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Chapter 1


497 NE 
The window rattles, and I jump, my heart racing as an eerie feeling washes over me. "Impossible," I mutter, tearing my gaze from the delicate mending project in my lap. The room feels colder, as if touched by an otherworldly presence.
It rattles again, and hate-filled red eyes pop into view, a fanged smile grinning at me wickedly from the other side. Dread clutches me, and my breath catches in my throat.
Hastily, I haphazardly toss my mother's moss-green robe in a rush to cover the window. In three quick strides, I am there and I throw the dark gray curtains shut. My breaths are short and full of fear, hoping the magic holds. The sharp crimson eyes linger in my mind, and I try to banish the image as the candlelight flickers across my face.
The glass shakes once more, and peals of wicked laughter fill the air. “We’re waiting for you outside,” says a voice, laced with malice. “Come down and play.”
An icy chill runs down my back, and with a shudder, I ignore their taunting. To join them would mean death. The glass shakes one last time, then suddenly stops. Slowly, I draw the curtain aside, just enough to see the creature scale down the entire seven story stone wall. He reaches the bottom and scurries off into the cluster of trees.
Vampire.
They've never dared come this high. They've always feared Mother's magic. Are they testing the boundaries since she is gone?
I shiver as several pairs of red eyes blink from the trees up into my window. Vampires are an unavoidable hazard of the forest. They're always hiding in the forest, the dark canopies keeping sunlight away. Even now, the bright orange leaves hide the creatures.
My tower is safe, usually, because of Mother’s protection spell. At the very least, it’s intact. Whether made that way or held together by magic, I do not know. It sits in the middle of a forest, and I know there's a lake nearby. I've never seen it, though. Once, I've only left my tower, briefly, when I was thirteen. I didn’t even venture into the forest then, or any time after.
It’s not too bad, my home. It’s seven levels high, but I mostly keep to the fourth and fifth. The bottom ones are crumbling on the inside and the stairs have been unsafe to use for as long as I can remember. I don’t understand why the vampires don’t attempt to infiltrate the tower from there, since no one would stop them. Not that I could from here. The top two floors are Mother’s, and she warned me to stay out.
“Rapunzel,” she said. Her eyes glinted, narrowing in on me. I hated when she called me that. I prefer Penny. “Magic is dangerous and unstable. You must never, ever go upstairs. Do you understand?”
At only three, I felt the thrum of power leaking out from under the door, a tug I imagined was like a friend asking to play. A sound like the wind on a sunny day. The underlying sense of danger, as if an explosion would happen with just a look. It’s been easy to avoid those floors since.
The rest of the castle is crumbling, too. When I stare through the window, peering out of the corner, I can see the evidence. Stones strewn across an overgrown grass field and shattered glass reflecting the scant light shining down.
On the first floor of the tower, the door opens to dilapidated stairs. I haven’t seen it myself, not being able to make it past the first half of the second level. It’s simply too cramped and dark.
With a sigh, I leave the window and carefully step over the coils of my hair on the floor and sit back down with my mending. The fire cackles, warmth seeping into my skin, calming me down as the light plays against the walls.
In no time, my mind focuses on the project at hand. I’m fixing a long gash in Mother’s robe, a green flowing garment that she wears on errands for the king. The simple stitches eat away the seconds, and before I know it, I hear a call from the ground.
“Rapunzel, I’m home. Let down your hair.”
I grimace, knowing no one can see the distaste on my face, thankful for this small freedom. Providing my hair as a rope is one of my least favorite tasks. Only my hair can be used, according to Mother. Something about the magic wrapped around the tower.
Tucking my mending into the basket at my feet, I make my way to the window. Not checking for vampires, because Mother would surely destroy them, I throw my brown coiled hair, the same color as my eyes, out the window. The long lengths thump against the stone wall, pooling onto the ground. I hold on tight until Mother climbs up the entire tower.
Her forest-green robe is covered in soot and dust, as well as her red hair. Her usually pale skin is speckled with dirt, too. She jumps down from the windowsill and wipes her brow while I take deep breaths. She hauls in a giant basket, which she sets on the floor. Her bright green eyes squint as she adjusts to the light. I assume I look like my father, with my dark brown hair and brown eyes.
Before Mother can say anything, words tumble out of my mouth. “A vampire shook the window.”
Instantly her eyes flash with rage, eyebrows snapping together, and the smell of burned leaves, acrid and bitter, fills the room. “What?”
I cast my eyes downward and nod. She growls, and I glance up through my lashes. “How dare they? I will deal with them.” She stomps upstairs, slamming the door shut to her workroom.
My shoulders drop in relief. That would take care of the vampire threat. I turn to pull my hair up, slowly drawing in the dark brown coils. Fearfully, I peer into the trees and my stomach flutters with nerves.
A vampire stands at the edge of the trees, his arms crossed. His expression is full of rage as he surveys the castle. Instead of the two red eyes I expect, though, his right eye is completely white. His eyes catch mine, and even from here, I see surprise that mirrors my own. I open my mouth to scream, but he disappears before the smallest note of sound leaves me.
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Chapter 2


The next day, I wake early to cook food for Mother. I open the windows, letting the sunlight filter through. We have a candle chandelier on the ceiling, but I can’t light it without magic. 
