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      “Buffy meets Charmed meets Percy Jackson” - Amazon Reviewer

      As a graduate student, Serafina Finch’s ideal Friday night consists of a good book, comfy pajamas, and a glass of Merlot. Okay, maybe two glasses if it’s been a rough week, which has been almost every week since unearthing an ancient and priceless Roman amulet on her summer dig.

      So, why the extra wine? Because she’s been having dreams, vivid dreams of drinking blood and violent magic that leave behind an eerie sense of foreboding.

      Something terrible is looming on the horizon. Something ancient and evil.

      Things only get worse when a well-known antiquities collector takes an obsessive interest in the Roman amulet. Sera suddenly finds her life in chaos, and she’s thrown into a supernatural world that shouldn’t exist, where vampires and witches claim ownership of the mysterious amulet. Her amulet.

      But as her connection to the relic grows, so does Sera’s fear for her life. If she doesn’t figure out the amulet’s secret soon, then she may just follow in her archaeologist mother’s footsteps...

      Straight to the grave.

      

      If you enjoy books by Anne Rice, Anne Bishop, Annette Marie, or anything paranormal fantasy, then dive in and get ready for a vampire origin story unlike any other, with twists you’ll never see coming.

      CURSE OF THE VAMPIRE is the 1st book in the IMMORTAL RELICS series, a New Adult Urban Fantasy adventure where Roman mythology and wry humor blend with magic, mayhem, and monsters.

      Note: This is NOT a paranormal romance and only offers minor romantic subplots.

      

      Previously published as BIRTH OF THE BACCHAE.
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          SERAFINA

        

      

    

    
      BLOOD SOAKED THROUGH the dirt. At least, that’s what it looked like at first. Sera’s pulse quickened as she swept dirt off the item buried beneath the soil, careful not to disturb the item itself. A dark crimson pendant attached to a chain appeared before her. She used her soft-bristle brush to clear the area around the necklace until she was certain it was on its own.

      Oh my god…

      Sera stared at the artifact, holding her breath as if she might blow it away. The blood pounding within her ears drowned out any other sounds.

      Despite Chad’s warning not to waste her time, she had picked the zone she was digging in with a sense of purpose, knowing the other sites around the ancient Roman temple’s altar would have long since been looted. She’d expected to find common pottery shards along the temple’s sidewall, where niches were often found in excavations. But a silver necklace? With what appeared to be a ruby a little bigger than a quarter?

      Never in a million years.

      Knowing she shouldn’t touch it with her bare hands but unable to resist its call, Sera ran a fingertip along the chain to the gemstone. The necklace drew her in like a mythical Siren calling from her treacherous shore. A soft chorus of whispers glided through her mind.

      Serafina…

      “Holy shit!” Nora’s voice over her shoulder sliced through the enchantment, making her jump. Nora knelt next to Sera, green eyes wide as she stared at the artifact. “Is that a necklace?”

      “Okay, good. You see it, too,” Sera said, still not quite trusting her vision.

      Blonde curls bounced as Nora laughed. “It’s not a ghost. Of course I see it.” She turned around, still on her knees. “Hey, Chad! Come see what Sera found.”

      Sera’s heart sank at the thought of sharing her find with Chad and the rest of the crew. Eventually, he would see it, of course. It wasn’t like she could just pocket an ancient artifact and walk away, even if that’s what she had intended to do only a few moments before.

      But she wanted more time alone with it first, to study the amulet—yes, that was the right word for it. Amulet. Certainty settled over her, like the word had been implanted in her mind. She knew, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that protection was its purpose. Of what, she hadn’t a clue.

      “Did you find some shards like we—” Chad stopped short, his scruff-covered jaw dropping as he caught sight of the amulet.

      He recovered quickly as other members of the team wandered over. Word of the amulet spread like wildfire, and Sera found herself surrounded by the entire crew within moments.

      As excited chatter buzzed in her ears, Sera’s breath grew shallow and her vision hazy. The amulet swam before her eyes as she attempted to calm herself. An intense desire screamed at her to grab the artifact and run far away as fast as possible. It wanted her to take it. To have it. The irresistible force drew her hand toward the amulet and⁠—

      “Hey, girl, you okay? Your skin is pastier than normal.” Nora’s face appeared in front of her. “Everyone step back. Sera needs some space.”

      A breeze swept back strands of Sera’s dark brown hair as the crew complied. She closed her eyes and filled her lungs with the Italian air, her heart slowing its racing cadence. She had never had such a strange reaction to an artifact before. Touching it had gone above and beyond breaking the rules. She grimaced, hoping she hadn’t done any lasting harm.

      “Let’s get her into some shade before she passes out,” Chad said. “It’s not every day the team makes the discovery of a lifetime.”

      The team? Sera’s eyes snapped open at his choice of words. He raised an eyebrow, almost daring her to correct him. But of course, she wouldn’t. She would avoid the confrontation, as usual. Typical Sera.

      “Josh, you and Lauren start recording the location of the necklace,” he said.

      She did a double take. He was assigning undergrads to a find of this magnitude?

      “I’m okay,” she said shakily as Nora helped her to her feet. “I’ll work on the amulet.”

      Chad’s eyebrows pulled together. “The what?”

      “It’s an amulet. To protect the temple.” She did her best not to cringe from his glare as she explained.

      “It sure did a piss-poor job,” Nora huffed.

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You’re going to rest.” He turned around. “Back to work, everyone. We’ll have time to gawk at the pretty necklace later.”

      Sera frowned as he casually dismissed her and walked away. World-renowned archaeologist Dr. Charles Lambert—Chad, as he preferred to be called by students—made significant advancements in remote sensing technology in the last decade, sending his career skyrocketing. Her college’s archaeology department had been using his new methodology last year when they discovered the buried temple in Campania, Italy.

      After requesting to lead their excavation this summer, Chad had agreed to return to the university as a visiting scholar for the next school year, much to the excitement of the entire archaeology department. Even Sera had been thrilled in the beginning.

      “I’m totally taking advantage of your fainting spell to take a break myself,” Nora said as she sat in the sparse grass beneath a pine tree. The parasol-shaped trees littered the rolling hills around the site.

      Sitting next to her best friend, Sera scoffed. “I didn’t faint.”

      According to Nora, Chad’s debonair looks meant he also happened to be the star of almost every female student’s romantic fantasies. Not yet forty, the man was just beginning to show signs of his age with salt-and-pepper hair. His bachelor status only added fuel to the flame.

      For the most part, Sera found him to be as charming, witty, and good-looking as anyone did. But when she remembered some of his more suggestive comments and inappropriate touches over the summer, her nose scrunched up. She had a feeling he was single for other, less attractive reasons than just not having found the right woman.

      Much to her annoyance, trying to be polite and not rock the boat somehow meant he didn’t get the hint she wasn’t interested. Bringing up her boyfriend, Hiro, seemed to register even less.

