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	For Carter,

	my Black Priest and chosen one

	whose insight shapes the pages

	of every Teuton story I write.

	
Brief Pronunciation Guide

	 

	Bäbe – BAY-buh

	Braun – brown

	Helena – Hel-AY-nuh

	Konstantin – KON-stan-teen

	Preiselhof – PRY-zell-hoff (pry is pronounced like the English word pry)

	Teutonica – Too-TAHN-ih-kuh

	Truhtein – TROO-tine (tine is pronounced like a fork tine)

	Wilhelm – VILL-helm

	Wuotan – VOH-tahn

	 

	You can find a full pronunciation guide, character cast, and translations at the end of this book.

	
About the Book

	 

	One novice witch. One cursed sorcerer. A slow-burn romantasy series drenched in darkness.

	 

	Helena

	For a lifetime I believed myself peculiar, someone discontent with the Alpine village I call home. A loveless marriage and tedium awaited me…until an encounter with a cursed sorcerer awakened me to a realm of magic.

	 

	I’m a Teuton witch of light. The only witch in my village. The only witch who caught the attention of the reclusive priest inhabiting a fortress atop a snowcapped mountain. The only witch to view him as a human soul, not a wicked vampire damned to hell.

	 

	When he returns to me, I’ll join him without question. Even if my family disapproves. Even if it means leaving home forever.

	 

	Konstantin

	After falling under the filial curse, my demon lord set me loose upon the earth with a single stipulation. Just one rule. Don’t succumb to love’s cruel sway.

	 

	No problem at all. Or so I thought.

	 

	I never expected to cross paths with a defiant witch who challenged my grim fate. Or to concoct an elaborate lie about her to protect us both from infernal punishment. And from the wrath of my ruthless peer.

	 

	~*~

	 

	Claimed by the Undead is a suspenseful slow-burn dark (mf) romantasy with witches and takes place from 1898-1899. It is the first book in This Earthen Cage saga and ends on a cliffhanger.

	
Notes and Triggers

	 

	All stories in the Teutonic Fantasy Realm take place in a world much like our own. This book is set during the timeline of the German Second Reich (1871-1918) and the Austro-Hungarian Empire (1867-1918). Major locales—such as Munich and the Alps—can be found in their actual locations.

	 

	However, all Teutonic history, customs, and magic, are utter figments of the author’s imagination. As far as she knows, no actual elemental witches roam Austria or Germany in secret, nor is it possible for outsiders to seize their magnificent gifts. And no, the demon lord Wuotan is not a real being.

	 

	We hope.

	 

	Preiselhof is a fictional village that does not exist in Germany. Businesses and locales in and around Preiselhof are fictional. Treffkreis is also a fictional town that does not exist in Austria. The Black Castle and its mountain cannot be found along the Austro-German border, no matter how hard we search.

	 

	The events of this book take place from October 1898 to May 1899.

	 

	Words in the fictional Teutonic dialect are italicized.

	 

	~*~

	 

	This book includes content that might be triggering for some readers. There are instances of graphic violence, death, ritual murder, sexual assault enacted by villains, kidnapping, social prejudices, profanity, and mature themes. This book includes an MF romance and ends on a cliffhanger.

	 

	Sign up for the author’s newsletter to download Gift of Light, a novella detailing how Helena and Konstantin first met.

	https://bf.clcarhart.com/xz1nwrvm72
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	Rustling noises filtered through the wall beside me while I lay restless upon my bed. Whispered voices followed. Male voices. Opening my eyes wide as if doing so could sharpen my hearing, I sought to catch as many words as possible.

	“Time . . . tonight . . . that mountain.”

	“Quiet!”

	I launched myself out of bed, my stockinged feet hitting the floorboards with a bit too much force. A judgmental silence descended around me, punctuated by my older sister’s irregular snores. I cast my gaze around my shared bedroom as I moved toward the door to the hallway, beads of nervous sweat forming on my skin beneath my nightgown. My two sisters continued to snooze, unaware of the trouble brewing just outside our home.

	Though I had not heard much, I recognized my brother’s voice rasping the word quiet. I could guess what had roused him out of bed to meet a stranger hours after sunset. That mountain. No living creature should dare to intrude on that mountain tonight.

	Not on All Hallows Eve.

	Snagging my housecoat from its hook beside the bedroom door, I thrust my arms through its sleeves while slipping into the hallway. Within seconds I reached the door to the stable, unhooked its latch, and shoved it open. A lantern’s yellow-orange glow sliced through the darkness but I did not squint, the magic inherent in my blood having granted me enough light to guide me here.

	A sigh breezed toward me from where my brother stood in Oberon’s stall with the stallion’s saddle in his hands. Hamlet gave a quiet whinny at my arrival; and the stranger raised the lantern to peer at me, a wide-brimmed hat shading his features. The stranger stood in the short hallway between the horses’ stalls and the outer wall of my family’s cottage, near the stable’s main gate—the one facing the street. I judged him to be a head taller than my brother.

	“Helena, get back in bed. This doesn’t concern you.” Wilhelm’s reprimand grated on my already taut nerves. Before I could reply, the stranger spoke.

	“Is this one the witch? Her skin is glowing.”

	Of course it was. Tugging my sleeves over my hands in a belated attempt at discretion, I narrowed my eyes at my brother. “Where are you two going at such a late hour? Not to a certain mountain, I hope?”

