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Dedication
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As always—For Brian and Quinn

The moon herself grew dark, rising at sunset,

Covering her suffering in the night,

Because she saw her beautiful namesake,

Selene,

Breathless, descending to Hades,

With her she had had the beauty of her light in common,

And mingled her own darkness with her death.

Crinagoras of Mytilene
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Chapter One
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Transylvania was the last place I expected to find myself. The irony of arriving for an extended stay in a region renowned for vampire lore was not lost on me. Not only was I here, I was in Romania to help vanquish a threat, not suck the life out of the locals. 

The night’s stars and half-moon were obscured by thick clouds. Even so, I could make out the mountainside perfectly. The landscape was not as I’d thought. I wasn’t sure what I expected to see here; decay and abandoned castles, or maybe crumbling turrets with bats circling above. Instead, I was surrounded by a lush green, reminiscent of the land I left a few weeks before. The only eerie sight was a low mist that hugged the mountains like floating wisps of cotton. 

The small cottage I would be renting looked rough, though. At least on the outside. This place would need some work were I planning on staying. Luckily, I didn’t intend on remaining long. This was a job that should see me in and out of the country in a matter of days, maybe less. The situation didn’t sound too bad. I had defeated worse in less time. This would be a vacation compared to Balor.

I stood next to the rusted-out, 1950s taxicab, once a deep yellow, now a faded beige, and appraised my temporary home. The worn wood of the three-room A-frame building had once been crabapple red. Like the taxi, the vibrant color was now a distant memory. Its style reminded me of a cross between a schoolhouse and a Swiss chalet. The surrounding land was rocky and forested. Meaning, I would find myself deliciously alone. 

The driver of the cab was attempting to pull down my trunks from the roof of his car with an audible grunt meant to draw my attention.

“Let me help with that.” I tried not to make it look too easy as I helped the sweaty and limp-haired man set the heavy trunks on the wet grass.

He eyed me through narrow slits, no doubt wondering what lurked inside my heavy cases. Perhaps he was curious about what an outsider who looked like me was doing in this small city. My mother was an Egyptian queen and my father a fair-skinned Roman; the result was offspring who tended to take after one or the other. I mostly took after my mother and saw her every time I looked in a mirror. 

My hair, curly and thick, was cut short, close to my head. In my life, I was forced to keep my hair long. Although feminine in my dress, I always envied men their short hairstyles. So, when immorality came, I whacked it off and have never looked back.

The man continued to struggle. It was probably best not to tell him one trunk contained as many of my ancient texts as I could cram inside, while tucked around my clothes in the other were swords, daggers, and other demon-hunting weapons. The texts spoke of magical objects, curses, and frightening monsters. Not something this man would likely enjoy reading. 

Once both trunks were lying on the damp weeds, I handed the man a wad of bills I hoped would make up for his trials. He snatched the cash, jammed it into his pants pocket, and left without offering to help me carry my burden inside. No bother, I was glad to be alone and certainly didn’t need help from a mortal.

Alone was something I hadn’t been since meeting Bria. Having been solitary for a long time, I wasn’t sure how I would handle not only a partner, but roommate. Now, I hated that she wasn’t here. Leaving Alexandre and Bria was no easy task. I wanted nothing more than to continue to get to know my brother, especially now that he was mortal. I knew how time worked. For the living, it flew by and Alexandre was now a living, breathing being. But I had work to do. I would give them their space to get to know each other, to grow more comfortable in their relationship. 

Before I could pick up the first trunk, I heard it. The dull sound of cloven feet pawing at the soft grass. Not a tone a mortal could hear, but for me, the scraping was as clear as a bell. The sound barely preceded the smell. Demons typically had some sort of pungent, unpleasant odor. This guy was no different. He smelled of days’ old refuse rotting in the sun. 

I scrunched up my nose, releasing my tote which contained my laptop, letting it fall without grace to the earth. It was a good thing I paid extra for the durable case. If I was reading the situation correctly, the creature had me in its sights and would charge at any moment. 