      “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you had fainted,” Nora said. “Did you see the size of that ruby? It was a ruby, right?”

      “That or some kind of glass bead or lesser gemstone made to look like a ruby,” Sera said. “It’s hard to tell while it’s still in the dirt.”

      Josh and Lauren’s animated conversation as they took measurements and recorded data sparked a fire in the pit of Sera’s stomach. It wasn’t like her to be so possessive over a find, but she couldn’t help the jealousy that burned inside, especially because she couldn’t hear what they were saying about the amulet.

      She dropped her gaze. Gulping half of her water bottle, she choked on the last bit as it went down the wrong tube.

      Nora gave her a few hard pats on the shoulder to help clear her airway. Sera waved her away as she coughed. Hardly the first time she needed rescuing while doing something as simple as drinking water. Being the opposite of graceful came with risks, a fact Nora knew well when it came to Sera.

      It wasn’t all that unusual to still be friends with the same people from elementary school, but it was far less common to share similar interests all the way through college. Serafina and Eleanor had formed a lifelong bond the moment they met in their Li’l Archaeologists summer program, despite being opposites in just about every way. Nora was the light to her dark—blonde and outgoing next to brunette and reserved.

      “Didn’t Chad tell you not to dig in that area? I’ll bet he’s kicking himself so hard right now.” Nora laughed, leaning against the tree.

      Unease roiled in Sera’s belly as she glanced over at the man. “Not too hard, hopefully. He might not give me credit for the find if I’ve gone and hurt his feelings.”

      “He wouldn’t do that.” Nora shook her head, brushing loose dirt off her pants as she stood. “I know you have something weird against him, but he’s really a good guy.”

      Sera kept her mouth shut as Nora returned to her tools on the exposed temple floor, the only part of the ancient structure left besides the wall built into the side of the hill. Sera had tried to tell her about the interactions, but her best friend had the man up on a pedestal. It wasn’t completely out of the ordinary for Sera’s imagination to get the best of her, and Nora had brushed off the comments as if that were the case.

      Except over that summer, Sera had reluctantly come to the conclusion that women who didn’t fawn over Chad excited him—but also angered him. Shivers ran up her spine as she remembered his clenched jaw when she brushed him off the last time. She hadn’t told Nora everything yet because she didn’t want to admit her thoughts out loud and make them a reality.

      Besides, the summer was almost over and she wouldn’t have to see him again for at least a few weeks. No sense in stirring up trouble.

      What would I even say, anyway? Hey, Chad keeps flirting with me and it’s annoying? Yeah, like that would go over well. Nora would kill to have the man’s attention on her.

      A breeze swept through and rustled the tall grasses surrounding the excavation site on the Campanian hillside. The sweet smell of lavender, prolific in the nearby village, mixed with the musty scent she loved from the overturned dirt. Mounds of earth removed from the buried temple sat not far from the site, waiting to be replaced when the summer ended.

      It was moments like these that reminded Sera how happy she was to be following in her mother’s footsteps. If only her mother had lived to see it.
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        * * *

      

      A HALF HOUR LATER, she joined Josh and Lauren to provide oversight as they carefully removed the amulet from the ground and prepared it for transportation. The amulet would be stored in a box and cushioned with foam for the drive back to the hotel, where the artifact would be locked up in the safe.

      “This is the last of it for today.” Chad’s voice echoed across the valley. The shadows grew long as the team wrapped up, the sun beginning its final descent toward the hills.

      After placing the amulet’s box inside the van, Sera straightened, wincing when her back resisted. It had been a long day. A tug pulled at her heart as she watched the van pull away. They didn’t have a lab set up at the hotel for proper cleaning of the amulet, but she hoped to spend more time studying it before the Italian government came knocking at their door. Fat chance.

      An image of the bright red gem flashed through her mind. It seemed improbable, even impossible, something so valuable had simply been left behind when almost nothing else could be found in the temple, not even the columns that had once stood as tall as giants. She must’ve gotten lucky, and yet goosebumps ran up her arms.

      Could it really have been as simple as luck? She didn’t think so. Something had drawn her to that spot.

      “You ready?” Nora asked.

      Her sudden appearance made Sera jump. “Shit, Nor!”

      “That never gets old,” she laughed.

      Never for Nora, anyway. Her petite five-foot frame made it easy to slink around and stay out of peripheral vision, and she knew it, too. Nora loved to see how long she could glean information or stand there without anyone noticing.

      Grabbing their packs, faded from summers in the sun, the two women followed the van toward the tiny Italian village. Crickets started their evening song as the sun’s glow washed over the village rooftops. Locals nodded at them as they passed on the cobblestone streets, shops and restaurants now open for the evening following the afternoon siesta. The smell of freshly baked bread and browning meats wafted out the door of Sera’s favorite pizza place, setting her stomach growling.

      The walk to the old-world hotel was short, but entirely uphill. Both women collapsed onto the tile steps leading up to the building’s front porch. Sera tucked her bag under her head and closed her eyes, relaxing in the few moments of peace before they needed to go inside.

      “Something about this summer feels different,” Nora said.

      Sera cracked one eye to peek at Nora. She was sitting up, gazing back down the valley toward their dig site. “Different how?”

      “Final somehow. Like it’s closing out a chapter in our lives.”

      Groaning as her sore muscles resisted, Sera pulled herself back to sitting. “I mean, it kind of is. We’ll be moving on to a new site next summer. Another fresh crop of grad students will take over here. I’m sure they’ll be excited to see if there were any other valuables left behind.”

      Nora nodded, but her expression remained thoughtful and distant.

      “Or pissed they weren’t here this year.” She winked as she used Sera’s shoulder to push up to her feet. “I’ll meet you upstairs. I get first dibs on the shower.”

      Leaning back onto one of the white columns that supported the Romanesque hotel, Sera stretched out her legs in front of her, still ivory-skinned despite her best efforts at bronzing under the Italian sun.

      Something felt different that summer, for sure, but she attributed it to making such a rare discovery. After taking one last look over the rolling hills and picturesque landscape, she got to her feet and followed her friend inside.

      If anything, her chapter was just beginning.
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          SERAFINA

        

      

    

    
      LATER THAT EVENING, ancient-looking sconces lit the dining hall. Their warm glow illuminated local artists’ paintings of the village and surrounding countryside hanging on the walls. The room was just large enough to hold their entire crew, including the handful of Italian workers.

      Dinner in Italy is an event. Not the typical microwaveable meal, cell phone in hand, kind of dinner Sera was used to back home in America. No, in Italy, dinner is a time to gather together to enjoy food, family, and wine, sometimes lasting long into the night. Tonight was such a night, although the amulet was all anyone could talk about. Plates half-filled with pasta sat forgotten as hurried voices spoke with excitement about the rare find.

