name is Marcilla. Marcilla, of the Brownback tribe, from The Woodlands.”

      The Woodlands. The realm of the werewolves, where I had visited briefly.

      So the fae are stealing ghosts away from the portals in the supernatural dimension, too.

      Although there were still hundreds more questions crowding my mind, I was already suffering from information overload. I needed to first process what I’d learned so far.

      “Thank you, Marcilla, for answering my questions,” I said.

      “You’re welcome… Joseph, I believe the witch called you?”

      I didn’t bother to correct her with my real name. I simply nodded before drifting back. The rest of the ghosts in the pond were still silent, eyeing me. Some looked even disappointed, as though they had wanted the conversation to continue. I guessed the drama that followed the arrival of a new recruit was the only entertainment they had all day.

      Now I needed to be alone. Alone with my thoughts. Alone to face my fears. As dead as I was, seeing my mother, sister and River back in that oracle’s cave had sparked a fire within me. I was going to escape, no matter what the pain or sacrifice. I had to. I’d made a promise to River, and I intended to keep it, no matter how impossible it seemed.

      On the subject of the oracle… damn the woman!

      I realized now that, had it not been for her ambiguous wording, I probably wouldn’t have bothered to float through the tunnel walls. I probably would have followed my instinct and fled the moment I saw that fae emerging from the gate. But playing at the back of my mind all along had been the faint possibility she’d planted with that one little devious answer…

      “You’re telling me I need to go to the ‘other side?’… But how would that bring me back to my old life?”

      “I never said it would,” she’d countered. “Though I never said it wouldn’t, either.”

      I hadn’t even been aware at the time how much her words had been playing on my subconscious. But now I saw it all. Why else would I have bothered venturing through the tunnel walls when I’d already been told that “the other side” lay somewhere beyond them? Buried within me had been the small belief that maybe I ought to blindly follow the oracle’s suggestion, and trust that I would be better off for it.

      I cursed myself for my naïve stupidity.

      But then, as I continued replaying the meeting over in my mind, I recalled another little sentence she’d dropped into the conversation…

      “My patience wears thinner than a ghoul’s skin.”

      The analogy was certainly an uncommon one. In using it, had she been foreshadowing what was to come? What was meant to happen? Or were these just more of her endless mind games?

      But would she really be so malicious as to send me to this hellish place just for her own amusement? Would she really be so evil?

      I could describe the oracle in many ways, but she’d never struck me as evil.

      Whatever the case, it didn’t matter.

      I was here.

      But I can’t just sit here.

      I gazed once again toward the rippling surface of the pool. No matter how many warnings I’d received against it, I was going to try to escape.

      “Not try.” For some reason I imagined the oracle’s voice correcting me in my head. “Trying is for cowards.”

      Not try.

      I am going to escape.
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      I surfaced near the edge of the pool, at the side that was closest to the path that ran through the cavern. Slowly, I raised my head above water and glanced around the chamber. There were no signs of the ghoul anymore. Either he had made himself invisible to me or he had gone.

      There was only one way to find out for sure.

      I cast one last glance back down into the pool, eyeing the ghosts. Chantel, Nolan, and Marcilla were staring at me, as were several other ghosts.

      They already knew what I was about to attempt.

      “Good luck,” Nolan mouthed, even as Marcilla grimaced.

      I nodded back curtly in response, refusing to allow their expressions to dampen my resolve.

      Then I dared lift fully out of the pond, all the while keeping watch on my surroundings. In one swift motion, I swept across the chamber toward the same tunnel entrance the ghoul had escorted me through. That was the way to the exit. The ghoul had never given me a chance to see whether I could actually pass through the main door. Now was my chance to test it. I zoomed back along the path that I had been brought down, even as I gazed around me in constant worry of being spotted by a ghoul. It was endlessly unnerving to think that one could approach me at any time and I wouldn’t even know it.

      By some mercy, I managed to reach the main door, and as I sank my form through it, I was able to pass to the other side. I’d been hoping against hope that this would be the case but now that I’d actually managed it, I found myself almost in shock. How could they just allow that?

      I emerged in the dark cavern that enclosed a vast black lake. My eyes immediately fixed on the tunnel that I had traveled through on the boat with the fae. I zoomed across the water toward it and, entering, I wound round and round the ghostly canal until I reached the first cavern I’d visited. The entrance cavern.

      Here, I was met with a stunning sight. A sight I’d not been able to see before due to my limited view from within the coffin. I gazed up at the towering ceiling to see that… it wasn’t all ceiling at all. In the center was a large, gaping hole, swelling with spiraling water. And it was through this hole that faint trickles of light emanated. It was the base of the strange vortex I had fallen through. I wasn’t sure by what magic, but only droplets of water trickled down to the lake beneath. The main mass of water remained suspended in the ceiling.

      I was about to begin advancing toward it when something else caught my attention. Ghouls. There was a crowd of them—ten altogether if I counted correctly—hovering near the entrance to the whirlpool. They appeared to be conversing amongst themselves, making strange, eerie tittering noises.

      I thought for a moment that perhaps they were about to exit—depart on an excursion to kidnap some ghosts, or perhaps rob some graves—and if I just waited, I would get my chance. But they showed no signs of approaching the eye of the vortex. They remained as they were, hovering nearby. They must be guards.

      Great.

      I had not noticed these ghouls either, of course, when I’d arrived with the fae. They too had been beyond the scope of my limited vision. Though I would have been a fool not to expect this. I didn’t have any clue how many ghosts the ghouls kept imprisoned in their realm in total, but I would’ve guessed in the thousands. I wouldn’t be surprised if they got dozens of escape attempts a day. Marcilla had indicated that the ghouls preferred not to chain ghosts because it ruined the fun of keeping a pet, so The Underworld needed guards to keep watch, day and night… If there was such a thing as day in this forsaken place.

      My eyes averted from the swirling base of the vortex to the solid stone ceiling.

      Surely, I could just pass through that. We were underground, as the name of this realm made obvious. I was a ghost. If I could just keep passing through the earth, surely I would reach the surface. I just had to sink into the ceiling without the guards noticing me.

      Remaining close to the shadows of the craggy walls, I drifted upward, higher and higher. Every moment that passed, I kept expecting one of them to catch my movement from the corner of their eye, so I went slowly. Painfully slowly. Anticipation brewed within me as I reached within several feet of the roof. I sped up a little, wishing I could just vanish out of this place already. But when I reached the top of the ceiling, it was like a barrier. I could not pass through. No matter how much I pushed and willed myself to sink into it, it was impossible.

      After shooting another glance at the guards to make sure that they were still preoccupied, I attempted to pass through the ceiling yet again, in a different spot this time. Then again, and again, at various intervals. Dammit. I didn’t know how, but just like that coffin—and Julie’s box—they’d managed to make these ceilings impervious to ghosts. I found myself wondering whether the Elder box had originally been the possession of a ghoul, rather than the warlock Julie had claimed it was a gift from.

      I steeled myself against the failure. It became obvious to me now that the only exit was that swirling tunnel of water.

      But… how do I reach it?

      Glancing from the ghouls to the vortex, I guessed that I hardly had anything to lose… but everything to gain if I managed to lose myself in the rough waters before they could pull me back.

      I closed in on the ceiling again, but this time, instead of attempting to pass through it, I flattened myself against it at a hundred-and-eighty-degree angle—my front facing the twinkling lake beneath.

      Slowly but surely, I summoned the courage to glide closer and closer to the base of the whirlpool. As I arrived within several feet above them, they were still absorbed in their freakish conversation.

      Fixing my focus on the surging waters, and shoving aside my fear of the ghouls beneath, I knew that I would only have one shot at this.

      I can do this. I can do this.

      But as it turned out, I couldn’t.

      I didn’t even reach the entrance. Far from it. The moment I lunged to close the final short distance between myself and the vortex, the ghouls spotted me and whirled on me with such speed that I couldn’t help but wonder if they’d noticed me in the room all along. All ten of them barricaded me, blocking my way, and I knew then that the game was over. There was no point in continuing this attempt. I had to abandon the mission.

      Now my only focus became escaping the ghouls’ grasp. As one of them launched at me, I whirled around and zoomed back to the passage of water. Entering the tunnel and speeding with all that I had along the canal, I heard a harrowing moan close behind me.

      I cannot get caught. I cannot get caught.

      Emerging in the second cavern that held the main door, I didn’t even dare look behind me as I whizzed across the last of the water and sank through the wood. Faster. Faster. I passed along the dark corridor and then through chamber after chamber of the luminescent ponds. The ghoul hadn’t caught up with me yet, although I was under no illusion that I’d lost him yet. Far from it. I still heard and sensed his presence. But it was at least some comfort to realize that my speed seemed to be a match for his. Even if I could not see ghouls, I could still flee from them. Though, as I sped further and further from the exit, “fleeing” hardly seemed like the appropriate term. Fleeing deeper into their clutches, maybe.

      I was traveling so fast, my surroundings were a blur by now. I was vaguely aware that I was still trailing through chambers filled with pools—due to the dim pale light that whizzed by—but soon, even that familiar surrounding disappeared. All became darker, much darker. I must have traveled miles and miles by now. How big is their lair?

      After what felt like ten more minutes had passed, the eerie noises the ghoul had been making disappeared. I dared slow down a little after I passed through what felt like the hundredth stone wall. And then I even dared to stop completely.

      I found myself gazing around a large chamber, lit by torches. Its floors and walls were bare, with no signs even of the morbid decorations I had become accustomed to seeing in every room. There was, however, what appeared to be a towering cage at the opposite end of the room. I couldn’t immediately see what it contained, as it was cast in shadow, and I didn’t have time to stand and stare. I moved to a corner on my left, partly submerged in the wall in case the ghoul was still hot on my heels. As I waited in tense silence, still expecting the ghoul to burst through the wall at any moment, I tried to scrutinize the cage more closely. A hulking figure stirred. It extended… a tail? A long, thick, silver-scaled tail. As my eyes traced a large, oblong head, I realized that it was a dragon.

      How on earth could these ghouls have caught a dragon? And where would they have found it?

      As the dragon settled, lowering its head again and apparently drifting back into slumber, I turned my thoughts back to the ghoul. He could be invisible of course, but I couldn’t shake the hope that perhaps, as I’d sped through corridor after corridor, chamber after chamber, I’d managed to lose him after all. At least for now. Maybe he didn’t even care. I was away from the exit, back within the depths of The Underworld. He’d think I would get caught sooner or later anyway, and dumped back in my pond.

      Staying close to the edges of the room, I left the chamber containing the dragon and passed through to the next. Here, I was surprised to find an entire room lined with cages, albeit much smaller ones than the dragons’. In the flickering light of the torches, I realized that they were filled with mostly earth animals—and domesticated ones at that. Dogs, cats, rabbits, horses, even a few donkeys. I wondered how many of these were stray, and how many they had kidnapped from homes. Then there were also some wilder creatures: foxes, squirrels and pigeons.

      I wondered what fate lay in store for these poor animals. I recalled everything that my parents had experienced of ghouls. The way they killed and ate their victims’ guts. Perhaps all the living creatures here in these cells were being kept for food, unlike the ghosts who were simply for pleasure.

      Thankfully, I saw no humans… yet. It was quite possible that they would be kept somewhere else, and that was a sight that I really did not want to see.

      My suspicion was confirmed as the next chamber I passed into appeared to be some kind of gruesome butchery room. The tables were covered with knives and stained with blood. And in the far corner was the dissected carcass of a horse.

      My stomach would have churned if I’d had one.

      Fixing my eyes ahead on the wall opposite, I kept moving. I had almost reached it when I froze. I heard the sound of ghouls tittering, coming from the other side of the wall. Then the sound of a door creaking open. Ghouls were approaching. My first instinct was to sink into the floor, rather than head back from where I’d just come—where I might come across the wandering guard who’d been chasing me before.

      Big mistake.

      As I emerged through the ceiling of the room below, it was to see that it was occupied by a ghoul. What appeared to be—from her withered breasts—a female ghoul. I’d carelessly flung myself too low into the room and her beady eyes shot up at me. A freakish grin split her face, and she lurched for me. I was forced back into the butchery room, but now two ghouls had already entered.

      I whizzed upward through the ceiling of the chamber, praying I wouldn’t encounter yet another ghoul-infested room. I was already being chased by three now. Thankfully, it was empty. I hurtled with supernatural speed again, barely paying attention to where I was going. I zigzagged left and right, moved up several floors and then down several more—attempting to travel through the thick stone walls as much as I could, rather than in the open chambers. But in my hurry, I couldn’t always be so calculated. I found that the higher I went, the more crowded the rooms appeared to be, and by the time I figured out that the safest place for me would be downward, I must have already rounded up at least a dozen ghouls behind me in the chase. I was sure that the old werewolf’s words were true. They seemed to enjoy the chase. It was like a game for them.

      A game I cannot let them win.

      I focused on shooting downward, level after level, even as I tried to travel diagonally, rather than a straight line. I figured that would get them off my tail faster. And eventually, I succeeded… at least, as far as I could tell. By the time I gathered courage enough to stop, I’d gotten so thoroughly lost in the depths of The Underworld, I didn’t want to think how long it would take me to find my way back to the exit. I realized that I was back in a familiar setting, although many, many miles deeper. Ponds surrounded me on either side, except these ponds weren’t nearly as luminous as the ones above. They emitted only a faint, dull aura, like the light of a dying glowworm. These ponds didn’t swarm, either.

      Moving closer to the nearest pool to me, I could make out the forms of ghosts deep beneath the surface. They appeared to be piled together and lying at the bottom of the pond. I couldn’t spot the slightest bit of movement from any of them. Still anxious that some of the ghouls had kept up the chase, I figured that down there would be a good place to wait until I’d recovered my nerves and figured out what to do next. I sank into the pool, my eyes raking over the comatose ghosts. Some of them were curled up in a fetal position, while others just floated on their backs, faces panned upward, with blank, vacant expressions. It was freaky to see that some even had their eyes open, just staring listlessly up at the surface. None gave any signs that they had noticed me. It really was as though they were dead.

      I was beginning to have second thoughts about stopping in this creepy pool, wondering whether I should just keep moving after all… but no. After that harrowing hunt, I wasn’t willing to just keep moving blindly through the walls anymore. I needed at least a few minutes to recover, gather my wits about me and come up with some kind of strategy. I was certainly safer down here—where I could merge in among the other ghosts—than out in the open.

      At least I had some new information about this place now. First, I could pass through the main door, and second, the entrance to the whirlpool—which I suspected was the only exit from this place—was guarded by ghouls, but… there was an exit nonetheless. I just had to figure out how to pass through it without getting caught. That seemed to be the impossible task before all of us ghosts, and what everyone had apparently failed at thus far.

      The exit would no doubt be guarded by ghouls twenty-four hours a day. And with dozens of those things around the relatively small exit at any one time, I could see why it was so difficult. A part of me wondered why they didn’t just close the exit off. But I supposed, if what Marcilla told me was true, there was a lot of traffic coming in and out of this place, with the fae and the ghouls embarking on their own grim excursions…

      I drifted further downward, looking for a spot to settle. The floor was uneven, sloping downward from the edges and dipping at its lowest point in the center—where all the ghosts were bundled. I chose a nearby corner to rest. Down here I felt more secure, less noticeable beneath the casual perusal of a ghoul.

      As I began to furiously brainstorm my next move, I spotted something curious in the elevated corner opposite mine. It was the outline of another ghost. I found it odd that, although slouched and still, he was sitting, rather than lying like the rest of them. I narrowed my eyes to try to see clearly through the gloom. It appeared to be a man. And even more curiously, it looked like he was staring right at me. He was the first ghost in this pond to register my existence. As I scrutinized the man… I noticed something even more odd about his appearance. Despite my need to stay as inconspicuous as possible, I couldn’t help but leave my corner and move closer. I wanted—no, I needed—to get a closer look at his face.

      It was bizarrely familiar and yet I was also certain that I had never met this man in my life.

      As I arrived within six feet of him, I froze, gaping. I could no longer believe that my eyes were deceiving me. Even in the dim light, I could make out his features well enough to see that he was almost a spitting image of my father. But this man’s features were sharper than my father’s, his jaw narrower, his build less bulky.

      I was wrong that I had never seen this man before.

      I had, in an old photograph.

      I felt as though I’d lost my mind as the name spilled from my mouth:

      “Lucas?”
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      Coming to, I had a dull ache in my head. My throat felt horribly parched. It was agony just to swallow. My heavy eyelids slowly lifted open and gradually my vision came into focus. Propping myself up against my elbows, I realized in a panic that I had chains around my hands and ankles. And I was in some kind of dungeon. A pitch-black dungeon. In one corner there was a rickety wooden stool—the only piece of furniture in the room—and beneath me there was… straw. Straw which, strangely, was just as disconcerting as the manacles that bound me. It gave the feel of some kind of medieval prison.

      What the hell is this place?

      My breathing coming fast and uneven, I hauled myself into a sitting position. Then I tried to stand but I was too tall, my chains too short. I was forced to slouch, even as I strained against my restraints. They were stuck fast to the stone wall.

      “Hey!” I rasped, wincing as my throat burned. “Hey! Where am I?”

      My voice echoed eerily off the bare walls. I broke out in a cold sweat, fear coursing through me.

      Damn it!

      I was about to yell again when I caught the distant sound of footsteps approaching outside. I froze, my heart pounding. The heavy footsteps drew nearer and nearer until they stopped outside the door. Keys clinked and scraped against metal. A bolt was drawn, and then the heavy oaken door creaked open with agonizing slowness. A warm glow spilled into the dungeon from the corridor, and inside stepped the same man who had kidnapped me. Only this time, he wore no mask.

      Derek Novak.

      Fear turned to fury.

      “You!” I hissed.

      Derek eyed me with infuriating calmness. He walked over to me, stopping just far enough away from me that I could not reach out and swipe him.

      I let out a growl. I couldn’t stand the thought of Derek Novak making a victim out of me. I would rather be staked immediately. Since I was unable to reach him, the only act of defiance I could manage was to spit at him, but he dodged, my saliva missing its mark.

      “You do not like darkness?” he asked, his voice deep and rumbling.

      “What?” I snapped.

      “I’m quite positive that you heard my question.”

      “No, I don’t like darkness!” I replied, hating that I was having to play along with his game. I might’ve been a creature of night, but no vampire liked to be stuck in a room completely devoid of light.

      “Then you will want to step into the light, will you not?” He gestured toward the inviting glow of the corridor.

      “Just get to the point,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “Very well,” he replied. “Once you have agreed to stop living in darkness, I will let you into the light.”

      “You’re the one who put me here—!”

      Derek bulldozed over me. “Once you agree to accept the truth about your father and stop blaming myself and my family for wrongs we didn’t commit, I will set you free.”

      Every inch of my skin prickled at his words. How dare he do this to me. How dare he!

      I cursed at him, stringing together as many swear words as I knew.

      At this, Derek merely nodded and even smiled slightly. “Not ready yet?” he asked. He shrugged his shoulders. “Okay.”

      With that, he turned his back on me. Sweeping out of the door, he closed it behind him, plunging me back into darkness.
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      The first signs of true life showed in the ghost as I spoke his name. Slowly, he leaned closer toward me, his jaded blue eyes narrowing. His face, gaunt and worn, twisted as he scrutinized me.

      “Who are you?” he asked, his voice faint. Though as washed out as his tone was, it was uncanny how much it resembled my father’s.

      “Benjamin,” I replied, still stammering with shock. “Benjamin Novak.”

      His dead eyes sparked with alarm, and then he began shaking his head, forcefully for one I’d presumed to be so lifeless.

      “No!” he gasped. “Not again! Not again!”

      His hands shot up around his head and he scrunched his eyes tightly shut. His face contorted as though in some kind of agony, he moved back into his corner, where he curled up and hid his head behind his knees.

      “Not again!” he whimpered. “Don’t do this to me!”

      What is he talking about?

      The man must’ve lost his mind.

      How long had he been down here? He had died before my sister and I were even conceived. That meant he’d left his body almost nineteen years ago. The nature of his death had been sudden and unexpected—with my grandfather taking him down with a bullet. I guessed that was cause enough to become a ghost. But had he really been trapped in The Underworld all that time? I recalled Marcilla’s words, how all of these ponds were ordered chronologically—the older the recruit, the deeper they were in The Underworld. We were deep. Very deep.

      “You’re not my son!” he shrieked. His voice rang horribly loud through the water. So loud I feared it would attract the attention of the ghouls. Even some of the other ghosts, comatose against the ground, stirred a little, their heads tilting toward him. “You’re not my son!”

      “Shh!” I hurried toward him as he continued to shout, cursing that I was unable to grab his shoulders and shake him into silence. “Please, Lucas! You must be quiet!”

      But he only continued to howl and insist that I was not his son.

      Utterly bewildered as to what the heck was going through his mind—why does he even think he has a son?—I moved close to his ear and spoke as quietly as I could to avoid making any more noise than we had already. “I know I’m not your son!” I hissed. “I never said that I was. I’m your nephew.”

      At this, he stopped shrieking. Slowly, his hands moved away from his head and lowered at his sides. Then even more slowly, his head raised from behind his knees and his blue eyes, glinting with pain, met mine.

      He frowned deeply.

      “My… nephew?” he breathed.

      “Yes,” I replied, nodding vigorously. I was just relieved that he had stopped causing such a ruckus. “Derek Novak is my father. Sofia Claremont-Novak, my mother.”

      His lips mouthed my parents’ names, although no sound came from his mouth. Then his eyes widened, a gleam of urgency in them. His voice rose to a whisper. “And where is my sister?”

      “In The Shade,” I replied, “caring for her newborn. Where the rest of our family is.” At least, those still living.

      His mouth formed a hard line, and then he fell into silence.

      The fact that Lucas didn’t think to ask about his father, Gregor—who had still been alive at the time my grandfather had killed Lucas—said a lot about his feelings toward him.

      Lucas’ frown deepened and then, as if somebody had flicked a switch in his mind, he began shaking his head again, but at least this time he didn’t let out another howl. He just sat there, looking tortured and confused.

      I’d never known my uncle. I only knew him through my parents’ eyes as being malicious, vindictive, and terribly jealous of my father. If I hadn’t recognized Lucas by his likeness to my father, I never would’ve guessed that the lost, broken man sitting before me now was him.

      Such bewilderment washed over his face that I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him.

      “Lucas,” I said, attempting to snap him out of the daze he had fallen back into. I wondered whether he could concentrate on any train of thought for more than a few moments. “You must tell me what happened to you. How long have you been down here?”

      He swallowed hard. “I… I do not know,” he replied after a long pause. “Th-There are no calendars in Hell.”

      Hell. Was it possible that he believed that this was actually Hell? That in all the time he must have spent here, he’d never discovered that this was all a hoax? No wonder he lost his mind. I wondered if he’d been caught by the fae, as I had.

      Again, I felt the urge to grip his shoulders hard and shake him in an attempt to ground him somehow. But all I had was my words to get through to him.