I knew what it was before I saw it, but this was not one of the creatures I had been hired to vanquish. The martolea were deceptive shapeshifters who could change their form at will. This one chose the form of a medium-size hound, as they most often did. Their diminutive size would lead one to believe they couldn’t possibly be much of a threat. But, as with a vicious dog, these guys were deadly and strong.

He didn’t give me any more time for assessment. I turned toward the beast as he launched at my upper body. He was a little faster than I was. My knife, hidden from view, was underneath my shirt. I moved to pull the dagger from the holster secured to the small of my back a fraction of a second too late. Before I could whip the knife to the front of my body, the martolea barreled into my right shoulder, teeth flashing, saliva dripping from its stinking mouth.

“Ah!” I yelled as I lost a good-size chunk of flesh. 

I spun toward my adversary and shoved him hard toward the ground. Off balance, he hit the soil with a yelp. Anyone watching might have thought this was animal cruelty. This was no sweet family dog; this snarling beast was straight from the literal pits of Hell. 

Taking advantage of my superior position, I lunged, plunging the knife into its brain. The martolea disappeared in a puff of smoke. He would be re-appearing back where he belonged—in his Hell dimension. Nice of them to be so accommodating. 

I stood, looking around to make sure I was alone. Hopefully, he was a lone demon and his pack wasn’t nearby. Most lesser demons traveled in groups for greater strength. The night was still. A few crickets and a smattering of moths were my most sinister companions. 

This attack was no surprise. Powerful beings sensed each other. The martolea, no doubt, sensed my approach and did what he does, attack. No wonder I was hired to come here. I pondered why these creatures had not been mentioned in the email. Perhaps my new boss didn’t know what a threat they were. That must mean my other foes would be really bad news.

Not wanting to spend any more time out in the open, I lugged the trunks across the overgrown grass. The large boxes slid easily with a squeaking sound along the wet blades. My phone buzzed in my pocket, vibrating against my hip. I hurried inside, shoulder burning. 

After setting the trunks on the knotty pine floor, I fumbled to get out my phone with one hand as I applied pressure to my shoulder with the other. The number came up as unknown. I was curious to know if this was the mysterious man who had contacted me over the web.

“Hello, this is Selene.” I plopped myself down on the faded green couch. Surprisingly, not a speck of dust wafted into the air. 

“Selene, wonderful. This is Joseph Whitby.” The English accent was posh, every word articulated with perfection. “Are your lodgings comfortable?”

I looked around. The room was outfitted in only the necessities; the small couch I sat on and another opposite, a crate which served as a coffee table, and a yellow melamine two-person dining set from the seventies. The little kitchenette held a mini fridge, a sink, a coffeepot, and a hot plate. Lucky for me, I didn’t eat food. I was sure the door adjacent to the kitchenette must lead to the bedroom and bathroom.

“It will do fine, thank you. Are we still meeting tomorrow evening?” I would let him know about my warm welcome then. No need to cause more distress. The shoulder would soon be healed, anyway.

“Tomorrow, at eight p.m. I’ll text you the address.”

“That will be fine. I’ll see you then.” I ended the call and moved off the couch to wrap up my torn flesh. Mr. Whitby didn’t know I was a vampire. When he’d contacted me, I made an excuse about a sun allergy and said I preferred to meet and work at night. He hadn’t seemed bothered, at all. In fact, he was glad, as demons preferred the dark for their extracurricular activities. 

I shrugged off my ruined leather jacket and pulled my soft gray tunic over my head. That too was trashed. A clean dish towel found in a drawer would do as a bandage. This, I wound around my shoulder, tying it tight. I didn’t have to worry about infection. My vampiric blood contained everything I needed to heal.

Most of my two thousand years on Earth were spent fighting demons and other nasty, paranormal creatures. Demons were not unusual, and it was a general term I used to refer to any unnatural being other than vampires and witches. 