I debate whether or not to make enough stew for her dinner as well. I never know how long she’ll stay, and this time is no different.
Just as I finish making fruit pancakes, her favorite, she walks down the stairs. Her fire-red hair is pulled back into a severe bun, not a stray wisp in sight, although I notice more gray than the last time. She’s wearing a simple green dress that falls to her feet and covers her wrists.
She sits down at our round wooden table and stares out the window. “I reinforced the magical barrier. They shouldn’t even be able to touch the windows.”
I sigh in relief and set a plate in front of her. “Thank the crown.”
“Thank me. I’m the one who did it.”
“Of course, of course, Mother. Thank you.”
She digs into her food while I make another for me. I sit down at the table across from her, adjusting myself on the wooden seats. When I was a teen, I wanted to paint them, but Mother prefers them plain.
When I finish chewing, I put down my fork and glance at her. “How was this trip?”
She exhales audibly. “So difficult. I honestly don’t know what the king would do without me at this point. I had to put out a fire covering five buildings.”
My mouth drops open. “Buildings right next to each other?”
She flashes me an expression of disbelief. “Obviously. Anyway, I extinguished them all out at once.”
“So you’re home for longer now?”
She makes a sound in her throat, a cross between a grunt and a cough. “No. The crown only wants more from me.” She rolls her eyes. “I work so hard for him, and not even a thank you. How ungrateful.”
I nod sympathetically to the tune I’ve heard so often before. “What will you do now?”
She methodically scrapes her fork tines against the metal plate, the high-pitched whine piercing my ears. I wince once before tamping my reaction. The ringing continues until Mother abruptly stops, flinging the utensil onto the plate. It crashes with a clatter and bounces to the ground. She makes no move to pick it up, so I reach down and grab it, placing it gently on the table.
“He wants me to use my earth magic to seal a crack in the land.” She folds her arms and stares out the window. “Down south, in Ixtla.”
I gasp. “That’s at least a week’s journey.”
Mother grumbles. “Thanks to the idiot who broke the portal there. I swear, sometimes I wonder if I’m the only one who knows what they’re doing.”
My heart jumps into my throat as I ask the question burning on my tongue. “Can I come?”
Mother raises both eyebrows, and my heart continues to race. I take slow, deep breaths, making sure not to show my excitement. Otherwise it’ll be a definite no. “You want to go to the desert with me? The desert with monsters no one can identify? Because you get too close and they destroy you?”
I look down at my hands, and in an instant realize it’s a mistake. I should be bold, strong. Face Mother. But I can’t bring myself to. “I’m twenty now, Mother. I’d like to see more than the trees out my window.”
I glance up through my lashes. Mother’s eyes light with rage and the rest of the words die on my lips. Fire surrounds her hands while her bun unravels, hair floating into the air, as if moving in an unseen breeze. “I’ve told you before, again and again. You will not leave this tower.”
Her hair moves more, and the fight leaves me. My shoulders slump. “But why?” I whisper.
“You know why. It’s dangerous. You would be eaten alive.”
“But if you—”
“—Enough. End of discussion.”
Abruptly, Mother stands up, shoving the chair back from the table so hard it topples over. Her hair gathers itself into the severe bun. She walks steadily up the stairs to her tower floors, head held high, leaving me to clean up.
I take a deep breath and rub the back of my neck. It aches sometimes from the weight of my hair, especially the day after Mother climbs the coils.
I really hoped that today would have been different, notably because my birthday was last month. It’s been four weeks since then, and still, I am in the tower. Mother prefers not to have calendars, claiming they rush her. One of the books she had brought me, however, had a special calendar showing which dates aligned with which stars in the sky. It was intricate and intense, but I studied for months until I could pinpoint the date of each day based on the stars.
My birthday is the last day of Month 8. The twelve months used to have names, according to another book I read, but no one remembers what they are. All written records have either been destroyed or lost, human memories unreliable over centuries.
My shoulders slump in defeat as I stand and clean the breakfast mess. I twirl around the kitchen with practiced movements, putting away dirty dishes. Even though the castle is crumbling, our kitchen is spectacular. Mother spelled an oven to work using a special magical fire which could be increased or decreased with a small dial. She also constructed a special cold box as tall as me, from which I take out a variety of vegetables. It keeps food chilled for days at a time. Since ice magic isn’t her specialty, Mother has to redo the spell every three months. It’s handy since I cannot leave the tower to get food from the garden.
Ultimately, I decide to make stew for the both of us. It’ll keep long enough for me to eat tomorrow, in case Mother leaves today. Judging by the movements and thumping upstairs, she’s packing right this minute. I hope, someday, she’ll say yes to me leaving with her.
I’m right in the middle of chopping carrots when Mother stomps down the stairs, carrying a leather satchel with a larger bag slung across her shoulder. The muscles in my shoulders tighten as the noise echoes in the room. I really should have known better than to push the issue. With all she has going on, her stress levels must be astronomical. The king makes her work long, thankless hours. I should do my best to be grateful that I have a warm tower to live in rather than begging to leave it.
“You’re leaving already?”
She raises an eyebrow. “Obviously. The king is demanding. It’s as if I’m the only one who works for him.”
“Are you going to be safe?”
She nods. “You always ask that. I know how to defend myself.” She purses her lips and gives me a pitying look. “Unlike you, magic is woven into the depths of my bones.”