	“We don’t have time to share our itinerary with you.” Wilhelm turned his back on me to situate the leather saddle atop the blanket draping Oberon’s back. Unconcerned about my brother’s actions, the tan stallion bent his neck to munch a mouthful of hay from the corner of his stall. Once he realized where my brother planned to take him, he would surely rebel. He had been up that mountain one other time. Unlike Wilhelm and his buddy, Oberon had common sense.

	“Meinrad says she’s been compromised,” the stranger uttered, his focus shifting from me to Wilhelm and back again. “Enslaved by a ghoul.”

	“I beg your pardon?” Perplexed, I lifted my eyebrows and gawked at the tall man looming in the shadows. Who was Meinrad? Why did my brother catch his breath as a gust of autumn wind wafted through the stable’s open gate to trace cool fingers along my housecoat?

	I folded my arms across my torso in an effort to stave off the chill, a slight tremble seeking an outlet despite my attempts to appear confident. The stranger’s eyes followed my movements, prompting me to stiffen where I stood on the single cement step leading into my home.

	“Ignore him. Get back to bed and shut that door behind you before someone else hears us in here.” Wilhelm worked to tighten the girth on Oberon’s saddle, his hands moving far too hurriedly.

	“Someone like Papa?” Infusing steel into my voice, I averted my attention from the stranger to my brother. His shoulders tightened at my question. “Are you sure he’d agree with your little escapade?”

	“We’re adults. We can do what we wish.” Wilhelm did not look at me.

	“Oberon and Hamlet belong to Papa, not to you.” My hands fell to my sides and I rounded on my brother. “I doubt he’d want anyone leading his horses up a mountain in the middle of the—oh!”

	I cried out as the stranger’s strong hands closed upon my wrists, confining me against his chest. Why had I not noticed his approach? The scents of leather and tobacco reached my nose as he bent low to murmur in my ear, “Since you have the power to wield that brilliant element running through your veins, why not cast a spell of energy upon your Papa’s horses? That way we can be sure to reach our destination tonight—before it’s too late.”

	“Let go of me!” Shrinking away from his rough lips, I twisted my hands in his grasp, trying and failing to remember how to summon my light in defense. Why did my magic always fail me in moments like this?

	“It’s cute how witches like you refuse to acknowledge men are far superior in strength. Might take you back to headquarters once we’re done tonight. I think my brothers could find a good use for you.” The stranger’s grip tightened, and he buried his nose in my wavy blonde hair to inhale aloud.

	A screech scraped its way out of my throat. Kicking at my captor’s ankles, I tried to see where my brother had gone. Was that him ambling from Oberon’s stall into Hamlet’s with a second blanket in hand? The stranger’s lantern hung from a peg drilled into the crossbeam between the two stalls.

	“Dishonorable!” I spat at Wilhelm. That charge hit him where it hurt, and he halted in his tracks. Meanwhile my captor chuckled, awful lips brushing the skin under my right ear. As though he wished to claim me for himself. Shivers tingled along my spine, and I took a deep breath to scream again.

	“Unhand my daughter!” Without warning, my father’s voice thundered into the stable. The stranger released me before my father finished speaking, an oof cracking from his lips as he dropped to one knee. Staggering toward Hamlet’s stall, I shook my hands out and blinked at my father.

	Clad in his pajamas and nightcap, he glared at the stranger as he marched forward to plant himself between us. His right hand clasped a lit candlestick while his left shoved something into his side pocket. “How dare you barge into my home and put your grubby paws on my daughter! Your family would be ashamed of you! Your name?”

	“Ber—Berthold.” The tall man rubbed the back of his neck, looking dazed.

	“Your full name.”

	“That’s Berthold Wirth,” Wilhelm chimed in, straightening to regard our father. “And he doesn’t have a family. Not anymore.”

	“I see. One of your new friends? The sort of beast who thinks it’s appropriate to assault an innocent virgin?” My father trained his glower on my brother, whose face blanched. With a groan, his buddy regained his feet and chose to play the role of a repentant subordinate.

	“My sincere apologies, Herr Braun. I meant no harm to your daughter.” He ducked his head at my father before offering me a similar gesture. “I’m truly sorry, Fräulein Helena. I fear your charms bewitched me. I could not think clearly.”

	Turning his actions back on me. Typical. Focusing on my father rather than on Berthold’s lies, I said, “Why don’t I brew a pot of tea so we can discuss things in the parlor? I think you need to find out what Wilhelm and his friend are planning to do tonight, Papa.”

	“I agree wholeheartedly. Now. Let’s get these horses settled back down for the night while Helena makes us some tea. She might be able to spare a bit of honey as well.”

	My father gestured for me to go, herding Berthold toward the stalls while I made my way back inside. My entire body quivered in delayed shock as I shut the stable’s door behind me. Thank goodness my father took charge of the situation. And allowed me time to recover while I prepared the tea.

	Good thing Berthold has a tiny bit of propriety after all, or this could have been a lot worse, I thought on my way to the kitchen. Centering myself on the light inside me, I shaped a small sphere of glistening magic to glide above me as I passed the closed doors to my bedroom and Wilhelm’s bedroom. One of the first useful spells I had perfected earlier this month, when I learned that my affinity for light was actual magic, not an errant oddity.

	Just six weeks ago, I never would have imagined myself standing before the masonry stove hours past sunset, heating water in a kettle by the light of a radiant sphere floating between my head and the rafters. I did not need to waste oil for the overhead lamp, whether Berthold denounced me as a witch or not. Teutonic blood ran in my veins, connecting my spirit to the elements that formed all mortal things on this earth. Out of twenty-four elements, light whispered to my soul.