      Sera found herself bombarded by questions from just about everyone, particularly the undergraduate students, as if she had all of the answers already. The questions helped distract from the constant Siren-like call of the amulet. No matter where she stood, she could feel it thrumming within the hotel safe as if she were a compass and the amulet an irresistible magnetic force pulling her closer.

      She licked her lips, wanting to answer its call.

      “How did you know to dig along the wall?” Lauren’s question brought Sera’s attention back to the present. The undergraduate brushed some of her dark blonde hair behind her ears as she leaned forward onto the table.

      “Past excavations have shown that the walls often had niches for things like candles, incense, and amphoras. Looters usually focus on areas they think are most important, like the altars.” Sera avoided looking at Chad, the so-called expert, who had specifically directed the team to focus on the area around the altar despite her recommendations otherwise.

      After downing the rest of her third glass of wine, she excused herself from the table before any more questions could be directed her way. A good night’s rest would, hopefully, stop the magnetic pull from the amulet, even if it did give her thrills of excitement. She wished she had followed through with her original plan to skip dinner and work on her dig notes instead.

      Halfway up the stairs, she lost her balance on the top step and crashed to the floor. The world spun around as she pulled herself to her feet, giggling. Thankfully, no one was around to see her inebriated state. Although, to be fair, it wasn’t much different from her everyday, awkward self.

      Having three glasses of wine wasn’t normal for Sera. Hell, wine itself wasn’t her thing. She preferred a wine cooler or some other fruity mix to the full-bodied drink she’d had tonight. But she hadn’t gotten a chance to see the amulet again despite it practically calling her name with its thrum. Drowning her sorrows and the weird vibrating sensation the fastest way she knew how at dinner seemed like a good idea. The wine turned out to be quite tasty, too.

      After falling into bed, Sera’s imagination ran wild in the dark. Just how old was this amulet? Would it make her famous? Who did it belong to? Why was it left behind when all the other valuables were long gone? Why did she have such a strong attraction to it?

      This research paper is going to write itself… Mom would have been so proud. Wine-fueled sleep came quickly, but the night ahead was restless.
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        * * *

      

      “ARE YOU SCARED, Tavia?” Liviana asked.

      As she finished lacing up the back of her older sister’s white dress, Liviana paused, her hand resting at the top, her heart filled with warmth and pride. The dress was special, sewn with care and reserved just for that night. She and her sister had sewn it together, giggling over the needles and threads as they wondered what the night would have in store for Octavia.

      Neither of them had been invited to the Bacchanalia festivities before, and those who returned never spoke about it. Nor about those who never returned.

      “Not at all. I’m excited to finally learn what all this secretive nonsense is about.” Octavia double-checked her hair in the hand mirror, securing an errant strand back into her braid.

      Liviana gasped at the disrespectful comment. “Tavia! It’s not nonsense.”

      Octavia rolled her eyes. “Someday you’ll learn that adults make a big deal out of a lot of little things.” She tapped Liviana on the nose before leaving their bedroom.

      Liviana followed her sister out to the open-air atrium of their villa, where they met with their parents. The lamps had already been lit as the day turned to dusk.

      “It’s time, Octavia.” Father glanced out the open roof at the red sky. “Let us hope that Bacchus shows you favor.”

      Wiping away her streaming tears with a handkerchief, Mother held their baby brother in the other arm.

      “Come now, Agathe, this is no time for weeping.” Father’s tone held a softness despite his frown.

      “I know. But may Bacchus grant us favor and let you return.” Mother tenderly touched Octavia’s face.

      After kissing Mother’s hand, Octavia pulled a cloak around her own shoulders. She picked up the lantern by the door and followed Father outside, casting one last smile over her shoulder. In the distance, flickering lights from the temple sconces illuminated the hill on which the colossal building sat.

      Liviana’s heart clenched as the door shut behind them, not knowing if she would ever see Octavia again.
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        * * *

      

      SERA WIPED THE SWEAT from her brow with the back of her dirt-stained hand as the group gathered beside the dig site. The summer had reached its end, and the team spent the day making last-minute notes and preparing the site for next year. Despite the lack of digging, it was an equally exhausting day as any other as they ran from task to task.

      Looks like rain tonight, Sera thought, eyeing the grey clouds brewing on the horizon. Angry rain.

      She shivered. The details were fuzzy, but that damn dream about the two girls had left her with a sense of foreboding that hadn’t left her all day. That wine at dinner must have been super potent. At least she hadn’t felt the desire to run away with the amulet again. Not since they left the hotel that morning, anyway.

      “All right, attention here please.” Chad’s voice interrupted the chatter. “This was an amazing year. I’m impressed with your work this summer. The Italian government should be pleased—we’ve made some incredible finds, especially the artifact Serafina discovered. I’m sure we’re all eagerly awaiting that report.”

      He grinned in Sera’s direction, receiving only a groan in return. Everyone laughed, understanding the feeling all too well. Or at least in part. Chad would be the first to review her report, and there was no way to know what information he would change. Her nostrils flared at the idea of needing to suck up to him later if he tried to take more credit than he deserved for the find.

      “I want to thank you all for your hard work and dedication to this dig.” Chad paused as a boom of thunder sounded in the distance. “Go get cleaned up and ready for dinner before the rain starts. We’ll meet in the dining hall in one hour.”

      He clapped his hands to release the team. The group gave a half-hearted cheer, exhaustion starting to settle in as they rested in the shade.

      “I could watch him all day.” Nora nodded toward Chad, who was directing the Italian workers to use mounds of earth to backfill the temple their team had just spent all summer digging out.

      Sera drained her water bottle and licked her lips to catch the last drops, tasting salty sweat and dirt. Always dirt. At least she didn’t choke that time.

      “I’ll admit he’s a good-looking man, Nor,” Sera agreed, somewhat relieved Chad had acknowledged it was her find. For now.
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        * * *

      

      THAT EVENING, the dining tables had been pushed together to make one long one, and wine flowed in abundance, just like their spirits. The rain beat a steady rhythm against the windows of the hotel as the crew ate and drank. From time to time, thunder joined the rain’s chorus with a resounding clash as if the gods of old battled for attention.

      Most of the team had already left the table, retiring to the library or heading upstairs for much-needed rest. Sera and Nora stayed behind to finish yet another glass of wine, too excited about the start of their beach trip the next day to consider sleep. Chad and Claudio, the owner of the hotel, smoked cigars to celebrate the end of a successful summer. The strong tobacco scent drifted under Sera’s nose each time one of the men took a drag.

      “I’ve been reaching out to peers of mine regarding the necklace,” Chad said. “I’m getting the sense from them it’s a once in a lifetime type of find. Or even once in a few lifetimes. This could really launch your career, Serafina.”

      He swirled the wine around in his glass before lifting it to his lips again. His eyes remained fixed on her.