Shame turns my cheeks red and I stare down at the stone floors, studying the tiles I know so well. “Yes, Mother.”
She moves closer to me and puts a hand under my chin, raising my face. “Just be grateful I’m here to protect you. If not, those vampires would make quick work of you.” She pauses. “If you’re lucky.”
Mother puts down two bags near the window and looks at me. “I’ll be gone for a while. Obviously, I’ll spell the garden and anything that’s finished will float up to you.” She smooths her hair back. “I’d hold off baking for now, if I were you. It’s starting to show.”
I grimace. It’s true. I baked more than usual these past few weeks, but I didn’t think it was making a difference in my figure. None of my clothes were any tighter. “Yes, Mother.”
She tosses her bags out the window, watching as they float to the ground, a special spell she invented last year. It works for anything under a certain weight. She motions me over and I head to the window, cracking my neck back and forth.
“Let down your hair, Rapunzel.”
I gather up the ropes of hair and throw them out the window. Mother slides onto the windowsill, but just before she grabs onto the coils, a pigeon flies into our tower, landing on the table. A cylinder is attached to its leg. A royal messenger.
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Chapter 3


Mother huffs irritably and climbs down from the sill, walking over to the bird. It waits patiently while she unravels the message. When she finishes reading, she pulls out her quill and writes a reply, sliding it back into the cylinder. She carries the pigeon to the window and releases it. I watch it fly off. 
“Change of plans. I’m headed to the capital.” She curls her upper lip in disgust. “I’ll be back in a few days.”
She stomps up to her floor, taking her third bag with her. In minutes, she returns, carrying a much smaller satchel.
“Since you are going to the capital instead,” I say hesitantly. “Do you think it would be okay if I came with you?”
She yanks the satchel shut, glaring at me. “Rapunzel. This is work. I’m not going to have fun exploring the city or eating at all the different taverns. I’m going to see the king. Sometimes you only think of yourself, I swear.”
I cringe. “I’m sorry, Mother.”
Mother sniffs as she looks me up and down. “Good. You should be. I’ll be back in a few days. Remember what I said.”
With that, Mother climbs out the window and grabs onto my hair. Slowly, she lowers herself to the ground, an arduous process for both of us. Once she is there, I pull up my coils, inwardly wishing they would snag and break.
A long time ago, I asked Mother what would happen if I cut my hair. She was so angry, a magical fire burst from her and burned the last carpet we had ever owned. I haven’t asked again, but I also will never have an answer.
Mother heads to the portal stone, a round flat stone on the ground. An intricate pattern decorates the stone, part of the magic necessary for teleporting. No one knows this portal stone is still active, and Mother has spelled it specifically to look like it is still broken. I don’t know exactly how she did it, but I do know it involved a bunch of rotten and dead plants. Magic and wind surround her and suddenly she is gone.
I touch my forehead to the window’s cool glass, watching as she leaves. I sigh and wish I stood on that portal. According to Mother, only those with magic can make it work. Although I'd love to use the portal, I’m fine without magic after seeing Mother having to bow constantly to the king’s whims. But when I stare at the portal, the fiercest longing fills me.
With another sigh, I back away from the window, but not before I spot a pair of red eyes in between the trees. My heart pounds and a sweat breaks out on my forehead. Quickly, I snap my hand out and shut the window, locking it.
Today has just begun, but my chores are few. The main floor, the fifth level, is the one with the kitchen and dining. The kitchen is directly across from the window, with the dining table to the right of the kitchen.
I clean up the room, making sure the cool box spell is still working. The wooden floors could use a sweeping, but I prefer to do that at the end of the day. The fireplace only needs cleaning once a month, and I did that a few days ago. I put my hands on my hips, surveying the room. Nothing out of place, everything tidy. Time for the fourth floor.
This floor contains my bed, a small mattress pressing against the wall. The rest of the room is empty, save for stacks of my books and a basket of my sewing projects. I stare at the door leading to the other floors for a moment, then ignore it to dust my window and book stacks. The door never opens, no matter how many times I try. It also has a tiny water closet. Mother spelled it to allow the contents to drain outside. To where, I never found out. She tells me, though, that not even the most modern of houses have an indoor water closet as fancy as ours. It even has a sink with running water. It’s convenient, even if it is more to clean.
The dusting takes no time, and when I’m done, I carry my unfinished mending upstairs, along with a basket of brushes and strips of fabric. Over time, I’ve learned how to manage my long hair. The best way, with such length, is sections at a time, marked by tied fabric scraps.
Hours blur together in loneliness as I watch the sun drip down behind the trees. By the time it’s completely dark, I have finished brushing a few feet of hair, with only the sounds of the forest entertaining me. When the sunlight is dim, I put away my brushes then walk to the fireplace. The fire gradually builds, lighting the room around me. I bask in the warm glow when a rattling at the window startles me. My heart drops into my stomach and I hold my breath, fear simultaneously encouraging me to turn and not to turn my head toward the sound.
The window rattles again, and in the end, curiosity takes hold of me and I look at it. There, floating in the air, framed by the glass, is the vampire with one white eye, staring at me.
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Chapter 4


I gasp and jump up, ready to close the curtains. Panic fills me at the thought of Mother’s spell not working again. Before I can make a move, he calls out to me. 