	If only you could conjure it properly in the heat of the moment. Konstantin won’t be pleased Berthold caught you off guard. The memory of the Cursed One who resided in the stone fortress atop a mountain near my village impelled me to clench my teeth, my hands feeling like they did not belong to me when I retrieved my family’s single teapot from a cupboard. That mysterious male had made a home in my deepest muses since we parted ways seventeen days ago. But I had avoided dwelling on what he must do this night until Wilhelm crept into the stable with his shameless buddy.

	I cloaked myself in the shadows of the stone chimney while I dropped leaves of chamomile, valerian, and mint into the teapot. My father had ushered Wilhelm and Berthold into the parlor, ignited candles blending with the stove’s firelight to brighten the adjacent room. By the time those two finished explaining their insane urge to invade the Black Castle on Halloween night, they would find themselves needing a good rest instead. Assuming the herbs did their duty.

	Though they spoke in low voices, I followed the gist of the discussion in the parlor as I strained the tea. Berthold claimed they would approach the Black Castle with a white flag raised. He wanted the castle’s undead inhabitants to release the eleven outsiders they had imprisoned earlier in October. His comrades in arms. A group of non-magical young men who believed the undead should not haunt the earth. That their mere existence was a direct insult to God’s creation.

	I rolled my eyes at the tall stranger’s excuses. If Berthold actually spared a thought for Christian decency, he would not have seized me and stuck his nose and lips all over my neck and hair. Maybe he believed such speech would convince my father not to dump him onto the streets for the night. Wilhelm might have told him our father faithfully attended church.

	Conversation ceased when I carried a tray into the parlor, having snuffed my elemental sphere before revealing myself to the three men gathered there. I caught my father’s gaze on my way to the low table before the couch. He nodded at me, his expression somber. Wilhelm and Berthold occupied opposite sides of the couch, the tall fiend’s eyes snapping at me when I bent to set the tray down. I lifted a teacup for my father, trying to ignore his attention.

	“Did you poison it, Fräulein Helena?” Berthold’s mouth twitched into a naughty smirk.

	“Why don’t you choose a cup for yourself, and I’ll take whichever one no one wants? That should answer your insolent question.” I frowned at him and turned to serve my father, whose watchful eyes remained on my brother’s companion from where he sat in the armchair beside the hearth.

	“Your sister’s feisty,” Berthold commented to Wilhelm.

	It occurred to me that the stranger had likely rented a room at Silberluchs, the only inn in town. If he had stayed there since Konstantin and his more sinister peer captured the eleven outsiders, he had doubtless met my eldest sister, Dagmar. The flighty waitress who refused to commit to any man.

	Berthold assumed I behaved just like Dagmar.

	“Each of my daughters is her own person,” my father stated in a reproachful tone. I forced myself not to look at the tall stranger again as I retrieved the last cup from the tray, stirring a spoonful of honey into its contents while my father spoke a resounding defense of all three of us. Dagmar, Flora, and me.

	I moved to stand beside his armchair, grateful he would not allow a stranger to disparage his family. Berthold was nobody in the village of Preiselhof. A brash young fool who fell for the lures of a cult. And lost all of his buddies in the process. The flame of ire that his taunts kindled in my chest cooled as I took a controlled breath and absorbed the tea’s warmth through my fingers cupping the ceramic. No one in town equated me with Dagmar. I was the reader who cared for gardens and chickens, the maiden who preferred the company of fictional men.

	Until I met Konstantin.

	“I appreciate your words, Herr Braun, but I’m afraid your daughter has been compromised by the dark ghouls occupying the mountain everyone in this town avoids.” Scorn curled my lips, and I took a sip of refreshing tea as Berthold went on. “Meinrad reported she had no wish to be rescued from that terrible place. One of the ghouls put his hands all over her, and she moaned in passion when he swept her into the forest. Sorry to say.”

	I choked on the tea, my cup falling from my hands to shatter on the hearth. My father was beside me in an instant, patting my back as I coughed and wheezed, oxygen lingering just out of my reach. The flames on the candelabra atop the hearth transformed from orange to yellow-white, my magic striving to shield me from a threat it did not understand. Not helpful. I needed further training.

	Leaning into my father, I managed to pull a ragged breath at last, my bleary eyes seeing wrath reflected in his. “Helena assured me the master of that fortress treated her with utter respect during her stay there. Something you seem incapable of doing, Herr Wirth. Do not accuse my daughter of indecency.”

	“She told you that because the ghoul used his sorcery to enslave her mind. Did you know Teuton priests have that power, Herr Braun? An undead ghoul who worships Wuotan rather than God has no concept of propriety. Your daughter is bound beyond your perception, I’m afraid. The skilled priests of the Teutonic Brotherhood may be able to heal what their cursed peer has done.”

	“He’s lying—Papa,” I choked out, a frightening pain now lurking in his blue eyes. “Don’t believe any—thing he says. He handled me—inappropriately—when I confronted Wilhelm.”

	Coughing one last time, I observed the ceramic shards scattered across the stones of the hearth, the tea that should have soothed my anxiety far beyond my reach. That was the second of our teacups that had broken. Now only six remained from the set my mother’s family had given her.

	Devastated at my lack of control, I clutched my father’s hand and squeezed my eyes shut, seeking to regain emotional stability. “Konstantin never, ever treated me like Berthold did just now. You saw what he did, Papa.”