      “You know that this isn’t actually Hell, right?” I asked, gazing firmly into his eyes. And what did he mean by his “son”? Is he aware of the existence of Jeramiah, after all? I wanted to flood him with questions, but his mind was terribly fragile. I needed to take this in baby steps.

      Lucas squinted at me. “What?”

      “Neither you nor I are in Hell. We are in the realm of ghouls.”

      He continued squinting, as though he was having problems comprehending my words.

      “Do you hear what I’m saying?” I pressed. “How did you get down here? Were you caught?”

      He nodded slowly, and then shook his head a second later. “Not caught.”

      “Then? How did you get here?”

      “An angel led me here. It… it was my fate.”

      So he was caught, just like the rest of us. He would have been within the catchment date of the fae’s operations; Marcilla had told me this kidnapping had been going on for nearly five decades now. Perhaps he’d hung around The Shade for a while, and then felt the urge to escape his half-life. I grimaced. “That was no angel, Lucas. It was a fae.”

      “Fae? What is a fae?”

      I wasn’t sure how to answer that. I had been too preoccupied with other questions to find out much about the creatures from Marcilla. “They’re con artists,” was the simplest way I could think to reply. “They made a contract with the ghouls—these evil creatures that surround us—decades ago and provide them with a constant flow of ghosts. The fae prey on those wishing to pass over to the other side, and spread a rumor among the ghost community that they’re some kind of messengers of heaven.”

      Lucas stared at me, stunned, as though a moment of clarity had fallen upon him. “That…” he murmured. “But I knew that.”

      I frowned. “You knew what?”

      The certainty that had sparked in his eyes died down a little. “At least, I thought I knew,” he muttered. “I… I’m not sure what I know anymore…”

      Apparently not only had he lost his mind, but also his memory.

      Then, to my horror, he began groaning again.

      “Listen,” I said, trying to catch his fading gaze. “Whatever these ghouls have done to you, you’re not thinking straight.” To put it lightly. “I can help you, Lucas. I can tell you the truth about what’s really going on here. But you must keep quiet. Okay?”

      He stopped groaning and nodded slowly, even as he looked uncertain whether he could trust me. There was fear in his eyes that reminded me of an untrusting child. Betrayed, vulnerable, weak.

      I decided that for now, it was best not to ask any more questions—questions that he was clearly in no state to answer. I was surprised that he even knew his own name anymore. Judging by the looks of the ghosts floating at the bottom of his pool, I certainly doubted they knew their names. They looked so far gone, so… dead. Compared to them, Lucas was in good shape. I found myself wondering again why he appeared to be in a different category. Whatever the reason, it didn’t matter. I needed to try to get through to him. He’d obviously been here for at least a few years, and he was bound to know more about this place than the ghosts on the upper levels. Perhaps he could tell me something that would give me a clue as to how to escape.

      I settled next to him in the corner, but to my surprise, as soon as I sat down, he scooted away from me, creating a distance of a few feet.

      I tried to maintain steady eye contact with him. First, I needed to try to jolt his memory. But to do that would require some improvisation on my part… “I’m going to run through what I think happened to you,” I began. “Try to remember and correct me where I go wrong… You became a ghost after Aiden shot you with a hunter’s bullet. Then you passed some time in The Shade, watching our family live their lives.” As I reached this part of the story, I realized that perhaps he had been around to witness Gregor’s death after all, and that was why he hadn’t bothered asking about his father… I paused, wondering if he would interject.

      He remained quiet, but at least his eyes were fixed on me. He was listening.

      “You witnessed many happenings around the island,” I went on. “Disasters and celebrations alike. Then your soul grew tired of waiting around and watching others live. You felt the urge, the desire for something else. Something more. To go somewhere where you truly belonged. You then came across some other ghosts. They told you about the myth of the glowing portals, and you believed it. You went to one such portal at midnight, and that was when you were caught by the fae.” I paused again. He was still listening. “They looked like angels, but instead they brought you here and you’ve been here ever since. In the realm of the ghouls.” As I finished, and he still made no signs of talking, I couldn’t help but ask him in exasperation: “Are you really telling me you thought you were in Hell all this time?”

      I just couldn’t wrap my mind around how nobody could have told him. Or perhaps… he had been told but he’d forgotten.

      The sentience in Lucas’ eyes grew as I asked the question. He nodded slightly, but then the nod was immediately followed by a shake of his head.

      “I… think I remember… somebody told me,” he said, squinting as though dredging his memory. “The… The Underworld?”

      I nodded vigorously.

      He continued to squint. “The light, I remember that, too. And the angels or… fae, as you say. And then… white coffins. There was more than one of us.”

      It was a relief how even his voice was beginning to sound—so much more sure of himself compared to just a few moments ago.

      Perhaps he wasn’t quite as far gone as I’d feared. Perhaps all it took was a little nudging for the cobwebs of his memory to clear, to jolt him into remembrance.

      “You’re remembering,” I said, hoping to encourage him.

      “Yes,” he said slowly. “Yes, I am.” There was a profound look on his face, as though he’d just solved an ancient mystery. “Then… I was taken to a pool, and thrust there with other ghosts. Some of them spoke of the glowing creatures being false messengers, as you tell me now. But then I… I must’ve forgotten along the way.”

      “Did you ever try to escape?” I asked. “Surely you must have?”

      Lucas faltered. And then the glint in his eyes dimmed again. I realized I’d made a mistake in asking the question. He wasn’t ready for it yet. I was certain that he was sinking back into his shell, but then he whispered, “Yes. I did. Too… many… times.”

      His answer made me dare to continue this line of questioning.

      “What did the ghouls do to you when they caught you?”

      At this, he pursed his lips, his eyes darkening. “I don’t want to talk about it,” he breathed. “I don’t want to,” he added, more forcefully.

      “It’s just that… I’m trying to escape myself,” I pressed. “I want to know what I’m up against.”

      Lucas’ eyes narrowed on me. “Don’t try, boy. Don’t try. I-It’s not worth it.”

      “I’m going to escape,” I said, my voice a little louder than I had intended it to be—more of a correction and reassurance to myself than a statement to Lucas. “I’ve already decided. So anything at all you can tell me would really help.”

      “I have told you,” he said faintly. This time, I really was losing him. His eyes averted to his feet, glazing over. Then he drew up his knees again, closing himself off to me, to the world.

      He didn’t like talking about the ghouls. That much was clear. I should not have pushed so far in my questioning yet I just couldn’t help it. I was desperate for any information at all. I racked my brain for something I could say to lure him back out of his shell again. My mind turned to one of the first things he’d said to me. That I wasn’t his son.

      “I know your son,” I blurted, before even considering how he might react.

      It worked. His eyes snapped up to me, sparked again with life.

      “My son?”

      I was still dying to know how he even had a clue that he had a son—for everybody, including even Jeramiah, seemed to be under the impression that Lucas had no idea that he had impregnated the local miller’s daughter. But I resisted the urge to ask him now. “Yes, your son. I’ve seen him. And he… He very much wishes to see you. His name is Jeramiah. Jeramiah Novak.”

      Lucas’s eyes widened in wonderment. “Jeramiah Novak,” he repeated softly. Then a look of anxiety played across his face. “Is he still alive?” he asked in a strained whisper.

      “Yes,” I said. “He is a vampire. He is alive.” Granted, I didn’t actually know where Jeramiah was right now—but I assumed that he was alive. Why wouldn’t he be? He would’ve left with Amaya, after his failed attempts to finish off my parents and grandfather.

      “What is he like?” Lucas asked.

      Now I would have to lie.

      An asshole just like you were would have been the truthful answer, but not the most tactful one in this particular circumstance.

      “He, uh… He looks like you,” I replied. That was about the most I could bring myself to say about Jeramiah at this point in time. And it wasn’t even all that true. Jeramiah did not look much like Lucas—at least, I hadn’t been able to recognize the resemblance. In hindsight, I guessed there were similarities; their eyes, height and hair color. But otherwise, I guessed Jeramiah must resemble his mother more than his father.

      “He’s actually been trying to reconnect with you,” I went on.

      “Reconnect,” Lucas murmured, leaving the word hanging in the air.

      I cast my eyes up at the surface of the pool, still paranoid that the ghouls would be on the hunt for me to file me back in chronological order… most likely after they were done “disciplining” me, whatever that entailed.

      Lucas brought my focus back on him again as he asked, “Where is he now?” It was both a relief and a pleasant surprise to have him asking questions.

      I didn’t know where he was. Perhaps he’d returned to The Oasis? I realized that might be the best answer to give Lucas, given the fact that it was where Lucas had actually died. It might serve to provide yet another jolt to his dusty memory.

      “The Oasis,” I replied. “Jeramiah misses you terribly. He even installed a memorial stone there…” And tried to murder my parents and grandfather to avenge you, I added silently.

      Now I saw a small window with which I could try to pry him open again. “Is… there anything at all that you could tell me that might help me figure out a way to escape? If I managed to find a way, you could come with me. I could help you to find your son… to reconnect with him,” I added, emphasizing the word that seemed to mean a lot to him. “You would like that, wouldn’t you?”

      He nodded. “I would.” His voice had become hoarse. “I would very much like to see my son…” Again I found myself marveling that this was really the same man who had attempted on a number of occasions to rape and murder my mother.

      Here, I paused, waiting for him to take the bait. Finally, he did—though not in the way I had really hoped.

      “I did try to escape this place before,” he murmured, furrowing his brows. “I recall it now. More than once. More than… any of these ever tried…” He gestured toward the ghosts on the floor of the pool. They had stopped watching Lucas now, and had returned to their former, comatose state. “But each time I got caught. They would take me to a room. Lock me in… a box, where I would see things… Terrible things.” He paused, swallowing hard. “The last time they locked me up was… the worst. After that, I never tried to flee again.”

      “How exactly did you try to escape?” I asked.

      He shifted uncomfortably, though his eye contact remained constant. “The last time was when… when I was still higher up.” He nodded his head up to the ceiling. “Many ghosts tried to escape at once. I was one of the leaders of the plot, at the forefront of the crowd as we attempted to escape through the base of the whirlpool. As soon as the ghouls spotted us storming toward them, they closed the exit. And those they believed to be at the forefront of the plot were punished and then… thrust downwards. Further down than I’d ever been.”

      I was still thinking about the exit. “How did the ghouls close the exit off?” I asked.

      His face scrunched in concentration. “They, uh, they kept… a net nearby, tucked among the rocks. It was a net that none of us could pass through. They fixed it at the base of the vortex and fastened it. There was nothing we could do to get out. It was just… impossible.”

      So they have some kind of barrier. I hadn’t noticed any “net” when I had been down there but then again, Lucas had said that they kept it stashed away. I wondered when the last mass escape attempt had taken place. I would’ve thought that it would happen on a regular basis, but perhaps only among the new recruits, who hadn’t already seen that it was “impossible”.

      I also found it interesting that Lucas had said he’d been a leader among the rebels. Leader. From the description my father had always given of him, he’d never struck me as a leader; a wannabe leader maybe…

      It appeared that this place had changed Lucas in many ways.

      “So,” I continued, “you did find out that you were not actually in Hell. You found out before you got thrust down here?”

      “Yes,” he replied. “Yes, I did. But I… I appear to have forgotten a lot of things after the last time the ghouls caught me. Though… I’m starting to remember some things now.”

      From the horror behind Lucas’ eyes, I got the feeling that none of the things he was remembering were welcome.

      I was about to continue my questioning when I froze. The sound of ghouls tittering drifted down from the chamber above. They’re still looking for me. Two shadows loomed over the surface of the pond. Then a hand dipped inside. I looked around wildly for somewhere to hide. If one of them peered into the water and looked around, they’d spot me in a matter of seconds.

      I was about to hurtle down to the floor and attempt to bury myself beneath the sleeping ghosts, but then Lucas moved in front of me. I moved backward, deeper into the corner. He sat up a little straighter, enough to block direct view of me—at least somewhat. Of course, his body was translucent and on close scrutiny, it would be easy to see me behind him but… As one of the ghouls poked his head into the pond, his frightening gleaming eyes scanning the waters, he glanced only briefly over Lucas. I curled up into a ball and hunkered down low, trying to keep every part of me hidden behind Lucas’s form. It seemed that the ghoul didn’t spot me, as a moment later he raised his head out of the pond again. After he exchanged some more eerie words with his companion, the two shadows moved away. Lucas shifted a little, and I uncurled, slowly daring to resume my former position next to him. I stared at my uncle.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He shrugged, averting his eyes to the comatose ghosts beneath us.

      “You look just like my brother,” he murmured, even as his gaze remained fixed away from me. His jaw tightened. “Though… if I remember rightly, you have your mother’s eyes.”

      I nodded curtly. I still couldn’t quite believe that I was sitting before Lucas, my uncle.

      “I have a sister, too. A twin sister. Rose.”

      At this, Lucas’ eyes widened. “How did you ever end up in this place?” he wondered.

      I really wasn’t in the mood to recount my whole saga, so it sufficed to say, “It’s a long story.”

      “Hm,” he muttered. “And you spoke of… my sister’s newborn? Sh-She became a human? Who is the father?”

      “Yes, my parents discovered the cure long ago,” I replied. “Xavier is the father. Xavier Vaughn.”

      “Ah.” For the first time, a smile crossed his face. A faint one, but a smile nonetheless. “Xavier only ever did have eyes for her… She was just too blind to see it.”

      Now I asked another question. “When you first saw me, why were you shouting that I wasn’t your son?”

      “I got… confused.”

      It was clear that was all the explanation he was going to offer me, so I was left to my own speculation about this.

      A span of silence followed as Lucas drifted into his own thoughts. My mind turned back to Vivienne. It seemed that he really did hold a genuine affection for her, as opposed to my father. The only reason she and Lucas had clashed was because of my father. My aunt would invariably take my father’s side and that was what had caused the rift between them. Otherwise, I knew that my aunt had loved Lucas too. He was, after all, her older brother.

      I had so many more questions to ask him, but the ghouls’ appearance just now was a reminder that I did not have all day. I needed to try to make my way back up to the higher levels without getting caught. And I had to keep fighting to escape, no matter what it took. Lucas seemed to have told me all he was willing to about his efforts to escape and the ghouls—and none of it had really been helpful.

      “I-I think I need to leave,” I whispered. I hesitated before asking my next question. “Why… Why don’t you come up with me? It’s lighter up there, and there are people to talk to. You might feel, uh, slightly less insane. I’m sure you could merge in with the other ghosts without being—”

      Lucas shook his head. “I can’t.”

      An odd feeling of disappointment welled within me. “Then what?” I frowned deeply at him. “You’re just going to stay down here forever? You said that you already tried to escape a number of times, but how many years ago was that? You can’t stay here forever, Lucas.”

      He shook his head again, resolute. “I’m long past thinking that I can escape this place,” he croaked. “But if you must… then you keep trying…” Then he paused, his eyes meeting mine again.

      I could hardly blame him, but I felt frustrated all the same. “Well… I’m going to find a way out of here,” I said, though it felt like each time I made the affirmation to myself, I was saying it with less and less conviction. “If you change your mind about wanting to try one more time, or even just wanting to team up to help me figure this out, I’m in the topmost level, near the main entrance.” I couldn’t tell him which pool exactly—I had not been paying enough attention, so he would need to look out for me. But something told me he wouldn’t be leaving this pond anytime soon. Still, I couldn’t help but assure him, “If—when—I find a way, I’ll come back for you… Remember, if you escaped, you could look for your son.”

      He nodded slowly, remaining stiff in his spot as I drifted away, though as I moved further into the center of the pool I could have sworn that an expression of conflict crossed his face. Almost as though he was considering whether he was making the right decision.

      But he still didn’t budge.

      Although he was behaving far, far more sanely now than when I’d first entered, it appeared that he was still too weak—both in mind and in spirit. My presence here for a span of minutes wasn’t enough to reverse years of being drained by this hellish place. Too much had been taken out of him.

      As I reached the edge of the pool, on the verge of drifting out, I cast my eyes back at him. And I felt a stab of guilt. I couldn’t help but feel that once I was gone, it would be only a matter of hours before my uncle sank back into the darkness he’d been lost in for years.
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      Closing the door, I breathed out a heavy sigh. My nephew was going to be a lot of work, but I had already expected that.

      Indeed, he had already caused Ibrahim and me a lot of work, even before we’d kidnapped him. His “dungeon” was actually a grain storage room, deep within the Black Heights. I’d asked the warlock to convert it and make it look as medieval as possible, to mirror the dungeon that Lucas had first taken Sofia to after he’d kidnapped her from Cancún… It felt appropriate.

      I traveled along the winding corridor away from Jeramiah’s prison and stopped outside the door of another chamber, not far away. This little room—furnished simply with a bed, a chair and a table—was another storage room, also converted by Ibrahim to be my temporary residence. I walked inside and sat down on the bed, rubbing my temples.

      I had wanted to stay apart from the rest of the island while working on this little project. Because firstly, if I had told Sofia in advance what I was planning to do, she would only start stressing that something would go wrong. Besides that, I wasn’t even sure how this would all unravel. Though I knew roughly the steps that I needed to take, I was also playing a lot by ear. I didn’t even know if this experiment would work. I would tell Sofia and my sister everything soon enough, but until I had a better idea of Jeramiah’s… resistance, I needed to experiment a bit. Figure out his breaking point. Something that was easier to do when everybody thought that I was absent, otherwise I would have to keep making up excuses to disappear for hours at a time.

      Corrine was the only other person on the island who had been let in on our plan, and even then, it had been out of necessity. I didn’t expect Ibrahim to stay in one of these old chambers too. He was already doing me a big favor and I did not want to ask too much of him. So he would keep a low profile, in the furthermost rooms of the Sanctuary, away from any visitors.

      I wasn’t afraid of being left alone so close after my turning. It had gone a lot more smoothly than I’d anticipated. Perhaps, because this was now the third time I’d gone through it, I’d built up enough practice to be able to control my cravings without another’s assistance. Still, Ibrahim made sure that I had ample sacks of animal blood in my room to refuel, as Sofia had wanted me to. I had also been sure to ask him to bring some books for me so I had something to occupy myself with. I always enjoyed reading, though it was something I rarely got the time to do as King of this place. As I lost myself in the pages of a history book—while downing liters of blood—I also lost track of time. Before I knew it, the end of the day had arrived, and it was time for me to pay another visit to my nephew.

      By now, he would be craving blood more than ever. I’d heard how croaky his throat had been the last time I dropped by. I dug into my stash of blood and picked up a sack. Sweeping my cloak around my shoulders, I stowed the blood in my pocket before leaving the room. I traveled down the corridor and as I reached the door to Jeramiah’s chamber, I paused and pressed my ear against it. I couldn’t hear anything, not even light breathing—and I couldn’t help but smirk a little. No doubt he had heard the footsteps of his crazy uncle approaching again, and now he was holding his breath as he waited for me to open the door.

      I opened it swiftly this time and stepped inside. Jeramiah was huddled in the corner. He was very much awake, and by the looks of it, tenfold more enraged.

      “Good evening,” I said pleasantly. “Still enjoying yourself?”

      He swore at me again.

      Removing the sack of blood from my pocket, I passed it to him. He caught it readily, even as he scowled. Then he tore it open and began downing it. He was too thirsty to let his ego get in the way. As he finished it, he discarded the package and then backed up closer against the wall, still glowering at me.

      “How many more days do you intend to stay?” I asked, drawing up the wooden stool that I had planted in the corner in anticipation of my visits. I sat down, leaning forward, elbows on my knees while clasping my hands together, and stared at him intently.

      He refused to engage with me this time. Averting his eyes, he clenched his jaw hard.

      He was stubborn, just like his father. And, I guess, just like me.

      “I always do prefer to give a person free will, you know,” I said, looking at him thoughtfully. “But I suggest that you don’t take for granted this generous inclination of mine. For who knows how long it might last?”

      At this, he glanced at me uncertainly, and I couldn’t miss the fear behind his eyes. Hopefully by now I had convinced him that there was a screw loose with me. I wanted to keep him on his toes.

      “You know,” I continued, “this dungeon is very much like the one your father kidnapped my wife to… Funny that.”

      Finally, Jeramiah took the bait again. “You make it sound like he’s the evil one. He captured her for you.”

      “You have a point,” I said, nodding encouragingly. “One could argue that my history is just as tarred as my brother’s. But I do not deny it. So why must we deny the truth about your father? Why must we falsely—”

      “I’m not interested in hearing your lies.” He glared daggers at me.

      I paused. I could have gone on talking, even if he decided to clamp his hands over his ears. But there were far better ways of forcing the truth into him than raising my voice.

      I decided to cut my visit short. But… I would be back again soon.
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      I wasn’t sure where to go now. I’d hoped that down there in the lower levels, I might come up with some kind of plan—a hope that had only strengthened on spotting Lucas. But now, I was hardly any closer to my goal. All I knew was that the exit was above me. Far, far above me. And beginning to head back in that direction was a good start. Maybe I ought to return to my pond, where I belonged, and where I would not have to fear being tracked down by a ghoul. Then again, the ghouls might anticipate my return and be waiting for me there, ready to punish me for having attempted to escape. Maybe not such a great idea.

      But whatever the case, I still had miles and miles to travel before I was even faced with the proposition. As I sank cautiously into the closest wall of the pond-filled chamber, my mind returned to my uncle. I wondered whether, even if—or once—I managed to find a way to escape, Lucas would be willing to attempt it after what he’d been through. But if he stayed… I wondered how much longer he would last. He was already so deep down. How many more years, months, or maybe even weeks would it be before he was thrust down further into The Necropolis? Never to return.

      Still, if he did reject my offer of help, it was his own decision. I couldn’t force him to come with me, although I might like to…

      But I was getting too far ahead of myself. First I had to find a way to get myself out of this hole.

      I stayed as close to the walls as I could, realizing that I was doing exactly the same thing I’d been hoping I wouldn’t have to do—traveling blindly through walls and ceilings, not knowing what was on the other side. But I had no other choice now but to keep moving. I had to make my way back up to the higher levels. At least now I was not in such a mad hurry. I was able to travel more slowly and cautiously, because I was not being chased by ghouls… at least not yet.

      With each level I climbed, after sinking through the ceiling, I poked just half of my head through the floor of the level above, allowing me to scope out the room before emerging fully. It was a slow, arduous process, but along the way, I was at least able to take in more of the ghouls’ abode. I’d been running so fast before, everything had been a blur, and I’d barely been able to see my surroundings. It appeared to be one giant network of cavernous chambers, most of them scattered with their beloved decorative pools—at least those I passed through. I wondered where the residential quarters were; I didn’t spot any. As I climbed layer after layer, the pools grew more bright, more vibrant, more alive… until I was certain that I was only a few floors away from my own level. My belief was confirmed as I spotted a familiar tunnel—just beyond that was my cave.