“Wait. Please.”
I freeze, my heart beating faster than what I imagine hoofbeats of racing horses sound like. His smooth and silky voice washes over me as he pleads, making me pause. What would he say? Intrigued, I slowly slide my eyes to meet the vampire’s. His right eye is a milky white, a scar running across it and down his face. His other is blood red. “I won’t harm you. Can’t. Promise.”
I fold my arms and squint at him. Even the most vicious predator pretends to be innocent. Then, before you realize it, you’re in pieces. “Lies.”
“Truth. Unlock the window, and I’ll prove it,” he says, a mischievous smile on his tanned face.
“And have you jump in and eat me before I can blink? I don’t think so.” I don’t know what possesses me to be so argumentative. I never act like this with Mother, but for some reason I can’t help it with this creature. It’s nice, for once, to be completely honest with someone.
He laughs as he brushes his dark brown hair out of his eyes, a warm, hearty sound that surprises me. I didn’t know vampires could laugh. I thought they were too busy eating helpless, innocent people. “I will tell you a secret. Fire can harm us. Light a torch and you’ll have your weapon.”
This I know is truth, and I purse my lips, considering. “Fine. But I will burn us both to the ground if you dare touch me.”
He holds up his hands, as if surrendering. “Deal.”
I grab an old torch off the wall by the stairs and light it from the fireplace, the entire time wondering why I am entertaining a vampire’s wishes. Did he have a hold on me already? Did he possess unnatural manipulation? I head back to the window and undo the latch. “There. It’s unlocked.”
I jump back, and the vampire flings the window open, sliding backward so it doesn’t hit him. He stands in the air as if it is ground, his dark pants blending into the night, while the sleeves of his white shirt flap in the wind. “Now watch.”
He reaches forward and slams his hand through the window. As I hold the torch in front of me, my heart racing with fear, I quickly realize that there is no need to be afraid. His hand meets with an invisible barrier, preventing him from entry. My mouth drops open. “Is this Mother’s spell?”
He tilts his head and furrows his eyebrows. “No. This is a curse on my kind. We cannot enter unless invited. I thought all humans knew.” His grin is sly, and he lowers his eyelids halfway. “Do you want to let me in?”
“Not a chance, vampire.” I hadn’t known that tidbit, solely relying on Mother’s magic to keep me safe.
He chuckles and I lower my torch, then change my mind and hang it back on the wall. The heat washes over me as I stand close, warming me even as the cool night air chills. “Why are you here?”
His face turns serious, and he reaches into his pants pocket. Holding up two drawings, I lean closer to get a better look. The drawings are of two figures. One is the vampire that shook the window the other day. “Do these vampires ever come here?”
I point to the one on the right. “That one was at my window, like you are now, the other day. But I haven't seen the other.”
He nods and folds the papers back up, carefully slipping them into his pocket. He eyes me, then looks up and down as if really seeing me for the first time. I can’t help but stare, too, knowing that I’m being rude. His face is alluring, handsome. My heart skips a beat. Dangerous.
Suddenly, my patched and homemade dress feels inadequate. I stand taller, straighter to combat the shame, as if I am wearing the finest clothing in the realm.
“What’s your name?” he asks.
“Rapunzel. I hate it. I prefer Penny.” It slips out before I stop it, and I slap my hand over my mouth. I’ve never been so honest, either. What is wrong with me? Terror simmers below my breastbone, but curiosity overpowers it.
He grins slowly. “Penny. I’m Raúl.” He points behind him, in the distance. “I live over there. If you want to visit sometime, you’re welcome to. We love having guests for dinner.”
“No, thank you,” I say as I tilt my chin up. “I’m not an easy meal.”
He laughs again. “As a guest, I meant.”
I shrug and look around the tower floor. “I don’t leave very much. If I do, I’ll make sure to call on you.” The lie falls easily from my mouth.
Raúl opens his mouth, as if to say something, but then tilts his head again. “Ah. I’m being summoned.” He straightens, standing on air as if it is ground. “Dearest Penny, it has been a pleasure meeting you. If you are not opposed, may I stop by again?”
Fear screams at me to say no. My traitorous mouth says, “I would like that.”
He smiles, a blinding surprise, and my breath catches. “Until tomorrow.”
In a flash, he’s gone. I run closer, leaning dangerously far out the window, watching as he drifts down. Once he’s on the ground, he turns and looks me in the eye. He smiles again, waving, before disappearing into the trees, the colorful leaves concealing him. I watch for a minute more, then turn and collapse into the chair. My head falls back and I stare at the dim ceiling, shadows playing across the stone.
My heart slows, and the adrenaline escapes my body. I’m left with one thought.
Did I just agree to see a vampire tomorrow?
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Chapter 5


I awake the next morning, sure the events from last night were simply a dream. Or a nightmare. Shaking my head, I rise and get ready for the day. I go upstairs to make food and stand at the cold box, my hand on the door. Mother did ask me to cut down on the amount I ate. My stomach grumbles, and a war wages between listening and hunger. 
In the end, I choose to listen, and forgo food. I begin my usual morning routine. Since I’m the only one here, there isn’t much to clean. Yesterday took care of anything actually dirty, except for Mother’s clothes from her trip, which I easily wash. Today, then, I will study and read a book.