	Reopening my eyes, I stared into his, willing him to believe me. “Konstantin. So that’s his name, eh? Listen to her, Herr Braun. She calls a devil’s servant by his first name. After he captured you and Wilhelm to do what he’s doing to my eleven comrades this very night.”

	“Please. Don’t.” I stretched a restraining palm toward the stranger on the couch, my brother’s and father’s silence hanging heavy in the room.

	“Konstantin and his vile peer are in the process of sacrificing each one of them to Wuotan right this minute,” Berthold said in a grave voice, disregarding my plea. “Slicing open their chests. Carving out their hearts.”
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	“Enough of this!” My father pulled his hands from mine and wrapped a steadying arm around my waist, his anger overriding whatever fears the stranger’s claims aroused within him. “I’ll not stand for you sitting in my parlor spreading frightful lies that upset my daughter. Leave now. I’ll inform Joachim of your indiscretions in the morning. Plan to ride the coach to the train station this coming Thursday.”

	“Now Papa—”

	“No.” My father shut down Wilhelm’s protests with a glare. “This ‘friend’ of yours wants you to help him interfere with a demonic ritual. Why can’t you see that’s a fool’s errand? Irmtraud would be distraught if her beloved gets his heart cut out for poking his nose in places he shouldn’t.”

	My brother’s cheeks reddened at the mention of his fiancée, and he dropped his gaze to the teacup in his hands. Berthold eyed my father and set his cup onto the tray, plopping his hat upon his mop of sandy hair thereafter. “It doesn’t bother you that your daughter’s been compromised by a demon’s servant, then?”

	“What bothers me is that you and your comrades descended uninvited upon our hometown and destroyed the peace we’ve enjoyed for centuries by probing into the deeds of those on the mountain. Your Teutonic Brotherhood ought to actively help the Teuton community, not aggravate Cursed Ones.”

	“Hmm. It seems as though your daughter isn’t the only one compromised.” Berthold got to his feet, the top of his hat nearly brushing the rafters as he peered from my father to me and back again. My self-assurance had resurged in the wake of my father’s defense. I opened my mouth to spew fire at Berthold, but my father beat me to it.

	“I repeat. Leave now, Herr Wirth. Never return to our home or demean my children again, unless you want a second dose of what you got in the stable.”

	“Understood.” His jaw shifted with the slightest hint of dread as he turned for the front door. Wilhelm rose to follow him, undoing the door’s locks and pulling it open to watch his buddy stride into the night.

	“He didn’t even thank you for getting the door for him,” I noted quietly when Wilhelm closed and relocked it after a lengthy pause. When my brother deigned to look at me, I added, “Maybe he wants to lure you to the Black Castle and leave you there to be thrown back into the dungeons.”

	“Something to consider,” my father said, sounding disappointed in his only son. “You’ve let his group consume you since their arrival here. Irmtraud has been complaining about your sudden indifference. You’d lead a happy life if you pledge yourself to her and settle here as the baker’s apprentice. What you planned to do before this madness made you forget who you are.”

	“Both of us were sealed in a dungeon by a horned beast,” Wilhelm pointed out, his gaze upon his shoes as he stuffed his hands into his pockets. “You know what happened after that. How you think I can just move on—”

	“Konstantin treated me with respect the entire time I stayed in his castle,” I reminded my brother, glancing again at the shards and tea spilled on the hearth. “No one here has to worry about him abducting them from now on, including you. I told him there are lots of criminals who deserve some time in that dungeon.”

	And be offered to Wuotan as blood sacrifices. But I would not say that part aloud. Not when a portion of my soul wished to pretend my darkest muse was not required to perform wicked rituals on All Hallows’ Eve and Walpurgis Night. After spending over two weeks back in the familiar territory of my hometown, the worst aspects of a Black Priest’s curse seemed more like fables. Dark legends to scare children and ensure they never explored the depths of the forest.

	My father ordered Wilhelm to clean up the mess on the floor and then go to bed, declaring that his friend was the reason I had lost my portion of the tea. My brother scowled at me, mumbling as he headed for the kitchen to retrieve cleaning supplies. In his absence I regarded my father, his concern touching me though I had yet to discern how I felt about this night’s disruption. No matter how deeply I cared for Konstantin, his proximity to our village might lead to further trouble.

	Especially since most of my neighbors believed him to be a vampire. Local myths did not mentions Teutons or the magic they wielded.

	“Did you hit him with the copper jabber?” For some reason the first words out of my mouth sought to clarify what made Berthold let go of me in the stable.

	My father grinned and reached into the left pocket of his pajama pants to extract a forearm-length stick topped with a braided wire balanced between two copper rods. “It’ll need a recharge soon, but we’ve got lots more electricity stored up from all the thunderstorms last summer.”

	“If you started selling those at the spring and harvest festivals, we could be rich.”

	It was a joke, for I knew my father did not wish to use his electrical talents to create weapons. He had Teutonic ancestry, but the elemental energy coursing within him lay just beyond his reach. Konstantin had told me that when a Teuton mated with an outsider, their children would not have the power to conjure magic. My father’s first wife—and the mother of my three older siblings—had no Teutonic ancestry. But my own mother had claimed the element of light, just like me.

	I had not yet gathered the courage to question my father on the results of his doomed marriage with my late mother, or the specifics of his family history. Konstantin said prejudice abounded in Teuton enclaves. Mixed marriages were strongly discouraged. Some parents disowned children who chose love over the continuance of Teutonic magic. My father had moved all of us to Preiselhof just months after my mother’s death. While my older siblings had visited the city of München several times with their maternal grandparents, I had caught glimpses of life outside our tiny Alpine village only from books.