      I arrived at the entrance and began hurrying through until I reached about halfway, when I stopped dead in my tracks. Voices drifted through the tunnel from behind me. The voices did not belong to ghouls, however. These voices were those of a man and a woman. And I could understand them. Hurriedly, I sank into the wall of the tunnel and strained to listen.

      “We’re not going to meet the demand,” the female voice hissed.

      “We will, Lidera. We will.” The male voice was strangely familiar.

      Lidera’s voice dropped to a hushed whisper. “Stop lying to yourself, and stop lying to me! You know we are far too short of the count to ever make the deadline. Why don’t you just admit it?”

      Two fae came into view around a corner of the tunnel. Now I knew why the male voice sounded familiar. The man was the same copper-haired fae who had dragged me here, and the female… I’d never seen her before, but judging by her vivid hair color, they were related.

      Anger boiled up within me to see the man again. Still, I tried to focus my mind on their conversation.

      “Admit what?” my kidnapper snapped.

      “That you’re leading us all into a pit!” Lidera shot back.

      The man threw his hands into the air in exasperation and anger. “We have this conversation every time you come here with me! My answer now is no different than last time. We will meet it, I promise you.”

      “An empty promise!” Lidera spat.

      At this, the man halted. He whirled on her, his eyes flashing. “And what would you have me do? Pray tell, sister. What would you do, in my place? Don’t pretend that you weren’t just as eager to accept their assistance to begin with. Don’t play the innocent one here.”

      “I’d rather break the bonds and forgo the punishment than face the consequences of this failure,” she breathed, her chest heaving with agitation. “And I would suggest that you, Sherus, and everybody else, do the same.” There was a span of silence as the siblings glowered at each other. Then Lidera broke it. “I must abandon this doomed mission.”

      Sherus’ eyes bulged. “What?”

      “I—I said I want no more part in this scheme.”

      Sherus moved forward, his large hand snaking around her neck. He gripped her throat hard as his eyes bored into hers. “You seem to be forgetting that we made a pact. All of us. You cannot simply back out now.”

      “I already told you, I don’t care anymore!” she whispered, even as her eyes glistened with fear. Then she reached up slowly and touched her brother’s cheek. “I don’t want to be around to see you fail, brother,” she said in a softer tone this time, an almost endearing tone. “Though I wish—how I wish—you will succeed.”

      “Coward!” Sherus hissed, letting go of her neck and shoving her hand away from him. “I cannot believe you!”

      “I’m sorry,” she murmured, taking a step back. Then, without another word, she jerked forward and raced away down the tunnel out of sight, leaving Sherus standing alone, agape.

      Indignation burned in his irises, but as he stood there, I could’ve sworn that I also spotted a flicker of doubt. Then he shook his head angrily and ran his hands over his face. After remaining rooted to the spot for a few moments longer, he continued on his way after her. Once the sounds of his footsteps became faint echoes, I dared drift out of the wall again.

      My mind was racing as I attempted to make sense of the conversation. What did the woman—Lidera—mean by count? Count of ghosts, I could only assume. Apparently they were behind—something that was hard to believe from the sheer mass of ghosts I’d spotted so far in this place. I wondered how many ghosts the ghouls had demanded altogether in exchange for their help all those decades ago.

      As Sherus’ footsteps faded completely, I realized that I would be a fool not to follow after him. He was heading for the direction of the exit. The exit. If I could just somehow tag along behind him… I began hurrying forward, even as I tried to remain in the shadows of the craggy walls. Sherus seemed to be in no particular hurry—or more likely he was just deep in thought—as I caught sight of him along the corridor. He exited the tunnel and entered another chamber—which, if my memory served me correctly, was the chamber that held my own pool. I didn’t have time to check. I fixed my eyes on him in tunnel vision as I trailed as closely behind him as I dared. He crossed to the other side of the cavern and then wound his way through another tunnel. Soon, we approached the main door. Gripping the handle, he twisted it sharply and pushed it open. He stepped through, immediately closing it behind him. It didn’t matter. I did not need his help getting through this particular door anyway. Afraid that he might start traveling faster and I could lose his trail, I quickly passed through the solid wood.

      But in my hurry to follow the fae, I didn’t stop to consider that he might not be the only one there on the other side. As I emerged, it was to the sight of four ghouls—three male, and one apparently a female—standing around the fae. Their gazes shot toward me at once. A malevolent smile split the face of the female and she immediately lurched forward. There wasn’t enough distance between the two of us for me to escape this time. The ghoul wrapped her skeletal hands around my neck, and the next thing I knew, she was dragging me back through the main door, back into the dim tunnels of their ghastly realm… leaving the fae to depart.
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      Even though I knew what a useless endeavor it was, I couldn’t help but struggle to break free. But I might as well have just gone with her willingly—the end result would’ve been the same. If anything, my struggling only seemed to amuse her, and she dug her hands deeper into my throat. I still couldn’t get over the strangeness of feeling a ghoul’s touch. I still didn’t understand how, like the fae, they were able to touch ghosts.

      She dragged me right past my cavern and, to my horror, began descending deeper and deeper through the levels, sinking through the floors with such speed that I had no hope of counting how many we were passing. She dragged me with her through thick stone floors and ceilings until finally we arrived in another vast chamber. It was lightless and completely bare, except for rows of coffins—not white like the fae’s, but black—lining the walls.

      Horror rushed through me. I already knew what was going to happen next. The ghoul reached one of the coffins, flipped open the lid, and proceeded to wrestle me inside. Before I could even attempt to zoom back out, she had slammed the lid shut over me. There was a click and a dull thud—the sound of metal wedging into wood. Scrambling up on all fours, I tried with all the willpower I possessed to try to pass through the walls of the coffin, but I already knew before even attempting it that I would be unsuccessful. This was a box just like the fae’s. A box just like Julie’s.

      Gnarled hands shot down through the lid and clamped around my head. Sharp fingernails dug into me, holding me so firmly it felt like I’d been strapped into a helmet.

      A pain seared my head. Pain unlike any I’d ever experienced. Pain that I hadn’t even thought possible for a ghost to experience. And then I lost my vision. At least, my exterior vision. A blur of colors washed over my mind’s eye, which slowly gave way to a vision so crisp and detailed, I struggled to believe it wasn’t real. Consciousness of my whereabouts ebbed away, and soon even the feeling of the ghoul’s hands digging into my head faded. The vision before my eyes became my complete reality, a vision which began to mutate into a string of visions, morphing into a nightmare I wouldn’t have wished upon my worst enemy.

      

      I thought the visions would never end. I thought the pain would never stop. There was no escape, none at all. How could there be when it was real? The world in which I’d grown up—in which there had been peace, happiness, family, love—vanished from my memory, and was replaced with a gaping black hole.

      Then, after my heart and mind had been slashed to a pulp by slew upon slew of torturous scenes, the visions began to blur and bleed into one another. I became slowly aware of the pain in my head again… and then of firm walls surrounding me. Even still, I couldn’t open my eyes, and my mind remained trapped in the darkness. I couldn’t shake the belief that everything I’d witnessed had happened. I’d seen it. I’d been there. The experiences were actually palpable—a hundred times more palpable than the dream I’d believed to be my real life…

      My mother, father and sister, stripped to their underwear and strapped to wooden stakes, as hordes of horned goblins danced around them, cackling a hair-raising chant. A fire roared beneath them even as my father—a man I’d only ever seen as strong and heroic—diminished to a hapless victim, screaming for mercy. His and my family’s anguished cries pierced the night as the flames touched their feet. Flames that rose with terrifying speed, higher and higher until the fire had swallowed them alive.

      Then… River. Sitting in a damp, moldy dungeon, wearing a tattered old nightgown that bulged with her protruding stomach. She was pregnant. Jeramiah materialized from the shadows and arrived next to her, laying a hand on her shoulder before stooping low to press a lingering kiss against her cheek. He grasped her hand, upon which lay a silver ring—a ring that matched the one upon his own hand. As he kissed her again, this time claiming her lips, her eyes fixed on mine, gazing up at me hopelessly. “You should’ve come back, Ben,” she breathed as my cousin drew away. “You should have come back…”

      No! I can’t take this!

      I can’t bear it anymore! I screamed in my head.

      Forcing my eyes open with willpower I’d believed I no longer even possessed, I realized I was crouched over on all fours, my head buried beneath my chest. Hands no longer clutched me. When I slowly raised my head upward, it was to see that the lid of the coffin was open, and staring down through it was the grinning female ghoul. Her smile broadened, revealing layers of pointed teeth.

      I wanted to bolt away, away from this box, away from this creature, but I found no strength in me to move. I hadn’t even known that a ghost could lose strength. Weren’t they already dead, after all?

      The ghoul reached down and gripped my arms, pulling me up toward her. As much as I loathed her touch, I felt so weak in that moment, I wasn’t sure how else I would’ve gotten out of that box. It was a struggle just to raise my hand. My mind still replaying the nightmare over and over again, I could barely concentrate on where she was leading me. But it was out of this chamber of coffins, and then upward. This came as a surprise to me; I’d half expected to be dragged downward as a punishment. Assuming her subtle, translucent form while still maintaining a strong hold on me, she sped up, and by the time she’d stopped, we were hovering at the edge of my pond.

      Her grip on my shoulders loosened, her hands sliding down to my wrists. Her mouth parted and a thin—and shockingly long—tongue darted out, touching my cheek and licking it in a long upward motion, before slithering back between her flaking lips. Even in my daze, I couldn’t help but be grossed out. Ugh. She grinned more mirthfully than ever and then, with one strong thrust, pushed me back into the pool. Sinking underwater, I drifted down, down, to the bottom of the pool, unable to find the strength to even move myself upward.

      “Joseph,” Nolan called to me. “What happened to you?”

      His blurry outline arrived at my side along with Chantel, and then the form of Marcilla approached, hovering near my feet. I lay on my back, stretched out, staring up at the still surface. I couldn’t bring myself to talk. Not yet.

      I just shook my head. But they both should’ve guessed what had happened to me.

      “He needs some space,” Marcilla murmured. “Given time, I think he will recover. This was only his first escape attempt—their mind torture would’ve been a shock, but this boy is strong.”

      Nolan and Chantel remained next to me a few moments longer before backing away with Marcilla.

      “This boy is strong.” Marcilla’s statement echoed around in my head.

      I needed to be strong. I needed to be. For my family. For River.

      But lying here in the gloom of The Underworld, I’d never felt weaker in my life.
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      Time lost all meaning as I lay at the base of the pool. I was vaguely aware of Chantel and Nolan drifting over to me again after a few hours, gazing into my eyes and asking if I was all right. Still, I couldn’t bring myself to respond. I was sure that other ghosts also approached to take a look at me, but I barely saw them. My eyes glazed over even as I knew that I needed to keep them open. I needed to keep alive whatever spark of consciousness I still had within me. I couldn’t become a victim of The Underworld. That was what the ghouls wanted.

      But even now that I was out of the coffin, away from the ghoul’s poisonous touch, and although my intelligence told me that none of the things that I’d witnessed in there were real, my mind still latched onto the visions as though they were the gospel truth.

      My eyes closed, and I drifted in and out of awareness. Even the quiet mutterings of the ghosts surrounding me disappeared as I lost myself deeper and deeper into a pit of despair and hopelessness, a depression like I’d never known before.

      And I would’ve sunk deeper still had a familiar voice not forced its way into my mind. A female voice, shouting my name right near my ear. It was so loud, I couldn’t ignore it. In my semi-conscious state, I’d thought that perhaps it was Chantel, but there was no French accent to this voice, and it sounded too young to be Marcilla’s.

      “Wake up! Wake up!”

      Finally, unable to quell my curiosity, I lifted my leaden eyelids, and found myself staring up into a pair of light blue eyes framed by locks of wild, curly, blonde hair. She might’ve shared the same hair color, but this was definitely not Chantel. My vision came further into focus and in my shock, I found within me the strength to sit bolt upright.

      “Kailyn?” I breathed, my eyes bulging. She was a ghost, like me.

      I couldn’t believe it. Was this another dream, albeit a more pleasant one?

      She looked just as shocked to see me as I felt to see her.

      “Oh, God!” she gasped, moving out to touch me… though of course, her hand just passed through my cheek.

      The sight of Kailyn—a relic of my old life—brought with it a rush of relief. A sense of grounding. Of belief that yes, there was another world beyond this dead realm. And I had been a part of it, once, not so long ago… And I remembered now how she’d died.

      “What happened to you?” she urged.

      “What happened to you?” I managed, even though it was hardly difficult to guess how she’d gotten down here.

      “Th-There was a fire in my and Aiden’s cabin—a fire that sparked so abruptly and spread so furiously, I didn’t even have a chance to escape. And I became… this.” Kailyn cast her eyes down upon her wispy form. “I hung around The Shade for a while, but it was”—her voice broke—“just so painful to stay there. To watch your grandfather mourn for me. I felt a beckoning of my soul, elsewhere… beyond. I left The Shade and drifted across the ocean. I found some other ghosts who told me likely the same myth you were told.” Again she gaped at me. “What happened to you, Ben?”

      “Ben?” A voice spoke behind Kailyn. It was Marcilla floating nearby, a look of confusion on her face. “I thought his name was Joseph.”

      Kailyn turned to Marcilla and spoke to her with familiarity, explaining that my name was Benjamin and not Joseph. The women must have met already.

      Kailyn turned back to me. “What happened?” she pressed.

      As with my uncle, I was not in the mood to recount my story… a story that was slowly returning to my mind after the torture I had endured. Perhaps there would be time to explain it all later. For now I just replied in a voice that was far lower than usual, “I’m not ready to talk about it.”

      Kailyn nodded slowly, understandingly, although there was heartbreak in her eyes. “That’s all right,” she whispered. “But would you tell me what happened to you just now? You tried to escape?”

      I eyed her warily and nodded.

      She shuddered. “I tried too,” she murmured. “I also got caught.”

      From the horror behind her eyes, I could see that she’d had a no more pleasant experience than I’d had. “How did you try to escape?” I asked, my voice still sluggish, although my mind was clearing.

      “I headed for the exit—that strange whirlpool—despite what everybody warned me against.” She nodded her head toward Marcilla, who stood watching us, her lips pursed. “They caught me and took me to the coffin room.”

      Now that reality was returning to me, as I stared at the werewolf my mind began to race.

      Kailyn. Lucas. Who else could be down here?

      Kailyn… she would’ve died a sudden, abrupt death for sure. Having been caught by a fire, she had nowhere near been prepared to die.

      I thought back to others our island had lost, both recently and in the distant past, even before my birth. Benjamin Hudson was the first person who came to mind, though I doubted he would’ve stayed behind as a ghost. From what my mother had told me of him, he had been prepared for his death, willingly given into it even when my father could have attempted to save him with his blood.

      Then I thought of Samuel. Another man I’d never met. Samuel had been Ashley’s old lover. Then again, from what my parents had described of his death, he might have also been prepared for it. It would not have been sudden, that was for sure; the two had been possessed by Elders and forced to fight to a bloody end. I wouldn’t be surprised if he had already accepted that one of them would die, and that it could easily be him…

      Then I thought of my grandfather, Gregor Novak… I didn’t know an awful lot about his death, other than he had been found skewered on a stake in the town square. The exact circumstances of his death were a mystery even to my parents, though they suspected the Elders had been behind it…

      As I trailed my mind back in time to all our lost souls, I felt an unexpected surge of energy. I need to find out who else is here. I lifted myself to my feet.

      Kailyn stood up with me, still staring at me.

      “Do you know who else is here?” I asked, realizing that it was probably a stupid question to ask her. Kailyn had been one of the newer recruits to The Shade, and she had not been around to witness many deaths.

      Still, she replied, “I haven’t seen anyone I recognize… Though to be honest, I have not explored much since my first failed escape attempt. I’ve only roamed the ponds on this level, to talk to people and ask them what’s going on. That’s how I met Marcilla in this pond—a fellow werewolf. She mentioned a new arrival in here. I never would have dreamt that it would be you.”

      “I want to explore this place some more,” I murmured, my eyes falling on Marcilla. “So… ghouls really torture even those found roaming within the confines of these chambers?”

      Marcilla let out a dry laugh. “It doesn’t take much of an excuse for them to torture us,” she replied darkly. “Though, typically, you would be punished less for roaming about inside than if they caught you trying to escape again.”

      “Right,” I said, grimacing. I turned back to Kailyn. “Well, I’m going to risk it. Would you like to come with me?”

      “Yes,” she replied almost without hesitation, her eyes resolute even as her eyebrows twitched uncertainly. She looked frightened but, like me, there was still a fire of hope burning within her. She had not been in The Underworld long enough to have given up yet.

      “Be careful,” Marcilla said, her eyes digging into me and then fixing intensely on Kailyn. “Remember that most ghosts only have five strikes—that is, five visits to the coffin chamber before they completely lose their minds. And that’s five at the most. Some lose it after only three.” She paused, letting her warning hang in the air for several moments before continuing, “So… I would advise you to choose your battles wisely.”

      I nodded curtly, her words settling on me like a chilly mist. I’d had one strike and although it had been hell, I seemed to have recovered thanks to Kailyn’s appearance shaking me back to reality. I wasn’t sure how long it would have taken to come to my senses without her familiar face. But my mind was already spinning over all the possibilities, all the people who could possibly be here. I couldn’t help but venture out.

      I wasn’t yet ready to attempt escape again—I had to give myself a little more time to build up the mental fortitude—but for now, at least I had Kailyn by my side, and together we could explore this place.

      Then, after the search, we would have to make it out of here—with or without Lucas… and whoever else we might find along the way.
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      More slowly and cautiously than ever before, I lifted myself out of the pond, followed closely by Kailyn. Hovering above the path that ran down the center of our cavern, we gazed around at the almost dozen glowing pools. Although these were all supposed to be new recruits, I still wanted to check them just in case…

      This was definitely a less nerve-racking experience than previously. Not only because I had someone accompanying me to keep a lookout, but also, we were constantly dipping into ponds, lessening our chances of being seen. We found nobody else familiar in this chamber, and so we moved to the next… and then the next, and the next. Once we’d searched every pool on our level, we decided to move downward. Each level we passed, the pools became duller and duller, the ghosts more and more lifeless. Until eventually, it appeared that we had almost reached the level where I’d found Lucas.

      So many of the chambers looked the same—with identical morbid decorations and a similar number of pools—but I was able to recognize Lucas’ as we passed it. I felt strangely anxious about what state he might be in now as I hurried to the edge. But as I drifted inside, to my shock, I couldn’t spot him anywhere. Fear gripped me—a fear that was surprisingly strong given Lucas Novak’s history. I feared that maybe his time had come, and the ghouls had dragged him down to The Necropolis. But why only him and not the rest of the ghosts who still lay comatose on the floor of the pond? They were in more of a fog than him.

      Whatever had happened to him and wherever he’d gone, Lucas wasn’t down here and there was no point in dwelling on it. We continued searching the pools on this level, then ventured even further downward, until eventually the chambers became pitch black, with not even the slightest aura emanating from the ponds. As I moved to the edge of one, I could barely even see to the bottom… and that was probably a good thing.

      Shuddering, Kailyn and I stepped away from the edge. We shared a silent understanding that it was better to leave these pools unexplored.

      By now—unless there was a whole other wing of The Underworld that we had somehow missed—it seemed that we had explored all the levels that were worth exploring. We failed to find another familiar face.

      “I think we should head back,” Kailyn whispered, her eyes fearful.

      I couldn’t deny that I was curious about traveling even deeper—until we reached The Necropolis, whatever that even was exactly—but I agreed with her. Neither of us had a clue what we’d find down there, and it was better not to risk it. So we embarked on our slow but steady journey up to the higher levels.

      As we made our way back after our failed mission, disappointment gripped me. Those I’d been looking for—Gregor, Sam, Benjamin Hudson and others whom I’d thought would qualify to become ghosts due to the nature of their death—I guessed must have “passed on” after all, or maybe they simply hadn’t been caught by fae or ghouls. I guessed the fae could not catch all ghosts, even those who ventured near the portals. Maybe some of those old souls had even found a way to the elusive other side… The real other side, whatever that was.

      In any case, it was time to let go of the fantasy of finding more familiar faces here. For now I just had Kailyn, and Lucas… wherever he had gone to.

      We reached our pool—welcomingly bright after the darkness Kailyn and I had just left—and sank inside.

      Marcilla, who was sitting in her usual corner, spotted us instantly.

      “I’m glad to see the two of you back with your minds still sound… How did it go?” she asked, moving toward us along with Chantel and Nolan.

      “We didn’t find what we were looking for,” I muttered, sinking down to a spot at the base of the pool that wasn’t swarming with other ghosts. This was the first time in many hours that I could genuinely relax a bit, not worrying about being caught by a ghoul while out of my designated pond.

      “How far down did you go?” Nolan asked.

      I glanced at Kailyn. Neither of us had kept count of the levels. I shrugged. “Until all was black.”

      Nolan nodded, gulping.

      Kailyn and I retreated into a corner by ourselves, away from Marcilla, Chantel and Nolan, and rested a while in silence. I was sure that the same thought was running through both of our heads: What now?

      After having successfully traveled through the layers without being caught, I felt ready—at least as ready as I could possibly feel—to turn my thoughts back to escape. Catching Kailyn’s eye, I raised a brow. “What are you thinking?”

      “How on earth we’re ever going to escape this hole,” Kailyn replied hoarsely.

      I nodded. Lowering my voice, I said, “Then I think it’s time to try again.”

      She had reached the same conclusion as me on her own, though that didn’t stop her looking terrified at the thought.

      “But how exactly?” she asked.

      I paused, mulling over the matter. “To start with, we could just head back to the entrance cavern and watch for a while… Observe who comes in and out. The ghouls will still be there of course, but if we’re extra careful, and keep our distance from the exit, we should be able to go unnoticed.”

      Apparently having no better suggestions, Kailyn agreed. We drifted away from our quiet spot in the corner and moved up to the surface of the pool again. I caught Marcilla’s eye before raising my head out of the water. And then Nolan and Chantel’s. I expected them both to cast me the same concerned looks as the last time I’d left, but this time, Nolan launched toward me.

      “I’ll come with you,” he said, courage sparking in his eyes—a courage I’d never witnessed in Nolan before—even as Chantel looked horrified.

      “No! What if they catch you?” she said, hurrying up to him.

      “They have already caught us,” Nolan replied in a surprisingly even voice. “With whatever life we have left in us, all we can do is try. Otherwise, we are already as good as gone, are we not?”

      He appeared to be addressing his wife, yet his gaze fixed on me steadily.

      To this, there was nothing Chantel could say. She pursed her lips, and looked from Nolan to me, to Kailyn, then back to Nolan. “Then… I will come too.”

      She moved closer to her husband, although the petrified expression never left her face.