Mother always makes sure to bring countless books on various subjects so that I can improve my mind. She stresses the importance of learning, especially when I have no magic ability. She taught me to read, a thankless task, as she reminded me multiple times a day. But she was insistent that I be educated. Once I could read on my own, she left my education up to the books she brought.
I rifle through my stacks of tomes, searching for two in particular. One is filled with maps of the realm, and the other contains a history of the vampire conflict. Once I am satisfied with my choices, I walk back to the soft chair.
The first book I open has the maps. This one is not entirely accurate, since it has no castle where ours should be, but it is close enough. At least the lake will be in the right place. I turn the pages slowly. I want to find more about the desert, because Mother will leave for it soon. I locate the page I’m looking for and carefully wipe the dust off with my hand.
Ixtla, pronounced I-SHT-LA, remains a mystery. No cartographer has been able to traverse its depths and return to tell their tale. I, myself, have only seen the edges of this unforgiving desert. Strange visions happen to a person, and precautions must be taken. Exact size is unknown.
The book continues to explain. Mysterious creatures are known to snatch weary travelers from their beds. Most are never found, and those that return are irreversibly changed. Above the desert is a city, and even its inhabitants never dare enter for more than a day, and never at night.
A odd excitement fills my chest. What would it be like to travel where no other person had gone? I shove that useless thought down before it becomes more. I sigh and turn the pages until I find the lake and forest.
The Darkgrove Forest. One of enigmatic intrigue. It is said werewolves and vampires once shared the land, but we can find no historians to confirm. No one knows what lies deep in the forest, since anyone who ventures too far never returns. Again, the book has no concrete information. I grumble and slam it shut. Also, why is everyone never returning from places? Isn’t the king concerned?
Too many questions swirl around in my mind. I pick up the history book, hoping it will have some answers. It informs me vampires are thousands of years old, as far as records can prove. Vampires have been fighting with humans and whomever else for centuries. It describes them as a vicious, uncaring lot, unable to feel anything but hate. It also details many of the wars between the two species, describing the horrors in disgusting detail. I read word after word, my hands shaking.
Bile rises into my throat, and I shut the book, shoving it off my lap. After a few deep breaths, I am calmer. By now, the hunger is too much, and I choose to eat leftover stew. If I don’t, it’ll go bad, anyway. Surely Mother won’t find fault with that, since she only mentioned baking. While I warm it in a pot, thoughts cloud my mind.
Are vampires really that bloodthirsty? Do they stop at nothing to obtain blood?
A knock on my window snaps me out of my thoughts and I stare out of the glass.
Raúl.
The sky had darkened without me even noticing.
Indecision pulls at me.
“I brought you something.”
Mind made up, I walk slowly to the window and undo the lock, opening it up. Raúl waits until I back away. He pokes at the invisible barrier, wincing when his finger bends unnaturally. “Ouch. I pushed too hard.” He looks at me with both eyes, running a hand through his chocolate colored hair. Mother gave me a small piece of chocolate once, in a rare show of generosity. It was one of the most delicious things I’d ever tasted. “See? I still can’t get in. You’re safe.”
“Okay.” I continue to stand there, unsure what to do. He stares at me in concern.
“You can come closer. I won’t bite.” He flashes his fangs. “Unless you want me to.”
That snaps me out of it. I glare at him. “I would never.”
He laughs. “I’m glad to see you didn’t lose your fire.”
I continue to glare at him, crossing my arms and holding my chin high. He chuckles again, a low sound that washes over me. “You could sit in the chair.” He pauses. “Closer to me, that is.”
My brain once again screams at me, ordering me to stay away. There’s something delightful, though, in rebelling. With a shrug, I drag the chair closer, but not too close, careful to avoid my hair. I don’t want to be awkwardly standing, anyway. “Well?” I say. “What do you want tonight?”
He leans back as if he, too, is sitting on a chair. “Why, many things, of course, princess.”
I watch in fascination as his canines lengthen and sharpen. His left eye turns brighter and brighter, shining as bright as the fire in my fireplace.
“Does that hurt?” The question slips out of me before I can stop it and I suck in a breath. I have no idea if there is etiquette among vampires, but it does not seem like an appropriate question.
“Do you want your own? You could find out first-hand.” He raises an eyebrow and the breath catches in my throat.
I shake myself and snap out of it. Once again, I glare at Raúl, not missing the barely contained laughter in his eye. “Never. Stop asking me.”
He sighs, disappointed. “It was worth a try.” His fangs slide back into his mouth, fascinating me further. Would it be rude of me to ask where they go? He smiles genuinely at me. “I noticed last time you were mending. I brought you some drawings of the new fashions.”
He places a thin stack of papers on the edge of the window, then pushes them gently toward me. I lean forward and catch them before they scatter to the floor.
The papers are small, about the size of a page in a book, but they take my breath away. Each one is a different dress, stunningly detailed, even drawn with color. I have never seen a colored picture; all of my books are in black and white. I pause at one in particular, admiring its cut. Instead of sleeves to the wrist, it stops at the edge of the shoulder. Its skirt is fluffy.
“How do they keep the skirt—” I motion the bulk of the dress with my hands.
“Poofy? I am told there is a contraption worn underneath.”