	Until I spent eighteen days in the Black Castle of the Cursed Ones. A fortress too dangerous for mortals on two nights of the year.

	While my father predicted our neighbors would label him a mad scientist if they knew about half of his inventions, I stepped to retrieve the tray from the table. My father had finished his tea, while Berthold’s cup remained full. He must have really thought I poisoned it.

	I shook my head as I carried the tray to the kitchen, passing Wilhelm on the way. My brother still grumbled under his breath, which meant he needed someone to pacify him. Our father would do much better at that than me. So I busied myself with wiping out herbal residue from each cup and the teapot, tossing the excess into the slop bucket before setting the cups and pot into the sink. While I worked, my mind wandered to Konstantin’s mountaintop fortress. Gory images assailed me at the idea of my Black Priest poised beside his older counterpart, Nemo, casting men upon a stone altar and removing their hearts at Wuotan’s behest.

	Was it really happening while I stood here doing mundane tasks? How could Konstantin be the most honorable young man I had ever met if he sacrificed human beings? Had he cast some sort of trusting spell upon me, so I would not push back on his wicked rites? Berthold seemed educated about Teutonic magic even though he had none of his own. Maybe I would not have noticed if that fascinating Black Priest revoked my free will. Maybe.

	But how could I find out?

	I stood beside the stove while I thought it through, its radiant heat offering me much needed peace. Eventually Wilhelm retreated to his bedroom, and shortly afterward our father joined me in the kitchen. The sounds of the teacup’s shards falling into the waste bin scratched at my heart, the remnants of a life I would never know.

	“Only six left now.” I toyed with my housecoat’s belt, my guilt resurfacing.

	“Your Mama would understand.” My father gazed out the kitchen window toward the chicken coop after setting the soap and sponge beside the sink. “Just like she understood when Flora broke the other teacup years ago. We can’t always control what happens when we receive unsettling news.”

	He revolved to face me but remained beside the sink, my nerves tingling as I recognized how Berthold’s statements had affected him. “Do you really think Konstantin could have cast a spell on me like—like Wilhelm’s buddy said?”

	Breathing out a heavy sigh, my father said, “From what I know of Teutonic magic, those sorts of hexes take a while to fully set in. Some priests use the heart-bond to silence their wives. Unless that beast holds the heart of your soul, I doubt your will is anyone’s but your own.”

	“Please don’t call him a beast, Papa. His horns aren’t real. They’re a way he expresses the magic inside him. Elemental stone.”

	“I’m aware. I think it’s time we both try to get some sleep. Tomorrow’s the start of a new month, and I’ll need to join our neighbors in the hunt to bring down enough deer for the winter.” Glancing at his pocket watch, he clarified, “It’s nearly midnight.”

	“You get to bed. I’ll do some organizing in here. I need to settle down some more before I try to sleep. At this point I’d just lie there staring at the rafters.”

	My father studied me with an unhappy expression for a moment, then put his pocket watch away and moved to embrace me. “I love you, Helena. No matter how you decide to live your life. Just remember to consider what you could lose alongside what you could gain.”

	What I might lose if I chose to match myself with Konstantin instead of a living human being, Teuton or outsider, was something I preferred not to imagine. But my father’s comment regarding the deer hunt reminded me that our village would be in dire straits by springtime. Konstantin had captured my father and brother while they traveled to Kufstein, the Austrian town that hosted the festivals where they sold and traded our hometown’s goods twice each year. The unplanned detour caused them to miss the festival and lose all of our neighbors’ goods. Which meant some families might run out of food and other necessities after the snows cut us off from civilization.

	I had helped Pauline Görgen, the beekeeper’s wife, with her foraging since I descended Konstantin’s mountain on October 14th. Each week we spent three days collecting the forest’s treasures and three days preserving them. Although we did not discuss the looming truth, we knew we would face a hard winter. All because of the Black Priest whose silken voice wove cords of attraction into my heart.

	He had called me his ‘love’ the last time we spoke. If he truly meant it, he would come to me after the sacrifices were over, as soon as Nemo left the castle to resume his hunt for members of the Teutonic Brotherhood. Maybe we could figure out a way to save my hometown from famine.

	But right now I needed to use my magic to show me what was happening at that mountain. Whether the two Cursed Ones were actually sacrificing eleven men like Berthold said, or whether they might show mercy and slay just two. Wuotan required only one sacrifice per undead servant, according to Konstantin. Killing all eleven outsiders seemed unnecessary, cult involvement notwithstanding.

	After I was sure my father had gone to bed, I climbed onto the stovetop and hugged my knees to my chest. The stove’s warmth shared similarities to my light, which might make it easier for me to allow my element to eclipse my mortal body and send my spirit into the astral realm. An intricate type of magic I had struggled to achieve since the Black Priest taught me what it meant to be a Teuton, it was the only way I could safely peek at the sacrificial ritual. To observe the Cursed Ones from the ether, beyond the veils of physical sight. If Konstantin or Nemo noticed my spirit’s presence, I could send myself back into my body here on the stove. Safe from the fatal gifts of the mountain’s spectral inhabitants.

	“All right. Focus,” I murmured to myself, shutting my eyes to concentrate on the light glimmering in my blood and spirit. Taking a deep breath, I summoned it to breach the mortal world and slowly encapsulate my body, preserving it for my spirit’s exit and return. I fixed my intent on the Black Castle, how it appeared from the outside, when Konstantin had carried me there. A semicircular fortress of gray stones, set into the peak of the mountain. The central spire reaching for the sky. The four square turrets surrounding the stronghold.