Demons roamed between this realm and their own. Often, they did no harm and kept to themselves. On occasion, they became more of a menace. There wasn’t any rhyme or reason to this, just a traffic jam, so to speak. At other times, there was a more sinister explanation; usually, they wanted more power. This was the goal of the death god we sent back to Hell in Ireland. Hell was a general term I used to describe demon realms. There were many different such realms, all hellish in their own ways.

About one minute into unpacking, I realized I had barely packed any clothes. All the books and weapons I needed were here, but I neglected to think about what I would personally require, except for my Nikon Z6. My beloved camera went everywhere I did. I hoped I would find time to snap some shots of the countryside and local wildlife.

The rest was typical of my packing style. I would likely have to do a little shopping to supplement my wardrobe, especially since I lost my jacket and a top to the martolea. 

I checked my shoulder. The bleeding had already stopped, so I wasn’t in danger of ruining another blouse. I pulled a fresh white tunic over my head, then laid out the rest of my clothes. My style was casual comfort; soft leggings, flowing pants, and long tunics and sweaters. Alexandre called it resort wear. I called it comfortable.

A sense of loneliness hit me as I thought of my friend, Bria. It was nice to have a colleague, someone to plan with, fight with, and in general, hang out with. 

Bria, a human, had become very dear to me in a short amount of time. Her personality demanded it. 

There was any number of avenues I could have gone through to find an assistant for this job. However, trusting people wasn’t easy for me. There had to be something special about them, or as in the case of Alexandre, a blood connection. Besides, I had no plans to share the prize awarded for a task well done.

I was eager to get started. This job should prove a lot easier than my last one. I say job loosely, as I don’t get paid. Occasionally, I do receive payment in the form of a magical object or text from the local people I assist. This time, the magical object that would act as payment was the Necromancy Wand. This wand had the power to raise the dead. I dearly wished to get my digits on it. In the wrong hands, the wand could be very ill-used. I wasn’t sure if I would ever wield it for its intended purpose, but an object of such power could be manipulated for other uses, as well.

I was interested to find out how the man who hired me acquired the object. As far as I knew, the wand hadn’t been seen in about four hundred years. The last known person to possess the wand was a Salem witch. When the witch was hung on the gallows, the wand clutched in her hand, it had simply disappeared. This was magic itself as magical objects are hard to destroy.

Mr. Whitby had contacted me via a group of people I worked with once in Brazil. There were a few local demons wreaking havoc in the Romanian mountainside and he wished them exterminated. Seemed easy enough, as these demons were all the lesser variety. There was no evil God of Death controlling them here and after all, vanquishing evil creatures was what I did. 

To ease my loneliness, I called my brother. I left Wexford the night he became mortal. I had been contacted by Mr. Whitby that very day. It felt prudent to clear out and give the two love birds some space.

It was three more weeks before I heard from Whitby again. During that time, I went to France to peruse the shops for books I may find useful. We finalized our deal and I arrived from Paris.

Although Alexandre was now human, he was keeping rather late hours. Alexandre decided to retain the name he had used for the last two millennia rather than his given name of Caesarion. This was for practical reasons, as all his assets were tied to the former. Rather than go by two different names, we all thought it best to stick with Alexandre.

He answered on the first ring. “Selene, shouldn’t you be chasing demons through Dracula’s castle, covered in toxic blood and guts?”

I laughed, twisting Cleopatra’s lapis scarab ring around my finger. “That’s tomorrow night. How is everything there?”

Alexandre was silent for a beat, which made me a little nervous. “We’re good. Bria’s been terribly sick, though, and cursing my name to the skies. I swear, when that woman gets mad, her accent is so thick I can’t understand a word she’s saying.”

“That’s probably a good thing. How sick is she?” I felt uncomfortable thinking about an ill Bria. 

Alexandre chuckled. “Nausea and the like. Pretty par for the course when you’re expecting, but don’t try and tell Bria that.”