I continue to stare at the drawing. While it is beautiful, and finery no match for my patched dress, it’s too impractical. The skirt would get in the way of cleaning.
I glance up and meet Raúl’s eyes. In spite of myself, I smile and gently organize the papers into a stack. Leaning forward, I place them on the windowsill. “Thank you for bringing these.”
He holds up both his hands. “No, no. They are yours.”
I blink but don’t move to take them again. He comes closer to the window but pauses and his eyebrows draw together. A slight grimace crosses my face and I wonder if he’s going to bring up the length of my hair.
“Is that the Complete History of Vampires?”
Not expecting that, it takes me a minute to respond. “Yes. It’s the only book I have on vampires.”
He scoffs. “Pure fiction. You know the author was a werewolf? Hated my kind.” He stares into my eyes. “Would you like to learn the truth about my kind?”
I nod, not blinking.
“I can return, if you’d like, next time you’re home. I will tell you more then.”
“When am I not home?” slips out before I remember to filter my mouth.
He tilts his head in confusion. “When you leave, of course?” He draws back as if pushed. “Do you mean you never leave?”
My eyes move to the floor and I make no movement.
“Penny. You said you don’t get out much. Not never.”
“Never would be more accurate.”
A low growl comes from his throat, and he runs a finger along the scar on his forehead. “Did that witch imprison you here? Is she forcing you to serve her?”
My mouth drops open. “No, no. She’s my mother.” I pause. “She says it’s not safe for me.”
I look up and meet Raúl’s eyes. He’s studying me intently, a frown on his face, confusion marring his features. I am curious why and am about to ask when his expression completely changes. He smiles gently at me, a picture perfect gentleman. “What is your most favorite thing to do?”
Instead of answering right away, I bite my bottom lip. He nods encouragingly at me. Suddenly, I wonder why I’m worried about impressing him or saying something incorrect. Why should I care when he hasn’t once been offended by who I am? I shrug. “Reading, mostly. Baking, when I have the ingredients.”
His face brightens. “Perfect. You bake me something delicious. In exchange, I’ll tell you everything you ever wanted to know about vampires.”
“And the realm?”
He puts his hand to his heart. “Promise.”
I smile genuinely at him, a feeling of friendship filling my soul. My sense of danger must obviously be broken because here I am entertaining a vampire. Strangely, I felt no threat coming from him. The vampire the other day definitely gave me pause. I had no doubt he meant harm.
Raúl, though, feels different. Curious.
“I must go, but before I leave, what’s one question you’re dying to know?” He winked when he said dying.
There are so many questions I want answers to, including what happened to his eye. “If I bake you food, can you even eat it? I thought vampires only drank blood.”
He grins mischievously. “We do need blood to survive. But food?” He kisses the tips of his fingers. “Food is for pleasure. For community.”
“Community?” The idea sounds absurd to my ears. We eat to live, and that’s that.
Raúl flashed me what I am starting to believe is his signature mischievous smile. “You could come find out, if you’d like.”
I laugh and shake my head. “No, thanks.” I pause for a quick second. “Do you kill people to survive?”
His face turns grave, and he shakes his head. “We do not need to. We rely on willing donors for blood.”
I think about that for a minute, finally nodding. It makes me feel better knowing a horde of vampires isn’t outside killing humans.
He stands on air, swirling his arm in front of him in an elaborate bow. “Tomorrow, then, princess.”
With that, he descends the tower. Like last time, he turns and waves before the trees swallow him whole.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I wake with a smile on my face. I haven’t had much opportunity to make and keep friends, and the idea of Raúl coming to have someone to talk to excites me. Something about him draws me to him, and I don’t want to resist. I rush to my morning chores, making sure everything is just right. Mother shouldn’t be home for another few days, but sometimes her visits run shorter than expected. I always want the tower to be tidy for her, the way she likes it. According to her, a clean tower is a clean mind.
Once my chores are done, I rifle through the cold box and food storage, categorizing our ingredients. Raúl said to make him food, but told me no preferences. Nor, by the abyss, allergies. Vampires probably don’t worry about that sort of thing, though. I pull out basic ingredients and rejoice when I find a few rare eggs in the back of the cold box. We used to have chickens on the grass outside, but they were eaten by animals in the night. Since I couldn’t leave the tower, Mother decided to bring me eggs when she could.
Putting my hands on my hips, I stare at the food, hoping it will inspire me. When nothing comes immediately to mind, I waltz down to my floor. One stack of books, nearest the stairs, consists of cookbooks. Only one is a dessert book, but it’s all I need. I carry it upstairs and page through the recipes, finally landing on one, a round lemon tart.
In my happy place, I whirl around the kitchen, humming a song as I measure and mix. I pop the tart into the oven. Our oven isn’t the largest, but it is the perfect size for two people. And the perfect size to cook a beautiful lemon tart.
While it’s cooking, I bring out my language book. I have to study a bit. It isn’t long before I can tell the tart is done by the smell.
The lemon scent fills the room when I pull it out of the oven. With a satisfied smile, I place it on the table when I hear a voice from outside.
“Rapunzel. Let down your hair.”
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Chapter 6


Mother is home. 
Panicking, I quickly shove the tart into the cold box. I wipe the last of the flour off the counter before running to the window. I throw open the glass and drop my hair down, stepping on the coil and holding it steady.
