

[image: A Duel with the Vampire Lord by Elise Kova. A man with pale skin and hair embraces a woman with short, dark hair.]






Elise Kova is a #1 Sunday Times and New York Times bestselling

author. She enjoys telling stories of fantasy worlds filled with

magic and deep emotions. When not writing, she can be found

playing video games, drawing, chatting with readers on social

media, or daydreaming about her next story.





By Elise Kova

 

ARCANA ACADEMY

Arcana Academy

Prince of Swords

 

DRAGON CURSED

Dragon Cursed

 

MARRIED TO MAGIC NOVELS

A Deal with the Elf King

A Dance with the Fae Prince

A Duel with the Vampire Lord

A Duet with the Siren Duke

A Dawn with the Wolf Knight

 

AIR AWAKENS UNIVERSE

AIR AWAKENS SERIES

Air Awakens

Fire Falling

Earth’s End

Water’s Wrath

Crystal Crowned

 

VORTEX CHRONICLES

 Visions

Chosen Chapion

Failed Future

Soveriegn Sacrifice

Crystal Caged

 

GOLDEN GUARD TRILOGY

The Crown’s Dog

The Prince’s Rogue

The Farmer’s War

 

A TRIAL OF SORCERERS

A Trail of Sorcerers

A Hunt of Shadow

A Tournament of Crowns

An Heir of Frost

A Queen of Ice

 

THE LOOM SAGA

The Alchemists of Loom

The Dragons of Nova

The Rels of Gold





For all the book lovers with daggers and crowns on their bookshelves





Contents

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-One

Twenty-Two

Twenty-Three

Twenty-Four

Twenty-Five

Twenty-Six

Twenty-Seven

Twenty-Eight

Twenty-Nine

Thirty

Thirty-One

Thirty-Two

Thirty-Three

Thirty-Four

Thirty-Five

Thirty-Six

Thirty-Seven

Thirty-Eight

Thirty-Nine

Forty

Forty-One

Forty-Two

Forty-Three

Forty-Four

Forty-Five

Forty-Six

Forty-Seven

Forty-Eight





Eight

An icy frost claws its way into me and a violent shiver of fear and disgust rakes my body.

After the vampire lord leaves, the room is darker, colder. Every shadow is more sinister. I never thought I might actually miss the Blood Moon and its unnatural hue, but somehow the steely light of a normal moon is worse. It’s a reminder that time has passed and I wonder again: How long have I been here?

Perhaps I was unconscious for multiple days and that’s why I feel so weak. But even if I was . . . it cannot have been more than two days at most. Such an inconsequential amount of time, and yet everything has changed.

I stare at my hands, my arms, my legs, feeling that deep and undeniable ache in all of them; it’s an exhaustion unlike any I’ve ever known. I want it to be reassuring. I made the right decision, didn’t I? If my choices were either death by withering away or a pact with the vampire lord, then I chose correctly. As long as I’m alive, I can do something; I can keep working toward a better future for Hunter’s Hamlet.

When Drew announced he was joining the hunters, Mother said, “Don’t throw your life away.” She was telling him that if this was the decision he was determined to make, if this was how he wanted to spend his life, then he should make sure it meant something. That he was giving his life to a worthy cause.

That is what we all do in Hunter’s Hamlet. I just thought my cause was forging silver weapons. Not wielding them.

I grip my head and curl into a ball. Tears try to squirm from my eyes, threatening to drown me if I let them loose. Was this how my brother felt when he joined the hunters? Did he know it was the right decision and yet was still torn asunder by it because he was terrified? No, he must’ve been calm, so I will be too.

Drawing shaky breaths, I fight for composure. The vampire lord thinks you’re a hunter—act like one! I scold myself, thinking of Drew’s stoic, immovable strength. I saw absolutely nothing shake him. He took everything in stride. I saw that power within him, so it must be within me too. I bring my hand to my chest, spinning the silver ring that matches his around my little finger until I’m calm.

I push the blanket off, determined not to wallow in worry and self-doubt. I must strike sure and true in the forge; there are mere seconds and heat between perfection and scrap. I try to channel the same confidence here and now.

Blood crusts my leather armor, but it doesn’t seem too old. It’s another odd comfort—another assurance that not that much time has passed. I move toward the window, sinking lower in my knees with every step to test my muscles. My legs shake in ways they shouldn’t. But there’s still strength there, enough for me to walk tall for a bit longer yet.

At the window, I behold the land of the vampire.

I see, not unexpectedly, given our journey here, that I am in a mountaintop castle. Frosted peaks circle a low caldera, the tips reminiscent of the sharp-toothed mouths of the vampire. The basin is packed tightly with buildings. It’s a moonlit city of bridgeways connecting towers with spires. The city stretches so tall that I cannot see the ground. And even if I could, I am too far up to see any creatures, vampire or otherwise. Most important, I cannot spy any way down to the city below. Which leads me to believe the mountains have internal tunnels. If not, the only way in or out of this castle is through a vampire’s mist-stepping.

Didn’t he say that the castle was warded? He must’ve been lying. We entered using magic, after all. Vampires are pure evil and I can trust nothing they say. I can’t even be sure about the terms of the bloodsworn. I’ll have to find everything out for myself and trust only my own instincts. Anything else could mean my demise.

“If I kill him, it all ends.” My breath fogs the glass. The door opens, interrupting my thoughts. I hope the sentiment wasn’t heard.

It is not the vampire lord but the man from the hall we landed in. Quinn was his name. Strange, I didn’t think any of the vampires other than their lord would have a name. Though I also didn’t think any of the vampires, their lord included, were sentient enough to talk. Perhaps if I do somehow manage to escape with my life but fail to kill the vampire lord in the process, I can return to the hamlet with useful knowledge.

“I am to take you to the altar.” As he speaks, I notice that he too has two elongated fangs. Another similarity with the vampire lord and difference from vampires I’m familiar with.