      “Honestly, I just can’t wait to see it fully cleaned.” Sera’s stomach clenched from the unwanted attention, and she looked down at her own glass. “From what I could make out yesterday, both the chain and the stone had intricate design details.”

      The red hue of the wine reminded Sera of the amulet—a deep burgundy that undulated when she turned it as if there was liquid inside. She’d only gotten another brief look when they packed the amulet away for transport, but the shifting color told her it might not be a ruby like some of the others thought.

      An odd sensation floated through Sera’s mind, like a fuzzy image tickling the outer reaches of her memory.

      2484…

      The code to the hotel’s safe. Her vision clouded over as she tried to remember how she knew it. She must have seen Chad enter the numbers when they unpacked the van that afternoon. That was the only explanation. Maybe after everyone went to sleep, she could slip down and⁠—

      The sound of glass shattering made Sera jump. Someone in the kitchen muttered a curse, followed by clinking shards. Taking a deep breath, she took a sip of wine, pushing her previous thoughts away. The dream still had her on edge and that damn thrum calling to her had returned. She wouldn’t risk her scholarship money on getting another glimpse of the amulet, no matter how much it beckoned to her.

      How much wine have I been drinking lately? she thought with an inner snort at herself. Imagining inanimate objects calling to me. Ridiculous.

      “Leave it to the girls to worry about how ‘pretty’ the necklace is.” Chad smirked, wisps of smoke curling around his lips.

      Almost forgetting their conversation, Sera’s cheeks flushed in embarrassment.

      “Don’t be such an ass, Dr. Lambert,” Nora said with a slur.

      Sera snapped her head to the side to look at her friend. If Nora was brazen before alcohol’s assistance, she became even more so after a few drinks. It was time to get her up to bed before she could embarrass herself or, worse, try to get herself into bed with Chad.

      He waved his hand in dismissal, giving Sera a wink. “Oh, it’ll be pretty all right, much like the girl who dug it up.”

      Claudio chuckled and raised his cigar like a toast in agreement.

      “And that’s our cue.” Sera got to her feet, pulling her resistant friend along with her. She had no intention of letting Chad continue his commentary.

      “Buona sera,” the hotelier called out as the two women left the room. Chad said something under his breath to the man, and they both burst out laughing.

      “Why, I never!” Nora tried unsuccessfully to pull her arm away to charge back into the dining room.

      “Let it go, Nor. They’re acting like chauvinist pigs. We’re better than that.” Sera continued to drag her up the stairs. She opened the door to their shared room and pushed Nora inside.

      “It’s so annoying that he’s still so hot even when he’s being such a prick,” Nora whined as she threw herself onto her bed.

      Sera kicked off her flats and tucked them under her bed. “I don’t find anyone attractive when they act like that.”

      Afraid she may have offended her friend when she didn’t respond, Sera turned back around to find Nora’s eyes closed. Soft snores purred beneath the tousled blonde curls covering her face.

      Sera shook her head and chuckled at the idea of falling asleep with such little effort.

      After opening the door to the balcony and walking under the awning, Sera watched the rain fall like a sheet across the rolling hills whenever lightning lit up the sky. The musky smell of the wet countryside filled the air.

      Rain always reminded Sera of her mother, and she missed her more when it rained. Unlike her friends’ mothers, who kept them inside during a storm, Sera’s mother would grab her by the hand and dance with her in the mud-filled puddles. They would raise their arms to the sky and make up silly chants as they welcomed sweet relief on stifling summer days.

      Normally, Sera would bask in the energy that came with the battering rain, the rolling thunder, and the crackling lightning. But tonight was different—tonight it felt ominous. Like a raging storm was looming on the horizon of her life. She shivered and closed the door, drawing the curtains to shut it out.
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          SERAFINA

        

      

    

    
      THE STARS WERE JUST beginning to fade when her sister finally returned home. Liviana sat up in bed when Octavia stumbled in, but she barely recognized her in the predawn light.

      Having come loose, Octavia’s immaculately braided hair flew in all directions, and mud caked the hem of her once-white dress. Only one shoe appeared to make it back. Her cloak trailed behind her in one hand until she let it drop onto the floor of their bedroom.

      “Tavia,” Liviana whispered, fearful that her sister was injured. “What happened?”

      Octavia smiled dreamily despite her ragged appearance. “I can’t wait for you to find out next year.” Climbing into their shared bed, she wrapped her arms around Liviana’s waist, warm breath tickling her neck. “You smell delicious.”

      “You smell absolutely horrid,” Liviana said, catching a trace of a wet, earthy smell. That and some other primal scent she couldn’t identify. She was confused but relieved at her sister’s return. Light snores were her only reply.

      Sleep eluded Liviana as she tried to imagine what had caused her sister to return in such a state. She couldn’t wait to hear the story.

      An hour later, Liviana snuck out, finally giving up on falling asleep, and let her sister get some much-needed rest. It wasn’t until early afternoon that Octavia finally emerged from their room.

      “Gods, I have such a headache.” Putting both hands to her head, Octavia’s elbows thumped on the kitchen table as she sat.

      Liviana placed a cup of wine, which she had watered down a little more than usual, in front of her sister.

      “Are you going to tell me what happened?” she asked, taking a seat across from Octavia.

      “Don’t be absurd. I’m sworn to secrecy,” Octavia said haughtily, reaching for the cup. Pausing mid-reach, a puzzled look came over her face. She lifted her head and sniffed the air like a cat. Her eyes grew wide as Father came in with a slab of the venison they’d be preparing for dinner that night.

      Liviana’s eyebrows pulled together, confused by her sister’s behavior.

      Knocking over her chair in a rush, Octavia stumbled her way over to the raw meat. She grabbed a chunk of the animal flesh with her bare hands and shoved it into her mouth without hesitation. Blood dripped down her face and arms.

      “Octavia, what are—” Father started to yell, but he was cut off by their mother’s scream.

      “No! No, tell me it’s not true,” Mother cried out as she ran over to her eldest daughter. She cupped Octavia’s blood-stained face in her hands and searched Octavia’s eyes, ignoring the blood that now dripped down her arms. “He’s chosen you.”

      Red lips curled up in response. Octavia wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, leaving behind a crimson streak as Mother dropped her trembling hands and backed away.

      “Why have you returned?” Mother asked.

      “You know I don’t like to follow the rules.”

      “How did you get in?”

      Octavia gazed at her bloody hand. “The change hasn’t solidified yet.”

      The change? Liviana frowned, wanting to know more.

      “So be it then.” Mother turned to leave the house, a hand covering her mouth as she shook her head. A moment later her wailing echoed from the yard.

      “Gather what things you can and return to the temple.” Father’s voice was strained. “You shouldn’t have come back here.”