I gasped and jumped off the couch. “Expecting? It’s only been a few weeks. How did this happen so quickly?”

“Slow down, sis. I’m sure you don’t need a biology lesson. Let’s just say that when you haven’t had to think about birth control for 2,000 years, it’s hard to get with the times. Apparently, our fiery redhead hasn’t been feeling well for days but didn’t want to tell me until she was completely sure. At first, she was thrilled—we both were. Now that the sickness has increased ten-fold, she’s not so happy.”

I tried to think back to my own pregnancies. They were so long ago, it was hard to remember, hard to go there without feeling pain in my heart. “I’m sure she isn’t. Bria doesn’t like what she can’t control. Be understanding, Alexandre. She’ll start to feel better soon.”

I heard Alexandre scoff over the phone. “Of course, I’m understanding. I’m waiting on her hand and foot and dodging her knickknack-throwing with ease.”

I tried not to laugh but burst out with a loud guffaw. A scenario of Bria lying ill in bed, throwing a lamp at Alexandre while he brought her crackers and water, was not difficult to imagine. 

“All right, all right, sis. Go kill some demons and I’ll check in with you in a couple of days.”

“You’re sure you don’t need me? I can be there tomorrow if you say the word.” I had never left a job unfinished before, but my family came first. 

“I doubt Bria would want you to leave. Besides, it may be more dangerous here than the mountains of Romania. Keep on fighting the fight and we’ll see you soon.”

Alexandre was right. Still, I longed to be back in the place I was surprised to consider home. “Kiss her for me.”

Bria and Alexandre were talking about marrying. I wanted to ask if this would speed things up but figured it wasn’t the time. If I was invited to the ceremony, they could do whatever they liked. 

Alexandre may not have understood the importance of Bria’s pregnancy with the same eyes I did. He was too busy dealing with the early days of his love being with child. A baby from Alexandre meant our mother’s line would continue in the modern age. I had to sit back down to take this in. Cleopatra’s divine line would live on. This child would mean so much and would be protected by her aunt at all costs. 

A howl, distinct and plaintive, wailed outside. I jumped off the couch for the second time, the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. Only one creature I knew could make a sound like that. There were werewolves in Brasov.
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Werewolves were a dying species. I hadn’t had many encounters with weres. The last was almost three centuries ago in Spain. I was attending a ball at the court of Charles III when a woman rushed into the main hall covered in blood. Her silk polonaise was in tatters, and severe lacerations on her arms and hands poured blood onto the marble floor. The woman was in shock, mumbling about a dog-man who had torn her lover to shreds before her eyes. 

I’d edged to the side of the room, away from the spectacle. The best thing I could have done for the woman and the people in that room was find the beast responsible. Find him I did. He was a wild thing, feral and young. 

The weres of Brasov sounded far enough away. My guess was they were deep in the mountains. Like Bigfoot, weres were elusive creatures. I felt I couldn’t begin in earnest until after I met with Mr. Whitby. I also needed fuel for the fighting to come. 

I was feeling peckish after my travels. My journey consisted of being cooped up in a train car with blacked-out windows. This was the more practical way to travel with my large trunks. Hiding myself on tops of trees and buildings was easy enough, but hiding myself and two giant pieces of luggage, not so much. An early-evening snack was exactly what I needed to quench my thirst before the meeting with Mr. Whitby. A small drink from an unsuspecting loner or two could do wonders, no killing necessary. 

The evening was cool, pleasantly so, with a gentle breeze that smelled of grass and fresh leaves. I was right outside the city of Brasov, with the Southern Carpathian Mountains looming behind me. The range of jagged peaks was long, winding its way through Central and Eastern Europe. More creatures than demons lurked within its forests. I hoped the non-were wolves and bears were steering clear of the nefarious infestation. Animals had better instincts than humans and knew when to stay out of the way.

I didn’t sense a single beast on my way to the town. This was a good thing for the townspeople. They must be keeping mostly to the mountainside. Demons and other otherworldly creatures were drawn to less-populated areas, stealing into towns and cities under the cover of night to grab a victim for their fiendish delights.