“Very well.” I’m grateful he didn’t come sooner. If he’d arrived immediately after the vampire lord left, he would’ve found me a mess on the bed. Luckily I’ve managed to gather myself enough to project the persona of a strong hunter.

He’s suspicious of my calmness. I can tell by how he glances at me out of the corner of his eye. How he lingers, waiting to see if I say or do something else. I can almost hear the unspoken whispers that burn the other side of his wrinkled lips. But the man is an obedient servant to his lord and says nothing; he merely steps aside in the doorway and motions for me to follow.

I wonder if he cannot say anything else even if he wanted to. Drew’s stories from the hunters’ books made it clear that all the vampires come from a single lord—they share the old blood of the first of their forsaken kind. That is why, if someone kills the lord, the rest will die.

Will becoming bloodsworn also make me a mindless slave to him? I inhale slowly and keep my head level. No, it won’t. The vampire lord seems to think that he needs me as a human. If this pact changed my humanity, thus giving him some kind of control over me, I doubt he would go through with it.

The halls of the castle are drafty, dusty, empty voids. It’s a massive and mazelike place. I follow Quinn through a series of rooms and onto a balcony. Snow is piled high. A single path of footsteps cuts through the blanket of white. The tracks go off the edge of the balcony, past a section of broken railing, and continue along a buttress that supports this wing of the castle. The narrow walkway stretches across the dark abyss of cliff and castle like a pale, unfurled ribbon.

I pause at the edge of the balcony and swallow hard. The world tilts. Quinn is several steps ahead down the path that he clearly intends for us both to use.

“Afraid, human?”

“No,” I lie. I’ve never been this high up. And to be perched at the edge . . . 

He sniffs as though he can smell my deceit. I hope he can’t. The cliffs below the walkway—who am I kidding? It’s not even a walkway. It’s a decorative element of the castle, at best. Why are we not going through the inside? I want to ask but I don’t want to sound like a coward.

“Are we not using the castle interior for the same reasons your lord can’t take me right to his special door?” I try to sound like I’m probing for information and not stalling as I gather my courage.

“You should focus on not slipping instead of worrying about the old castle.” Old castle? “Unless you are afraid?”

“Of course not.” This test isn’t something a hunter would fear.

“What are you waiting for, then?” Quinns strolls as though the narrow, icy path is nothing to him. Vampire speed, strength, balance, accuracy, all things hunters struggle to match without the elixir. An elixir I no longer have in me.

“I’m thinking it would be a shame if your lord’s new”—I search for what to call myself—“assistant tumbled to her death. I want to make sure he’s all right with you taking such a risk.”

“He knows the pathways we must travel,” Quinn answers enigmatically. “Besides, this should be no trouble for a hunter such as yourself. I’ve read about how you’re trained.”

“What have you read about my kind?” The vampire lord also mentioned something about having records of the hunters’ training. No doubt brought back by his minions every full moon.

“Enough.” It seems that being painfully obtuse is another vampire trait I knew nothing about. “Now, hurry up.”

You can do this, Floriane, I tell myself. You are confident and sure-footed in the forge. This is nothing. Just a drop to your death if you slip. So don’t slip and you’ll be fine.

I suck in a breath, hold it, and step forward.

Underneath the snow is a layer of ice, thicker in some places than others. I move my feet slowly, making sure the soles of my boots have found their grip before continuing onward. I study the darkened windows and archways. There’s not a single sign of life here other than us. I’d expected the whole vampire horde to be wandering these halls, but they feel empty. Lonely, even.

A particularly violent gust of wind threatens to knock me over. I let out a yelp and fall to my knees, clutching the ice and stone for dear life. The world beneath me blurs, becoming even more distant, shrinking away as if to swallow me. My vision darkens and I feel faint.

“We don’t have all night, hunter.” Quinn makes a small leap from the buttress to the open window of a tower. He doesn’t care if I die. Of course not; he’s a vampire.

The only person who wants me alive is me. You can do this.

Keeping my center of gravity low and ignoring the biting frost, I crawl to the other end of the walkway. The window ledge seems so far away; it retreats more as I stare at it. I gather my legs under me and my courage at the same time. If I don’t move, I’ll be frozen to this spot forever.

Do it! the part of Drew that lives within me shouts. He always knew just how hard to push me during our midnight trainings.

I leap and stretch both arms forward.

It’s a bad jump. I land awkwardly, headfirst, tumbling. But all of my limbs are inside and I can’t hold back a monumental sigh of relief. Quinn’s monstrous face appears over me.

“I expected more from a hunter.”

“Maybe I’m lulling you into a false sense of security?” It sounds ridiculous even to my ears, and judging from Quinn’s smirk, it does to him as well.

“Maybe they should train your kind more with heights rather than letting you wallow in the dirt.” He starts down the stairs, leaving me to collect myself and then scamper behind him with a scowl.

We pass several doors, each barred with a heavy padlock. Are they designed to keep something or someone out? Or in? After a long stretch, I begin to hear a soft wailing. At first I think it’s the wind, but then I realize it is far too close and far too . . . I dare not think human.

“What’s that?” I ask.

“Nothing for you to concern yourself with.”

I can’t bring myself to ask again.

When we reach the bottom of the stairs and step into the castle’s inner sanctum, I lay eyes once more on the vampire lord. He stands at the far end of a chapel before a semicircular altar. Rings of stone radiate out from it like ripples on the floor. At varying intervals, candelabras illuminate the pillars supporting the lofty ceiling; climbing up them are carvings and statues of contorting men and women, fanged mouths open in ecstasy.

Over the altar is a statue of a man holding a book in his outstretched arms. Carved and etched rings of power arise from its pages and swirl around him. His stony eyes are turned skyward, lips parted as if in prayer. On his brow is a crown made of black metal that arcs upward like a web of fangs, a large ruby set in its center.

“Good, you made it,” the vampire lord murmurs, fussing with what I can only assume are magical tools on the altar. He moves a goblet several times back and forth between candles.

“No issues, Lord Ruvan,” Quinn reports. I glance at him from the corner of my eye. Sure, I made it here. But I certainly wouldn’t say I did so without any issues. Is he being nice by not sharing my embarrassment?