	The northwestern turret. The place that had been my home while I stayed with Konstantin.

	An incinerating sensation snaked toward my torso from my fingertips and toes, elemental light evicting the darkness from beyond my closed eyelids. I took one final breath before my core fell into light’s fervent heat, ordering myself not to succumb to doubt. I needed to get to the Black Castle now. Even if it felt like my magic burned my body to ash. I was a Teuton, and the light was a part of me. My element would protect me, not destroy me.

	. . . After a seemingly infinite moment of breathless burning, the eyes of my spirit opened to show me the very turret I had just envisioned. Its stones appeared more black than gray, the castle of the Cursed Ones shadowed by a thick cloud ten meters above where my spirit coasted. An ominous aura seeped into my ethereal robes, altering their brilliant hue from yellow-white into the muted pale blue of a distant star.

	I gaped at my attire in confusion, catching sight of the ground far below in the process. Alarm brought a mental cry out of me; and I set my hands against my temples, forcing my spiritual lungs to take a long breath. Keep quiet. You’re a spirit right now. You’re not going to fall, and even if you did it wouldn’t hurt. You don’t need Nemo noticing you floating around out here.

	By why had my robes changed color? The other time I managed to breach the spiritual realm, they had shone a wondrous yellow-white the entire time.

	But I had been with him then. With Konstantin. Telling him I had figured out how to keep Nemo ignorant of our budding friendship. Because the only rule Black Priests had to follow—aside from the twice-yearly sacrifices—was that they were forbidden to love. Wuotan believed love to be a weakness. A human trait he expected his servants to renounce.

	After Konstantin agreed to tell Nemo I was his blood slave, he called me his love. Disobeying his demon lord outright.

	Tonight the Cursed Ones indulged in darker deeds. A distant, droning moan emanated from deep within the fortress, its tenor siphoning my hopes out of me. Then I heard a scream, and the sky darkened further. Startled, I tilted my head to see undulating fires smoldering within the cloud above. Flames of unnatural reds and blues. Was that green? Silver? Impossible.

	How could there be flames inside a cloud?

	A growling laughter reverberated around my spirit in a tone so cruel it could not have been human. I hid my arms beneath my robes as it occurred to me that perhaps Wuotan himself watched from within the cloud. Waiting to descend upon the castle’s dungeons and devour the sacrificial blood.

	My spirit began drifting away from the fortress without my conscious intent, as though my instincts knew I should not stay to observe what would come next. But while I hunched and stared at the castle in despair, another spirit arose from beneath the earth far below me. It was a man, and he raised his eyes to the heavens as his spirit ascended, a smile of relief softening his features. He did not pay attention to me at all, his course set on reaching the divine.

	I had just witnessed the results of a horrific murder.

	Demonic laughter encircled the fortress again, and I found myself falling back into my body. My eyelids sprang open to reveal my oldest sister standing at the hallway’s edge, one hand shading her eyes while her lips parted in stupefaction. “What made you decide to turn yourself into a sun?”

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three:

	Konstantin
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	On the night of October 31st, 1898, I experienced my first Teutonic ritual sacrifice as a perpetrator rather than a victim. Until then I had merely heard of that ghastly rite from a handful of priests—my predecessor Kasimir, my cursed peer Nemo, and my mentor Ludolf. All Black Priests must offer a non-magical human on Wuotan’s altar at the midpoint of spring and autumn.

	If we—if I—refused to complete the sacrifice as expected, my demon lord and master would stanch his river of Teuton blood, eliminating my people’s access to the source of our magic. My noncompliance would cause an extinction. Or so my master had told me.

	After seven months of existing beneath the filial curse, I had begun to find some semblance of peace with the state of my body. The clawing, insistent yearning to taste life’s sweetness. The absolute emptiness within. The unceasing thirst for a union of body, magic, and spirit—something I had never enjoyed in life and likely would never achieve now that I had seen the gates of hell. The simpler lust for sex that had intensified a hundredfold in this sculpted body my master crafted for me. Most of the time I could ignore that lust.

	To a lesser degree I had come to accept the lethal current tainting my blood, the insidious wizardry that exploded out of me whenever I grew angry. My predecessor told me that was the most damaging aspect of the curse. Though my body appeared flawless on the outside, its glamor hid the bitter truth. I had become death incarnate, a danger to all living beings wherever I walked.

	Kasimir said it was best to embrace a hermit’s solitude. To hide inside the fortress of the Cursed Ones to spare the innocent population from what wretched sorcery flowed through my veins. That prospect had not upset me when I fled to the Black Castle after my anger laid waste to my hometown and everyone in it. I was a Black Priest now. A ticking time bomb. Who could interact with people and not grow angry, after all?

	Everything changed just over a month ago, when a shapely witch of light barged into this castle in hopes of rescuing her father and half-brother. The two males I had captured for sacrificial purposes. When Nemo confronted me in May after I missed the April ritual out of ignorance, he made it clear that I must collect two humans for the autumn sacrifice. Kasimir had done the capturing before me, and now it was my responsibility. A man who had never slain anything on an altar must renounce his ethics and embrace the role of a ritual murderer.

	It took me four months to do what my position demanded. Just my luck, the first two non-magical outsiders I found happened to have a Teuton for a relative. A light witch who had just reached the cusp of adulthood, and as it turned out, had no knowledge of her heritage or how to use her magic. But somehow her light had speared my chest and touched my stone heart inside the void.

