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			Preface

			†

			“How am I going to bring all of this together?” I asked myself as I sat down and opened a fresh Word document, preparing to conclude my vampire-werewolf hybrid trilogy. Ever since beginning my journey as a writer and independent author, I have wanted to tackle the subject of good versus evil set back in the days long before technology. 

			I grew up watching Hammer Horror, Roger Corman’s takes on Edgar Allan Poe works and Amicus anthology movies, so the groundwork was laid, so to speak. I knew generally what I wanted my trilogy to be about. As a practicing Catholic, I wanted the tales to be rooted in my faith, and the heroes that vanquished their enemies needed to be flawed but likable and able to reconnect with their God in order to overcome the seemingly all-powerful evil. 

			I think, for better or worse, I’ve succeeded in the previous two books, The Amulet of Visimar and its sequel, Night of the Wolf. But now it’s time to bring the story to its close with the ultimate battle, the true test for our heroes. As with the previous two installments, this is written with a keen nod to the numerous Hammer Horror movies of yesteryear. Along with that, I’ve added a touch of Piers Haggard’s 1971 folk horror masterpiece, Blood on Satan’s Claw. 

			

			This series has been steeped in vampire and werewolf lore with hints at the bigger enemy, the one that created them, the devil himself. And why not? Who’s the biggest, baddest villain possible in a tale set in 1800s Eastern Europe when witch hunts and heavy religious superstition were commonplace? None other than Beelzebub himself, old scratch. 

			As always, I like to pull from real folklore and legend, which is why, early on, instead of a made-up creature, I did a bit of digging and read up on the Pricolici for my first book. Pronounced pri.ko’litch, its lore is fascinating and one that makes for a truly great evil villain. 

			I’ve decided to double down on everything I like about gothic and folk horror for this final installment in the Amulet saga. Lucifer, the Pricolici, the gemstone dating back to the birth of the Christ-child, and, of course, a scruffy band of unlikely heroes thrust into an impossible situation but stepping up to do God’s work. 

			I hope you, dear reader, enjoy the direction I have taken with this book. It was quite a fun ride and one I am satisfied with. I’ll miss these characters that I’ve spent a great deal of time with over the past year of my life, but I trust they will resonate with you and stick with you long after the final page in this book had been turned and its placed back on the bookshelf. 

			Oh, and if you haven’t given much thought to watching those “old” movies, I do highly recommend giving them a chance. So many of them are rich in atmosphere and creepy vibes that modern films just can’t seem to recreate, and which I try to emulate on every page in this book. Just make sure you’ve got a shiny, silver crucifix handy. Enjoy! 

			

			Satanism

			Occult Practice

			Satanism, the worship and veneration of Satan, a figure from Christian belief who is also commonly known as the Devil or Lucifer. For most of Christian history, accusations that groups have been deliberately worshipping the Devil have been spurious, with little or no basis in reality. However, from at least the 16th century, various new religions have emerged whose followers openly identify as Satanists or Luciferians. Their reasons for doing so, along with the nature of their beliefs and practices, vary considerably from region to region.

			John 3:8

			The one who does what is sinful is of the devil, because the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy the devil’s work.

			Jer.10

			But the LORD is the true God, he is the living God, and an everlasting king: at his wrath the earth shall tremble, and the nations shall not be able to abide his indignation. 

			Romans 12:21

			

			Do not be overcome by evil, 
but overcome evil with good.

			

			Prologue:

			†

			Evil Still Lives

			Carpathian Mountains, Romania, 1876

			In the middle of the night high up on the mountain overlooking the village of Burnmere, Romania, deep in the heart of the Carpathian Mountain region, a figure flew through the sky. Its large, leathery, bat-like wings flapped gracefully, letting the wind do most of the work guiding it to its destination. Below, several other small villages dotted the landscape, but this one was the closest to the mountain now legendary for the evil perpetrated here through the ages. 

			The late September night sky was clear, and the wind howled through the dense tree cover near the top where it was much colder given the higher altitude. The moon was full, filling the sky with its light, further illuminating the stars spread throughout the cosmos. 

			Seeing it had arrived, the figure ceased flapping its wings and swooped quickly down toward the cold earth. One quick flap of the wings slowed its descent instantaneously, like a parachute being expelled. 

			Bare feet landed on solid grass and dirt-covered ground as the two wings folded in on themselves and pushed back into the open slits of the woman’s naked back. Once they were fully enclosed, the skin sealed up quickly, leaving nothing but smooth, milky-white naked flesh. 