No, this is another ploy to get me to lower my guard.

“I’m glad you’re still strong and steady on your feet.” The vampire lord brings his attention to me.

“It’s good we didn’t wait a few more days. Then I might have been too weak to use the outdoor shortcut and would have had to go through the castle. Maybe I could’ve opened your door on the way.”

Ruvan rasps dark amusement and doesn’t rise to the bait, refusing to elaborate on why I didn’t go within the castle. His bitter smile carries endless unsaid words.

“Good, indeed,” he says finally. “Let’s not waste any more time and proceed with our communion.” With an open palm, he motions for me to stand by his side.

This close to him, I can see every gnarled, ancient groove of his face. Bags hang underneath his eyes, fold down over his cheeks. Yet his eyes—as horrifying as they are—remain bright and sharp. Clever. They’re the eyes of a hungry scholar . . . or a ruthless military strategist.

They’re nothing like the expressionless eyes of the vampires I’ve known.

The vampire lord faces the altar. “Blood of the old kings, bathed in moonlight,” he intones. He picks up a goblet filled with thick, black liquid. I fight a cringe.

“Fresh blood of the descendant, freely given.” The vampire lord raises his hand to his mouth, and bites at the soft flesh around the base of his thumb. Equally inky blood drips out into the chalice. He speaks with soft reverence and moves with purpose, confident and strong despite the state of his body. “I bring forth the lineage of old, the king I have sworn fealty to, and the oath to my people on which to make my vow. I come before the place of blood lore’s origin to pay homage, offer reverence, and empower my magic.”

He puts the chalice between us at the altar’s edge. He hands me a silver dagger. “Blood must be freely given. A bloodsworn vow cannot be entered into under duress or coercion. You must do this willingly or the magic will not work.”

“Your kind has no problem taking our blood normally.”

“We always give you the option to hand it over willingly,” he counters. I bark laughter that hammers on the cold walls of this cavernous hall. Give us an option? Does he really think I’ll believe that? Ruvan swells slightly; he looks as though he’s trying to inflate himself like some predatory bird. “You mock me and my kindness.”

“You know no kindness,” I snap back. “How is any of this willing on my part?”

“You’re welcome to leave.” The words are firm, but his eyes are desperate and almost . . . sad. It only makes me angrier. How dare he be sad in this situation after all he’s done to me and my people?

“To leave and die.” I shake my head and wait for the sour taste he’s put in the back of my mouth to pass. He starts to speak, but I cut him off. “Fine, yes, I’ll finish your bloodsworn oath willingly. What must I do?”

The tendons in Ruvan’s neck strain. He says through clenched teeth, “Offer your blood to the chalice and say you enter this vow of your own volition.”

I hold my forearm over the chalice and nick the back of my arm with the blade. Puncturing the skin of my palms would be foolish; it would prevent me from gripping effectively. One thing the forge has taught me is to preserve my hands.

“I enter the vow freely.” I barely keep the sarcasm from my voice as blood drips down into the chalice.

“Say it like you mean it. Bind yourself to me.” The words are almost growled from deep in the back of his throat.

I inhale slowly. I have a lot of things I want to say to him. But pushing my luck before this bloodsworn oath is finished is a bad idea.

“In blood and body, I bind myself to you, lord of the vampires.” My voice starts strong and then fades into a whisper. A rush sweeps up my body, and the back of my neck tingles, causing my chest to flush at the sensation. Magic.

As soon as I finish speaking, a rusty plume rises from the cup. It smells of blood and metal, yes. But it also smells somewhat . . . sweet? Like morning’s first dew just before the sun rises. Perhaps even floral. Honeysuckle, perhaps? Orchid? It’s the first time I’ve ever sensed anything related to vampire magic that didn’t immediately disgust me.

Ruvan lifts the chalice and holds it between us as he continues to pin me in my spot with his stare. “Place your palm on the other side.”

I do. My fingertips nearly touch the base of his wrist. Cool, sticky blood runs down the chalice between our hands. He still hasn’t healed? I thought that vampires healed in mere seconds. I wonder if I could’ve killed him, wonder if I should try. I scan for anything that I might be able to use as a weapon, but there’s nothing, and Quinn still lingers as a solemn guard. He’d be on me if I took one step out of line. I’ve lived my entire life hunted within walls, and yet I’ve never felt so trapped.

Did I miscalculate the risks and benefits of this oath? Everything is happening so fast.

What have I done?

“I vow that while you are in my care, you will be a guest of Castle Tempost. All manner of protection and hospitality shall be extended to you. None under my control shall bring you harm in the lands I protect.” His words are slow and deep with purpose. I feel as though I am being encased in the magical oath he is forging. “And when you have fulfilled your vows to me, I will bring you back to the world where you belong. You shall return the way you came, free of harm, and our oath shall be fulfilled, our bond concluded.”

“And neither you nor the vampire under your control will ever cross the Fade to attack humans again,” I add hastily.

He blinks three times. His mouth curls into a slow smile, more threatening than kind. “And neither I nor any under my control shall come to your lands to attack humans forevermore once the curse has been broken,” he says. “Now, your vow to me.”

“I vow to help you, however I am able, to break the curse on you and your people.” My mind whirls, trying to think of what else I might need to say. He seems to be asking for so little. But it can’t be that simple—

“And while you do, you swear not to lay a finger in harm on me or any who are loyal to me.”

My muscles tighten. I work to keep my breathing slow and even. He said this vow, once made, could not be broken—if it was, the person who broke it would die. Which means if I say these words, I will not be able to attack him without also attacking myself.

But if I can find a way to kill him, I will gladly give my life for that. I doubt I’ll get out of this place alive. I will sacrifice my life to take his if I must.

“I swear not to harm you or those loyal to you while I am working to break the curse.”