	My perfected mind found it hard to recall the moments we had shared, as I took a burning dagger to my fourth victim this night. Another nameless, tormented outsider who had languished in the dungeon for the past seventeen days. Already raped and bled by the wraiths Nemo summoned from hell when the ritual began, the man’s hazel eyes rolled vacantly here and there, unable to focus on the Cursed One flaying his chest. Maybe he was too weak to feel any pain at this point. Maybe angels would come to guide his soul into a blissful eternity.

	I would not see them if they came. Heaven passed beyond my reach when I handed my soul to Wuotan at the gates of hell. On that day I became wholly exiled from the living, and now I must kill again and again. Bound to a demon lord who viewed humans as parasites infesting the earth.

	It would be easier to perform these sacrifices if I envisioned my victims as worms. Not human beings with souls, hopes, and dreams. Families. Worth.

	The man prone on the altar before me was dead now. I found myself staring at his empty eyes as I raised his warm heart to the fiery cloud circulating overhead. Wuotan’s flames rained upon the stones, the heart and body sizzling to ash. Garish colors blazed from the cauldrons at each corner of the altar; cheers and guffaws revolved around me amid the clattering of wraiths. A hoot of resounding laughter, a diamond claw stroking my heart in approval.

	My master was pleased with me.

	Another naked body flopped down upon the altar as soon as the fires burnt out, and a guttural voice bellowed, “This one’s mine!”

	Four. I had killed four men tonight. Four out of the eleven Nemo and I had imprisoned after they staged a futile raid on our castle. Could I let my peer handle the rest of them? Our master could not accuse me of avoiding my duty. This time I should not have to suffer his punishments.

	Four was enough.

	I edged away from the altar, and Nemo took my place without hesitation. Two of the wraiths were in the process of assaulting the man on the altar, his mouth distended with agonized moans. Darkness swirled around Nemo’s priestly robe, blackening it further, his slate gray eyes glittering with what looked like ecstasy as he held the blade of his dagger into the fires of the cauldron beside the victim’s left foot.

	My peer relished this rite. As any Black Priest should.

	I cloaked myself in shadow, hoping no one in the sacrificial chamber would grasp how disgusted I felt. Not my peer. Not the wraiths who once walked the earth as Cursed Ones themselves. Not the demon lord watching from the murky cloud encircling the entire castle.

	Maybe I should have entered hell when given the opportunity.

	Maybe I should not have accepted a demon lord’s offer of mercy. A salvation far afield from the golden expanse portrayed at church.

	To earn a throne among the damned through acts of wickedness rather than goodness. A fate I might not have chosen, if I knew what it truly entailed.

	As soon as Wuotan’s fires descended upon the final body and heart, I made my way out of the sacrificial chamber. Turning my steps away from the dungeons, I wandered without knowing where I went, a frantic attempt to escape what I had become. Escape those wraiths whose bodies resembled emaciated corpses. Escape that soulless peer who spoke the words of the ritual with reverence, the only other Black Priest who walked the earth.

	Nemo fit the part. I did not.

	I did not dare imagine what would become of me once he found out. Once he ratted me out to our master, informing him that his latest servant retained a trace of ethics. A belief that I could force myself to conduct these sacrifices if I captured criminals. Serial killers. Slave traders. Pedophiles.

	A belief Helena implanted in my heart.

	I cringed at the memory of her. How had I ever thought myself worthy to stand at the side of an innocent maiden? Lie to Nemo about what she meant to me in hopes of protecting her, of building a relationship with her in the shadows. The most disgusting wretch upon the earth, fabricating a future with a vibrant witch.

	It was impossible. But my heart longed to hear her voice again, to see her blonde brows crimped in concentration when I taught her of our people, of her magic. The herbal scent that kissed her hair, lavender and peppermint. The glint of elemental light upon her ivory skin whenever something excited her.

	Impossible.

	“Four kills at your first sacrifice. Have to admit, Konstantin, you’ve shown yourself more bloodthirsty than I was at the start of my curse.” The pungent stench of rotting flesh attached itself to the air I breathed, dragging me back into reality.

	Kasimir had found me where I had stopped in the doorway to what seemed to be a bank vault of sorts. No lock or barrier physical or magical—just a vast, unlit chamber packed with bars of gold and silver from floor to ceiling. Splashes of color glistened here and there, jewels in a variety of shapes situated among the precious metals. I caught a vague scent of bank notes as well, despite the pervasiveness of my predecessor’s unfortunate stink.

	It would not be wise to comment on his observation about my actions in the sacrificial chamber. Not when he resided in hell now, ready to report all events of this night to our demon lord and potentially Satan himself. Instead I turned to regard him, my immortal eyes having no trouble cutting through the darkness. Kasimir’s body seemed to ooze with elemental mist, faded cloth hanging from his shoulders and arms, curved claws growing from the ends of his fingers and his bare toes gripping the stone floor. Stringy, tangled hair sprang from his scalp to splay across his shoulders, a far cry from the sleek locks he sported when we first met in March. His eyes were elemental rather than physical, orbs of cerulean mist shining at me in the dark.

	“Is this how you look in hell?” I gestured at his withered body, ordering my face not to show my repulsion.

	“Ah, you’ll have to seek those answers elsewhere.” Kasimir reached out with his right hand to slap me on the back, my elemental stone acknowledging his mist in the unseen realm. “My lips are sealed on the trappings of hell, where those on earth are concerned.”