In minutes, Mother slides down from the windowsill. Dust and ash cover her head and clothes. Her eyes and skin, though, remain bright, clear. “Took you long enough.”
I don’t respond, but drag up my hair. Her bag drops onto the tile, tied to the end of my locks. She takes it and narrows her eyes, scanning the room. “What’s that smell?”
“Lemon,” I say, purposefully not elaborating.
She purses her lips and looks me up and down. “You were baking?”
For a moment, I consider lying. Historically, it hadn’t worked. I drop my shoulders and face the truth. “Yes.”
She stalks to the kitchen, eyebrows drawn together. She flings open the cupboard doors, searching for the culprit. I stand there, my heart racing. My muscles tighten as she nears the cold box. I hold my breath as she opens the door and pulls out the tart. She sniffs it once and draws back as if disgusted. Without any hesitation, she tosses it out the window.
Eyes wide, I run and watch as my lemon tart smashes into the ground, pieces scattering everywhere. Ruined.
I glance at Mother, who turns up her chin and marches upstairs, shutting her door with a loud bang. I turn and stare at my lemon tart. A tear slides down my cheek, and I angrily swipe it away. Usually, I hold in my tears easily, but lately, it seems as if I cannot stop them.
Movement in the trees catches my attention, and I search until I find a pair of eyes, one red, one white. I wave, then shut the window and lock it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Night slithers into the sky and I wait for darkness to eclipse the sun while I work on my mending by the window. Usually, I prefer working by the fire, but I want to keep an eye out for Raúl. Mother would incinerate him in seconds if she caught him prowling around our tower. I didn’t wish to see that happen, even to a vampire.
I pat a particular spot on my dress, feeling the paper crinkle inside a secret pocket. When I had made my dress, I had sewn it into the fabric, blending it in with the patches. Earlier, I wrote a letter to Raúl.
Raúl,
My lemon tart for you lies dead in the garden. I’ll make you a new one. Beware my mother.
Sorry,
Penny
Finally, I catch a pair of mismatched eyes shining through the trees. A quick glance at the stairs confirms Mother is still in her room. My heart beats faster than rain patters during a storm. I open the window, wave, then drop the letter.
It drifts to the ground, and I watch as it flutters gently into the weeds. Raúl darts from the trees, but before I can see if he gets it, a voice comes from the stairs. My shoulders freeze.
“Why is that window open?”
Quickly, I shut it, slowing my breathing down. “I was taking in the fresh fall air.” I turn around and smile genuinely at Mother.
She harrumphs, then continues all the way down the stairs. “When is dinner?”
“Soon,” I say, walking to my chair and cleaning up my mending project. “I’m starting it now.”
She looks at the cold box, then nods once at me before heading back upstairs.
Ignoring her, I move to the kitchen and begin making our meal. Mother brought home a fish and requested it along with vegetables. Since it can all be cooked in the oven together, I have nothing to do while I wait. I glance at the window, wanting nothing more than to open it again.
Although the window remains open during the day, especially during the warmer months, it’s always shut and locked at night. Opening it once is acceptable. Twice? Or leaving it open? That would be highly questionable.
Judging from the fish smell wafting from the oven, our food is almost ready. I open the oven door and use a knife to peel back part of the flesh, checking to see if it’s cooked.
When I am satisfied, I take it out to cool while I set the table, the entire time trying to come up with a way to see if Raúl got the letter. Compulsively, I rub my thumb across a soft coil of hair. The only way is to wait, since any movement will raise suspicion.
I walk to the stairs leading up to Mother’s quarters. “Mother, dinner is done.”
I don’t hear a response, and for the next minute I debate whether to say it again. Just as I'm about to call her, the door opens. Scurrying away to the oven, I carefully pick up the dish with hot towels. I place it in the middle of the table, then find two cups. After I fill them with water, I add them to the table.
Mother sits down and I dish up food for the both of us. She eats a few bites, and I wait until she is chewing to ask her questions. “How was the trip?”
She lifts and drops her shoulders. “I got the job done. More fires in the capitol. The fire was raging when I arrived. Already three houses were ash.” She sighs. “They didn’t even thank me. I don’t know what they would do without me, but no one bothers to appreciate my hard work.”
Sympathetically, I frown. “I’m sorry, they really should.” Pausing, I take a sip of water. “And your next assignment is the desert?”
She grimaces. “Not quite. I’m called to a town near the sea. They’ve been having trouble with land-walking sharks.”
I drop my fork. “I’m sorry, with what?”
“You need to listen better. Land-walking sharks.”
“Oh, my,” I say. “When do you have to leave?”
“Tomorrow morning. I’m only here for a day.” She sighs again. “I do so much for the realm.”
“It’s very true, Mother,” I say, my mind wandering to the vampires that haunt the shadows.
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Chapter 7


Night arrives, and I’m on my floor, a lone candle lighting my way, flickering as I move, casting shadows and images on the walls. I settle into bed, wearing my awful old nightgown. It’s itchy and too tight on my wrists, but I haven’t had the material to alter the dreadful thing. Oh well. 