His eyes flash. He knows my intent. He knows that as I stand here making vows to him of protection and fidelity, I am plotting his death. He might be able to prevent me from acting on these plans, but he can’t stop me from thinking them, and that’s how I know my mind is still my own. The chalice quivers between us as we both clutch it tightly, holding on to our secret hopes and plots with all the desperation we can muster.

“I accept your vow,” he says finally. The vampire lord wrenches the cup from my grasp and brings it to his lips. He drinks deeply.

Ruvan’s flesh fills out, muscles straining against his clothes where they previously hung limp. His skin turns from lifeless to luminescent. It is radiant underneath the moonlight streaming through the massive circular window over the statue. The darkness falls from his eyes as inky tears. He blinks the impurities away, revealing whites as any normal human would have. His irises are still yellow, but they take on a deep, swirling golden hue. Hair that was previously greasy and matted shines as though it has been freshly washed, white framing a suddenly ethereal face.

He has gone from the monster of my worst nightmare to a man straight from a daydream. Death made beautiful is somehow far worse, far more sinister, than his original form.

The vampire lord looks down on me as if to say, Behold, look upon me in all my glory. I wonder whose face it is . . . perhaps it was one he stole long ago. I had thought vampires could steal the faces only of the hosts freshly consumed, but that could be wrong, as so many other things are turning out to be. But it doesn’t matter, for I have seen his true form. And I know that underneath that suddenly achingly handsome exterior is the truth of the monster he is. Black mist follows his movements like angry, sentient power as he holds the cup toward me.

“Now you drink.”

“I accept your vow.” I echo his words and take the goblet with both hands. I meet his molten gaze as, for the second time, I brace myself and drink an unexpected magic draft thrust upon me, forcing myself not to gag. And like the Hunter’s Elixir that Drew gave me, this one burns the entire way down. I let out a gasp and clutch my chest as my heart pounds louder than a hammer and faster than a hummingbird’s wings. My breathing is suddenly noisy. I have never been more aware of the sounds air makes as it passes through me. I can hear the blood rushing in my veins, and my tendons groan as they strain between bone and tightening muscle.

I slam my hand on the altar. Golden coins and daggers rattle against other gilded chalices. I keep my eyes locked on his, teeth clenched. I will not give this monster the satisfaction of seeing me fall to my knees.

The well of my throat burns as if a white-hot dagger is being thrust through my neck. The invisible weapon curves and drops to my chest. Without warning, my heart stops. It might only be a second, but time exists in the hollow of my chest where a beat should be. Beat, I will it.

My breath hitches.

The world spins a full revolution and comes to a screeching halt.

“Remember to breathe,” he says softly.

Inhale. Exhale. The burning within begins to subside. As it fades, it is replaced with a surge of raw power. The weakness in my muscles vanishes. I stare at the back of my forearm and watch with fascination as my skin knits together. My strength has returned to what it was and then some.

This is the power of the Hunter’s Elixir . . . but deeper. Richer. More profound and complete. I glare at the vampire lord. A crescent smile cuts his lips at my displeasure, his teeth as pale as the moonlight that outlines his shoulders. Of course he would choose to wear the most painfully beautiful face of all the ones he’s stolen. But if he thinks it will make me less inclined to loathe him—or kill him—he is sorely mistaken.

He leans forward but does not touch me. His breath moves the strands of hair by my ear and sends chills down the back of my neck.

“My power is intoxicating, isn’t it?” he whispers. “Do you want more? Break the curse on my people, dear hunter, and I can keep you drunk on my power until your body can no longer handle me.” He eases away, hair falling into his eyes and shadowing them with the evil I know is real, for he has imprinted it on my soul.

It’s hard not to throttle him. But my body revolts at the thought of doing so. I push the notion from my mind, unable to handle the dizzying nauseating feeling that just thinking of harming him fills me with. My earlier fear returns: What have I done?

“Now, come along. I will show you to your quarters and then the real work can begin.”





Eleven

 “To descend into the old castle, you’re going to need your strength,” Ruvan states. “So you should eat while you’re able.” He looks at the rest of them. “Have you all had your fill?”

“Yes, but there’s still some left,” Lavenzia says.

“Hold on, I’ll get it.” Winny hops up, dashes down the hall, and quickly returns with food—normal, human food—that she sets on the table.

No matter how much of a hard exterior I want to project, my stomach betrays me with a mighty growl. Ruvan startles, eyes swinging my way. He’s the only one who seems to notice and, much to my surprise, doesn’t draw attention to it.

Instead he says, “Please help yourself.”

I narrow my eyes at the food and then drag them to him.

He sighs heavily at my skepticism. “It’s not poisoned. I couldn’t kill you if I wanted to, remember?” If he wanted to, I’d bet it’s also been on his mind this entire time.

“You might not be able to, but she could.” I point to Winny, who’s gathering eating vessels and utensils. She blinks several times, startled to be the subject of my attention. “I’m not bloodsworn to her.”

“They’ve sworn their own oaths to me, and I swore none under my command may harm you. No one will hurt you.” There’s an impatient edge to Ruvan’s voice. “Now, eat.”

“Yes, my lord.” I force the words with every stone of displeasure that has sunken to the pit of my stomach. Winny bringing over the cutlery gives me an idea.

“She is not sitting with us,” Ventos grumbles.

“Let her sit,” Lavenzia counters lightly. She rests a hand on Ventos’s large forearm. “You’re going to have to fight alongside her come morning. I think that’s far worse than sharing a table. You might as well become accustomed to her presence.”

Ventos glares at Ruvan but says nothing else.

“I have no interest in sharing your table,” I say plainly. “We have all made it quite clear that this is a tenuous alliance. I am not one of you and I have no desire to be. I will eat on my own and we will interact as little as possible.”

“At least you have some sense.” It should be a compliment, but the way Ventos says it indicates that he doesn’t think humans have sense in general. I ignore the offensive comment and focus on the meager meal before me—salted pork and pickled vegetables.