	I frowned and raised my eyebrows at him. “To ensure the living retain some measure of hope regarding the afterlife?”

	Kasimir wrinkled his nose and took one step backward to glance down the pitch black hallway. “It’d be best for you to keep such thoughts to yourself, as far as you are able. Your peer isn’t beneath bleeding others by force, particularly if he suspects them of . . . human qualities. You’ll want to come to an agreement as soon as possible, like I did.”

	My heightened senses detected no trace of Nemo in range of us. We spoke softly, and while I could hear occasional noises from the sacrificial chamber several levels below us, my peer should not be able to catch our words. Not when I could discern none of his, or of the wraiths still celebrating the ritual.

	Good to know Nemo might try to rip my blood truths from me, if I showed any of my gentler traits. Could undead whirlwind defeat stone in battle? Best not to find out. If our anger broke lose, the collateral damage would be terrible.

	Especially with Helena’s hometown a day’s journey from here, as the living traveled.

	“We’ve already reached an agreement. He hunts the cult brotherhood, and I guard this fortress. I didn’t realize we have an entire nation’s treasures.”

	I waved a hand at the contents of the vault, and Kasimir snickered. “This is just one batch. My predecessor Konrad wielded the element of metal. He created most of these bullions using his own sort of alchemy. Your stone could amplify the stores of jewels, if your mind can work out Konrad’s process.”

	“I’ll see what I can do.” Crossing my arms, I glanced over the vault’s contents again, Helena’s curiosity about this fortress beginning to seem reasonable. We had embarked on a basic exploration during our brief time together, but I had hesitated to lead her into the cellars or any of the turrets aside from my own. She had found a crucified corpse in Nemo’s turret, and the dungeons hid further horrors.

	But apparently this castle harbored riches too. Enough to support an army.

	Enough to support Helena for the rest of her life.

	Impossible, I reminded myself.

	“Konrad drew up a map of every chamber in this fortress and labeled their contents,” Kasimir said. “If you’re ready to seek this castle’s mysteries, you should be able to find it in the south—”

	“Here’s my comrade telling the novice all my secrets!” A louder voice cut Kasimir off as another wraith scampered our way from the uneven staircase that led me here. This one sported platinum eyeballs and a wig suitable for the head of Frederick the Great. Or George Washington.

	The new arrival scrabbled to a halt beside Kasimir and drew him away from me. “I’ve found a female rat four levels below this one.”

	Kasimir gasped. “A rat?”

	“Dawn is creeping up on us, and I’m in the mood for more lifeblood before we return to death’s abyss.” The other wraith lowered his voice, his metallic eyes peering from my face to that of his comrade.

	“Archibald, are you sure—”

	“She has babies.”

	The wraith of metal sped off into the darkness, and Kasimir loosed a quiet growl. “It seems our time is up. Good luck, Konstantin.”

	He was gone before I could reply. It took me nearly a minute to work out the meaning of that interaction, especially after Kasimir and I had shared an educated conversation. A rat and her babies four levels below. Lifeblood. Sunrise.

	The wraiths must be required to return to hell at sunrise. Their urge for life must increase after Cursed Ones descended to the abyss. When their earthbound peer summoned them to this realm, their primary goal was to drink as much blood as possible.

	Even that of rats.

	It made sense, but I shuddered inwardly at what awaited me in hell. Throne or no throne, it would be torturous to occupy a shrunken body brimming with an eternal need for what it could never regain. I wondered if Kasimir and his metallic comrade spent their days gulping from the throats of lesser demons.

	Why had he called the wraith ‘Archibald’ after labeling him ‘Konrad’ during our discussion?

	I would have to search for his map.

	For now I had best show my face in the sacrificial chamber again. Once the wraiths departed, Nemo and I would probably have to clean the chamber. It had several drains in its floor, but I doubted those had caught all the results of torment. At least I had helped the butcher with his slaughters, before my once-father sent me to work as the carpenter’s apprentice. I knew how to cleanse a place of gore.

	When I reached the archway that opened into the sacrificial chamber, to my astonishment I saw no signs of the sacrifices staining the altar, the floor, or the cauldrons. The entire place had been swept clean of human suffering, the flames flickering in the four cauldrons the only reminder of what had happened hours ago. Plus the shrouded priest kneeling before the altar with his hooded head bowed, strong fingers wrapped around the handle of his dagger. An odd sort of sorcery seemed to flow into its blade from each of the cauldrons, its power just beyond the veils of physical sight.

	A snap thundered in the chamber, and the fires went out. Darkness fell as the priest rose to his feet, a sigh of satisfaction spilling from his lips. He murmured a final phrase in Wuotan’s honor before raising his chin to evaluate me, lowering his dagger in a ceremonial fashion.

	“Is this what we’re expected to do after the sacrifices?” I looked from Nemo’s face to the cauldrons, then at his dagger. Mine was sheathed in an inner pocket of my robe.

	“Oh no, we can do what we wish once we’ve offered our master a heart. Or four. Or seven. It’s a rush to feel his power flowing through me while his fires and his acolytes consume our offerings.”

	“Of course.” Nemo hungered for power. An ever-present possibility of him becoming a threat to me, the Black Priest who longed to exist in peace. Interesting that he referred to the wraiths as Wuotan’s ‘acolytes.’

	“Next time be sure to capture a female for yourself,” Nemo advised. “We’re expected to rape our sacrifices, and it’s obvious you don’t prefer males.”
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