      Truth be told, I would’ve preferred that the couple stay here. Two ghosts wandering about was manageable, but all four of us? I feared we’d run a greater risk of getting caught. Still, how could I deny them? I couldn’t ask them to stay here when I myself was going. They yearned for the light in the outside world just as much as Kailyn and I did. I found myself eyeing Marcilla again, though she made no move to follow us. Apparently, she really had been caught too many times to dare try again. As bitter as she was about this place, she seemed to have already resigned herself to her fate. Something we newer spirits couldn’t yet bring ourselves to do.

      And so the four of us lifted our heads above the surface of the pool, gazing around the cavern to make sure that there were no ghouls present, before drifting out and zooming toward the exit. We traveled through the walls mostly, trying to find our way through the solid stone, and eventually emerged in the narrow tunnel that led directly to the main door. As the four of us poked our heads out through the wall, slowly at first, and then more boldly as we spotted nobody around, I whispered to my companions, “Wait here while I check that there’s nobody on the other side of the door.”

      I did not wish to make the same mistake as last time.
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      When I passed through the thick main door, to my relief, it was to see that nobody was on the other side. I moved back through it again and ushered the others to follow after me. All four of us arrived in the vast lake-filled cavern that housed the door. We dove into the water where we’d be the least visible and headed to the entrance of the tunnel on the other side.

      We wound round and around the dark canal and emerged in the entrance cavern that was home to the base of the whirlpool. We kept beneath the tunnel as we scoped out the massive cave. As was to be expected, there was a crowd of ghouls guarding the base of the vortex. I cast my eyes about the shadowy crags of the walls and the large boulders lining the room. Eyeing the nearest one, I darted toward one and hid behind it. The others followed me, cautiously, slowly, one by one, and we all crouched down low among the rocks.

      My eyes remained fixed on the ghouls, looking for any signs that one of them might have spotted us. Since I was unable to detect any, we appeared to have crossed the first obstacle. We were at least hidden now in this enclosure, and although we might not have any kind of plan, at least we could watch. Observe this seemingly impossible escape route.

      We waited silently, staring at the swirling ceiling, not exchanging even a whisper for fear that the ghouls might hear us. Nothing happened for hours—just the ghouls milling around near the entrance, some perched on rocks. They seemed to take shifts while some swept back through the tunnel and others came out. But the watery exit was never left unguarded. I wondered why they didn’t just fix the net that Lucas had spoken of and be done with it. Ghosts could not lift off the net with their hands, and neither could they supposedly pass through it. It would save the ghouls keeping guard twenty-four seven. But maybe there were some other reasons for keeping it open that I was not aware of. Perhaps they wanted to keep it open to allow easy passage for the fae, and also their own kind returning from some grim excursion.

      After several hours, a large crowd of fae emerged through the vortex, carrying white coffins which I could only assume were filled with ghosts—the new victims those false messengers had meted “justice” on and brought down to “Hell”. The sight struck me as odd. The myth that they had planted among the ghost community was that the portal light shone once every full moon. If they were trying to gather as many ghosts as possible to hand over to the ghouls, I wondered why they made this “appointment” only once every month. Perhaps, at the time they’d first spread the rumor, they had not been in such a hurry, and now that the deadline was looming—whatever that deadline was exactly—they were resorting to more desperate—and frequent—methods of snatching ghosts. Lowlifes.

      The coffins crashed down to the main lake before bubbling up to the surface. The fae gathered some boats that were moored near the edge of the lake and crossed the lake, floating the coffins through the tunnel. They’d barely even glanced once at the ghouls. I estimated there were about fifty fae.

      I remained staring at the dark entrance to the canal long after they disappeared into it, though they soon emerged again—without the coffins. The fae flew back to the whirlpool exit and plunged through, leaving The Underworld behind.

      Everything became still again in the chamber, and almost silent, but for the eerie nattering of the ghouls above us. I drew my eyes away from the entrance of the whirlpool, which seemed so close—so torturously close—and yet so far.

      Nolan raised a brow at me. “What are you thinking?” he mouthed.

      How to escape this graveyard. Something staying here for hours hadn’t brought us any closer to.

      I averted my eyes away from him and focused back on the ghouls. I continued to think, and think, and think… until Chantel began to fidget. To my discomfort, she began whispering to Nolan, “I think we should leave. We’ve been here long enough. What more is there to discover? We’ve already seen the entrance and know that we can’t pass through it.”

      I shot a glare at her and her husband, raising a finger to my lips. I nodded toward the tunnel, indicating that they leave rather than make a noise. They got the picture, and Chantel’s lips pursed. Chantel was itching to go but Nolan wasn’t. He did, however, acquiesce to his wife’s request. He glanced at me apologetically, and the two of them slipped away from the boulders. They drifted back to the tunnel and hopefully they would make it back to our pond without being caught.

      That left Kailyn and me alone, the way I preferred it. Silence engulfed us again as we continued watching the whirlpool. I wasn’t sure how much more waiting I could take, but I wasn’t ready to retreat yet. After what felt like another hour had passed, I sensed movement from the corner of my eye, to my left. Horror gripped me. My first thought was that a ghoul had spotted and crept up on us, but as I whirled around, I was met with a far more shocking sight.

      My uncle, Lucas.

      He was floating toward me up the narrow slope from the dip of the lake. His expression was still worn and ragged but his eyes gleamed with sentience.

      “What are you doing here?” I breathed, my face contorting in confusion.

      He settled himself next to me among the rocks. After glancing briefly at Kailyn—who would be an utter stranger to him—he replied, in a surprisingly steady voice, “I… I changed my mind.” His jaw was tightly clenched in a grimace as his eyes darted up toward the ghouls.

      Clearly… But how? What had made him? When I’d left him in his pool, he had seemed so weak, he had hardly seemed capable of moving. For him to make it up all those levels was no mean task, especially when he had the constant fear of getting caught along the way. He’d seemed so lost, so unsure of himself. I wondered what had given him the strength—and, heck, the courage—to venture away from where he belonged.

      “How did you even know where to find us?” I whispered.

      He shrugged, a tad dismissively, his cold blue eyes remaining fixed on the entrance of the whirlpool. “You mentioned that you were being kept in the upper layers… I asked around for you. When I didn’t find you in any of the ponds, I guessed that you might have come to the entrance chamber, given all your talk of escape. For this is the only exit from this place.” He glanced at me, darkness in his eyes.

      Yes, I had already guessed that this was the only exit. Entering the main wooden door into the chambers of the ghouls led only one way: down, down and further down, into the bowels of their hell.

      I was wary of asking any more questions of my uncle—I’d already spoken far more than I was comfortable with. Still, I couldn’t help but continue to stare at him in confusion as to this sudden change of heart. His venturing up here was why I hadn’t seen him down in his pond… Though that was some time ago now. Perhaps he’d left the pool and had been trying to find his way back up to the higher levels. I wouldn’t have been surprised if it had taken him longer than Kailyn and me given the state he’d been in.

      I’d thought that when I left him he would sink back into his madness, but here he was, more aware than ever. I even detected what I believed was the coldness of the old Lucas coming out; there was a slight indifference to his demeanor.

      Noticing that I was still gaping at him, Lucas threw me another bone, as though he’d read my thoughts—further demonstrating his awareness. “I suppose I”—he averted his eyes to the ground—“was thinking about what you said about my son.” He paused again, as though he’d lost his voice for a moment. “If there’s even a small chance that we could find a way to escape, I’m willing to give it another try. Because… I would very much like to see my son. Even if he can’t see me.”
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      I did not enjoy keeping my nephew locked up in that chamber. Although admittedly it had been satisfying at first, given the havoc he’d wreaked on our island, the novelty was wearing off fast.

      I continued to drop in on him for the next couple of days just in case he had a change of heart, but when he remained as clammed up as ever, it was time to set Plan B in motion.

      I waited for Ibrahim to visit me that night—I had told him to check on me in case there was something that I needed. From the look on the warlock’s face as he arrived, it appeared that he had already guessed what I was about to propose.

      “It’s time to bring in Herbert,” I said grimly.

      “You’re sure there’s no other way?” he asked, not bothering to hide the doubt in his voice.

      I nodded. “Believe me, I have tried.”

      Ibrahim blew out a breath, then shrugged. “All right. When do you want to do this?”

      “Tonight,” I replied without thinking. “Now.”

      Ibrahim’s jaw clenched. “I’ll go get him then.”

      Ibrahim vanished and I knew that he would be returning to his office, where, in the drawer of his desk, was an innocent-looking pencil case—within which was something… not so innocent.

      As I’d been planning out this whole affair with Ibrahim before my turning, I’d asked the warlock if there was any way we could actually implant the truth in Jeramiah’s mind, if all else failed. Make him see it, experience it. I guessed there was no way to truly make a person accept something even with the most brutal of methods. But in implanting the facts so vividly in his mind, I would be able to walk away knowing that I had done the very best that I could to come to terms with my nephew. If he still insisted on living in his fantasy world, then good riddance to him. But while there was still room for me to strive harder, I would with all that I had.

      Ibrahim and I had discussed the matter for a long time. While witches did have the power to give people visions, he said that it was nothing comparable to that of a ghoul… A rather unpleasant breed of supernatural we’d already had the misfortune of coming across. I had experienced for myself their powers of mind manipulation. To this day, I still shuddered whenever I recalled the scene I’d believed I witnessed down by the Port. Kiev and Sofia, wrapped in each other’s arms at the end of the jetty, sharing a passionate kiss beneath the moonlight. Other residents’ minds had also been messed with, including Mona’s. Mona had even gone so far as to abandon Kiev and our island because of her conviction in what she thought she’d seen. The work of that ghoul, Silas, had been mere illusions, but Ibrahim informed me that they could also inject real memories into people’s minds, as though they had lived through them themselves.

      And so, as loath as I was to bring another one of those nasty creatures onto the island, it seemed that it was going to be our best option. Ibrahim offered to pay a visit to the realm of the white witches, The Sanctuary, where they were known to keep ghouls as servants. Ever since Rose had saved one of the Ageless’ sisters from the clutches of the black witches, we’d had pleasant dealings with the white witches. They were no longer the enemies they once were and I was quite sure that they would do us a favor and lend us one of their ghoul serfs.

      So Ibrahim set off and returned within the day with an old, rusting pencil case. Within it was supposedly a ghoul. I was extremely leery about the box, wondering if there was any way that the ghoul could escape before it was time and start tearing through our island, but Ibrahim assured me that he had learned how to keep ghouls under control and even when out of the box, this particular ghoul was well trained. Herbert. The name conjured up the picture of an English butler in a tailcoat. I would have smirked at the irony if I’d been in a lighter mood. As soon as we were done with him, Ibrahim would return him to The Sanctuary.

      This was a part of our plan that I was sure Sofia would lose hair worrying about, and I felt all the more sure of my decision to delay telling her about all this until after the fact.

      I gazed down at the pencil case in my hands. Now that we were sure that we would indeed use Herbert, it was time to impart my memories to him, for only then could he instill them in Jeramiah’s mind. This, I feared, would be a rather unpleasant experience for me. But, again, Ibrahim assured me that it would all be okay; if he sensed the ghoul was straying from his command in even the slightest way, he would immediately force him back into the pencil case and then return him to The Sanctuary, reporting him as a disobedient ghoul… which would cause the creature to receive severe punishment.

      Returning the box to Ibrahim’s hands, I sat down on the bed, steeling myself for what was to come.

      Ibrahim opened the case, and out flooded the form of a translucent ghoul. His long, bony legs trailed against the ground as he hovered over me. I grimaced at his ghastly face, and then at the long, black claws protruding from his lanky fingers. Just one lash of those claws could easily take out an eye. Still, I trusted Ibrahim.

      To my surprise, the warlock began to address Herbert in a strange, whispery language. Once he’d finished, I couldn’t help but comment, “I never knew you spoke ghoul, Ibrahim.”

      Ibrahim chuckled dryly. “It’s not much of a language. I’ll teach you someday.”

      Somehow, I didn’t see myself taking my friend up on that offer…

      “So what now?” I asked, tentative.

      “Close your eyes and cast your mind back to all the memories you’d like to impart to Jeramiah. Herbert is in his subtle form, which will allow him to sink his hands into your head and absorb it all. You shouldn’t feel a thing.”

      Great…

      “Okay,” I muttered, eyeing the nightmarish creature one last time before obeying him.

      My eyes shut tight, I sensed the ghoul approach. Then I guessed his hands closed around me, but as Ibrahim had assured me, I didn’t feel anything. Well, not much. Just an odd chill around my skull, but I was used to being cold. I soon forgot that a nasty monster had his hands ferreting around in my brain, and instead focused on sourcing memories as far back as I could. I did my best to relive events in chronological order, and once I felt that I’d imparted enough, I opened my eyes.

      Ibrahim hissed something to the ghoul, and immediately he withdrew his hands and hovered back toward the warlock.

      “Sure you’re done?” Ibrahim asked, with a cock of his head.

      “Yes. I believe so,” I replied.

      “All right. Well, when you’re ready, we should go see Jeramiah. It’s best to do it as soon as possible while everything is still fresh within our friend’s mind.”

      “We’ll go now.” I shot to my feet and gathered my cloak again. Then the three of us left the room, setting off down the corridor toward my nephew.

      When we opened the door and stepped inside with Herbert, the sheer look of terror in Jeramiah’s eyes was quite a precious sight to behold. I doubted he’d ever seen a ghoul before. He looked tenfold more afraid now than when I had accosted him back in his apartment.

      We moved closer with the ghoul, who set his eager eyes on his victim. I bent down so that my face was level with Jeramiah’s. “Given your attempt to murder me and my family, consider this a light, uncle-ly slap.”

      I stepped back, indicating to Ibrahim that he move forward with the ghoul. Jeramiah growled another round of curses as he tried desperately to distance himself from Herbert. Pathetic. The ghoul reached him in a matter of seconds and closed his hands around his head. Then my nephew’s yelps subsided, reducing into nothing but heavy breathing as the ghoul began coursing my memories into his skull.

      Jeramiah’s face contorted and he gripped the sides of his head, as if the gesture alone would rid him of the ghoul. Then he began to whimper. Whimper like a child.

      “No. Stop. Stop! Please!”

      It actually became uncomfortable to watch, and I backed out of the room while Herbert finished his work.

      Once Ibrahim called to me that the ghoul was done, I returned to see my nephew curled up in a ball on the floor, locked in a fetal position, his whole body shaking.

      I was staring down at a broken man.

      A lonely, broken man.
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      It was the strangest feeling to be crouched down behind the boulders, perched between two people I’d believed to be dead.

      Real life sure is stranger than fiction… at least in my case.

      So much had happened to me in the past months, much of it seemed to be a blur now. Even after everything, I still found it hard to believe that it had all been real and not some kind of prolonged, twisted nightmare.

      My life before I’d left The Shade—before my father had turned me into a vampire—seemed so distant, it was almost as though it had been lived by somebody else. I’d been so far removed from that time of wandering through our redwood forests, of homework and classmates, of afternoon walks along the shore with Abby and Shadow…

      I found myself playing back my former life over in my head as the three of us remained watching the entrance. Lucas and I had wisely stopped conversing, and I was left to lose myself in my own thoughts… until another group of fae came streaming down through the vortex. Each carried white coffins—the same as the last, although there seemed to be fewer of them this time. Two batches within less than twenty-four hours. They’re serious about this ghost-snatching business.

      I caught sight of the copper-haired Sherus at the front of the group, his sister noticeably absent. His mouth was set in a grimace, his face surprisingly ashen for one who had a natural aura about him.

      The same thing happened as last time; they transported the coffins along the tunnel, and then returned without them barely a minute later. They shot out of the tunnel—which was not far away at all from our hiding place—and zoomed into the base of the vortex. Watching the fae during this second visit, I couldn’t help but wonder if there was any way… any way at all… that we could tag along with the next crowd that exited and somehow pass through with them.

      It seemed like an insane idea. The moment we tried to approach, the fae would grab us and hand us right back to the ghouls—after all, we were part of their bounty quotient, and the fae would not want any of the numbers reducing.

      Still, I wanted to discuss the notion with Lucas and Kailyn. But I didn’t want to speak anymore in this chamber. We had already pushed our luck enough. Catching their attention, I gestured toward the tunnel. They followed after me along the winding canal, and as we emerged on the other side, I dove deeper into the water, where the three of us could converse in greater safety.

      “Those fae…” I began.

      “They’re the only means of escape,” Lucas finished for me, a stoic expression on his face. It was quite uncanny how much he resembled my father in that moment.

      But how? The question whirled behind all of our eyes.

      I was surprised that Lucas didn’t look more terrified at the mere notion of such a harebrained idea. After all he’d been through, he should be utterly petrified to get caught again. Then I reminded myself that he was, after all, still a Novak. And tenacity—or perhaps just downright bullheadedness—ran in the Novaks’ blood, no matter how much somebody tried to beat the life out of them. Now that I thought of it, maybe that was why he’d been in a better state than all the other ghosts in his pool. They’d all given up long ago by the looks of it, but there had still been a spark in Lucas that had separated him from the rest. It had just taken my appearance in his pool to remind him what he was, that he still had things to survive for.

      Kailyn interrupted my thoughts. “I just don’t see how that could ever be possible. I mean, if those coffins the fae bring with them were penetrable by ghosts, we could make a wild attempt to pass into one as they shoot from the tunnel toward the roof, but they leave the boxes behind.”

      Apparently, they had a massive supply of them to keep leaving dozens behind each time they visited.

      The three of us fell silent for a while, none of us knowing what to say.

      I was about to suggest that we return to the entrance cavern and continue observing when a thought struck me.

      “What if,” I began, looking from Kailyn to Lucas, “just one of us tries to escape?”

      The two of them furrowed their brows as they eyed me.

      “What are you saying?” Lucas whispered. “Each of us has already tried to escape on our own.”

      “Yes, on our own,” I replied. “But we are not on our own. There are three of us. What if two of us caused a distraction, a big enough distraction for the ghouls to divert their attention from the exit? Whichever one of us managed to escape would promise to get help and come back with reinforcements to free the rest of us.”

      “What kind of distraction?” Kailyn murmured.

      “I don’t know. Something. Anything.”

      Lucas let out a deep sigh. “This kind of thing has been tried before.”

      “I don’t care if it’s been tried before,” I said, turning on him. “We could try it. It’s not like we have any better ideas.”

      There was a pause as the two of them considered my words. “Then… who would be the one to escape?” Lucas ventured, and I could see in his eyes that he was volunteering himself.

      I looked at Kailyn. It seemed only right that she should be the one—ladies first, after all. I trusted her enough to know that she wouldn’t desert us. She could hurry back to The Shade and try to communicate with someone via a dream, the way I had. Maybe the dragons could even help to storm the place, break through the opening and free all these lost souls. We also had witches, and I was sure that they could be of help against ghouls. I recalled that the ghouls who’d once trespassed on our island had been the slaves of witches.

      “I was thinking you, Kailyn,” I said, looking steadily at her.

      She looked uncomfortable about accepting my suggestion, though it was obvious from the look in her eyes that she was leaping inside at the thought of escaping this place. Who wouldn’t?

      She nodded, still looking uncertain. “If… that’s okay with the two of you.”

      She eyed Lucas hesitantly. His face was stony, but he nodded stiffly. I found his reaction interesting. I’d half expected him to protest, the old Lucas rising to the surface, but he didn’t. He had been here longer than Kailyn—far longer—and should be ten times more desperate to escape, but he remained a gentleman, at least on the outside.

      Kailyn caught my eye again. “But how exactly are we going to do this? You two would get caught again and—”

      “Yes, we would almost certainly get caught.” I shot Lucas a pointed look. “You don’t have to try this,” I said to him, a part of me feeling oddly protective of him. I’d seen what state he’d sunk into, I didn’t want him to return to that… or something even worse. “I’ve only had one visit to the coffin room so far,” I went on, “I can’t say it’s something I’d like to repeat, but… I will run the risk if there’s a chance of Kailyn escaping and making it back to The Shade to fetch help for the rest of us… But you, Lucas, you’ve visited the torture chamber several times before. I would not expect you to volunteer for this. You could go back and wait in one of the ponds, and I could ask for some other volunteer. Perhaps Nolan would—”

      To my surprise, Lucas held up a hand and shook his head. “No,” he murmured, clenching his jaw. “I’ll do it.”

      Again, I felt unexpectedly uncomfortable. It didn’t make sense for Lucas to have to do this when there were others who had been here much less time and had fewer strikes against them. I recalled what Marcilla had mentioned about ghouls not usually surviving more than five trips to the coffin room…

      “How many times have you been to the coffin room?” I asked Lucas.

      He tensed. “The memory is… hazy. But I think three or four times.”

      Three or four. That meant that, at a very maximum, Lucas had two strikes left. Two strikes to last him for the rest of his existence in this place, in case our mission was unsuccessful. I could hardly believe that he was willing to offer up one of these strikes for this mission when I was offering to look for another volunteer. Then again, perhaps he didn’t know what Marcilla had known…

      “A werewolf back in the pool told me that generally, ghosts don’t last longer than—”

      “Five visits,” Lucas said thickly. “I know.”

      “And you say that you don’t even remember exactly how many times you’ve been in there before—it could be three or four, which means that you could only have one left.”

      I stared at him in astonishment, even as he looked back at me, unfazed.

      “I know,” he repeated.

      And that was all the explanation he offered.

      “This could be suicide for you,” Kailyn added to my uncle.

      He didn’t repeat that he knew again, just crossed his arms over his chest, his jaw set firmly, his eyes stubborn as ever.

      Well, if he wants to risk it, that’s up to him. Heck, I would be the same way after having been through what Lucas had been through for so long. His life was already leading to death… to whatever happened to those ghosts who were thrust down into The Necropolis. He might have been stronger than the rest of his companions, but he wasn’t infallible. It was only a matter of time before he met with his end. At least here he could go out fighting for freedom.

      And so it was decided. Lucas and I would attempt to cause a distraction while Kailyn fled. What kind of distraction was what we had to decide next.

      Still afraid somebody would overhear us, we sank further into the darkest corner of the lake and began to mull over the challenge. We discussed and debated back and forth, but after fifteen minutes, we were no closer to any kind of conclusion.

      I huffed in frustration. “Maybe we just have to improvise.”

      The problem was, none of us could predict how the ghouls would react exactly. All we knew was that Lucas and I somehow had to draw their attention away from the gate all at once—just long enough for Kailyn to slip into the vortex and make it to the top without anybody noticing and flying after her.

      “I guess I should wait in the same hiding place as before,” Kailyn said. “Until I sense a window of opportunity.”

      “And you’d have to be fast,” Lucas muttered. “Very fast.”

      I wished that we knew more about these creatures. What their weaknesses were. I wondered if there was some way to insult them, to enrage them to such an extent that they would all come shooting after me and Lucas at once, forgetting to watch the gate.