I know hardship when I see it. There’s generally enough to go around in Hunter’s Hamlet, thanks to everyone living such regimented lives. But there have been times of bad drought or heavy rains that have limited our food stores to the point of aching stomachs. Why is the lord of the vampires eating the food of paupers in an empty, decrepit hall with only a few knights at his side?

It’s one of many questions, but all I manage to ask is “Vampires eat regular food?”

“What else would we eat?” Quinn asks.

“Blood? Human flesh?” I would think it obvious, but when the table erupts with laughter, I realize I’m wrong. A hot flush burns my neck, and I purse my lips, hoping it will not overtake my face.

“Humans truly know nothing about us.” Lavenzia helps herself to a pickled brussels sprout.

“We use blood for magic, Riane, not for sustenance.” The alternative name sounds odd, but I force myself to grow accustomed to it. I’ve already given him magic I didn’t know I had and an oath I never wanted; I won’t give him my real name too. A heavy weight follows Ruvan’s statement, accompanied by a contemplative stare that I can’t decipher. I wonder if he’s sensing my discomfort as I sensed his. “At least, true vampir do.”

“True vampires?” I ask.

“Those who haven’t Succumbed to the curse. You’ll see tomorrow.” There’s something about his tone that reminds me of a metal support about to snap. Grumbling. Groaning. A sound that you feel, that tells you if there is any more weight placed upon it, it will split.

Deeming the conversation finished, I grab a plate and carefully select my food; I choose the largest hunk of meat available and hope it’s not of suspicious origin. Then I take cutlery, resisting the desire to glance over and see if they’re going to stop me. They don’t. I try to keep the motion fluid and simple, folding up the napkin in such a way that its contents can’t be seen. They’re not paying attention to me; they’re talking amongst themselves again.

“Should we awaken more soldiers if we’re going into the old castle?” Lavenzia asks Ruvan.

“No, we’ve already lost too many. We can’t afford to awaken more.”

“The lord of the keep is supposed to have seven vassals, at least.”

“I don’t want to wake anyone else,” Ruvan insists. I wonder what he means by wake. Perhaps it is another term for the rites they spoke of to make vampires. “And even if I did, we only took enough blood for ourselves and to sustain the long night. It’d be too much to support another’s magic.”

“Is this really a conversation we should be having in front of her?” Ventos jerks his head in my direction.

Fortunately, I’ve already pressed the fork and knife underneath the plate. “Don’t mind me; I’ll take this upstairs.”

“No, you won’t.” Ruvan narrows his eyes at me. For a second, I’m worried my plan has been uncovered. “We already have enough of a problem with vermin. I don’t want anything attracting them to my bedroom.” He turns back to Ventos. “She has made a blood oath with me. She is not your enemy.”

“And what about when the blood oath expires?” Ventos hums after his question. “Will she be our enemy then?”

“She will have secured safety for her people; she will not see us as an enemy any longer.” Ruvan’s words are pointed and we lock eyes as he speaks for me. I can feel him trying to probe for the malice I still hold toward him.

I keep my face as blank as a hunter’s mask. “Exactly as you say. Once this is over with, I’ve no reason to concern myself with you.”

“Once a hunter, always a hunter.” Ventos is going to be a problem. He suspects my true intentions and could become suspicious that I’m not quite all I claim to be; I’m going to have to keep myself alert around him.

But for now, I shrug and head to one of the far tables, turning my back to them.

Lavenzia assumes her earlier line of questioning. “So we’re really going into the old castle, just the five of us?”

“We’ll have to be strategic,” Ruvan says gravely.

“Callos, you better consult all your books and records to come up with a good path,” she murmurs.

“Don’t doubt my abilities,” Callos scoffs.

As they speak, I force myself to eat. The conversation carries on, oddly normal. The six of them sound like old friends—like humans, not monsters.

“Do you really think that we can put an end to this long night?” Ventos’s voice has gone softer, thoughtful.

“I wouldn’t have brought a hunter here if I didn’t.” I can almost feel Ruvan’s eyes on my back. I’m keenly aware of him, more than I’ve been of anyone before. I continue eating, ignoring the sensation. It abates when he begins speaking again. “The hunters are engaging in the blood lore to this day—we have confirmation of it at last. I’d bet they’re using it to fuel the curse year after year, since they can no longer reach its anchor. With the right blood tools, we might be able to undo it entirely . . . or at least combat it more than just feeding the casings.”

Lavenzia laughs, but it is not a joyous sound. There is a tinge of sorrow running through it. Sadness and heartache. “An end to the long night,” she muses softly, her tone almost songlike. “I don’t even know what I would do first. No, I do know. I would eat one of Lamir’s famous cakes. I would eat seven.”

“You would make yourself sick,” Ventos says.

“And what a delightful sickness it would be.” There’s a smile in her voice.

A vampire talking about cake . . . the world has flipped itself. Down is up. I’m sitting on the wrong side of the Fade. And a vampire is talking about cake.

“I would trade all the cakes in the world to have a city that Julia could return to.” Heavy silence fills the room after Ventos’s words.

“Have you visited her since we came back?” Lavenzia asks softly.

The long pause draws my attention over my shoulder. Ventos stares at nothing. He doesn’t look sad, but he exudes sorrow. There’s a loss there that I know all too well from the hamlet. I want to revel in it. How wonderful it is to see a vampire in even a fraction of the pain that they’ve caused us.

But . . . I see myself in that pained expression. I see Mother searching the flames of the forge. Staring at nothing as she sank further into her own void following the death of our father. I see my blank eyes in the mirror after Father died and Drew left.

Ventos stands, and the scraping sound of a chair over the stone floor fills the air. “It’s getting late, I’m going to bed,” he declares, firmly ending the conversation.

“You’re right, we should get some rest,” Lavenzia agrees.

As they are departing for the night, I carefully wipe the knife I lifted with the rest of the cutlery and slide it into my sleeve. The flat of the blade is cool against my skin. Reassuring. I secure it in place by tightening the leather strap around my cuff with one hand. Hunters’ clothes and armor are designed to hide weapons wherever possible. Even though I’ve never worn the leathers before, I know their designs well from working with the tanner for clasps, light plate, and other modifications.