Brasov was a largely populated area, yet it felt more like a village to me than a city. This was mostly due to its charming, old-world feel. I loved cities like this and enjoyed taking in the medieval architecture. I imagined jumping from red rooftop to red rooftop would be a breeze, the close rows of buildings creating a pathway above the mortals below. As it was, I strolled down the cobblestone street, looking for an easy snack. 

I spied a young woman, walking alone down the deserted, hazy, lamp-lit street. She seemed so vulnerable, so unprotected, and my heart went out to her. Although what I was about to do would cause her no lasting harm, I always felt it was an unfair assault. My brother would surely disagree. 

The woman’s jeans were modern, and her head and shoulders were draped in a gauzy white shawl. She wore a leather satchel across her body. The satchel appeared handmade by an artisan. The craftsmanship was evident by the top-quality leather and perfect stitching. I admired the camelia etched into the soft leather and painted white.

I crept up behind her, about to take her by the arm, when she spun around. I couldn’t have been more shocked when she threw an arm up in a defensive posture and flung out her leg, landing a very solid kick to my mid-section. She was human, so the kick had no effect, other than to knock me back a little and surprise the hell out of me.

I placed a hand on my belly, rubbing the offended area. I affected the expression of an innocent bystander; eyes wide, mouth open. “What was that for?”

“You tell me.” Her accent was lovely, her words as crisp as her pale-blue eyes. “You’re the one skulking about in the night. I’m well within my rights to defend myself.” She remained standing with her feet firmly planted and her left arm up to block me. 

I smiled, nodding my head. “Good for you. And great kick. I was only going to ask for directions, but I love a fellow woman who can handle herself.”

She relaxed, lowering her arm about halfway. “A tourist, I should have known. Where do you wish to go?”

“Somewhere I can grab a good cup of coffee.” I lied, having no intention now of drinking from this awesome girl. I would have to find someone else.

“You’re lucky. The best place is close. It’s two blocks in that direction.” She pointed to the west. “I can show you; I was going there myself to work. It’s the only place open so late on a weekday.”

“Wonderful.” I stuck out my hand, “I’m Selene.” 

She lowered her left hand out of its position, grasping mine with her right. Her face hadn’t warmed any, but at least her body was more relaxed. “Ileana. I apologize if I hurt you, Selene.”

I patted my stomach. “Don’t worry about me. I’m pretty tough.”

We fell into step alongside each other, heading farther into the town. I felt as if I was walking into an old movie. I continued to marvel at the beautiful feeling the buildings and street evoked. I expected to see an old woman playing a violin; she never appeared. Everything felt a little close together, but not in a claustrophobic way. This was the kind of place I loved, nothing modern interested me too much. 

Ileana watched me out of the corner of her eye as we walked along. She was frightened. Was it the beasts terrorizing the night that had her so scared and on guard?

“Are you from Brasov?” I ventured.

“I’ve lived here all my life,” she replied. “Where are you visiting from? It must be somewhere far, like Canada or America.”

“At the moment, my home base is in Ireland. I love it, but I very much enjoy traveling to new places.” My accent could change based on where I was spending time. This was a conscious choice I made many years ago to blend in. When Alexandre came to Ireland, my accent began to mirror his and I hadn’t done anything to change it. Currently, I sounded very American.

“Home base? What does that mean?” Suspicion crept into her voice. Ileana seemed very much like me, unsure of who to trust. I could appreciate her caution.

“Yes, my job moves me around quite a bit,” I said quickly, hoping she wouldn’t ask me right away what I did for a living. I better come up with something good. “Tell me about Transylvania. What do you love most about it?”

She appeared to roll her eyes, but it was hard to tell as her shawl had obscured my view of her face. I probably sounded like a typical tourist to her. “I love the mountains the most. But, these days, they are hard to enjoy.”

I thought of the demons out there and wondered if that was what
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