      “Uh, so what are you two going to do? You’re just going to… what, whizz around? I’m not comfortable with you two improvising at all.” At this point, Kailyn looked even more uncomfortable than Lucas. I guessed it was only natural. After all, we were putting ourselves on the line for her to escape. She didn’t want us to get caught without good reason. We couldn’t waste this chance. We had to give it our best shot. Especially because this might be Lucas’s penultimate strike, maybe even his final strike…

      I breathed out heavily. As ghosts, Lucas and I were extremely limited in ways we could cause a distraction. We couldn’t touch or pick anything up. All we had was our movement and our words.

      “How about this…” I began, trying to order my thoughts as I spoke. “I will emerge first from the tunnel and move as far away from the whirlpool’s entrance as I can. I’ll attract their attention and lure them toward me. Hopefully, more than one ghoul will come after me.” I realized as I was speaking that Chantel and Nolan would come in handy right now. Though I doubted that he would be daring enough to try it, and certainly Chantel, who was a bag of nerves, wouldn’t be. “So,” I continued, “I will try to lead them into one corner… but if I fail to distract all of them, that’s when Lucas needs to emerge.” Lucas’ expression was doubtful. “Even if we can’t get all of them away from the whirlpool,” I went on, hoping to address his doubts, “we just need to somehow divert their attention long enough for Kailyn to slip through. What do you think?” I finished.

      Lucas nodded. “All right.” Hardly much encouragement from his corner.

      Kailyn looked unsure as ever, but we had been going round and round in circles and she should’ve understood by now that this was the closest we were going to get to a plan.

      “Okay,” she replied in a croaky voice.

      Twisting in the water, I looked toward the direction of the enclosed canal in the far corner, leading to the entrance cavern.

      “Okay,” I murmured, steeling myself. “Here goes nothing…”
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      We traveled back through the tunnel and emerged once again on the other side. As planned, Kailyn left the water to make her way cautiously back to our former hiding place among the rocks. That left Lucas and me alone. We stayed underwater, exchanging glances, before our eyes turned upward to the speckled surface of the lake. We raised ourselves slowly and looked up at the swirling mass of water in the ceiling. The ghouls were just as present as ever.

      Shooting a glance at Lucas one last time to double-check that he understood that he was to wait here, I drifted out of the water and began lifting myself upward—all the while keeping close to the shadowy walls—until I was almost level with the ghouls. I was deliberately traveling slowly, and sticking to the edges of the cavern, because I did not want to attract their attention just yet. I wanted to get to the furthest corner away from the vortex first; I needed them to focus their attention as far away from the portal as possible. But since I was traveling in the open now, I was only halfway across the cave toward my destination corner when a ghoul spotted me. He shrieked, while another cackled, as though they took delight in seeing me here. Delight no doubt in envisaging the torture that would soon follow… if I let them.

      Improvise. Improvise! The task had seemed simpler when we were still in the safety of the lake. Now that I was here in the open, my mind froze and I didn’t have the first clue what to do. So I stopped thinking, and just started doing. I began spinning in circles as two of the dozen ghouls began approaching me.

      Thankfully, they appeared to be in no particular hurry, and as I zoomed around in circles, doing somersaults in the air, they slowed their pace, almost seeming to be enjoying my display. This gave me the encouragement I needed—desperately needed. I began moving faster and tried to execute other kinds of acrobatics in the air—most of which I was sure looked rather pathetic, but the ghouls were still watching me. And that was all that mattered. Now… these ghouls just needed to keep their distance from me for long enough…

      I dared not avert my eyes even for a moment toward Kailyn. I was dying to see where she was now—whether she might have even dared to start approaching the portal—but I couldn’t risk drawing the ghouls’ attention to her. I kept my gaze firmly away from her corner of the cavern and continued to put on my display of bizarre acrobatics.

      My heart plummeted as the ghouls began to move forward again. They were seeing through me; I was nothing but a one-trick pony. I had to mix things up a bit. I racked my mind frantically for my next move. Movement and speech were the only two things I had. I could use my voice next. But say what? Again, I silenced my thoughts and just did the first thing that came to me, discarding any semblance of dignity I still had left in the process.

      I began to sing, even as I mocked myself. I was a musician, but I’d never been fond of singing. I didn’t think I had a particularly bad voice, but it was an unpracticed one. And the first thing that spurted from my mouth? A country song. I don’t even listen to country music. The strange things that surfaced in times of desperation…

      At least the ghouls seemed to take delight in their frolicking monkey again. They stopped approaching so quickly and paused, hovering in the air. Then they began to clap. Ugh. I shuddered at the creepy gleam in their eyes. It reminded me of that of a dog owner after seeing his beloved pet perform a trick. I was half expecting them to throw me a treat. Their beady eyes were filled with admiration, almost pride.

      My “song” went downhill fast. I ran out of words and manically tried to scrape together some made-up lyrics in my head, making the tune sound all the more horrendous. But the ghouls were still watching my train wreck, so I would keep it going. I ended up resorting to non-words, but they didn’t seem to like the adjustment. I had to change things up again. I changed song, to one I knew a bit better—soft rock, this time. But to my disdain, my audience didn’t appreciate rock as much as country music. They began approaching again. They were now discomfortingly close, barely ten feet away.

      Still not daring to track Kailyn with my eyes, I looked directly past the ghouls closest to me to those still waiting near the portal. They had been watching me before, but I was beginning to lose their attention, too. Dammit. Now would be a good time for Uncle Lucas to join the act…

      Soon after I’d had the thought, he did. I caught sight of his form, zooming up to the ceiling—a good distance away from the whirlpool—where he began to spin around and around, in a similar manner to what I’d done. More mirthful cackling and clapping ensued, their eyes now drawn to Lucas—the new object of their creepy affection.

      Come on, Kailyn.

      Where are you?

      I didn’t even know yet whether or not she had escaped. Lucas and I just had to keep this circus going as long as we possibly could until they eventually got bored and snatched us. I hoped against hope that by then, Kailyn would be gone.

      I quickly shifted to another act, causing some of the ghouls a mild confusion as to which of their pets to observe. I started doing a weird kind of star dance in midair, while Lucas also switched up his act, going from spinning in circles to gliding up and down with the smoothness of waves.

      Then the hope that had been rising in my chest sank into the pit of my stomach.

      Kailyn yelped.

      No. No!

      For the first time, I allowed my eyes to trace her… only to see her in the clutches of a ghoul. She was so close to the entrance, perhaps six feet away. But one of the ghouls hovering near it just had not been distracted enough by us. These ghouls were sharper than we had hoped they would be. Maybe a group of ghosts had even tried this sort of stupid attempt at distraction before.

      Whatever the case, they’d caught Kailyn.

      The game was over.

      The rest of the ghouls, previously distracted and being entertained by Lucas and me, soon put two and two together and realized that Kailyn had been making a move to escape. They knew now that it had all been a trick, not some show of playful reciprocity from their doting dependents.

      Their amusement fast turned to anger. The ghouls’ eerie smiles vanished and were replaced by hard stares.

      It was time once again to discipline their pets.
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      The two ghouls closest to me finally closed the gap. They shot forward and gripped my arms before dragging me down toward the tunnel with such speed that I almost missed Lucas being caught. Almost. I caught a glimpse of him in the corner of my eye, in the clutches of a ghoul who’d grabbed hold of his neck. Kailyn was already being dragged toward the tunnel in front of me. The ghouls escorted the three of us along the canal and back through the main door. As we zoomed along the winding tunnels and then headed downward, I knew exactly where we were headed. It wasn’t long until we reached the coffin chamber.

      I caught Lucas’ expression, a mixture of sheer dread and terror. Dammit! I wished so hard that he had not volunteered and somebody else had stepped up in his stead. This would only be my second visit here, but for all I knew, this could be his last.

      The ghouls milled about the chamber excitedly, lining up three coffins in a row. They flipped open the lids and wrestled us each inside. My coffin’s lid slammed shut, closing me off to the world outside. Lucas was in the coffin next to me, while Kailyn was on his other side. Kailyn screamed, Lucas grunted, and I was already expecting the gnarled hand that emerged through the lid of the box, clamping around my head.

      

      I thought that the last time had been unbearable but this… this was ten times worse. The first time had been visions of the worst kind of fantasies imaginable, which had become my reality for all those hours I’d remained in the coffin, but none of the visions had linked back to the reality that I had known all my life. The only connection had been the people I loved.

      This time, however, it was totally different. Scenes from my actual life replayed in my mind, all the things that I wished to forget, blasting through my mind in more vibrant color and vivid detail than I had ever experienced in real life. I was sure that I was being tortured by a different ghoul this time; perhaps they each had their own particular preference of how to torture a person.

      I relived every second of the most painful times of my existence in slow motion, lurching first to my parents’ penthouse, where I’d shot from my seat at the scent of blood on the porch. Grabbing Yasmine by the neck and murdering her in cold blood. At the time, I’d been in such a daze of bloodlust that I had barely been aware of my actions, but now, with everything slowed down to a sluggish pace, everything was a hundred times more torturous. I felt Yasmine’s body grow limper and limper, heard her gargled screams as I tore through her jugular, before her final release of breath and the sudden deadness of her body.

      Then I was in the submarine, rushing to the shore of holidaying humans in South America. At the time, I hadn’t even been sure how many lives I’d claimed and who they all were. Now I saw it all, every second expanded… and there… there had even been children.

      No. No! I cannot take the rest. Stop!

      I tried to escape the vision, but I was there. The experience was so vivid, I could see and hear everything, practically taste the blood flooding down my throat.

      It went on mercilessly, like an ogre bludgeoning an enemy, until my mind was so thoroughly drained from being drowned in the memories I’d fought so hard to bury deep in my subconscious, I thought that I would go insane.

      Then, as I felt that I could not take even a minute more, a different kind of scene trickled into my mind’s eye in slow motion. Quite different, indeed…

      Two figures stood inside a large circular room with a high, conical ceiling, piled up with dusty sacks of flour. It was the inner chamber of a mill. The two figures were Lucas and a woman with large blue eyes and jet-black hair. Lucas, wearing a loose shirt and dark pants, looking very much human, had her hiked up against a mound of sacks as his mouth kneaded against hers, his hands deep within the folds of her petticoat. She returned his kisses passionately, but as his right hand hiked up higher over her thigh, she broke away.

      She planted her palms against his chest, creating distance between the two of them. Her cheeks were filled with a youthful blush as she gazed at Lucas.

      “Wait,” she whispered. “I need to tell you something.”

      Lucas looked like he wanted nothing more than to continue ravishing her, but he paused, raising a dark brow. “What?” he asked, his voice deep and husky.

      Straightening her dress, she slid down from the position Lucas had been holding her in and touched her feet to the floor. She grabbed his hand and pulled him further toward the center of the room, where she stopped, holding both of his hands in hers. She gazed intensely into his eyes before saying in a soft, unsteady voice: “We’re going to be parents.”

      Her expression was a mixture of anticipation and fear as she scanned Lucas’s face for his reaction. His cheeks, also flushed like hers, became deathly pale, almost as pale as a vampire’s.

      Removing his hands from hers, he took a step back. His mouth fell open. “What? Y-You’re pregnant?”

      She nodded, sliding a palm down her abdomen. “I’m showing all the signs,” she whispered back, even as she looked disconcerted. Clearly, she’d been hoping for a different reaction from her lover. “What’s wrong?” she asked, her eyes widening.

      Lucas choked up as he continued to stare at her, dumbfounded. There must’ve been many things going through the man’s brain, but joy certainly wasn’t one of them.

      She closed the distance between them again, this time gripping his forearms. She tried to pull him down for a kiss but he resisted. The poor woman was now looking more worried than ever.

      “We must marry, my love,” she breathed.

      Lucas looked physically sick. “No, Anthea,” he stammered, shaking his head and brushing her away again. “No! This was not supposed to happen.”

      He moved toward the mill’s exit.

      She hurried after him, her expression forlorn as a lost fawn. “Lucas, what are you saying? You love me, don’t you?”

      This Lucas did not answer.

      “We must marry,” she said, her voice rising with despair. “We must!” Tears began to spill from her eyes. “I bear your child, Lucas. Your child!”

      Her cries rang through the chamber as Lucas turned on his heel and bolted from the mill.

      The scene faded out, and was immediately replaced by another.

      Lucas moved through a dark, wet forest with the stealth of a vampire. The trees thinned, giving way to the edge of a cliff. A sodden graveyard lay beneath, grim and grey beneath the overcast sky. The graveyard was empty but for a lone boy with dark, shoulder-length hair. A young Jeramiah. He stood in the pouring rain in nothing but a thin cotton shirt and pants. Holed shoes gave little protection for his feet. The boy was gazing down at a white tombstone. I could just about make out a name etched into the stone: Anthea Monrov.

      Pain seared through my head as the ghoul’s hand relinquished its hold. The lid to my coffin clicked open, and although my vision was hazy, I managed to make out the outline of a ghoul, standing over my and Lucas’s coffins. She had her hands above either one of them, as though she had tortured us both simultaneously. Her right hand shot out and grabbed me by the throat while her left dipped into Lucas’ box and yanked him out.

      As my uncle hung by the neck, he’d become practically unrecognizable again. His eyes had lost the shine they’d started to develop and now looked utterly dead. Kailyn was lifted out by a second ghoul, and the two of them dragged the three of us not back through the entrance as I had been expecting, but through a door around the back of the coffin room, which held a small, empty pool. The ghouls thrust us inside and we were all far too weak to even attempt to rise back up again as they left us and slammed the door behind them.

      I was too far gone to think much about the last two visions that I’d experienced—visions that belonged to Lucas, not me—or how I had even managed to experience them. Neither could I wonder much about why the ghouls had placed us in this small pool, all alone, rather than returning us to where we belonged. It took a Herculean effort just to focus on a single thought for more than a few seconds. All I wanted to do was close my eyes and sink… deeper, and deeper, down to the bottom of the pool…
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      Like after the first time I’d been tortured, I knew instinctively that I had to keep my eyes open no matter what. I had to keep myself conscious. I could not sink into the deathly lull that I was fated to. I had to fight, and I had to fight hard.

      As the time passed in silence, I could see that Kailyn was resisting too. Even as her eyes drooped, her expression worn and ragged, she was fighting to keep the fire alive. Watching her fight the same battle I was fighting, I found myself drawing an unexpected sense of strength from her. Her eyes locked with mine and the two of us stared intensely at each other, both of us willing and urging the other to not give in.

      Whatever those ghouls did to us during that torture, it was clearly a lot more than just blasting our minds with horrid visions. It was as though they drained our minds, our very souls.

      I looked past Kailyn to my uncle. His eyes were already closed.

      “No, Lucas,” I tried to shout, though it came out barely louder than a breath. “Wake up!”

      Why I felt so panicked at the sight of him fading, and why I wanted to help him so badly, I wasn’t even sure. But he was my uncle—and a changed uncle at that—and I guessed that should be reason enough.

      “Lucas,” I said again, managing to raise my voice louder this time.

      He didn’t respond in the slightest. Oh, how I wished that I could shake him. I realized that my intense focus on my uncle, on willing him to return to consciousness was increasing my own strength. Increasing my determination to not fade away myself. I attempted to raise myself into an upright position. It felt like one of the hardest things that I’d ever done, which was ironic, considering that now I was a ghost, I didn’t even weigh anything. By sheer willpower alone, eventually I managed to sit up.

      My show of strength seemed to rub off on Kailyn, and she too began striving to sit up. I instinctively reached my hand down to hers to help her, but of course she was on her own. She managed it, albeit in a longer time than I had taken, and now the two of us, sitting upright, set our focus on Lucas.

      “Lucas,” I said, still louder. “Lucas!”

      Oh, God. Could this really have been the fifth and final strike for my uncle? Or perhaps it had only been the fourth, but had been enough to finish off his weary soul.

      “Come on, Lucas!”

      “He needs to wake up,” Kailyn murmured, her voice thick and sluggish. I turned to see that a glimmer of life was slowly returning to her eyes, as I guessed was the case with mine, too.

      I tilted my head slightly in question.

      Kailyn blinked, clearly still struggling to stay awake, before explaining in a slow voice, “Marcilla told me that sometimes, after the ghouls torture ghosts, they bring them to a back room, to their own little pond, where they wait for a few hours… and if they haven’t fully recovered by then and made their own way back to their pool, they get shifted down to a lower level to join other demoted ghosts. She warned me that if I ever got taken to this pond, I should do whatever it takes to get back to the upper levels. I should act lively in the pool and not like a dead rock, even if that’s what I feel like. Because they come round to inspect whether you’re still attractive enough to belong in their highest, most prized ornamental waters.”

      I wondered how Marcilla even knew all this; after all, she hadn’t been here that long. I guessed she must have picked up the tip from another ghost, perhaps one who’d been unsuccessful in escaping after torture and forced down lower in The Underworld.

      I grimaced. So those ghouls would “judge” us in a few hours… If Lucas didn’t move—heck, if he was incapable of moving—I felt certain that he would be thrust directly down to The Necropolis. His home had already been in some of the deepest levels of The Underworld, and now he seemed to be even more motionless than the other comatose ghosts who shared his pool. I doubted he could be put any deeper except for one place…

      “Lucas,” I persisted. I was shouting now.

      We had to leave this pond before the ghouls came for their inspection, to demonstrate that we still had life in us and deserved to be kept in the upper levels. Kailyn and I could try to get back to our pool in time and force ourselves to move around and demonstrate that we deserved to remain in one of the higher pools. But my uncle… We had to force some life into him somehow. But how could we, when he wasn’t even responding to my shouting his name?

      Then my mind turned back to the last two visions that I’d witnessed—the unexpected visions that did not belong to me. Perhaps, because the same ghoul had been controlling both of our minds, some of his memories had passed through her and transmitted to me. I couldn’t think of any other way it could have happened. But whatever the case, I now had more information about Lucas’ darkest secrets and fears than ever before. My own mind was still foggy but, after fighting to keep my eyes open and then to sit up, I was better equipped to attempt thinking straight.

      So if those really were Lucas’ memories… he knew all along that he had a child. Jeramiah’s mother—Anthea—had told him that Lucas never knew she was pregnant, but perhaps she had told her son that to make him feel better. Perhaps Lucas had been still in the area as a human even up to Jeramiah’s birth, but like a coward refused to have anything more to do with his lover. And I guessed not long after that, he would have turned into a vampire and been forced to leave their town.

      Whatever happened, Lucas had known of his child’s existence. And then, based on his second memory, he knew that Anthea had given birth to a boy. It appeared from that last vision that Lucas had even tracked his son down after he became a vampire, in secret, without Jeramiah ever knowing. Perhaps that had just been out of curiosity to see what had become of his child, since he’d obviously made no attempt to enter his life, not even after Anthea had died.

      To think that all that time, my uncle kept Jeramiah a secret. From his father, sister and brother. Nobody had known that he had a son. Abandoning Jeramiah was a decision that clearly tortured Lucas now.

      “Jeramiah,” I said suddenly to Lucas, in a last-ditch attempt to rouse him. “Jeramiah, your son, wants to meet you, Lucas. Your son!” Jeramiah was what had gotten through to him before. Maybe it was the only thing that could get through to him now.

      Kailyn joined me in reciting Jeramiah’s name, our voices echoing around the small, grim cavern. Slowly a slit formed between Lucas’s lids, which broadened until his eyes were half open. Encouraged at the sight, I began talking more animatedly. “You just need to hold on, Lucas. Uncle. Hold on. We’ll get you out of here,” I went on, even though they felt like empty words after our failed escape. “You just need to keep your eyes open and sit up.”

      His eyelids remained half open, though his irises were still cloudy.

      “You’re not ready to leave yet,” I urged. “Your son needs you.”

      At this, his eyelids lifted further, and then a slightest sparkle of consciousness lit up his eyes. His lips began to mouth the word, “Jeramiah,” although no sound came from his mouth.

      “Yes, Jeramiah,” I said, nodding with as much force as I could—which admittedly was not much. My movements were still so sluggish. “Sit up, Lucas.”

      Now that his eyes were alive, or at least semi-alive, I knew that if I could just get him to sit up, the rest would fall into place more easily, just as it had done with Kailyn and me. It was the first assertion towards life, a step away from giving in.

      Lucas struggled to raise his head ever so slightly, but it slumped down.

      Oh, dear.

      For all his willpower, what if he was incapable of sitting up? What if his mind had been drained so thoroughly that even the thought of seeing his son again wasn’t enough to infuse strength in him? What if he just… couldn’t?

      Couldn’t. The word was jarring to my ear. I hadn’t grown up in a household of “couldn’ts”. The word triggered a saying my mother would often recite whenever Rose or I—or my father—admitted defeat without ever really trying:

      “I know an excuse when I hear one. Don’t you dare deceive yourself into believing that you’re the victim.”

      The saying was so engrained in my family’s history, it had even become something of a running joke between the four of us, like when someone refused to hang up the laundry or take out the trash. Though its meaning never lost its depth.

      But now I found myself doubting my mother’s words. Of course, there were occasions when one really couldn’t do something. Where it was not an excuse and one was incapacitated. When one truly was a victim. My mother herself had been a victim on a number of occasions, even if she’d refused to act like one. But Lucas… as he struggled to sit up with what I was sure was his best efforts, he just looked so pathetic and helpless. It was gut-wrenching. If there ever truly was a victim, Lucas looked it to me now.

      “What are we going to do?” Kailyn whispered in a strained voice.

      “I don’t know,” I breathed. “I’ve got to keep trying, at least one more time.” As much as I hated to leave my newfound uncle behind, I still had a promise to keep to my family… and to River.

      I looked at Kailyn pointedly. “You should return to the pond,” I told her. “You don’t need to stay and wait with me.”

      She shook her head. “No. I can’t leave you here.”

      Eyeing her determined expression, I didn’t bother wasting my precious energy trying to convince her otherwise. I knew that she was too stubborn a wolf to heed my words.

      I set my focus back on Lucas. Now that we had stopped saying Jeramiah’s name, he was drifting again.

      “You can do it, Lucas,” I began again. “I believe in you. Jeramiah believes in you… Jeramiah loves you.”

      As soon as I spoke the last words, it was as though an electric current shot through Lucas. His eyes lifted wide open and, to my great surprise and relief, his head lifted up further than it ever had until now. His face scrunched up in concentration and determination, and slowly but surely, he raised himself higher and higher until he was sitting upright.

      “My God,” Kailyn gasped beside me. “It worked! You did it, Lucas!”

      The blueness of Lucas’ eyes was brightening, and although they were still very foggy, he was conscious and right now, that was all that mattered.

      “Now we need to get out of here,” I breathed, fixing my eyes on my uncle in an attempt to hold his gaze. “We’ve got to head back to our pool in the upper levels, and you must follow us. Do you understand?”

      It had been such a battle for him to sit up, I feared how much more difficult it would be to get him to stand. But I had to have faith in him. I’d seen how the right words could jolt him to life. If he could sit up, he could stand up. And he could walk. He had to walk.