			Unfazed by the cool air and her own nakedness, the woman moved forward toward a pitch-black opening near a rock wall overhang, her long blond hair blowing in the cool breeze. Once at its entrance, her eyes shifted from a vibrant green to an unearthly bright yellow as she gazed inside. 

			“Here are the bones I acquired for you at the edge of the town of Kortbeke in Switzerland, my master,” the beautiful blond woman said in a near whisper, her full, red lips barely parting as she spoke and bowed her head reverently. 

			Wings flapped rapidly then just as quickly turned to footsteps echoing inside the shallow cave against the dirt and small rocks on the ground. After several steps, a figure still shifting in shape emerged. Bones cracked as it moved out of the cave. It was naked, tall and narrow, with large claws for hands and feet, and a head the shape of a bat’s with barely recognizable human attributes. It continued to morph and expand, filling out its thin, ghastly, contorting form with muscle mass and a mess of black hair atop its head. Fleshy wings on its back folded into themselves before vanishing into the open slits on its body. 

			Awakened from its slumber, the tall bat mutation, now resembling a man except for the few remaining bones still locking into place, held up a black cloak, throwing it over himself. On the cloak were numerous inscriptions similar to the scrolls read two years prior at the site on which the now fully-formed man stood. Beside him a large gray wolf with bright, yellow eyes stood silently at attention, peering up at the woman in front of them. 

			“So, she failed,” the tall figure uttered in a deep, guttural voice. “She was to be the chosen one to offer up her son, a holy man, to our lord, the prince of darkness, Lucifer. It appears our master must wait slightly longer for his creature’s resurrection and return after being so close only two years ago.” 

			The woman held out the sack cloth containing the articles she had retrieved in Switzerland earlier. “What would you have me do with these?” 

			The man raised his arm, taking the sack from her outstretched hand and opening it slightly, peered inside at its contents until he was satisfied. “We will place them inside this cave with my pet here where they will remain safe. The mighty Pricolici will need a sacrificed host body upon its resurrection, along with the stone placed atop the altar, to begin its rebirth. Our lord has shown me a vision of a female that will unwittingly give her life-blood. Who it is matters little, but it shall be a woman. For now, the bones of the wolf mother will serve as our host until a living sacrifice is required once the gemstone is returned to us. And rest assured, it will come back to us. The priest, a holy man, would be the ultimate sacrifice to our lord—the son of the mother who will bring about its rebirth. However, if not the priest, another must take his place, understood? We must not fail!”

			

			“We shouldn’t have trusted her with such a task, that ugly old hag,” the woman spat out bitterly, staring down at the bones of Everly Seiler. 

			“Ingrid, my dear, do you forget your own failure on this very mountain two years ago? It was I who brought you back from your eternal anguish to redeem you and prove your worth once more. One last time, I should say. Should we not give this woman another chance to fulfill her task our lord set before her? Especially one as dedicated as she was?” 

			Ingrid nodded begrudgingly. “I suppose, but Antonin Visimar failed, I failed, Everly failed and you…” she trailed off, hinting at his own failure centuries ago at the hands of a powerful invading Hun army that vanquished him from the castle. But that wouldn’t happen again, he was confident.

			“Silence!” the man shouted. Instantly, the wolf beside him let out a low snarl, the fur on its back rising slightly as it bared its fangs at the woman standing before it, thick strands of saliva dripping to the ground. 

			She hung her head hastily at her infraction, not wanting to look him in his gleaming black eyes. 

			The man, once called Marwan Haddad back when Jesus walked the earth, was simply known as The Traveler during his time on the mountain before the years of Antonin Visimar.

			He spoke to her coldly. “That was many lifetimes ago. I am stronger now, much stronger. Feasting on the poor and needy for hundreds upon hundreds of years on the dark continent of Africa, and studying the ways of our lord Lucifer and his rise to power with the assistance of his mighty Pricolici has made my task obtainable. Where before I was young and naïve, now I am ready, and you shall be too.”

			

			Nodding, she raised her eyes to his once more, feeling the mighty unholy energy reverberating off of him. His supernatural attributes had already far surpassed that of her former master, the one who had changed her many years ago, Antonin Visimar. This man commanded even more respect, more authority and more…lust. 

			“What shall we do next?” Ingrid asked in as patient a tone as she could muster, hoping to be bred by the dark, evil wizard, a reward for her retrieval of the bones of Everly Seiler. 

			“We wait, for now. Something will come to help us in our retrieval of the gemstone needed for the resurrection. We will be patient,” he muttered then looked back into the sack he still held and noticed something peculiar. “There are two skulls in here.”