I stand as well and wrap up the other cutlery as I did when I carried my food over to the far table. I set the plate down with the rest of the remnants of dinner.

“I can take care of it,” Lavenzia offers.

“No, no, it’s my turn.” Ruvan waves her away. It’s hard to believe that all the grace and elegance he projects now was inside the miserable-looking husk of a man I first met. “The rest of you, get rest.”

I take my leave of them, returning upstairs. What luck that the vampire lord decided to stay behind. But I wonder what it was he was “taking care” of. It almost seemed as though he was staying to clean up. Worry seeps into me. If he’s cleaning up dishes, will he notice the missing knife?

But surely a vampire lord has attendants to do such basic tasks. Even if I haven’t seen them . . . they must be making themselves scarce.

I shake my head as I enter the quarters that are now my temporary home. I am worrying for nothing, I try to reassure myself.

The chambers are empty and Quinn isn’t at the door this time. I am alone. It’s a curious decision on Ruvan’s part, leaving me without any kind of supervision in his personal




















































Eighteen

He leans forward, lips parting to expose fangs made silver in the moonlight.

I don’t want to look, and yet I can’t avert my gaze. His eyes remain locked with mine until the very last second, when his face disappears from my view. His hot breath primes my skin for his lips as they slide across my flesh. I bite my lower lip and hold my breath.

There’s the smoothness of his fangs. He adjusts. Slight pressure that brushes up to the line of pain and yet somehow doesn’t cross it. And then . . . 

Then . . . 

I exhale slowly, a flush rushing across my body as every bit of tension is released at once. My lids go heavy; the world blurs. Invisible pins prick me; I tingle until my hairs stand on end. I am aware of every inch of me and of him—of the need growing in my lower abdomen to the point of insatiability. My hands move on their own, reaching for him. They slide over his forearms, grab behind his elbows. He tenses, but only briefly. Ruvan relaxes and allows me to pull him closer.

His hands shift. One slides down, grazing my breast as he wraps his arm around my waist. His other hand remains at the nape of my neck, guiding me with subtle pressure, keeping me exactly where he wants me.

Why does it feel so good?

We’re on the verge of becoming one. I ache. I pull him closer still. His arm tenses. Every bit of his corded muscle is mine to explore as his hot lips are planted on me. My own lips are suddenly cold. Gasping in moonlight. Wanting his. Wanting more, even if I don’t fully know what “more” is.

His presence, his body, has become a second awareness, like a phantom limb or my hammer in the forge. Like something that should be my own but isn’t. Or maybe was long, long ago.

A low groan rises in the back of his throat, causing the muscles in my neck to tremble. My core tightens. My eyes dip closed. He holds me so tightly that I am sure it will bruise and I do not care.

I want to shift closer, closer still. I want to sit in his lap. To straddle him. To lose my fingers in his moonlit hair as he drinks my blood and delights in my flesh.

The magic in him grows. My power is swelling within him. Life and magic slip from me to fill his form. His grip stops quivering, and he drinks slow and steady, initial fervor gone.

We are two candles but one flame. We cannot and will not let the other go dark. Not while one of us still burns.

My mind spins and I succumb to the delightful sensations. My grip goes slack. Warm . . . I am so warm and safe in his arms.

And yet he begins to release me. He’s going to pull away. I’m not ready for it to be over. I want more. I want him to continue touching me, kissing me, with and without fangs. I want to feel everything that I was never allowed or never thought I should. I want everything that was denied me, because if I don’t take it now, will I ever have it?

A whimper escapes my lips.

“It’s too much,” he murmurs, voice thick and heavy. It makes my breath catch. “I can’t take any more from you.”

“Do you have enough?” I whisper. I hope he’ll say no.

He is himself once more, the ethereal being that my blood makes him. Starlight is good to him, outlining him in glowing white. His lips are a bright crimson. He licks them, eyes fluttering closed, as though he is savoring every last taste of me on his tongue.

It almost makes me want to lick myself off him.

“You gave me more than enough.”

“Did I taste all right?” I can’t help asking.

“Floriane, you taste . . .” He trails off. His eyes are shining brighter than the sun at dawn. He stares at me as if all the words of what he is going to say are written on my face. “You taste like strength and hope.”

Hope. That illustrious thing that I’ve so rarely permitted myself even to be adjacent to. Maybe that curiosity about if or how I’m changing is what prompts me to ask, “Could you see my future?”

He tenses. He doesn’t want to tell me. I can almost catch a glimpse of what he doesn’t say as I see myself reflected in his eyes.

“Ruvan?”

“Even if I had the skills to do so, I would never look without your blessing.”

“And here I hoped you could tell me what destiny had in store for me.” I tilt my head but the world sways. I’m dizzy. It’s not just the heat of his touch. I wonder how much blood I lost as clarity begins to dawn on me.

Ruvan tightens his arms around me once more, holding me to him. My temple lands on his shoulder. Somehow I’m positioned in his lap. I actually made it there, just like I wanted. His heart thrums in my ear, as steady a rhythm as my hammer in the forge. His embrace is all I expected and more. I almost want to cry with how good it is to be held. I’ve been strong for so long, a pillar of the community, carrying the load of silver and expectation alike . . . I can’t remember the last time I was comforted like this.

“Enough questions for now. You need to rest.” He raises his thumb to his mouth, bites it lightly, and smears one drop of black blood onto my lower lip as he studies me. The pad of his finger lingers, his nail grazing my skin, and then he pulls away.

“But you—”

“We can share the power that flows between us. I took too much; let me give some back.”

I lick my lips and feel the rush of him in my veins. Outside of battle, the magic is not as needy. It does not demand blood or battle.

Swirling him on my tongue, I try to think of what he tastes like beyond the heavy, metallic note of blood. There’s sweetness there, like an overripe plum. A darkness akin to the depth of fortified wine. I can taste something mineral, like the rocky crags that hold the castle.