      He looked to Liviana. “Come with me, Livy.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t argue, Liviana. We’re not safe here.” He took her arm and dragged her forcefully to the door.

      Liviana looked over her shoulder. Octavia was slowly licking the blood off her fingers, oblivious to their departure.
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        * * *

      

      “IT’S JUST SO WEIRD, NOR.” Sera scrunched up her nose as she put the sparkly blue dress back on the rack and continued to flip through hangers. “I know I’ve dreamt about this Liviana girl before, back in Italy. But now the dreams feel so real, like flashbacks to a previous life. Ancient Roman times or something.”

      She wasn’t in the mood for shopping, and she really didn’t like sparkles. After school started back up two months ago—and through some unknown miracle—the Italian government had approved the university’s request to bring the amulet back to American soil for the initial research phase. The international transfer wasn’t completely unheard of, especially considering Chad’s connections, but their chances of success with such a valuable find seemed impossible.

      “Magic must have been involved,” became the joke around the department.

      As a doctoral candidate and the one who had discovered it, Sera had been given the honors of deep cleaning, recording, and researching the amulet once it arrived on campus. To celebrate the finding, the university, Smithsonian, and Italian embassy planned a special exhibit of Roman antiquities featuring the Bacchic amulet. A gala at the National Portrait Gallery would introduce the exhibit, and Sera had been selected to present her research.

      It was a dream come true. And terrifying.

      Then the realization had hit that the gala—which was now only two nights away and just before Halloween—brought her even closer to the Bacchic amulet’s return to Italy at the start of the new year. The thought of the amulet being so far away weighed on her heart and made shopping difficult to focus on. She spent every waking moment thinking about the damn thing, and it’d even invaded her dreams.

      An image of the impeccably carved, pinecone-shaped gemstone seared through her mind as if she still looked through a microscope. The vial of blood had been artfully hidden within its depths but gave the entire stone a reddish hue like a ruby. Even the silver chain with its filigree grape leaves was a work of wonder. Flawless.

      “It’s just a dream, babe. You’re probably stressed about talking at the gala.” Nora’s voice drifted out from behind the changing curtain. “Okay, what do you think about this one?”

      She emerged before Sera could point out again that the dreams started long before the gala was planned. Nora wore a black gown with a plunging neckline, snug in all the right places. The color contrasted rather elegantly with her blonde bob and fair skin. Her inner Marilyn Monroe, a lifelong idol, shone through. She put her hands on her hips as she turned around to look at the back of the dress in the mirror.

      They had taken the Metro to the Tysons Corner mall to partake in a day of bargain shopping. At least, that’s what Nora had called it. A mall wasn’t quite as “bargain” as Sera hoped for, nor would the majority of Americans consider a hundred dollars or more on a dress bargain shopping. But it was better than the multitude of designer stores D.C.—the District, as it is now commonly named—had to offer, and Nora simply didn’t “do” thrift stores.

      “I think you’re going to get a lot of attention. But, it’s you.” Wishing she had the confidence to wear something so dramatic, Sera held in a sigh. No one liked a pity party.

      “I know, right?” Nora smiled at her own reflection.

      As they paid for their selected gowns, Sera’s grumbling stomach announced it was lunchtime. She had chosen a deep blue, non-sparkly gown in the end, a color Nora swore up and down complemented her grey eyes and dark hair best.

      “Mall food is the work of the devil, but your tummy’s right. I’m famished,” Nora said as she took the garment bag from the cashier.

      Sera eyeballed her own bag with pursed lips. “I don’t know about this dress. The price was a bit higher than I wanted to spend. Should we look somewhere else?”

      The idea of spending money on something she’d likely only wear once almost made her sick to her stomach. Growing up in a house where bills could go unpaid for weeks, if not months, had that effect. Maybe she could wear it again to a wedding.

      “Nonsense. It’s beautiful, and you’re worth it.” Nora took her by the hand and led them out of the store before she could argue. “I think Dr. Davis is out to get me,” she said about one of their professors, then raised an eyebrow at Sera. “What’s wrong?”

      “I don’t know, I just feel…weird.”

      She stopped walking, trying to identify the feeling that had come over her. Her hands had gone clammy, her heart had leaped into her throat, and she had that impending doom sensation something terrible was sneaking up on her from behind.

      Instead of turning around, Sera’s gaze was pulled across the open courtyard where two men stood behind the railing on the other side. Something about them didn’t sit quite right with her, but she couldn’t put a finger on what.

      One wore a black jacket and leaned on the railing, sporting a round belly and chubby cheeks. Blond curls rivaled Nora’s. The other stood poised at a height several inches taller than his companion, but hard muscles could easily be seen under the dark brown skin of his arms. They were staring at Sera and Nora with open interest.

      “Do you see those two guys? I think they’re watching us.” Super obviously, too. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end, making her skin prickle.

      A sinister sneer crossed the blond one’s face as he commented to the other.

      Nora turned to look, a smile perking up her face when she saw them. She purred like a cat. “Oh yes, I sure do see that incredibly handsome man and his friend. Let’s go say hello.”

      Grabbing Sera’s arm before she could protest, Nora led them toward the upper-level bridge that connected to the other side of the mall.

      Halfway across, Sera let out a yelp as strong arms wrapped around her from behind, causing her to drop and spill her purse contents across the floor.

      “It’s me.” Hiro’s voice laughed in her ear.

      Spinning around to face him, she pushed him away, placing a hand over her thumping heart. “Holy shit, Hiro!”

      Despite the fear coursing through her veins, she couldn’t help the flutter that whirled through her stomach in her boyfriend’s presence. His natural olive-toned skin complemented his black hair and dark brown eyes beautifully.

      After pushing his glasses back up his nose, he flashed white teeth as he grinned. He was such a nerd, but he was her nerd.

      “Aww, don’t be mad.” Pulling her back into his chest, he kissed the top of her head. “Nora told me where you guys would be, and I couldn’t resist seeing you today.”

      Sera inhaled his familiar scent as she hugged him, her heartbeat returning to its normal pace as she practically melted into the safety of his arms. Hiro was the type of boyfriend who made every moment special. Maybe it was due to his experience working as a resident in the hospital’s oncology ward, seeing firsthand how precious life was. Or maybe he was just wired that way.

      When they missed their second anniversary thanks to her summer dig, he had sent a care package of some of her favorite things. Sometimes she worried that she didn’t deserve him because she usually prioritized her research above him, but she didn’t plan on letting him go anytime soon.

      As usual, guilt arose with the thought. Didn’t he deserve better?

      “I think I got everything.” Standing back up, Nora adjusted her off-the-shoulder shirt before handing over the dropped purse. “Let’s go get some men.”

      “I already have a man, thank you very much.” Interlacing her fingers with Hiro’s, she looked over to where the men had stood before and breathed a sigh of relief. They were gone. “Sorry to burst your bubble, but it looks like they left. Guess they’re not into clumsy girls.”