			Looking down at the bones, Ingrid replied, “There were two of them buried in the small grave I located. I took them both. I believe the other was a human Everly had turned.” 

			Taking the skull in his hand and inspecting it, The Traveler squeezed until it crumbled into broken fragments, falling to the ground. “I have no need of this. Our goal is to see to it that the third of the seven gateways to hell are to be opened. We will not fail as Visimar had. We may never get another chance again,” he mused, closing up the sack then turning to walk back into his cave lair along with the gray wolf that had been sniffing the skull fragments on the ground. 

			“What of me now? What would you have me do?” Ingrid asked, staring down at the bone fragments at her feet. 

			The Traveler appeared again, holding another skull. He held it toward Ingrid.

			She looked puzzled. “Master, who did this belong to?”

			

			The Traveler smiled. “This, my dear Ingrid, is the skull of one Count Antonin Visimar, retrieved by me from the site where he perished.”

			Ingrid’s eyes widened, her lips pursed as she admired the skull of her one-time master. “What will you do with it?”

			“He failed while he lived, but his essence remains on this mountain. Blood will be spilled not only on Everly Seiler’s bones, but on the remains of Visimar. A fitting end to this once great man who, sadly, could not follow through on the unholy orders given to him by our master.”

			Ingrid couldn’t take her eyes off of Antonin’s skull, charred from the flames that had engulfed him years earlier. 

			The Traveler sneered at Ingrid, done with her now. “I am hungry, find me something sweet to eat. Something,” he paused before continuing, “young.”

			An evil smile fell over Ingrid’s red lips exposing sharp fangs inside her mouth. Her eyes glowed an even brighter shade of yellow as she answered, “Of course, my master.”

			The slits on her back opened as Ingrid’s two large, leathery skin-covered wings jutted out hastily. With several long flaps, she was airborne once more, taking off into the night sky in search of prey. Her favorite kind: young, innocent and defenseless children. The easiest and tastiest of all the humans she had hunted and killed throughout her time on earth. Infants were the easiest to snatch but it was those just on the verge of puberty that were the most enjoyable to catch and tastiest to feast on. She loved seeing the looks in their eyes at the realization their long lives filled with hope, independence, and sexuality just beginning to blossom, were being snatched from them. 

			

			The Traveler and the wolf, along with the bones of Everly Seiler and Antonin Visimar, made their way back into the cave, not turning to watch the beautiful and deadly creature of the night take flight, about to partake in her favorite pastime, hunting. 

			

			Chapter 1:

			†

			Chocolate 
With the Priest

			Tall and awkward, thirteen-year-old Dorin Breban had always been a troublemaker. His parents Gabriel and Lilian Breban had learned of their son’s mischievousness when, at the young age of five, he began slipping out of bed in the early morning hours to visit his next-door neighbor, an elderly widow named Clara Gilca whose husband had passed away from a horse-riding accident several years prior. The woman had become a grandmother of sorts to the child as the Brebans’ extended family had either died off or moved away from the once depressing town, now revitalized since the vampire Count Visimar and his demonic minions had been defeated high on the mountain above the village.

			

			The boy would sneak out and help himself to the old, lonely woman’s food before she awakened and took him back to his house. This went on several times before the Brebans began threatening their son with spankings to stop his disobedience. The threats, however, fell on deaf ears and so, capital punishment had to be meted out with Mama’s flat wooden cutting board against the child’s bum. 

			As the years went on, the boy needed to continually learn the hard way about disobedience. When he got older, the spankings ceased but the punishments got harsher, with hard labor correcting the boy’s behavioral issues. His father Gabriel worked the fields just outside of Burnmere, tilling the rough soil for wheat and corn planting, and the boy was required to help his father extensively. 

			In school, Dorin was soon labelled the troublemaker, trying to look up girls’ dresses, and the bane of elderly schoolteacher Ada Shalner before her untimely death at the hands of a possessed and insane Everly Seiler one fateful night two years prior. The bushy-haired, freckle-faced boy took a liking to a child quite his opposite, Patrik Sessler, who was a year younger. Dorin was enthralled with Patrik’s tale of his parents, Anna and Finn Sessler, finding Everly Seiler’s body outside Dr. Joachim Heuberger’s home, shot in the chest by the good doctor himself after her attempted home invasion following the cold-blooded execution of the schoolteacher minutes earlier. 