      But first, Kailyn and I had to stand up ourselves. I fixed all my focus on rising to my feet. It was a Herculean effort—just as difficult as sitting up was, but once I was standing my movement came much more easily. I could move through the water faster than I’d thought that I would be able to, and I wondered whether I might even be able to sprint. Kailyn rose to her feet beside me with similar initial difficulty, and then she too loosened up as I had done.

      “You stand now,” I said to my uncle, embarking on yet another pep talk. “Just think of your son. Your son, who holds no grudge against you for abandoning him.” Well, it was true that Jeramiah held no grudge against Lucas… because he didn’t know that Lucas had willingly abandoned him and his mother. The only grudge he held was against my parents and grandfather. But that was a story for another day. “He loves you, and he wants to reconnect with you,” I went on, trying to use as many trigger words as I could think of that might get Lucas going. And it was working. He took much longer than Kailyn and I to stand up but that was to be expected. He managed to stand in the water, however wobbly his stance was.

      “Now walk,” I said.

      He moved ever so slowly, inching one foot forward, but he managed to reach the edge of the small pool without toppling over. He’s going to have to perk up a lot if he wants to stand a chance of being kept as an ornament in the upper levels…

      There was still a lot to be done. But we were making progress. For now, we just needed to make it out of this cursed chamber and get back to the pool before the ghouls arrived for their “inspection”.

      Kailyn and I drifted upward and out of the water, Lucas trailing behind us. Next we had to pass through the chamber’s walls. We couldn’t pass through the same doorway that we’d come through, because that would lead directly back into the coffin room, a place we did not wish to visit again, especially not with Lucas. So we passed directly through the nearest wall. We traveled slowly through wall after wall, and I constantly looked behind me to check that we hadn’t lost my uncle. There were a number of scares along the way when I believed we had, but eventually we made it back to our comfortingly bright pool on the highest floor.

      I insisted that Lucas jump in first, and then we followed after him, sinking in among the rest of the ghosts. I didn’t even bother looking at any of them and I was certainly in no mood to answer any questions. My primary concern was making sure that my uncle was hidden, the way he’d once hidden me.

      We guided him toward a particularly thick cluster of ghosts and he slumped down into a corner. Kailyn followed suit, collapsing in exhaustion. I felt like joining them, but I couldn’t sit still. Not yet, at least.

      Kailyn and Lucas would need to keep a watch out for the ghouls. As soon as they spotted them approaching, they needed to start moving around and acting lively. I didn’t know how my uncle would survive the scrutiny. He had practically no aura, like the rest of us in here, and with his incapacitated state, he stuck out like a sore thumb. I feared that when the ghouls arrived in an hour or so, they would immediately take him. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed and how many more hours we had until the ghouls came looking for us.

      Marcilla, Nolan and Chantel hurried over to us and, predictably, asked us to tell them everything that had happened. I gave them non-answers. I had more urgent things to do now than talk.

      I’d sunk into deeper desperation to escape this place than I ever thought possible, and at the same time felt more clueless than ever.

      My mind turned back to the oracle, even as I cursed her. Why did you mean for me to be here, Hortencia? For what purpose? And what do I do now?

      I asked the questions in my mind while thinking of her eyeless face, as if by sheer will power alone I would be able to extract answers from her.

      For some reason, the memory of her insisting that I was a coward was the only thing that echoed around in my head.

      “You’re not trying, you’re simply wandering!”

      Now her words stung my ego more than ever. What more can I possibly do? I would have loved to see what she would do in some alternate universe where she was in my shoes.

      I retreated into a quiet corner, tilted my head back and closed myself off to my surroundings, trying to think. After a while, I found myself recalling something Lucas had said to me earlier, that the fae were the only means of escape. Yes, it was all very well saying that, but how—

      “Stop being a coward, dead boy.” I imagined the oracle’s voice in my head again.

      It prickled me enough to dig deeper into Lucas’ idea, as crazy as it was. What is the main reason why escaping via the fae is impossible? Well, for a start, they would never agree to let us escape. Why would they when they were trying to stock this place up with ghosts? Freeing us would be going against everything they were trying to achieve…

      Then a thought struck me. A thought that chilled me to the very core.

      What if…

      No. That could be suicide on my part.

      “Coward!”

      I scowled, wanting to repel her repulsive voice from my head, and regretting ever having thought of her to begin with. But the word rang true within me. As rough as it was to admit, I realized that in casting Lucas’ observation aside so quickly as impossible, I had proven the oracle right. I had been nothing but a coward.
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      I had to leave our pool again.

      Abandoning my spot in the corner, I hurried back over to the other side where Kailyn and Lucas were resting. I shot Kailyn a sharp look.

      “Kailyn, I need to do something. Keep an eye out for the ghouls and make sure that the two of you are moving around and not looking so dead by the time they arrive.”

      Kailyn glanced at my uncle with uncertainty, then nodded. “I’ll do my very best,” she murmured.

      Of course, there wasn’t much Kailyn could do if the ghouls arrived and Lucas had drifted off again by then. Other than another frantic pep talk, Lucas was on his own.

      I didn’t know how long I would be gone. It could be hours or it could be minutes. I hoped against hope that it would be the latter and I would arrive with a solution before the ghouls came around.

      “But where are you going, Ben?” Kailyn called after me as I began to drift up toward the surface of the pond.

      I glanced down at her sharply. “Just… do as I say and stay here with my uncle.”

      She looked like she wanted to press me for an answer, but she didn’t and I didn’t give her the chance either. I drifted out of the pool and, glancing left and right to check that there were no ghouls nearby, I moved as fast as I could toward the tunnel that wound toward the main door.

      I wasn’t nearly as fast as I needed to be, but it did feel like the more I moved, the easier it became, and the more awake I felt. I managed to reach the wooden door without bumping into any unsavory characters, and then sank my head through to verify that there was nobody on the other side. Seeing that there were none, I entered into the lake-filled cavern and headed toward the dark canal. I followed it until I neared the exit that led back into the whirlpool cave. The exit. The same number of ghouls were guarding the exit, as was to be expected.

      But this time, I did not enter the vast enclosure. Instead, I remained hovering within the tunnel, about five feet away from the mouth of the tunnel. Just close enough to allow me view of the watery exit, but not so close as to be easily spotted by the ghouls.

      Now it was time to wait again. The most excruciating wait so far. I just had no idea when the next batch of fae would come streaming through the vortex.

      As I hovered in the murky water, I tried to count the number of times that the fae had come through the portal since I’d been here. It had been several times. Not only when Kailyn, Lucas and I had been waiting in our hiding place, but also before, when I’d caught sight of Sherus walking along the tunnel with his sister. They seemed to be coming in and out all day, with intervals of several hours. I had to hope that the last time had been several hours ago and their next visit was due soon.

      So I waited. And waited. With each moment that passed, I became more and more anxious that the time would arrive for the ghouls’ inspection, and they would find Lucas in our pool. But I had to stop worrying about what could be happening. There was nothing I could do about it. The only thing I could do was wait right here and pray that the fae would hurry up and…

      My heart leapt as a fae burst through the whirlpool, followed by a whole crowd of the spirits. Sherus was at the front as they all came zooming down with their white coffins. I hurriedly ducked my head beneath the water and sank downward, hoping that none of them had seen me.

      Touching down at the bottom of the base of the canal, I cast my eyes upward and watched their forms whoosh over me along the tunnel until they had all passed. But I knew by now that it would not be long before they returned. I moved closer to the surface again and raised my head above the water just enough to be able to watch for their return. It had been less than a minute when I caught sight of Sherus again, followed by his group of accomplices. I ducked down, waiting for the exact moment when he would be passing close enough, before moving up in as sudden a motion as I could manage.

      As I sprang up before him from nowhere, his eyes widened in alarm. He had been traveling too fast and I was too close for him to stop in time. I was able to sink right into his body. Though only for a second. I was immediately thrust out, but it didn’t matter. I’d gotten his attention before he’d reached the exit of the canal and came within view of the ghouls. His eyes sparked with irritation. He grabbed hold of my arm, giving me a steely gaze.

      “You,” he murmured. “What do you think you’re doing? You don’t belong out here.”

      As I had expected, he began dragging me back toward the main door.

      “Wait,” I said, speaking with all the strength that I could manage. He ignored me and continued hauling me along the tunnel. “I know that you’re in trouble,” I hissed.

      This made him halt and whirl around on me, his eyes fiery. “What?” he snapped.

      “I know you’re in trouble. You and all your people. You made a pact with these ghouls and are unable to fulfill it.”

      Sherus faltered, confusion marring his perfectly symmetrical face. “What—Wh-Who are you to address me like this?”

      “Just an attentive observer.” I considered mentioning his interaction I’d witnessed with his sister but, given his foul mood at the time and his rising impatience now, I didn’t think that was the best incident to call upon to make my point. “Whatever pact you made with them, and whatever the quotient is that you’re struggling to meet… I can help you with it. I can help you with all of it.”

      Sherus blinked in disbelief, then narrowed his eyes on me. “Who are you?”

      “If you must know, my name is Benjamin Novak, Prince of The Shade.”

      I paused, watching the flicker of recognition in his eyes. “The Shade,” he murmured. His expression toned down.

      “I command the loyalty of a number of witches,” I went on. “If you let me free, I would bring a small army of them here to free you from whatever bond you have formed with these creatures.”

      My heart sank as he shook his head. “Witches won’t be strong enough to help us in this,” he whispered.

      His answer took me by surprise—not only that the witches wouldn’t be strong enough to overcome the ghouls’ power, but that Sherus was actually admitting his inadequacy. I’d thought that perhaps his pride would rear up and that he’d assert again that they would indeed make the deadline as he had done with his sister, and that he didn’t need anyone’s help, least of all the help of a ghost. Perhaps his sister’s words had gotten through to him and he’d realized that maybe she was right. Maybe they would not be able to fulfill their end of the deal. I had no idea what that would mean for them or what the consequences would be, but from all that his sister had said, it would be something terrible.

      “Are you certain witches couldn’t help?” I asked, desperately hoping that he didn’t know what he was talking about. “Perhaps you’re not aware that it is not an uncommon practice in The Sanctuary for witches to keep ghouls as slaves.”

      Before he could answer, several of his companions approached, giving Sherus questioning glares. Sherus nodded toward the exit. “One of you stay with me. The rest of you should leave.”

      They eyed me curiously, no doubt wondering what on earth could be so interesting about me for Sherus to want to stay behind and give me the time of day. A fae with long, dusty blond hair and turquoise eyes stayed behind while the rest left.

      Sherus set his eyes back on me. “No, I told you. Witches cannot help.”

      “What about dragons?” I asked, trying with all that I had to keep the desperation out of my voice.

      Sherus scowled. “Ghouls make food out of dragons. But even if the dragons scorched this place to ashes, they would still be of no use. Our pact with the ghouls is far more subtle than that.”

      I was dying to ask what this pact was exactly, but I did not want to pry too much… at least, not yet. I racked my brain as to what else I could suggest. Then I blurted, barely even thinking, “Jinn. I also have an army of jinn.”

      Yeah, right. If the Nasiris would be willing to help me out of this mess—which I was sure that they would, given their queen’s attachment to me—according to Aisha, they had probably been taken by the Drizans. God knew where they were now; perhaps they were locked up in the Drizans’ lair somewhere. I doubted they would still be in The Oasis. But I couldn’t think of how I was going to fulfill this promise now. I just had to say whatever I could to bring me closer to freedom, even if it meant lying through my teeth.

      I saw immediately from the look in Sherus’ eyes that I had made the right move in mentioning the jinn.

      “An army of jinn, you say,” he whispered. “You really command the loyalty of jinn?”

      “Yes,” I said, speaking with confidence I did not possess. “An entire clan of them. All of them have pledged their allegiance to me and I assure you that they would be willing to use their powers to help you.”

      “And in exchange,” Sherus continued, “I imagine that you want me to let you free, correct?”

      “Not just me. Five others, also.”

      “Six?” He raised a brow. I feared that I had taken a misstep.

      I actually wanted to ask that he free a whole lot more, but it would be pushing my luck too much. Besides, the ghouls could not notice the fae smuggling their ornaments out, or the fae would be in trouble. And the ghouls’ trust in the fae was something that we needed to keep up as long as possible.

      “Six is rather a lot,” Sherus said. “But I suppose we can squash you all into two boxes.” He paused, his eyes boring into mine. “But how can I trust that you are who you say you are? How can I trust that you are the prince of The Shade, and that you really have command over an army of jinn?”

      I didn’t waver in my gaze. “It would be rather pointless of me to lie, wouldn’t it? I’m sure that you could track me down easily enough if I tried to escape without honoring my word.”

      At this Sherus nodded, a dangerous glint in his eyes. “Yes, you would be very foolish to mess with me. Very foolish.”

      “Understood,” I said, even as I squirmed a little inside. I’d better find a way to get the Nasiris freed from the Drizans, or else…

      I didn’t even want to think about how impossible the task could be even as a vampire, not to mention as a ghost. But one step at a time. Just one step at a time.

      Sherus gripped my shoulder and squeezed hard. He leaned in closer to my ear and whispered, “Go now then. Go fetch your five comrades, but be sure not to dally. We will meet back here in ten minutes. In the meantime, my companion and I will also need to return, in order to retrieve two coffins.”

      Yes, sir.
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      The three of us moved swiftly toward the main door and entered it. Here we parted ways. The fae headed down the tunnel, while I sank into the wall for fear of being seen. Ten minutes. I had ten minutes. But it was hard to keep track of the time due to the anticipation coursing through my spirit, and there was not exactly an abundance of clocks to be found in The Underworld.

      I pushed myself hard, racing with speed I’d thought I had lost. Though I had to be cautious at the same time. Being caught out of my pool by a ghoul now would be catastrophic to the whole plan.

      My pool had never been a more welcome sight. I dove in and frantically scanned the water for Kailyn and Lucas. To my relief, they were still down here—huddled in the same corner.

      Kailyn immediately perked up on seeing me, and I was glad to see that Lucas’s eyes were still open, even if he did look more drained than a beaten donkey.

      “Did the ghouls come round yet?” I asked.

      Kailyn shook her head.

      That was both good news and bad news. For all we knew, they could be on their way right now.

      “I’ve found a way to escape,” I whispered. “The fae, they’ve agreed to help us. We all need to head toward the canal immediately. The fae also agreed to let Chantel, Nolan and Marcilla come with us.” I glanced briefly around at the rest of the poor ghosts in our pool, trying to keep a casual expression—although many of the ghosts had their eyes set on me curiously, after having just returned from yet another excursion. “We’ll have to come back for the rest,” I breathed.

      Kailyn looked quite breathless. “Wait, what? Are you sure about this, Ben? What if it’s some kind of trap? A test of our loyalty to the ghouls?”

      “Kailyn,” I said sternly. “You just need to trust me on this.” I shot her a glare.

      At this, she pursed her lips and nodded. “Okay,” she breathed. “I-I trust you,”

      Now I cast my eyes around the pool in search of the other three. They were sitting together on the other side of the pond, along with a fourth ghost I hadn’t spoken to yet. A short young man with caramel skin. I wasn’t sure what he had been before he’d died.

      I moved closer to them, but, being unwilling to say what I needed to in front of this fourth ghost, I caught Marcilla, Chantel and Nolan’s gaze and beckoned them over to me. The young man looked curiously at us as they joined me. Turning my back on him, I quickly explained what had to be done.

      Chantel looked afraid, but not nearly as much as Marcilla, who had already undergone torture several times. Still, even in spite of her uncertainty, there must have been something about the conviction in my eyes that made her agree to come with us.

      We arrived in Kailyn and Lucas’ corner. The werewolf was already standing, and, to my relief, so was Lucas. Both eyed me expectantly. Then all of us began drifting upward at once. Several ghosts called after us in question, but we ignored them.

      After checking that the chamber was still empty of ghouls, we lifted out of the pool. As we headed to the tunnel, I was dismayed to see that Lucas’ rest hadn’t done him any good. If anything, he was slower now than he had been before. But, I hoped that the more he moved, the more he would warm up. He had to. He was slowing us all down.

      On reaching the mouth of the tunnel, we were about to submerge into a wall when a shout came behind us. I froze in horror.

      “Hey! Where are you going?”

      It was the young man whom Marcilla, Nolan, and Chantel had been conversing with.

      Damn fool!

      “Shut up, Keb!” Chantel gasped. “You’ll attract the ghouls!”

      “Don’t leave without me!” he yelled even louder.

      I wanted to grab Keb’s neck and snap it. Now I feared that it was already too late.

      “Into the walls!” I hissed.

      The six of us submerged into the walls of the tunnel, and I prayed that Keb wouldn’t follow us—or even if he did, that we would lose him before he managed to catch up with us. Six ghosts in total was what the fae had agreed to. And not a single ghost more. Turning up with seven could put the whole deal in jeopardy, if the fae took offense and thought I was trying to change the terms of the agreement halfway through.

      We had to wind the rest of our way through the stone as much as we could, painfully slower since we couldn’t see where we were going. Still, we continued forging forward blindly through the walls until I felt it was about time to check where we were again.

      Then another unwelcome sound met my ears. A much more unwelcome sound.

      The screeching of ghouls. It grew louder and louder. At least two were coming our way, and fast.

      I realized in a panic that I didn’t even know if Lucas was still following us. I could not see through the thick stone walls and now fear gripped me that he had fallen behind. I was forced to emerge into the tunnel to check exactly how much progress we had made toward the main door, and that was when I saw them—three ghouls rushing toward us down the corridor. I immediately sank back into the wall, but it was too late. They’d seen me. Arms shot through the wall and rummaged around, catching my arm. The next thing I knew, all six of us were being dragged out, the ghouls holding each of us with one hand. Lucas was being held in the other hand of my captor, and unlike me, he didn’t instinctively struggle. He was just limp in the ghoul’s grasp.

      This would be the end for my uncle. They would take us back to the torture chamber and I knew without any shadow of doubt that one more session in there would drain him forever. As it was, I feared that they might pass judgment on him and send him down to The Necropolis, but after one more session, I could predict it as surely as the oracle herself.

      “No!” I bellowed, kicking and flailing in the ghoul’s iron grip.

      The ghouls began leading us away from the main door, down the corridor. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the ghouls had just been on their way to conduct their inspection… and to think that we would’ve just made it out in time if it weren’t for that bastard Keb causing them to hasten.

      They moved faster and faster, and I was already mentally preparing myself for another round of torture when, to my shock, they stopped abruptly before we reached the end of the tunnel.

      The ghoul had been carrying us with our backs facing forward, so I couldn’t even see why they had stopped. And everything that happened next was a blur. I heard the ghouls scream, and then the slicing of flesh… and then my ghoul’s hold on me—and Lucas—abruptly loosened. Drifting to the floor, I whirled around to find myself staring at all three ghouls, lying on the floor, decapitated.

      Hovering over them were Sherus and his companion. They held daggers in their hands, tinged with thick, black blood. I gaped, both stunned and bewildered by what they’d just done.

      I’d thought that if we got ourselves caught, our contract would automatically end. That the fae were actually willing to risk murdering the ghouls while in their own caverns spoke of deeper levels of desperation on their part than I’d ever imagined.

      Sherus’ jaw tensed grimly as he wiped his blade against his sash and slid it back into his belt. He and his companion quickly scooped up the bodies and opened one of two coffins that rested behind them. They dumped the ghouls inside, crushing up their bodies in order to make them fit. Then, removing their shoulder sashes, they soaked up the blood on the ground before chucking them on top of the corpses. They closed the lid of the coffin sharply before opening the lid of the second one.

      Then Sherus set his steely gaze on me. “Get in,” he said, gesturing to the second box. “Now.”

      Luckily we had subtle bodies and all six of us could pile in, our bodies merging into one another, which was a truly bizarre feeling. I shifted around as the fae slammed the lid shut, my body passing through all five ghosts simultaneously, as I moved to get a better look through the small, narrow window of the coffin.

      I felt the coffin being lifted and held slightly vertical so that I could glimpse what was in front of us. They arrived at the main door, flung it open and we shot out. We flew over the lake, then into the canal before arriving in the vast entrance cavern.

      It all happened so fast, I barely even believed my eyes as the fae rushed us past the unsuspecting guards and shot up through the base of the whirlpool. As the churning water sloshed against the glass, it was the most beautiful sight I’d ever seen.

      We’re out.
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      We soared out of the vortex of swirling water over an expansive, tree-lined lake, and then the fae tilted the box so that the window faced directly upward to the sun-streaked sky and I couldn’t glimpse what was beneath us. Although I was curious to observe the location of this place—where the heck the portal to that ghastly hole existed on Earth—I could hardly complain.

      I’d never thought I’d appreciate the sun as much as I did now. All those months as a vampire, it had been the bane of my existence. Now it felt like my salvation.

      Overlapping each other in the cramped coffin, the six of us were all still too stunned to say anything. We just lay as we were, blinking, shocked at everything that had transpired.

      I wondered what my uncle was thinking. I wouldn’t be surprised if a part of him believed that this was all just another vision imparted by one of the ghouls, one that would soon turn and twist into a torturous nightmare. But it wouldn’t. This was real. The fae had helped us to escape.

      We zoomed with what felt like the speed of light, and soon enough, the coffin was lowered to the ground. The lid clicked open. I drifted out first to find myself back on the snowy mountaintop where it had all begun.

      The fae stood barely three feet from me, but I barely looked at them. I gazed around, taking in the full glory of our snow-clad, earthly surroundings. After I’d been held captive in the dead realm, every detail of Mother Nature’s artistry seemed heightened and my spirit swelled with joy.

      The rest of the ghosts followed me, and Lucas was the last to drift out of the coffin. He came out uncertainly, hovering next to me even as he looked around. From the look on his face, one would have thought that he’d just landed on another planet. I guessed it really was like another planet. He had suffered in The Underworld for almost two decades. It blew my mind to think what a shock this must be for him. Not to have seen sunshine for all that time. Not to have witnessed the living world. No wonder he had gone insane. I was actually surprised that he hadn’t gone more insane than he was. Then I reminded myself for a second time that he was, after all, a Novak.

      We were all still too taken by the euphoria of our surroundings to pay attention to our rescuers, even as they stood, surveying us intensely. Finally I forced my attention to Sherus… and now that I did, the bitter reality of our escape returned to me. We’d gotten out. But now I had to ensure that we stayed out.

      I cleared my throat. “So now…” I began, eyeing him and his companion tentatively. I noticed for the first time that the second coffin containing the ghouls’ corpses was missing. Maybe they had dropped it in the ocean along the way.

      “Yes, now,” Sherus said, nodding with expectation in his eyes. “Now you will fulfill your end of the deal. You have exactly one day to return to this mountaintop with your army of jinn who must be willing and ready to do our bidding. If you fail to arrive with them… well, I’m sure you already know what will happen.”

      I nodded stiffly. “I understand, and I will fulfill my promise…” I paused, wincing internally at the bombshell I was about to drop. “But… I need more than one day.”

      “What?” Sherus snapped. His hard expression morphed into a cocktail of disappointment and anger. “You told me that you have jinn at your disposal. Why would it take more than one day to summon them here?”