Kindness. It’s an odd thought, but as my eyes close, that’s what I settle on. “You taste like kindness,” I murmur.

He rasps a chuckle and tucks a wayward strand of hair behind my ear. “And here I thought life had made me too bitter for that.”

“You’re not bitter at all.” I yawn. “You’re . . . impossibly sweet.”

Ruvan’s fingers pause at that, fingertips light on the crest of my ear as he moves to tuck hair away from my face. “I am not.”

“You are . . . though I saw nothing of your future.”

He huffs softly. “Good. Now, rest, Floriane. We have to get to the anchor tomorrow.”

I oblige, succumbing to exhaustion in the arms of the vampire lord.

 

I’m back in the halls of the castle. But they are not the dilapidated husks that I saw with my waking eyes. These hallways are illuminated by gilded candelabra and the fractured light of polished chandeliers. The tapestries are new, colors bright. The carpets on the floor are plush under my feet.

Except they are not my feet.

I pass by mirrors—uncovered ones—and find myself to be a taller, slimmer woman. My short black hair is replaced by long, dark brown tresses and black eyes with deep amber. I move through the halls with confidence, not fear. This is not a place of danger yet. This is home.

The path I take leads me to a metal door, a rare and custom piece that displays the blacksmith’s skill. The metal took years to develop; this was merely a test—an experimentation—but it will all be worth it once the daggers are made. In the middle of the door is a marking that looks like a teardrop with a diamond in its center, two daggerlike slashes making a V shape beneath it.

I run my fingertips lightly over the familiar symbol before grabbing the handle. A silver needle punctures my skin on the door-facing side of the handle. Extra precaution. I can’t have anyone else knowing what I do here. I can’t have my research getting out too soon or, worse, falling into the wrong hands. There are some who would want to weaponize my work. I hardly grimace as my blood fills the grooves within the door and allows me entry.

In the workshop, I set about my business with confidence. The smith has the right alloy now. We can test it with new daggers during the next full moon. We need the blood of sentient creatures—those with experience to empower the blood. They’ll come willingly and give their blood during the festival.

With the right pacts, we’ll strengthen the vampir enough that they must no longer live in seclusion. We’ll—

There is someone at the door. I turn, beaming. There’s only one person who would come and visit me here.

It is the man I saw in the ruins.

“Solos,” I say with a voice not my own. “Come and look at this dagger; it won’t be much longer now. We can put an end to the horrors once and for all.”

I wake to sunlight, warmed by its rays, and a dull ache slowly retreats from between my temples. I am sprawled upon the floor and I stretch languidly, almost lazily. I feel like one of the cats that sleep on the top of the great wall that surrounds Hunter’s Hamlet and the fortress, dozing in the sunlight without a care in the world.

The previous day returns to me in a rush. I inhale sharply. My hand flies to my neck. The skin is sensitive and the barest touch sends shivers up my spine. I exhale with a shiver and lick my lips as though the blood from his thumb were still there. The taste of him returns to me.

Ruvan is fast asleep. He has curled up against the wall next to the window.

I slowly roll onto my side, pull my knees under me, and crawl over to him. His hair has fallen over his face. His breaths are slow and even; he looks almost peaceful. Just his visage brings back the memories of last night: His strong arms around me, tightening. The feeling of his growing, insatiable need for me. A need I wanted to fill.

I rub my neck thoughtfully. Is it the magic of the bloodsworn or something more? I want to say it is just the vampire magic toying with my mind, that I would never desire such things.

But I know better. I have never been needed before. Not in that way. Though I have wondered what it might be like.

There are few suitors in Hunter’s Hamlet. Some girls delight in their own hunt, as best they are able with the options they’re given. I would look at them longingly as they dressed for their Yule balls and spring dances. Yes, I envied them. Their freedom. Their ability to look past the life we were given and see it as something that could be . . . hopeful.

Most saw Hunter’s Hamlet as a sanctuary from the outside world. Even though we faced vampires every full moon, that was only one day a month. All the other days had safety, full bellies when there wasn’t unexpected drought or downpours, and a community where everyone had a role and each role lifted up another.

For me, Hunter’s Hamlet was everything I would ever have in life. I knew what my future was as the forge maiden, what it always would be. I never had a choice before me when it came to suitors or a family of my own. I had obligations.

So no men ever dared to look at me the way Ruvan did last night. And I liked it.

I shake my head and try to banish the notion. No. I didn’t like it. Well, I did . . . but not from this vampire, not really. I certainly didn’t like the silk of his hair or the curve of his mouth. And I definitely didn’t like his fangs. Not at all . . . I bite my lower lip and worry it between my teeth. I can still taste him. I still want more of him.

“If you stare at me any longer, I’m going to request a portrait,” he says without opening his eyes.

I nearly fall back in surprise. “How long have you been awake?”

“Long enough to know that I have been your sole focus for some time.” Ruvan’s eyes flutter open. One look from him has my breath hitching. “How do you feel?”

“I’m fine.”

“Good.”

“What about you?” I ask. He still looks luminous. Cheeks strong, lips full—though they’re no longer stained crimson. I imagine him slowly licking his lips again, savoring every taste. I quickly banish the thought. I struggle to get my wits about me.

“I’m excellent.” He stands and I do as well. “We should get moving while we still have the advantage of light on our side and the old castle is quieter.”

“Of course.” I adjust my armor, checking what weapons I have left. One sickle, a few daggers. The rest were lost in the hunt and the fall. As I help him back into his plate, I ask, “Do you know where we are?”

“Luckily, yes. I got my bearings last night. We’re in one of the king’s old chambers. Assuming Callos’s maps and my memory are both correct.” He doesn’t sound as confident as I would like.

“Are there any other types of monsters I should know about?”

He is about to remove the barricades from the door but pauses. I don’t like the hesitation. “Just one.”

“Oh, great, something worse than the Succumbed and Fallen?” Bitter amusement is the only way I’m going to come to terms with what’s happening.

“It’s not something you need to worry about.” He returns to moving things away from the door. I go over to help him, using the opportunity to shoot him a frustrated glare.