			Once Juliette Burns took over as their schoolteacher following the incident with Everly Seiler, she quickly had Dorin’s number, keeping him on a short leash. Because school in Burnmere only went up to eighth grade, Juliette knew that in one short year, the boy would be gone and likely put to work full-time with his father in the fields, a job he was certainly suited for, as he was taller and stronger than the other kids in school and knew it. 

			Anna and Finn mistrusted Dorin, although they felt bad for the boy who had good parents that loved him. Something about him had always seemed off, as if his brain didn’t quite click when it came to empathy and kindness, and they noticed he had increasingly fewer friends as the years ticked by. The elderly neighbor who considered the boy to be the grandson she never had died from cancer a year earlier, shaking up Dorin and causing him to regress further into isolation and depression. 

			Now, all Dorin had was Patrik and his parents. He found that he could be himself when he was with Patrik and wasn’t judged by his mood swings, which often went from severely depressed to out-of-control hyper. In 1851, French psychiatrist Jean-Pierre Falret introduced the concept of an illness that included both manic and depressive episodes on a repetitive cycle, with periods of varying lengths between them, labeling it “folie circulaire,” later known as bipolar disorder. But such words meant nothing in Burnmere yet, even to the well-educated German doctor in town, Joachim Heuberger, who had given the boy sedatives to help calm his hypertension but they only seemed to make him worse off. So, medication was ceased and Dorin was left on his own to deal with his internal issues. Issues he shared with his close friend Patrik, who always seemed to lend a compassionate ear. 

			After the incident up on the mountain two years ago, and the destruction of Castle Visimar at the hands of Juliette Burns, Marco Seiler, and Caspar Voit, the town had initially reeled from the destruction and death. But leadership was established quickly by the one-time town drunk, Marco, who had redeemed himself by helping vanquish the evil high in the mountain above the town. Thrust into the role of town constable, he quickly proved more than capable in the task, exceeding the loftiest of expectations even from the town’s most skeptical inhabitants. 

			His once enemy and now closest ally and confidant, Caspar Voit, made a great deputy. Together, they, along with Marco’s new wife, Juliette, and the new parish priest at St. Joseph’s, the sixty-year-old Fr. Daniel Kolb, had seen to it that the town once again, after countless years, was thriving and growing. New businesses were springing up, and numerous improvements made—repaired roads, upgrades to the houses and businesses, and a fresh coat of paint to the once worn-out little church in the town’s center. Much of this renewal was made possible with the monies procured from the deceased Bürgermeister Samuel Hartjenstein’s vast wealth, which he had been pilfering from the town for years until his demise. 

			It was a Friday afternoon in late October, a time of year when the cool mountain air felt good on sunny days and downright bitter cold on cloudy days. School had just let out at three o’clock, enough time for the school children to get home and help with chores before dark, followed by a nice long weekend. 

			Burnmere had grown ever so slightly in the aftermath of the destruction of Castle Visimar, but there was still a shortage of children in town, a concern for many of the lifetime residents that were getting older. Numerous children had perished through the dark times of Visimar and Ingrid, his vampire slave. Because of this, most parents of young children had quickly moved out and relocated closer to Bucharest, avoiding the smaller villages in between for fear that what was happening in their small town may bleed over into nearby towns. 

			The school had gained four students, two kindergarteners and two from the Dimitrus, who had an eight-year-old boy named Hans and a thirteen-year-old girl named Addi. They had just moved into town several months prior. Daniel and Sabrina Dimitru had moved here wanting a fresh start for their young family. Daniel, whose trade was banking, had heard about a growth-oriented town further north of them near the Carpathian Mountains that could use someone who was good with money. So, taking a chance, he moved his family to Burnmere and had been quite pleased to find the town as pleasant as it was. 

			Daniel, a firm but soft-spoken man, fit in nicely as the new banker and quickly earned the trust of the people whose money passed through his hands. The bank, centrally located in town, was small but perfectly suited for the number of patrons that passed through its doors throughout the week. 

			His wife Sabrina worked part-time at the market, close to her kids’ school and husband’s bank. She was well liked around town but had earned the reputation for being overly opinionated and always seemed to be worried about something. Worry-wart Sabrina, always on the cusp of a major meltdown, her friends would tease. Ever since she had lost the ever-curious Addi for nearly a day when the girl was just five, an already uptight Sabrina had doubled down on her worrying and nervous, high-strung personality. 

			Addi had befriended and developed a crush on the kindhearted Patrik, and while she didn’t much care for the rather aggressive Dorin, she had hesitantly befriended him in order to stay close to Patrik. Addi had olive skin, a light smattering of freckles, long, curly light-brown hair, and big brown eyes that complimented her budding beauty as she was entering puberty. 