      Nora stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. “Well, I’m certainly not clumsy.”

      They continued on to the food court, returning to the topic of dreams. Nora mentioned visiting a psychic friend of her mother’s, and Sera soon forgot about the two mystery men altogether.
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        Solomon

      

      

      “THE AMULET! IT HAS BEEN found!” Lorenzo exclaimed in his thick Italian accent after he ended the call on his cell phone.

      Solomon wondered if his maker had to practice to keep the inflection after all these years. The Immortal man certainly fit the Italian stereotype, from his slicked-back hair down to his leather loafers. Not that Lorenzo cared.

      “Where?” The leather chair groaned as Solomon leaned forward. They had been looking for the elusive relic for the past two decades.

      Lorenzo smirked. “A temple near Salerno. Ironically, the temple where Danae had once been a priestess. The god thinks he is so clever.” He wagged a finger as he rose from his chair and walked to the mansion’s library window, looking out over the moonlit gardens below. “It is here in the District.”

      The two Immortals had met in the library to discuss a handful of bureaucratic issues keeping Lorenzo awake at night. That was how Lorenzo had phrased it in his attempt at humor anyway. Immortals didn’t need much rest and never at night. The library was one of Solomon’s favorite rooms in the sprawling hilltop complex as it contained rows of manuscripts mortal historians thought lost.

      A breeze swept through the window causing Solomon’s nostrils to flare from the musty, aged scent of his maker hidden deep beneath several layers of cologne. The old man would need to feed again soon.

      “I want you,” Lorenzo pointed at him, “and Alexander to follow someone for me. For Danae.”

      “Of course. Who?”

      “A graduate student at some university here in the District. She found the amulet. Danae believes the god may have chosen this girl already. We must know for sure.” Lorenzo’s calculating blue gaze burned with eagerness.

      Solomon raised an eyebrow. Waiting to find out didn’t make sense. “Why don’t we just bring the girl here?”

      “No. Danae says we play by her rules on this one.” Lorenzo shook his head, then raised a hand to smooth his hair back into place. “The god cannot know we are coming for him. Danae is already working with the Italians to purchase the amulet. With our powers waning, any disturbance could cause unnecessary obstacles.”

      Apprehension settled over Solomon. While he hadn’t been privy to this particular conversation, most conversations with Danae had him lingering somewhere nearby as Lorenzo’s right-hand man. And though his maker’s trust might be implicit, Solomon had a feeling that Danae, one of the highest-ranking members of the Council and rumored to be the oldest Immortal still breathing, had secrets she didn’t share with anyone.

      “And the Council thinks the amulet is the key to restoring our powers?” he asked, leaning back into the chair.

      Lorenzo nodded. “It is crucial to our survival we obtain the amulet before it disappears again.” The sharp snapping of fingers accentuated his last few words.

      Solomon frowned, not quite sure how to take the last comment. Their powers had lessened significantly over the last two decades, but he didn’t think it would affect their lives.

      “Survival?”

      “The girl, Serafina Finch, is giving a presentation on the amulet in a few days,” Lorenzo said without acknowledging the question. He turned back to the window. “See if she gives you any indication that she knows more than she should.”

      Lorenzo raised a hand in dismissal, oversized rings gleaming in the moonlight.

      Confusion swept through his mind as Solomon ran a hand over his closely cropped hair. He pushed himself to his feet and headed for the door. Growing up as a slave in the South over two centuries ago, he’d learned the hard way what questioning his masters could mean. Lorenzo may not own him per se, but Solomon had no desire to deal with his maker’s wrath when he could avoid it.

      As he passed the vast bookshelves, he knew he’d have to spend some time in the mansion’s library later, seeking answers within the ancient texts.

      “One more thing, Solomon.” The accented voice stopped him as he reached for the handle. “Do not give Alexander any more information than is necessary. He will not fully understand, not yet.”

      “As you wish,” he replied, having no intention of disobeying. Alexander caused enough trouble with the little knowledge he did have.
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        * * *

      

      LIKE ANTS ON THE HUNT for crumbs, humans strolled from store to store beneath the domed glass ceiling of the Tysons Corner mall. Shrieks of laughter pierced Solomon’s ears as children ran from their parents into the open storefront of a bookstore, where a popular costumed character opened her arms for hugs. The tantalizing smells of hops and sizzling meat drifted up from the brewery on the bottom floor, making his fangs ache to extend in anticipation.

      “Who actually shops at a mall these days?” Alexander asked as he leaned his arms against the second-floor railing overlooking the courtyard, his belly hanging over his designer jeans.

      Solomon didn’t bother to respond. Sometimes it just wasn’t worth getting into a debate with a kid like Alexander, someone who still acted like the entitled frat boy he’d been when he underwent the Immortal change. Instead, he focused his attention on the dark-haired girl they were tracking as she and her friend exited a store, bags in hand. She stopped with a confused look on her face a few feet from the store, then turned to look directly at him.

      “Lorenzo didn’t say anything about needing the blonde one, right? I’d like to suck her body dry.” Alexander stared at the two women, licking his lips.

      The kid stiffened next to him, his eyes flashing red and his nostrils flaring. He still found it difficult to be among mortal crowds without thinking of humans as food.

      Putting out a hand to stop him, Solomon waited for the younger Immortal to regain control. He’d known it would be risky taking his protégé, despite making sure he had eaten before they left the mansion. The kid did try to be a better Immortal from time to time.

      “We’re not here for lunch. Let’s go.” Unnerved at the girl’s apparent ability to sense them watching, he walked away from the rail, unable to resist rubbing the scar running from his hairline through his left eyebrow. A human habit he never seemed to be able to shake.

      Alexander groaned but followed.

      “She sensed us watching,” Solomon said as they walked out of the mall and toward the black Maserati.

      Even with sunglasses in place, he squinted against the harsh glare of daylight. His upper lip curled as the smell of old cigarette smoke and rotting garbage from the nearby mall garbage cans stung his nostrils. As much as he enjoyed his enhanced Immortal senses, he wouldn’t mind losing some of the heightened vision and smell.

      “Maybe she’s a witch.” Alexander laughed at his suggestion, clearly considering it a good joke. He backed the sedan out of the parking spot and sped out of the lot.

      Solomon wasn’t quite so sure it was funny. Witches still existed, of course. Mostly the powerful ones, although they were few and far between in this day and age. Witchcraft was a dying art. But Alexander had never had the pleasure, if it could be called that, of encountering a witch face-to-face.

      “Why did we just spend our morning at a mall? What’s Lorenzo’s agenda?” Alexander asked, his fleshy, infantile face suiting his clueless nature.

      Solomon shrugged as he looked out the window. “Lorenzo doesn’t have to give a reason. He just wants her whereabouts known at all times.”