“I don’t want to be in the dark anymore.”

“Unfortunately these halls are very dark.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.” I put my hands on my hips. “If we’re working together, then let’s work together. Really and truly.”

“You’re one to talk.” The words aren’t as biting as they could be.

“I mean it. Let’s take this from the start again.”

“All right, Floriane.” Him using my name still gives me pause. It’s strange to hear his mouth make those sounds. “There’s only one other type of cursed vampir. Not much is known about the curse and how it works. The humans didn’t exactly give us a primer on it.”

“If one exists, I don’t know about it. That’s the truth.” I push aside the stone dresser we positioned in front of the door.

“Unfortunate.” He catches my chin, brings my face to his. I suck in air, holding it. That look in his bright eyes is back, the one that can strike me through with a glance. “You’re lucky you taste so good; otherwise, I’d be far more frustrated with you.”

I try to speak but get only as far as opening my mouth.

Satisfied. Smug. He releases me. He knows exactly what he’s doing to me, and as frustrated as that makes me, I also . . . like it. I want him to keep touching me so badly that I might take matters into my own hands. Now that I’ve given myself permission to indulge, I don’t have a good answer for why I’m not indulging constantly.

“Whatever the reason, the curse doesn’t affect all vampir equally,” he continues as though he hasn’t just turned my knees to jelly. “Some only become Succumbed. Other vampir become Fallen. The final kind is the Lost. I’ve never seen one myself, but the records of the vampir who came before me speculate that the Lost are the husks of powerful lords lost long ago. So I theorize that the impact of the curse is related to the innate power a vampir had before the curse was placed, not to the length of time someone has been cursed.”

“Exceptional.” I sigh. “So there is a greater, more powerful enemy to look out for.”

“As I said, they’re rare. The early lords might have cleared them all. There’s no record of a sighting for centuries.”

“What makes them different than the others?”

“I only have partial records, but lords who have encountered them and survived have noted that they are large, winged monstrosities. They’re fully immune to silver, so the only way to end them is to cut them down. And perhaps the most dangerous thing about them is that they are able to hypnotize using sound.”

I wait for him to say that he’s just joking, that none of this is real, but his expression is deathly serious. “Well, let’s hope we never run into one and find out if those legends are true.”

“Agreed.”

The old castle is quiet, as quiet as it was when we first set out. The darkness is still inky, thick. I can feel the other entities we share these halls with. We are not safe by any stretch. But the monsters around us slumber. There is no feeling of movement. There are no currents on the still air.

It takes me half the day to realize that the path we’re taking is familiar. I recognize the ghostly outlines of tapestries. The forgotten tables that have crumbled under their own weight underneath chandeliers that I saw glittering in my dreams mere hours ago.

I slow to a stop in a large banquet hall.

Ruvan pauses when he notices that I’m no longer following. He walks back to me and leans close to whisper, “What is it? What do you hear or see?”

“I know this place.”

“You mean it is similar to something you have seen before?”

I breathe soft laughter. “No, I’ve seen nothing like this castle in my life. There is nothing this grand in Hunter’s Hamlet, not even the fortress.”

“Then—”

“I think I saw it . . . in my dreams.” I look at him and hastily add, “I realize it sounds impossible to say aloud. But I promise you, I’m not—”

“You can’t lie.” A frown tugs on his lips.

“What do you think it means?” I whisper.

Ruvan looks around the room. I wish I could tell what he is thinking. For all the hints and glimpses the magic we share gives me, I have no real idea what’s going on in that head of his.

“We shall see,” he answers enigmatically.

I take him by the arm. “Tell me.”

“Not yet.”

“You don’t think I have a right to know?”

“I don’t think I want to share something until I’m certain of it, one way or the other.” He pulls away from me, the knowledge retreating with him. “Now we need to carry on.”

“No.” I don’t move.

Ruvan looks at me. “No?”

“I said no,” I repeat. “I won’t carry on until you tell me.”

“This isn’t the time or place.”

“Then speak quickly.”

“You are relentless.” He rubs his temples, though I don’t feel any genuine agitation from him across our oath. If anything, I think he’s using the motion to hide a smirk.

“I’ve been told I hammer at something until it submits to my will,” I say.

“That much I believe.” Ruvan sighs. “I wonder if our bloodsworn has indeed given you some power of the vampir.”

My hands relax and I let go of whatever I thought he was going to say. I certainly wasn’t expecting this.

“But I’m not a vampire.”

“No, and the rites to make one are complex and involve great power and sacrifice on the part of vampir and human alike—so great that there are only a few writings on it from King Solos, and the process was immediately outlawed.”

Solos. I heard that name in my dream. At least I think I did. “But you’ve researched it?”

“There are only a few, limited tomes on the art, but I’ve always been intrigued by forbidden things.” He smiles slyly. “In any case, becoming bloodsworn isn’t part of the rites to turn a human vampir. But there’s no other information on what would happen with a human and vampir bloodsworn, as it’s never been done before. I could theorize that, in taking the oath and fortifying it with the ritual I performed, deepening it with more of my blood, I have given you traces of the vampir’s power. Perhaps you saw the future us walking through here in your dreams.”

Was that what it was? “Maybe” is all I can say. My head is pounding. The dream, though fading, was different . . . but I can’t put my finger on how. It’s becoming hazy in my memory, and Ruvan is right. This isn’t the time or place to discuss these matters, and moreover, I don’t want to anymore. There are questions lurking that I don’t want answers to. The idea of new magic growing within me has me shaken. “I guess we’ll know more as time goes on.”

He gets the hint and says nothing more.

The rooms blur, one after the next, but I know when we’re getting close to our destination. Sure enough, with one or two deviations to account for collapsed passageways and barred rooms, we took almost the same path as the woman in my dream did.

It couldn’t have been the future. I swallow thickly. What has this bloodsworn awoken within me? I fear I have invited the magic of the vampire and all that comes with it inside of me . . . and now it might never leave.
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