      “I do have an army at my disposal,” I said truthfully. “But it’s been some time since I last saw them. I need to take into account the fact that they might not be where I left them. I need some extra leeway, but I assure you, once I find them”—and figure out a way to free them from the clutches of what are supposedly the fiercest clan of jinn of all time—“I will bring them here directly. Just… give me five days.”

      “Forget it!” Sherus seethed. “Three days, or I will return you and your hapless friends right back to where you belong.”

      “All right. Three days.”

      Sherus glowered at me a few moments longer, then his lips formed a hard line and he nodded curtly. “Three days. And not an hour longer.”

      His arm shot out and grabbed my shoulder.

      “What are you doing?” I asked, alarmed.

      “Obviously,” Sherus hissed, “I’m not just going to let you leave as you are. I need a way of tracking you, do I not? Otherwise you might find a way to slither out of your promise.”

      A way of tracking me? I wasn’t left to wonder long as he ordered, “Step into me.”

      I stared at him in confusion, but did as he requested. I moved forward, closing my eyes as my body passed through his. Then I stood still. Unlike before when I’d shot through him back in the canal tunnel, I was not expelled this time. A warm sensation surrounded me, followed by an unpleasant prickling, as though somebody was poking with me with needles.

      “Now step out.” Sherus’ voice rumbled all around me.

      I did as I was told, feeling oddly… cold as I did. I glanced back at him in confusion, wondering why he’d asked me to step into him in the first place. Then I heard gasps behind me. I whirled around to see all five of my ghost companions gaping at me as though I was an alien.

      “Wha—?”

      My eyes shot downward to my… body? What the…

      I was no longer translucent, and my form had a slight aura about it, exactly the same as Sherus’ and his companion’s. I was no longer wearing my old clothes either. I wore the same garb as the fae: one sash around my waist, and another draped over one shoulder. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

      I staggered back, my mouth hanging open as I gazed dumbfounded at the fae.

      “Wh-What is this?” I stammered.

      “You seem to have figured it out already,” Sherus replied shortly.

      I balled my hands into fists and… I could feel my fingers. I clasped my palms together… I felt them touch. I reached a hand up to my face, and touched my cheek. Then I ran my fingers through my hair, down the bridge of my nose, across my shoulders… How could the fae pull off such a miracle?

      “I told you I need a way of tracking you,” Sherus said impatiently. “While you possess this body, I will be able to sense your movements. And if you do not return as promised after three days, it will not be difficult for me to hunt you down.”

      Still in shock, I barely registered his warning. I glanced at my companions, then back at Sherus.

      “Will you do the same for them?” I asked.

      Sherus furrowed his brows. “That won’t be required. You are the one who has made me a promise. I have no business with your friends.”

      I took a step forward, marveling at the crunch of snow beneath my bare feet as I dared say, “But I’m asking you to do this. Would you please give them bodies, too? If you agree, I would do my utmost to return earlier with the jinn.”

      Sherus exchanged glances with his blond-haired companion, who shrugged.

      “Hmph. I suppose there’s no harm in it,” Sherus muttered. He turned his focus on the five ghosts. I stared as two at a time, the ghosts merged into the two fae and then stepped out with solid bodies. They still looked like themselves. Lucas was the last to be seen, and as he stepped out of Sherus, I wondered how much more his mind could take before being blown to pieces.

      I couldn’t wrap my mind around what kind of powers these fae possessed, but it was a reminder that there were still so many things I did not know about them… including what exactly they needed the jinn to do. But, no doubt, we would find out a lot more about them in the days to come…

      “Thank you,” I breathed.

      “Thank me after you have brought me your jinn,” Sherus replied. “For if you do so successfully, I will allow you to keep these forms forever… That should be quite an incentive, don’t you think?”

      Oh, my God.
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      Ibrahim and I didn’t stay long after Herbert’s business was done. We left Jeramiah alone in his trembling state. As we emerged in the corridor and I closed the door softly behind us, I couldn’t help but feel a stab of guilt, as well as doubt. Doubt as to whether I should have done any of this to begin with. Whether I should’ve just allowed him to continue living in his fantasy world. Seeing the man reduced to a quivering boy made me feel sick to my stomach. I didn’t feel any of the satisfaction I’d been expecting on the successful completion of this mission. If anything, I felt even worse than before we’d started.

      I exchanged a glance with Ibrahim. He was quiet and I could tell from his ashen expression that he was having similar thoughts himself, though he did not express them.

      He cleared his throat. “I’m going to return Herbert now, seeing that we have no further use for him…”

      I nodded. “Good idea,” I murmured.

      He exchanged some more whispery words with Herbert before the ghoul thinned his body even further, until he was practically invisible, and obediently sank into the pencil case. Ibrahim wasn’t joking when he’d said that Herbert was well trained. Quite the English butler, after all…

      Shutting the case, Ibrahim stowed it into the pocket of his robe. “I won’t stay long in The Sanctuary,” Ibrahim said, eyeing me. “I’ll be back within a few hours.”

      With that, he vanished… leaving me alone with my melancholy.

      I’d been thinking about returning to my room after this, but now felt like the right time to tell my wife and sister about what had happened. What I’d done to my nephew. What have I done to him?

      I left the Black Heights and wound my way through the forest, back to the Residences. The door to my sister and Xavier’s apartment had been left open, so I let myself inside. I found Sofia and Rose in the kitchen, sitting in silence around the table. Sensing my approach, they both spun around, their eyes wide and bloodshot.

      “Dad,” Rose croaked, moving to me. Wrapping her arms around me, she rested her cheek against my chest. I kissed her head before kissing Sofia’s cheek as she moved to embrace me too.

      “What’s the matter?” I asked as they drew away.

      Sofia swallowed and, taking my hand, led me to the living room sofa. She and Rose exchanged glances before Sofia began, “We found out what happened to Ben.”

      “What?” That was not the answer I was expecting.

      They proceeded to recount in unsteady voices all that had happened since I had taken my leave, from River’s suspicion to their visit to the oracle and everything she had told them about my son. I was stunned speechless. I had not even known ghosts were real and to learn that my son had become one… it sent my mind and emotions into a tailspin. All thoughts of Jeramiah vanished as waves of grief rolled over me. Ben. He’s dead. And yet he also still lived in some strange half-life. Not fully with us, but not fully absent. I wondered where he was now. For all we knew, he could be here on this island—heck, in this very room. I couldn’t even begin to imagine how much pain he must’ve gone through. And to think that it was him all along who had saved River…

      “The oracle refused to give us any definitive answer as to whether he could return,” Sofia said. “Although, in her own twisted way, she seemed to indicate that it might be possible, I don’t know how Ben will have even the first clue as to how to go about it.”

      I dropped my head in my hands and closed my eyes tight. I was about to start beating myself up all over again for ever having turned Ben into a vampire—after all, that had been the trigger incident for all of this; if he had never become a vampire, the Elder’s bond might have never come to fruition—but Sofia, already predicting my descent into self-loathing, gripped my arm.

      “There is no way we could have known that this would happen, Derek. We thought that we were doing what was best for him at the time. Please.” She squeezed me. “Watching you take all the blame for this only makes me feel worse.”

      Still, I couldn’t help but blame myself.

      “We just have to hope Ben finds a way,” Rose said, her throat clogged. In spite of her devastation, there was a glint of hope in her eyes. A glint I wished would transfer to me.

      A ghost reconnecting with his body? How could such a thing ever happen? It sounded like the stuff of fairytales.

      “And Corrine has absolutely no idea?” I asked, my voice several tones deeper than it had been a few minutes ago.

      They both shook their heads.

      I cursed beneath my breath.

      A span of silence fell between us, everything they had told me still sinking in. Then I continued asking question after question, but none of their answers gave me the smallest shred of hope. I wished that I could have my daughter’s optimism, but I didn’t know how.

      As I sank back into my own depressing thoughts, Sofia asked me a question. “How have you been faring after the turning?”

      I had all but forgotten about Jeramiah. It was hard to believe that I had come here with such a heavy heart over how things had played out with him; now, in the face of my son’s plight, it almost seemed trivial.

      “I brought Jeramiah to The Shade,” I said bluntly. Like tearing away a Band-Aid from a scab, I figured it was best to just spit it out.

      “What?” three voices spoke at once. Sofia, Rose and also my sister, who had just emerged in the doorway, looking healthier than the last time I’d seen her, but just as saddened as Sofia and Rose.

      “I kidnapped him from The Oasis,” I said, heaving a sigh, “and put him in one of the storage chambers in the Black Heights. He’s still there.”

      “What for?” Sofia asked, gaping.

      I leaned back, rubbing my face in my hands. “I… I just wanted to help him.”

      “Help him how?” she pressed.

      I explained everything that I’d done to the lad, and by the time I’d finished, all three were stunned.

      “Wh-When do you plan to let him go?” Rose asked.

      “About now,” I muttered, even as I thought back to his trembling form. I wasn’t sure what I’d done to him, just how badly I might have damaged him. Maybe I had been too heavy-handed.

      I was glad that none of the three reprimanded me for what I’d done. I was feeling weighed down enough as it was.

      I guessed that all of this had not really been for him at all. It hadn’t even been born out of revenge, but of my own selfishness, wanting to make myself feel better about regrettable events that had transpired in my past.

      Sofia swallowed. “Maybe we should all go and see him.”

      I didn’t want to think of anything right now other than my son, but I knew it wasn’t right to keep Jeramiah locked up much longer.

      Vivienne nodded in agreement. “Xavier has taken Victoria out for some fresh air, so I’m free to come too.”

      And so Sofia, Vivienne, Rose and I left the penthouse and made our way back to the Black Heights. I led them deep into its chambers, far deeper than where the dragons resided, and found myself dreading laying eyes on my nephew again as we arrived outside his door.

      I unlocked it and swung it open. He lay in the same position as I’d left him, curled up in a ball, head braced close to his chest. The three women glanced at me, as if telling me to stay put, before moving forward. I realized that this was the first time Rose would be meeting Jeramiah, her cousin, face to face. And Vivienne, too.

      Even as the women neared, Jeramiah did not look up. Not until Sofia reached down and planted a gentle hand on his shoulder. He jerked as though electrified and raised his head. His eyes fixed on Sofia, then swept across Vivienne and Rose. I quickly backed out of the door so that he would not see me. He had seen enough of my face already—enough to last several lifetimes. I kept myself hidden, peering into the chamber through the gap in the partially open door.

      “What do you want with me?” Jeramiah asked, his voice thick and baritone.

      “Nothing,” Sofia replied gently. There was silence as he continued to eye the women. Then Sofia continued, “Jeramiah, you need to understand that none of us have ever meant you harm, not even Derek. As hard as it might be for you to accept it, your uncle wants to help you. He… we… all wanted you to be a part of our family from the moment we learned of your existence from Ben. None of us wanted to see you isolated like your father.” Jeramiah flinched at the mention of my brother. “Derek forced you to view his memories because he wanted you to know the truth. The truth can be the most painful thing but it’s the only thing that will help you move on. Get on with your life. Lucas sure as hell wasn’t the victim you’ve imagined him to be, but what does it even matter what your father was?” Sofia paused to glance in my direction, spotting me through the crack in the door. I nodded to her in encouragement. There was no way to know if her words were getting through to Jeramiah, but at least he was listening, albeit with a vacant face.

      Silence descended on the cave again, all four of us waiting expectantly for Jeramiah’s reaction. It came eventually, though his eyes still looked distant. “Then…” he murmured, “if all I saw is true… I don’t know where it leaves me.”

      The ghoul seemed to have left him quite bewildered. It was as though he struggled to even form a sentence. But as brief as his statement was, I understood what he meant. Aside from merely surviving, every being, be they vampire, human or something else, needed some deeper purpose to their life. A deeper goal to strive for. Just as for centuries mine had been leading my people to sanctuary, Jeramiah’s had been to fill the void in his life he’d felt ever since he was a boy. And he had latched onto the idea of paying some kind of vengeful homage to his father. It was clear as day why he had clung so hard to the idea that his father had been the victim; the assumption was what his life was based upon. Without that, he had nothing to drive him forward every day. And now he was grasping for something else, something more, a different reason to live.

      He seemed close to a nervous breakdown.

      Sofia’s expression was traced with concern as she looked down upon the damaged young man. Then Vivienne spoke to her nephew for the first time. She bent down low, as Sofia had done, and dared reach out to touch his hand.

      “Do you know who I am?” she asked, drawing his eyes—which he had averted back to the floor—up to meet hers.

      Jeramiah nodded slowly. “My aunt,” he managed.

      “And do you know who this young lady is?” Viv continued, pointing to Rose, who took the hint and also moved closer.

      Jeramiah eyed her. “My cousin,” he muttered.

      “And Sofia?”

      “Also… my aunt.”

      “And I don’t need to ask whether you know who Derek is.”

      Even through his daze, Jeramiah managed a scowl. He shook his head stiffly.

      “Then don’t you have something to live for?” Vivienne concluded. The way she addressed Jeramiah now reminded me so much of the way she would try to soothe our older brother during one of his bouts of insecurity.

      “But I do not know you.” Jeramiah frowned. “Any of you. You are strangers to me.”

      “Well,” Rose spoke up, “did you ever meet your father?” My daughter stared hard at her cousin.

      “No,” Jeramiah grunted.

      “Then you could get to know us. As my mom said, we were ready to welcome you with open arms until you went and set our island on fire. You murdered Kailyn, and you almost murdered me and my husband.” Now Rose was positively glaring at Jeramiah.

      He clenched his jaw.

      “If you do want to get to know us,” Rose went on, unrelenting in her steely gaze, “an apology would be a good place to start.”

      There was a pause as Jeramiah considered her words. It was as though his brain was working at half the speed it should. Then he nodded slowly, and he murmured, “I suppose… I was mistaken. About you… maybe even about Aiden Claremont… Maybe my father deserved to die.”

      At this, none of us responded. In my eyes, obviously my brother had deserved to die for attempting to murder the love of my life. But Jeramiah had already received an ample dose of my opinions.

      Attempting to disrupt the awkwardness, I re-entered the room and walked over to my nephew. Stooping down, I withdrew the key to his charmed manacles from my robe and removed his chains. My nephew stood up, and then, not quite level with me, looked me in the eye. His face had a sickly grey tinge to it, and his eyes were hollow. Empty.

      I was unsure of what to suggest now and, it seemed, so were my three female companions.

      Then Jeramiah cleared his throat, his gaze passing over the others. “You may call yourself my family but… I don’t believe that I belong here. I wish to leave.”

      Still, none of us spoke. He certainly wouldn’t be welcomed on the island by our residents and none of us were about to lie that he would. I wouldn’t be surprised if Aiden and Kira lunged for him the moment they laid eyes on him. In many ways, it was best if he decided he wanted nothing to do with us and left. But I found myself worrying about him. Where would he go from here? How would he piece his life back together?

      “We can transport you to wherever you would like to go next,” I said. I guessed I could pay him at least that much of a courtesy after what I had just put him through. After what I had taken from him.

      “No,” he murmured, shaking his head. “I’ll… I’ll find my own way.”

      “What do you mean, you’ll find a way?” Vivienne asked. “You do know that you’re in The Shade right now?” She shot me a quizzical, almost accusatory, glare.

      And I realized that I had not told Jeramiah exactly where he was. I’d just assumed that he would’ve guessed.

      Jeramiah nodded. “I know,” he replied hoarsely. “If you would just give me a boat with some kind of covering, some sacks of blood for the journey… I’ll be on my way.”

      I exchanged glances with Sofia, who simply shrugged. We both had too much on our minds regarding our own son to be able to put much more energy into someone else’s.

      “Okay,” I said heavily. “Come with us. We’ll take you to the Port.”

      None of us exchanged another word as we exited the chamber and led Jeramiah along the winding tunnels, through the depths of the Black Heights until we arrived in the clearing before the forest. Rose suggested that she race to fetch some blood and catch up with us at the Port. I let her go, and as the remaining four of us headed for the forest path, I silently prayed that we would not bump into anyone on the way who would recognize my nephew.

      I moved forward brusquely, setting the pace for the rest of them, although Jeramiah was slower than I would’ve liked. By the time we reached the Port, Rose had already caught up with us, carrying a bulging backpack. She handed it to Jeramiah, who took it with a murmur of thanks. I walked onto the jetty and looked around for a suitable boat. We had many new additions to our fleet, thanks to Caleb. We waited for Jeramiah to make his choice, which ended up being one of the smaller boats with a wide covering.

      Jeramiah stepped onto the boat, planting the backpack down in one corner. Rose, Viv, Sofia and I stood in a quiet line, watching as he began fumbling around at the front of the boat. He looked so disorientated, I wondered if he even knew how to navigate it out, but he seemed to find his way around soon enough. Just as he was about to cut the ropes that bound the small boat to the jetty, a voice yelled from behind us.

      “Derek!” Corrine’s voice.

      I whirled around to see the witch rushing toward me across the clearing, and then behind her six figures… three of whom made me believe that Herbert had messed with my brain after all.
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      After imparting upon us our strange yet wondrous bodies, the fae did not hang around. Sherus had assured me that he could track us down, and he had made his demands clear, so there was no need for them to stay longer.

      Despite our terrifying lack of time, the six of us—Nolan, Chantel, Marcilla, Kailyn, Lucas and I—couldn’t help but just stand there for several more minutes, staring at each other and marveling at our new forms. It took Lucas the longest to accept what had happened. He kept running his hands through his hair, clasping his palms together, dipping down and plunging his fingers into the snow, as if he just could not quite bring himself to believe it was real, and he was expecting to wake up at any moment back in his dark pool in the deepest levels of The Underworld.

      Then we could wait no longer. I was the one who drew us all out of our stupor as I said, “The first thing we should do is return to The Shade.” My skin was positively tingling at the thought of meeting my family and River. I could already picture the smiles on their faces, the tears in their eyes.

      “The Shade?” Lucas stammered.

      I turned my focus back on him. “Uh, yes. All my—our—allies are there. If we’re to have any chance of pulling this off, we need as much help as we can get.”

      Although I didn’t want to rope my family into yet another one of my dangerous escapades, this was something that even I was not stubborn enough to attempt to do alone. I’d known that from the moment I had proposed the suggestion to Sherus.

      “I cannot return there,” Lucas said, shaking his head. “I want to look for my son.”

      I heaved a sigh. “I know, but how will you ever find him? I doubt you remember how to get to The Oasis—assuming that’s where he is. In fact, I’m not even sure how to get there myself. But Corrine knows.”

      At the mention of Corrine—someone who I guessed had never hidden her opinion on his character from him—Lucas looked even more reluctant.

      “Just come with me, Lucas. Come with us…” My voice trailed off as I remembered Nolan, Chantel and Marcilla. “Will you come to The Shade?” I asked them.

      They nodded eagerly.

      “Yes. We’ll do anything to help you,” Nolan said. He had tears of joy in his eyes. “We’ll do anything to help you secure these bodies for us.”

      I turned back to my uncle. “Our first priority is to secure these bodies. Then we can look for your son.”

      He grimaced. “I’ll just… wait by the boundaries then,” he muttered.

      I wasn’t going to argue with him further. There was no time. If he didn’t want to come into the island that was his choice, but he was clearly a changed person and I was sure that everyone would give him a second chance. They had given Kiev a second chance, after all.

      Still, I couldn’t mull over this now. I gazed out toward the ocean, sparkling in the sunlight. Now I was faced with the daunting proposition of finding my way back to The Shade. Again. But at least by now, I had done it a number of times, and it should be faster and easier. Now of all times, we really could not afford to get lost.

      We set off—Lucas in his new fae body was thankfully just as fast as the rest of us. It was a real blessing that fae were able to travel with such speed. I found myself zooming as fast as I had while still a ghost. Fae could assume physical bodies—like jinn and ghouls—but they also had subtle forms they could switch into, which I guessed gave them the best of both worlds. Although, even as we flew, I remained in my solid state the entire time and it didn’t appear to hamper my speed. I’d had enough of being a spirit. Enough for a million lifetimes.

      As quickly as we traveled, the journey was agony. Each hour that passed was one less hour that we had to accomplish our mission, and we only had three days. When we arrived back in The Shade, it would be a shock for everyone, but there wouldn’t be much time to explain. Although I would make time to see River, even if it meant shaving an extra hour.

      Finally, we reached the island. And I was comforted to see that the sun had only just begun to descend in the sky. By my estimate, it was still early afternoon. I could only count my lucky stars.

      “This could’ve been worse,” I muttered to Kailyn. “A lot worse.”

      As soon as the familiar rock formation came into view, I lurched forward full speed… forgetting entirely about the boundary. I whacked into it and bounced off. I could barely even bring myself to be annoyed or concerned about how long it might take for us to attract the attention of one of the three authorized witches. To me it was only a joyous reminder that I was back. I was real.

      Kailyn and I began hollering as loud as we could until, what felt like fifteen minutes later, Corrine emerged.

      Laying eyes on us, she practically choked on her tongue. She seemed to even stop breathing as she gaped at us. She blinked several times, her mouth opening and closing like a fish as she looked from me to Kailyn to our other three companions and then, with eyes bulging like a frog’s, to Lucas.

      “My God,” she rasped. “My God. This is not happening. This isn’t real.”

      I hurried over to her, cutting off her rambling as I gripped her shoulders—a little harder than I’d intended. I relished the feel of her solid body between my hands.

      “You need to take us inside,” I urged.

      “Oh, no, no, no, no!” she shrilled, shaking her head. “I’m not falling for this. You are… jinn or… witches or… something!” With that, she turned her back and began to flee, but I held on to her. Apparently, Corrine has never encountered fae before. Glaring into her eyes, I had to get through to her before she decided to vanish into thin air.

      “Perform the test on me,” I said, glowering down at her. “The same test you performed on River and Hero before letting them in.”

      Corrine’s lips parted in a gasp. She narrowed her eyes on me and frowned so hard her forehead rippled. “Ben?” she breathed.

      “Yes!” I said. “Test me!”

      She did it immediately, placing her hands against my bare right arm. I felt a slight electric shock—similar to what I’d felt while inhabiting the griffin’s body. When I didn’t change form, the witch’s eyes filled with tears.

      “Oh, my God. I can’t believe it!” She launched herself at me, wrapping her arms around my neck and hugging me so tight I could barely breathe.

      “Corrine,” I said, detaching myself from her. “There’s no time. You must let us in now!”

      Corrine’s eyes roamed the others once again as I gestured toward them. “Test them all if you must, but I can assure you that they are who they look like.”

      Corrine tested them all one by one swiftly, but as she approached Lucas—still gaping as though he had tentacles sprouting from his nostrils—Lucas caught my eye and shook his head. “As I told you, Ben, I don’t wish to come in.”

      “Just come with us!” I urged. “God knows, we might even forget about you in all the rush if you stay up here.”