      The kid made a noise of annoyance in response.

      Solomon thought back over the last few weeks they’d been watching the girl. As far as he could tell, she hadn’t been chosen by the god. And yet she had shown an uncanny ability to sense their presence.

      Was Alexander right without knowing it? Was she a witch?
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          SERAFINA

        

      

    

    
      BETWEEN HIRO’S RESIDENCY schedule and Sera’s daily lectures and late-night study sessions, finding time to spend with her boyfriend that didn’t involve research or quick couch cuddles could be an onerous task. They’d managed to make it out to their favorite steak restaurant that night for a belated anniversary and pre-gala celebration dinner.

      Salad, steak, and French fries drizzled in a secret, house-made sauce made up the entire menu, other than dessert and wine. Votive candles on every table lit the room, and jazz music drifted out of the speakers, providing a soothing ambiance after a hectic month.

      Hiro raised his wineglass for a toast, smiling over the rim. “To my lovely lady on her fantastic achievements. I can’t wait to see you present at the gala tomorrow night.”

      “To my sweet boyfriend, who loves me even when I miss out on our life events because I’m busy digging in the dirt.” Their glasses clinked together.

      “Ugh, we’re so sweet, we’re going to give each other diabetes.” She swirled the wine in her glass before taking a sip, inhaling the soft scent of black cherries from her Merlot.

      They’d eaten at the restaurant several times before, which many would consider almost sacrilegious in a city filled with world-renowned chefs and rotating menus. But Sera and Hiro remained creatures of habit. Not to mention she’d once had a bad experience at a restaurant that surprised her by serving octopus, a creature she’d feared ever since her mother had read her bedtime stories of the Kraken. Seafood was typically out of the question.

      “I would not wish any companion in the world but you,” he said.

      Sera let out a surprised laugh, her stomach fluttering. “Since when do you quote Shakespeare?”

      “What? A man can’t be romantic?” Shaking his head, he tsk-tsked. “I still can’t believe you drink wine now.”

      “It grew on me this summer. You know it’s pretty much all they drink with dinner over there.” Sera shrugged.

      Hiro chuckled as he set down his glass. “Did you tell your dad about the amulet yet?”

      She sighed, her shoulders slumping forward. “I tried. It’s hard to talk to him about my work because of my mom. He never wanted me to follow in her footsteps.”

      Love of archaeology ran in her blood. When Sera was still in preschool, her mother had been exploring a newly discovered cave with colleagues after they received word it may contain evidence of prehistoric cave drawings.

      At least, that’s what her mother had told Sera’s father. No one knew where the information came from or what caused the cave entrance to collapse, but when rescuers finally removed enough of the debris to enter, there was no trace of her mother or anyone else. Finding out what her mother had been searching for, and perhaps even continuing her work, would be the ultimate moment of success.

      Hiro reached across the table to take her free hand in his, giving it a gentle squeeze. “It may be hard, but I’m sure he’s proud of your achievements, even if it comes with sadness.”

      “I’m sure you’re right, but he blames himself for her death. Like he could have somehow stopped the cave from collapsing had he been there. And he thinks something like that will happen to me.” She stared at her wineglass, the movement of the dark liquid reminding her of the amulet once again.

      Despite Chad’s disparaging remarks about her “uneducated fantasy,” and the questioning, sometimes downright nasty, looks she received from the other faculty members, she just knew the fluid inside the pinecone was blood. But unlike the location at the dig site, Sera couldn’t explain how she knew this time. Maybe her dreams made her think outside the scholarly box.

      Regardless, the liquid molecules inside confirmed the amulet was filled with blood—and human. Chad’s face, when her theory had proven correct, was priceless.

      The same colleagues, who had scorned her theory until she proved it to be true, now questioned the authenticity of the amulet itself. They just couldn’t believe blood would survive over the centuries—the millennia—and rightfully so. It should have dried up.

      The old joke about magic being involved had become a cruel taunt as some claimed she had been the one to place the amulet in the dirt, trying to become famous. But they still couldn’t explain away the age of the artifact, which couldn’t be denied. The fierce competition in academics sucked sometimes.

      “Hey,” Hiro said, drawing her attention back to the present. “You’re the most incredible woman I’ve ever met. You’re the kindest person I know, humble almost to a fault, and a complete nerd, which is a huge turn-on.” He said the last with a big grin on his face.

      Sera laughed and batted her eyelashes. “You mean it’s not my stunning looks that keep you comin’ round?”

      “That’s just the icing on the cake.” Hiro winked.

      Feeling her cheeks flush, Sera smiled back at him and wondered for the umpteenth time how in the world she got so lucky to find a man like Hiro. Not many guys still opened doors for people, hailed taxis for little old ladies, or sent their moms and girlfriends flowers just because he was thinking of them, but he did all those things and more.

      She just hoped to be worthy of him someday. Definitely once she had her degree. Biting her lip, she tried not to think about the fact that her schedule would only get busier once she became a professor.

      The first time she met Hiro, at a bar of all places in a world where she could get a date or a lay with a quick swipe on her phone, she’d thought he’d looked just okay, nothing to call Nora about. But the more time she spent with him, the more his looks improved in her eyes. Sera didn’t find much else sexier than a man as intelligent and caring as Hiro.

      They continued to talk and laugh over dinner until the restaurant closed. Taking her hand in his as they walked down the street to the Metro, Hiro squeezed it in rhythm with his heartbeat, a gesture he had done since he told her he loved her and hadn’t failed to do since.
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        * * *

      

      THE FOLLOWING EVENING, Hiro opened the door of the taxi for Sera. She took his offered hand so she could exit the vehicle as gracefully as possible in her gown and heels. It wouldn’t be a great start to the night if her inner klutz kicked in, causing her to trip and break a heel or fall.

      The ground-level spotlights of the National Portrait Gallery lit up the Greek Revival–style architecture, giving the building an even more ancient and imposing look as dusk slid into night. It was the perfect venue to announce the special exhibit—and it also meant higher ticket prices for that evening’s event. The exhibit would open to the public the next day at the National Museum of Natural History.

      Man, they really went all out, Sera thought with a gasp as they entered the building.

      A statue of a satyr appeared to leap toward her on the left, while statues of disheveled women dancing in various stages of undress had been placed throughout the lobby. As they walked through the marble forest toward the interior courtyard, she pointed out a few especially revealing ones to Hiro with a giggle.

      He leaned close and whispered in her ear, “I’d like to see you in that pose later.”

      Laughing, she squeezed his hand and leaned into him.

      This night is going to be unforgettable.

      As they entered the Kogod Courtyard, Sera gazed upward, her mouth dropping open. Multihued lights added a new dimension to the famed glass canopy ceiling. The wavy glass and steel structure appeared to float over the courtyard, letting in natural light during the day but protecting visitors from the elements. Sanguine velvet couches and chaise lounges were scattered throughout one half of the courtyard, along with a handful of cocktail tables, two pop-up bars with long lines, and an empty dance floor.