I stare up at the night sky, counting the stars, and naming the constellations when a face pops into view. My hands fly to my mouth, muting any yelps that might escape. Raúl knocks on the window, a mischievous smile on his face. I glance up the stairs, then open the window, standing in front of it. The starlight seeps in through the opening, shining onto my clothing. Raúl’s red eye darkens as he stares at my nightgown, and he has an expression on his face I can’t interpret. All I know is that my heart pounds against my ribs and not an ounce is from fear. I open my mouth to ask, but he shakes himself and smiles at me.
“I found your note,” Raúl says. “And the tart. It was delicious.”
I gasp. “You ate it? It was on the ground.”
He shrugs. “Only the top part, of course. I wanted to see what it tasted like.”
I giggle, and my eyes widen. I’ve never heard that sound come out of me. Raúl laughs. “I have something for you,” he says. He pulls a package wrapped in colorful red paper out from under his arm. He slides it into the window and I catch it before it falls.
I examine it and glance up at him. “Can I open it now?”
“Naturally,” he says with a smile.
Smiling back, I carefully untie the twine knotted around it, then slide my nails underneath the seal. Inside the wrapping is a book and I grin when I read the title. The Actual History of Vampires. Underneath the title is a subtitle. Written by an Actual Vampire Who Was There, not a Werewolf Jealous of Our Superior Abilities.
I run my fingers over the title, a smile on my face. “Thank you,” I say. “I’m excited to read something true.”
Raúl bows. “I’m glad you like it. Now, in exchange for the tart, you may ask one question about vampires, and I will answer truthfully.”
I put the book and paper down at my feet, keeping the twine in my hands. I twist it and think about a question. “I have so many,” I say.
Raúl grins and winks. “If you come to our castle, you may ask all the questions you’d like.”
I shake my head and laugh quietly. “I can’t.” I pause for a second. “What are vampires’ main weaknesses besides the sun?”
He laughs heartily, and I glance up my stairs in panic. When I turn back to him, he’s stopped and watching me with concern. I smile encouragingly. Raúl smiles back. “I laughed because that would be your question. As for the answer? Fire. It’s close to the sun, after all.”
He told me before it could harm him. I’m not surprised he doesn’t want to tell me others. “Will you visit again tomorrow?”
His expression softens. “Of course, princess.”
He sweeps into another elaborate bow and I giggle before saying, “I’m not a princess.”
“You live in a castle tower. It only seems fitting to call you a princess.”
I hear the creak of Mother's door and panic floods my system. My eyes flash to Raúl, wide with horror. Diving into bed, I yank the covers up to my chin, and try to steady my breathing even though my heart pounds so hard I'm sure she can hear it from across the room. The book. I forgot about the book! But there's no time to hide it now.
Mother's footsteps approach my floor. Each step sends ice through my veins. If she finds out about Raúl, it'll be the same as last time. No, I can't think of that now. I force my breathing to stay slow, counting every inhale like I do when I'm actually falling asleep.
Mother's presence fills the room like smoke. My fingers clutch the blanket tighter.
The window creaks closed. "Foolish girl," Mother mutters. "Leaving windows open. Like you want something to crawl in and steal you away." Her voice drops lower, barely audible. "Or maybe you do. Ungrateful child. After everything I've done to keep you safe."
My chest aches. The insults slice deeper than any knife could. I want to defend myself, tell her I am grateful, that I love her. But I can't move. Can't breathe. Can't do anything but lie here, pretending to sleep while she judges me.
Her footsteps fade away. The door to my floor clicks shut. The sound of her climbing the stairs fades until silence fills the tower again.
I release the breath I've been holding, but the knot in my stomach remains. Mother's words echo in my head. She's right. I am being foolish. Raúl might be kind now, but he's still a vampire. Still dangerous. And if Mother found out? Disaster is an understatement.
I roll over, burying my face in my pillow. What am I doing? Why am I risking everything just to talk to someone new? But even as doubt clouds my mind, I can't forget Raúl's smile, or the way he made me laugh. No one's ever done that before.

      [image: image-placeholder]The next morning, I awaken with a smile on my face. After sleeping, I decided I am glad that Raúl had stopped by my window. There hasn't been much adult interaction in my life, for obvious reasons. Not to mention he’s incredibly easy to look at. I roll to my side and examine the book he gave me, running my hand over the cover. Today, I know I’ll have time to read it. I slide it under my pillow, then hurriedly get ready for the day. Mother will need me to help her leave.
Upstairs, I make a quick breakfast out of porridge. Mother brought back a little packet of cinnamon, and I place it on the table along with a jar of honey. She also brought me a stack of books, including a manners book for young ladies.
I finish setting the table as Mother glides down the stairs. She takes one glance at me, then the food. I walk to the sink to fill up a small pitcher with water, then step around my hair to bring it to the table. Right as she sits down, my foot catches on an errant coil of hair and I trip.
The water from the pitcher flies out. Helpless, I watch in horror as our breakfast turns into a watery mess, some splashing onto Mother’s clothes. Her eyes flash with rage and she rises immediately from her chair.
“How could you be so clumsy?” she says, her tone harsh and unyielding. “By the abyss, Rapunzel.”
She rages on and I stumble to my feet, head hanging down. “I’m sorry, Mother,” I say when she pauses. She continues her rant and my shoulders tighten as I stare at the wet tiles. How could I have tripped on my hair? It's been this length for years now. “I’ll clean it up, Mother, I promise.”
She
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