      Without waiting for his response, I grabbed hold of his arm and guided it toward Corrine. She reached out tentatively, as one would to a wild animal, and touched his wrist. After she’d performed her test, I said, “Now please. Take us down.”

      As the dazed Corrine instructed us all to form a circle, Lucas tried to pull away but I held on to him. Then the witch cast her magic, and all of us reappeared in the woods.

      Lucas looked at me in agitation, and I thought that he might even shoot out of the boundary again. “If you want to see your son again, just stick with me,” I said. “We won’t have time to come looking for you.” With that, I faced Corrine. “Where are my parents?” I asked.

      “I-I am not quite sure,” she stammered, gawking at Kailyn. “What happened to you all?”

      “We don’t have time to recount the story twice,” I said, gazing through the trees surrounding us. I was trying to figure out where exactly we had landed. Not far from the Port, I soon realized. I began rushing in its direction without even bothering to look behind me to see if the others were following. If Lucas still chose to stay behind, then so be it. I wasn’t going to babysit him anymore.

      Once we reached the clearing before the Port, we could reenter the forest via the main path, the most direct route to the Residences. The trees thinned, and as we emerged from the forest, my eyes darted immediately to the path on my left. I was about to hurtle toward it when Corrine yelled my father’s name.

      I whirled to see her staring in the direction of the Port, and that was when I saw them. My father, mother, sister and aunt, standing on the jetty near a small boat. My heart leaped.

      “Dad! Mom! Rose! Viv!”

      I hurtled toward them and, as I neared, it was obvious that they’d just spotted Lucas. The four gazed over my shoulder as though they’d forgotten about their long-lost Ben coming back from the dead. They stood transfixed by Lucas. Even Kailyn, who was also supposed to be dead, was barely enough to hold their attention for long. I allowed myself to finally shoot a glance back at my uncle, even as I felt relieved that he had decided to heed my words and follow us.

      He had halted, and he, too, stood like a fox caught in the headlights, staring at my family. His family. I had never seen him look so uncomfortable as I had now—not even when he’d been trapped in his pool in The Underworld.

      When I reached my family, they managed to tear their gaze away from him to look at me breathlessly. My mom and sister started crying as they hugged me and kissed my cheeks, while my father held me in a tight bear hug. Vivienne joined the huddle, catching the side of my face with a kiss.

      I couldn’t describe the happiness I felt, standing there, holding my family so close. I knew that I would never take their affection for granted again.

      “What happened?” my mother breathed.

      My father still looked too speechless to talk. After he relinquished me from his hug, his eyes were drawn once again to Lucas, as if he half expected the sight of him had been just a trick of the eye. But no, Lucas still stood there, staring and looking more awkward than a monkey in a tuxedo.

      “You’re not seeing things,” I said quickly to my family. I was sure that this was a consideration that had gone through all of their heads. “I’m back. Kailyn is back. Lucas is back.”

      “How?” my father breathed.

      I was about to respond when a man leapt from the boat next to us and onto the jetty. What the… Jeramiah? What the hell is he doing back here? Kailyn’s fists balled. But my cousin barely even saw me or her. He was looking straight past us at his father.

      From the expression on Lucas’s face as he laid eyes on the young man, he recognized him instantly. Lucas had seen him as a boy, after all.

      “Father?” Jeramiah whispered, so quietly, I doubted that Lucas even heard him.

      The two men staggered toward each other, stopping just a few feet apart. They were almost the same height—Jeramiah being slightly shorter. They gazed at each other with a mixture of shock and wonderment. To my surprise, it was Lucas who broke the ice. In fact, he broke down completely. His chest began to shake, and he appeared to be crying. He pulled his son close and held him so tight it was as though he never wanted to let go.

      A stunned silence fell upon all of us as we watched this reunion, and it was as if time itself had stilled.

      Then Kailyn, arriving by my side, whispered, “I need to go find Aiden.” With that, she rushed off into the woods.

      I would’ve liked to have stayed longer to watch Lucas and Jeramiah’s reunion, but it was time that I too rushed off. Now that I had greeted my parents, sister and Viv, I needed to find River.

      “What is happening?” my father asked me, more confused than I’d ever seen him in my life. His eyes had followed Kailyn as she disappeared.

      “I promise I’ll tell you,” I said, hating to leave them hanging like this. “I just have to see River first.”

      I didn’t even give them a chance to respond. I had just come back, and the last thing they wanted to do was watch me turn on my heel and dart away, but I did. I have to find River.

      I swept away, rushing toward the Vale with lightning speed. I arrived outside River’s front door in no time. My heart pounding, I knocked.

      “River!” I called, even as my voice shook in anticipation. “River!”

      The window on the top floor burst open and Nadia stuck her head out. She gasped, clasping a hand to her mouth. “Ben!”

      “Where is River?” I asked.

      “I-I don’t know,” she stuttered, eyeing me with utter confusion. “Sh-she wanted to be alone and went out for a walk.”

      Having no time to exchange further words, I turned away and wound along the streets of the Vale in search of her. Humans noticed me as I rushed by, and some even called out, but I didn’t even stop to acknowledge their existence. I just continued forging ahead, searching for the girl I loved. Where would she have gone?
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      I couldn’t unglue my eyes from what—unless all of us were suffering from the same delusion—appeared to be my dead brother, standing in the clearing and embracing his long-lost son.

      I had already verified with Sofia, Rose and Vivienne several times that they could see him and this was not a side effect of Herbert’s excursion into my brain. Although there was the possibility that I was imagining the three women too, and all this was a hallucination, right now I had no choice but to accept the sight before me.

      We had just seen my son returned from the dead, then Kailyn, and now… here was Lucas.

      We remained rooted to the spot at a distance while Lucas and Jeramiah embraced. Then, when they finally drew apart, I heard my older brother’s voice for the first time in almost twenty years.

      “I’m sorry,” he told his son.

      His voice sent chills down my spine, bringing back a swathe of memories. Then I frowned. In all the centuries I’d known him, I could count on one hand the number of times I’d heard him say, “I’m sorry.” That these were the first words to escape his lips was… jarring.

      “How are you here?” Jeramiah asked, his hands shaking. “Is this… is this real?” Clearly, like me, the young man was also having doubts that this wasn’t all just the work of the ghoul.

      “It’s real,” Lucas murmured.

      “You never knew me. H-How did you even recognize me?” Jeramiah asked.

      At this, Lucas averted his eyes to the ground. “I did know about you,” he replied in a low voice.

      It looked like every muscle in Jeramiah’s body tensed.

      Lucas breathed out deeply. “I even knew that your mother was pregnant,” he went on. “And I… I tracked you down when you were a boy. Though you never saw me, there were some years when I watched over you.”

      Lucas’ admission dropped like a bombshell on Vivienne and me—he kept his son a secret from us all that time?—and I could only imagine what Jeramiah must be feeling inside.

      “But it’s not true,” Jeramiah denied forcefully. “M-Mother said—”

      “Your mother lied to you,” Lucas replied. “To help ease the pain of my absence, no doubt. She was a good woman. Too good for me… In fact, I was…” His shoulders sagged. “I was an asshole.”

      Who is this creature and why has he assumed the form of my brother?

      I couldn’t help but think that Corrine’s impersonation test had failed us.

      “You… you knew about me all this time?” Jeramiah looked shattered.

      Lucas hung his head—something that I could’ve sworn I’d never seen him do in all my life.

      “I wasn’t fit to be a father,” he replied. “I was… a coward.”

      If my eyes bulged any further, I was sure that they would pop out of my skull. Did he just admit to being a coward?

      I looked at Vivienne in sheer bewilderment, hoping for some kind of enlightenment from her side. But she only shared my look of astonishment.

      What is going on?

      I couldn’t help but move closer. Maybe, as soon as I neared, this strange vision would vanish in a wisp of smoke. But as I closed the gap between my brother and me, this “vision” only became more convincing. I stopped three feet away from my brother, gaping like a moron.

      “Where… What happened to you?” I managed.

      Lucas looked at me with uncertainty, his blue eyes that matched my own roaming me from head to foot. Then his gaze passed over my shoulder toward Vivienne and finally settled on Sofia.

      He swallowed hard before replying, “I had a… timeout.”
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      Since our visit to the oracle, I hadn’t been able to eat or sleep. I just wanted to be alone. Tired of my mother insisting that I eat something, I left the house, intending to go for a long walk. I found myself gravitating toward the least crowded areas of the island, away from the smooth, sandy beaches, and toward the shores that were lined with rocks. I began climbing over the boulders, my mind elsewhere as I gazed out at the dark ocean. I kept moving until I felt completely isolated, then sat down on the edge of a rock and slipped my feet into the mild water. The waves lapped around my ankles, providing some semblance of calm amidst my raging emotions.

      I didn’t want to cry again. I was tired of it. All it did was drain me and make me feel even more desolate. I closed my eyes, and, panning my head up to the sky, desperately tried to drown out my fears that Ben was lost to us forever. Wishing there truly was a God above, I prayed that somehow, someday, my love would find a way back to us.

      I opened my eyes after a few minutes of intense wishing. Roughly brushing aside an escaped tear, I focused on the rippling reflection of my red, puffy-eyed face. A breeze kissed my skin, and I breathed in deeply, allowing my eyes to glaze over.

      However difficult it was, I had to focus on the positive.

      Have faith in Ben. He’s survived until now, hasn’t he? At least, in a sense. Imagine how much worse if it would be if he had passed on like most other spirits do. Then he really would be lost forever. But he’s still here, in this mortal world. And he promised me that he’s doing his best to find a way back to us.

      I fought furiously to pile good thoughts into my brain, one after the other, in spite of how little conviction I held. It was all I could do to keep myself from allowing depression to swallow me whole. But it was hard to light a fire in the rain. No matter how many pep talks I gave myself, my mind tossed them aside like trash, endowing my fears with free rein to once again rip through my tattered heart.

      A warm glimmer in the water caused me to focus my vision. I stared down at it, and before I could turn around to discover its source, I felt something—someone—touch me. Arms slid around my waist. Then a kiss brushed my cheek. Twisting around, I found myself face to face with a beautiful, ethereal form I could only think to describe as an angel. An angel who was Ben.

      I could hardly breathe, much less speak as Ben clutched me against him and stood me up. His dark brows knotted in a frown, his vivid green eyes intense as he examined my face. He trailed his gaze slowly from my forehead, to my eyes, to my nose, and my lips, as though he were cherishing every feature. His hands traveled up my back and rested at the back of my head before he leaned in and claimed my lips in a slow, tender kiss. My skin tingled at his touch. I kissed him more passionately, my own hands roaming him, relishing the contours of his body.

      So lost was I in him, I couldn’t bring myself to part our lips for even a moment to ask him how and why he was here. All I wanted in that moment was to be as close to him as I could possibly be.

      Too soon, his lips unclasped from mine and he stared deep into my eyes. Beneath his gaze, I felt that I was melting into him.

      “Ben,” I managed. “You’re… an angel?”

      At this, a small smile crossed his lips. His dimples reminded me why I had missed that smile so much.

      “I’m more like… a fairy, actually.” His smile broadened, and it was infectious. I found my own lips curving.

      “What?” I asked, my fingers tracing his jaw as I squinted, taking in his gorgeous face even more closely.

      “How about I show you?”

      His hands slid down my body, and the next thing I knew, he was scooping me up in his arms. My heart skipped a beat as he lifted us up in the air. The ground disappeared beneath us as we rose higher and higher into the dark sky, so high that the island stretched out beneath us in all its glory: the swaying sea of redwood trees, the regal mountains, the sparkling lakes, the lush meadows… but I could barely take in its beauty, for I was too enchanted by Ben, a far more beautiful sight to me.

      As high as we were now, my heart was higher. It was up in space, turning somersaults in orbit. Closing the distance between our lips again, I whispered, “I love you, Ben. To the stars and back.”

      His right hand loosened from its spot beneath my knees, and he guided me into an upright position. My arms wrapped tightly around his neck, his own arms engulfed my waist, keeping me flush against him, like we had been while still standing on the ground. Lost in his eyes, I soon forgot that we were hovering who knew how many feet above the ground. I’d never felt safer than in Ben’s strong grasp. Never more secure. Never more at home.

      “I love you to the moon,” he whispered back, tasting my lips. “There was barely an hour that passed when I didn’t think of you… You’ll never know how hard it was to be so close to you, yet unable to touch you. To only be capable of reaching you in dreams.”

      I closed my eyes, remembering my own pain.

      His lips caressed the side of my face and then moved down to my neck before creeping up to my ear. I felt his Adam’s apple move as he gulped. “And I… if I could find a way to keep this body forever… God knows, I would ask you to marry me right now.”

      His words left me winded. They sent my emotions into a tailspin. I barely even knew what to feel in that moment. The thought that he was proposing was a shot of ecstasy to my brain, but then a surge of fear washed over it. What does he mean, if he could find a way to keep his body forever?

      “What?” I breathed, staring into his eyes.

      Ben’s gaze was more intense than ever as he began, “This body is that of a fae. I don’t even know much about fae myself other than that they are elemental creatures who inhabit the ether in between portals, and their constitution is similar to jinn; they can switch between subtle and physical forms. But I don’t have this body forever… yet. It is on loan from another fae, and I have less than three days to meet his demands before I am stripped of it again.”

      “What?” I stammered again.

      As he went on to explain all that had happened to him since he left the oracle’s cave, I could hardly believe my ears. My head was spinning as I absorbed his words. How were we ever going to pull this off?

      Then, slowly, my worry gave way to the other thing he’d said to me. “And you… you just asked me to marry you.”

      I’d never even thought that I would consider marriage at my age. Heck, it wasn’t all that long ago that I had never even had a real boyfriend. But then circumstances had caused Ben’s and my life to entangle and, although I still hadn’t even been close to considering it, now that he’d mentioned it, exchanging vows seemed like the most natural thing in the world.

      Ben tucked a stray strand of my hair behind my ear as he gazed down at me, emotion burning behind his green eyes. “I said I would, if I knew that I could keep this body forever.”

      “And… what if I said that I don’t care?”

      He furrowed his brows. “What?”

      “Whether or not you manage to meet the fae’s demand, I don’t care.”

      “You don’t know what you’re saying, River. You can’t marry a ghost.”

      At this, I couldn’t help but grin. If Ben failed to meet his end of the bargain with the fae, I would indeed find myself engaged to a ghost. As strong as our love was, even I couldn’t see how such a relationship could last. But with the euphoria of seeing him again now, the feel of his body pressed against mine, the taste of his lips on mine, I couldn’t bring myself to think about the consequences. If he indeed became a ghost again, we would have to cross that bridge when we came to it.

      There was no way I could think to answer other than, “Ben, I accept your proposal.”

      He began shaking his head and even scoffed. “You’re crazy, River.”

      “You were the one who asked.” I paused to raise a brow. “And don’t try to pretend you weren’t asking.”

      At this, he stalled, even a look of regret crossing his face. “I shouldn’t have. It just… it just came out.”

      “Well, my answer just came out, too.”

      Seeing his lips part to respond again, I quickly smothered them with my own, drawing him into a series of deep, passionate kisses. By the time we broke apart, he was no longer frowning, and his eyes positively sparkled. Our foreheads pressed together, I ran my nose along the bridge of his.

      “Accept my love, Ben,” I breathed. “I’m giving it to you.”

      “I don’t even have a ring to offer you,” he replied, his voice husky.

      “You’ve run enough rings around me already.”

      His eyes surged with warmth as he engulfed me in another kiss, and then without warning, he bolted us both upward, even higher. Soon we had shot out from the island’s boundary completely and emerged in a brilliant sun-streaked sky.

      Making out like we were drowning, our legs twining in the air, neither of us could care that we would have to call the attention of The Shade’s witches to be let back inside.

      Because it didn’t matter what happened when we returned to the ground.

      We’d find a way. I knew it.

      My Hero and I.
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      I couldn’t believe I’d let the little nit escape.

      After one of the crabs speared Uma the witch through the gut, Julie slipped from my grasp and I lost sight of her on the ship. She must’ve slid into the water. I scoured the surrounding waves before it occurred to me that perhaps she would be so mad as to return to the witch surgeon’s island for her other beloved Bloodless. The one Uma had supposedly been experimenting on.

      I cursed myself for not thinking of this before and hurried to the island. But when I arrived, it was to find the operating table the Bloodless had been strapped to empty. I searched every other room in the witch’s castle, but could only reach the infuriating conclusion that Julie had gotten here before me.

      I searched the waters surrounding Uma’s island, trying to spot a boat. Finally I spotted it, but it was where I’d least expected to find it. On the shores of the ogres’ kingdom.

      The vessel was far too small for any ogre, and based on my memory of the boats that had been moored in the witch’s harbor, this was of a similar build. I was convinced that it must’ve been Julie’s and for whatever crazy reason she’d decided to stop over on the ogres’ island. But entering the ogres’ kingdom would be suicide for her and probably also her skeleton friend. Maybe she’d just abandoned the boat on the beach, but then where else would she have gone?

      That was when I remembered that there was a portal to the human realm on the ogres’ beach. Perhaps the two had traveled through there…

      The thought that she could have done this gave me chills. She was certainly selfish enough to bring the toxic creature into the human realm. Perhaps she’d thought that was the best place to hide from me, for I was sure that she knew that I would not let her go lightly. Well, she was rather stupid to leave her boat so visible. I roamed the beach until I arrived at the portal. Lowering myself, I shot into the swirling tunnel and through the starry abyss. Arriving on the other end, I burst out through the opening of an old, dilapidated well.

      Gazing around, I was in a jungle. A hot, sticky jungle. I drifted upward through the canopy of leaves and arrived out in the open, where I had a bird’s eye view of a small tropical island.

      Hmm… Now, vampire, where should we start our game of hide-and-seek?

      In spite of the heat, I moved back down to the undergrowth and began my search. A search that proved fruitless. Either they were both exceptionally good at hiding, or they weren’t taking shelter in the shade of the mainland and were instead somewhere along the beaches.

      I roamed the shores, and as I’d almost finished circling the entire island with still no sign of the couple, I began to think that maybe Julie had been smarter than I’d thought. Maybe she’d left her boat on the ogres’ beach as a red herring. Just as annoyance was boiling up within me, I spotted something strange on a stretch of sand, about ten feet away and close to the water’s edge. This trip had not been fruitless after all…

      The white sand was stained with large patches of blood. There was also hair. Long, fine black hair, strewn about near the blood, and then nearby were shreds of clothing. Clothing that resembled the tattered outfit Julie had been wearing when I’d last sighted her.

      It did not take a genius to work out what must’ve happened to the girl. She’d lost control of her friend, and gotten turned into a Bloodless. I couldn’t help but smirk at the irony of it all. Oh, karma. You and I should be friends.

      I allowed myself to indulge a little in this precious discovery before turning my thoughts to more serious matters.

      Where is she now?

      I had already scoured the island thoroughly and found neither of them. The remnants of Julie here on the sand were disturbingly close to the water. For all I knew, they could’ve both leapt in and swum away… but where to? What would happen if they reached a land inhabited by humans? I hardly needed to answer the latter.

      I supposed I had to hope that a shark or something would swallow them before they reached another shore, because I wasn’t in the mood to go on an endless chase for them. They could be anywhere by now. It felt like I’d done nothing but hunt for the last twenty-four hours, and I was still feeling weak from the grief of losing my family.

      I lowered myself to the sand and gazed out toward the waves, the sun beating down over my head. Then I turned my thoughts back to myself. Never mind Julie, where will I go next?

      I despised the idea of returning to The Oasis. Although it was my home, staying there all alone surrounded by memories would drain me completely.

      But where else?

      Who do I have left in the world?

      As I rubbed my temples wearily, I realized that Benjamin was the only non-jinn friend I had. Benjamin. I wondered where he was now. Then I thought of his home, The Shade. It was not that far from here. Perhaps I could visit and see if anyone there knew what had become of him. The more I mulled it over, the more appealing the idea became.

      It’s about time I saw the legendary island for myself, anyway.

      

      
        Ready for the EPIC FINALE of Ben and River’s story???

      

      Dearest Shaddict,

      I hope you enjoyed A Flight of Souls!!

      Now it’s time to fasten your seatbelts and pre-order the breathtaking FINAL book of Ben & River’s series: A Bridge of Stars (Book 24)!

      A Bridge of Stars releases March 15th, 2016.

      Tap here to pre-order A Bridge of Stars now, and reserve your ticket back to The Shade!

      Here’s a preview of the spectacular cover (you may need to turn to the next page for it to be visible):
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      Thank you once again for reading and I’ll meet you again very soon, back in the world of The Shade… :)

      Love,

      Bella x

      P.S. Join my VIP email list and I’ll send you a personal  reminder as soon as I have a new book out. Visit here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

      (You’ll also be the first to receive news about possible movies/TV show as well as other exciting projects coming up!)

      P.P.S. Follow The Shade on Instagram and check out some of the beautiful graphics: @ashadeofvampire

      You can also come say hi to me on Facebook: www.facebook.com/AShadeOfVampire

      And Twitter: @ashadeofvampire

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Read More by Bella Forrest!

        

      

    
    
      A SHADE OF VAMPIRE SERIES

      Derek & Sofia’s story:

      A Shade of Vampire (Book 1)

      A Shade of Blood (Book 2)

      A Castle of Sand (Book 3)

      A Shadow of Light (Book 4)

      A Blaze of Sun (Book 5)

      A Gate of Night (Book 6)

      A Break of Day (Book 7)

      Rose & Caleb’s story:

      A Shade of Novak (Book 8)

      A Bond of Blood (Book 9)

      A Spell of Time (Book 10)

      A Chase of Prey (Book 11)

      A Shade of Doubt (Book 12)

      A Turn of Tides (Book 13)

      A Dawn of Strength (Book 14)

      A Fall of Secrets (Book 15)

      An End of Night (Book 16)

      Ben & River’s story:

      A Wind of Change (Book 17)

      A Trail of Echoes (Book 18)

      A Soldier of Shadows (Book 19)

      A Hero of Realms (Book 20)

      A Vial of Life (Book 21)

      A Fork of Paths (Book 22)

      A Flight of Souls (Book 23)

      A Bridge of Stars (Book 24)

      A SHADE OF DRAGON TRILOGY

      A Shade of Dragon 1

      A Shade of Dragon 2

      A Shade of Dragon 3

      A SHADE OF KIEV TRILOGY

      A Shade of Kiev 1

      A Shade of Kiev 2

      A Shade of Kiev 3

      BEAUTIFUL MONSTER DUOLOGY

      Beautiful Monster 1

      Beautiful Monster 2

      

      For an updated list of my books, please visit my website: www.bellaforrest.net

      

      Join my VIP email list and I’ll personally send you an email reminder as soon as my next book is out! Click here to sign up:  www.forrestbooks.com

    

  

images/00004.jpeg
A Shade of Vomplre, Book 23

B.EE.LLA ‘FORREST





images/00003.jpeg
29> 0
A Shade of Vampire, Book 24