      In the other half of the room, a handful of people sat at round dining tables draped in red and set with gold dinnerware, close to buffet tables filled with a variety of appetizers and salads. A third pop-up bar was placed nearby. Alcohol and deep pockets went hand in hand.

      At the far end of the courtyard, on the other side of the dining tables, stood the stage and the display case holding the amulet. It was the only artifact in attendance, the rest already waiting in their temporary homes at the museum, but two guards stood on either side of the stage to warn off any admirers getting too close.

      Sera couldn’t see the amulet from where they entered, but the pull she always felt in its presence strengthened. The necklace was there waiting for her. She longed to be at its side.

      Nora found them a few moments later. “Isn’t this just grand?” she asked, waving her arm around emphatically. Before either of them could respond, she grabbed Hiro’s face and kissed each of his cheeks. “Hi, handsome.”

      “Well, hello to you, too,” he said, adjusting his glasses, which had been knocked off-kilter. He was used to Nora’s exuberant personality by now, but in the first few months of getting to know her, he had blushed in her presence at least once every time.

      “Are you drunk already?” Sera asked somewhat rhetorically, smelling the alcohol on her friend’s breath from a few feet away. No judgment on her end, though—she’d already had a glass of wine to help calm her nerves.

      Nora gave a dismissive shrug. “Sol and I did a little pre-gaming.”

      “Sol?”

      “My date for this evening. I found him on one of those dating apps. He’s at the bar.” Nora pointed to a tall, dark-skinned man standing at one of the bars ordering drinks, his back to them.

      “There you are,” Chad interrupted as he approached. He indicated the far older man on his left. “Ms. Finch, I’d like to introduce you to the museum director, Dr. Josiah Cumberland.”

      As much as she hated to admit it, Chad looked fairly dapper, though a little too extravagant, in his black tailcoat, white vest, and bow tie. Most of the men, Hiro included, wore tuxedos.

      Despite the flaws she saw in the man, her heart warmed to Chad a bit when she had learned he convinced the Smithsonian into donating a majority of the gala’s profits to his scholarship fund for disadvantaged teens. Maybe she really should cut him some slack like Nora suggested.

      “It’s a pleasure, Ms. Finch.” Dr. Cumberland shook her hand eagerly, his wire-framed spectacles slipping down his thin nose in the movement. He pushed his lenses back into place and gestured her toward the small stage. “You’re our first speaker of the evening. If you’ll follow me?”

      Sera nodded to Dr. Cumberland and gave an excited grin to Hiro and Nora. Following the director around the perimeter of the tables, she stood next to the stage where he indicated she wait. The amulet glittered inside the display case next to the podium, catching her eye.

      As Dr. Cumberland welcomed the audience to the gala, Sera glanced at the amulet. The connection she felt to it intensified to an almost palpable feeling. She wanted nothing more than to rush over, snatch it from the case, and hang it around her neck. It belonged on her neck.

      Just as she started to raise an arm toward the amulet, Dr. Cumberland’s voice called her name to introduce her and broke the trance. He ushered her onto the stage, where she stood, shaken.

      “Thank you, Dr. Cumberland, for that warm welcome, and, uh, thank you all for attending tonight’s unveiling,” Sera began unsteadily as she tried to refocus on the task at hand. “It is an honor to be here with you to celebrate the achievements of the Smithsonian, the university, and my peers.”

      As the lights in the courtyard dimmed, the start of her presentation flashed onto the large white screen, which had descended from a metal post behind her. She placed her phone with the Notes app open on the podium in front of her.

      “It is with great pride that I introduce to you the Bacchic Amulet, found in the recently discovered Temple of Bacchus in the Campania province of Italy.” Sera scrolled to the next page of her notes as the audience applauded.

      “The temple had been used in the Bacchanalia,” she explained, “a mystery rite devoted to Bacchus in which the revelers danced maniacally to the sound of beating drums. Celebrants tossed around a staff topped with a pinecone to promote fertility—pinecones being semi-phallic and all.

      “Wine flowed in abundance as partygoers tried to achieve a state of intoxicated ecstasy to experience a glimpse of the afterlife. The festivities also included displays of godlike strength such as uprooting trees, tearing apart a bull with bare hands, and eating its raw flesh. But because participants were sworn to secrecy, very few details have been validated.”

      Sera did her best to avoid looking at the amulet throughout her presentation, but she could feel its presence thrumming beside her in the case. A gentle hum resonated in her mind. No one else seemed to notice the sound as all eyes focused on the screen behind her.

      Why the hell was it affecting her this way? She did have wine on an empty stomach earlier. As her heart beat in tune with the amulet’s hum, she was thankful she had her speech all but memorized.

      “One of the more interesting facets of the amulet is the pinecone-shaped gemstone, the pinecone being a symbol of Bacchus, of course. At first, we believed it to be a ruby based on its red hue. On closer inspection, however, we discovered a vial of blood hidden inside.”

      She paused for a moment while gasps and murmurs rippled through the audience. Once they grew quiet again, she pointed out the other features of the amulet and temple, which indicated their connection to Bacchus, the Roman god of frenzies, festivities, and wine.

      “At this point,” Sera said at the end of her speech, perspiration beginning to form on her forehead as she fought the overwhelming urge to run to the amulet, “we still don’t have an answer as to how the amulet survived intact and without damage these few millennia, but we are incredibly grateful that it did. Please enjoy your evening. Thank you.”

      Applause echoed through the hall as she stepped back from the podium, the next speaker approaching the stairs leading up to the stage.

      As Sera turned to exit the platform, the amulet demanded her full attention in the darkened courtyard. She could no longer resist it. The blood within the pinecone pulsated with life despite the lack of light. She heard—no, felt—the faintest of whispers drift its way through her mind, as light as a feather, calling to her, wanting her.

      Serafina…

      Mesmerized, her fingers reached out toward the case.

      A heavy hand landed on her arm, jarring her from the daze. Blurred vision landed on Chad’s face.

      “I’d like to have a quick word with you before you mingle with our guests.” He pulled her toward glass doors off of the courtyard, the whispers forgotten as she fought to keep her balance. Red wine sloshed in his glass when he opened one of the doors and nodded her inside the empty stairwell.

      “I wanted to see the rest of the presentation, Chad. Why⁠—”

      “Call me Dr. Lambert,” he cut her off as he drained his glass and set it down on the stairs.

      Resisting the urge to roll her eyes, she said, “Okay, Dr. Lambert⁠—”

      Chad pushed her back against the wall and smashed his lips against hers, stubble scratching her chin. The taste of wine danced across her tongue, making her sick as she stood frozen, unable to fully process what was happening.
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