			Patrik’s family lived opposite Dr. Heuberger while Addi and her family lived several houses up on the same street in a newly renovated home. Dorin’s family had moved out of their home beside Clara Gilca into an area perfectly situated near the largest mountain in the region and within easy access to a small field which Gabriel owned and harvested. 

			The three friends walked home from school toward Dorin’s home on the outskirts of town after deciding they would have some Friday afternoon fun together. Their parents had given their approval before school under strict orders they return in time for dinner. Dorin’s house was chosen due to its close proximity to the forest, a less populated area of town where they had plenty of space to explore and play. 

			Addi had begrudgingly accepted Dorin’s offer to hang out after school against her better judgement, especially as it was his house. She knew his moods shifted from elated and energetic to sullen and angry, but she didn’t like the way he looked at her, sometimes slightly too long. Since moving to Burnmere, the bumps on her chest had grown larger than most girls her age. Even with the modest dresses she wore, it was quite obvious that boys her age found this something to marvel at. 

			Still, Patrik was her best friend and more than a trustworthy companion. He was a pure-hearted and good-natured boy who didn’t look at her the way the others did, but more like a best friend, which she most certainly was. He was also her first crush, and she suspected she was his, although neither of them spoke of it. The quick glances they stole at each other revealed their true feelings, though, especially the longer they were together. 

			While Dorin grew taller and more rugged looking once puberty hit, Patrik grew in other ways, becoming much more thoughtful and contemplative, thinking things through. He also was becoming quite handsome even at the young age of twelve, inching closer to thirteen. Lately, he had awakened to find a few small pimples dotting his face. 

			As they walked past St. Joseph’s parish on their way to Dorin’s house that afternoon, Addi looked down the small gravel path leading to the church’s front doors, thinking of a dream she had the previous night. She couldn’t remember it exactly, but it had to do with a priest, likely kind old Fr. Kolb, but she hadn’t been sure. It had bothered her a bit in the morning then wore off and was ultimately forgotten as the day went on and other real-world concerns took the odd dream’s place. 

			Glancing at the church, she said, “I wonder if Fr. Kolb is here. He’s always so nice to us. We should check in on him.” 

			“Who cares? We have to see him every Sunday,” Dorin answered curtly. 

			

			Addi smirked at him and shrugged, knowing Dorin’s attention span was short and sitting through the typically one-hour long Mass every Sunday had him constantly squirming on the hard, wooden pew, much to his parents’ dismay. “Well, dummy, he usually gives us candy, so I suppose if that doesn’t interest you, feel free to wait outside. I, for one, would like some of his milk chocolate he keeps stashed in his office. He’s generous with the chunks!” 

			Patrik glanced at Addi, giving her a slight smile. She always had the best comebacks to Dorin, and they all knew it, Dorin included. 

			“Fine,” Dorin said stoically, realizing she was right. A bit of Fr. Kolb’s chocolate sounded good. It had been a long day in class after an even longer week filled with homework and several tests from the challenging but admittedly excellent schoolteacher, Mrs. Juliette Seiler. 

			“We need some sugar before we go into the woods anyway,” Patrik said, glad he would be able to say hi to the always friendly priest. 

			Their former priest, Fr. Gustloff, was still missed, especially considering the unfortunate circumstances that surrounded his death at the hands of Everly Seiler, but Fr. Kolb had acclimated nicely to the town upon his and Juliette’s arrival and was quickly welcomed with open arms from a town in much need of spiritual guidance. 

			The three of them walked down the narrow path to the church and entered. Addi, whose pretty dress flowed in the light breeze, took the lead with Dorin and Patrik on either side of her. Peering around the small space, their eyes quickly fell on the priest up by the altar, kneeling and praying silently. They had never stepped inside the church at this time of day and the light shining through the windows made it seem serene and calm. He glanced over to the side and saw a sack cloth hanging open, judging by the fabric loosely hanging out of it, he guessed that albs in need of cleaning were placed inside for Fr. Kolb to wash later on. Otherwise, the church was spotless.

			“Should we interrupt?” Dorin asked his friends, unaware of how far his deep, changing voice carried. 

			Fr. Kolb glanced back, hearing the young boy and seeing them near the entrance, quickly made a sign of the cross, and stood to his feet, placing his rosary back into his pocket under his vestments. “Well, hello there, Addi, Dorin, Patrik! Good to see you three. What can a tired old priest do for you this fine Friday afternoon? I suspect you just got out of school?” 

			 Awkwardly mumbling their hello’s, they moved forward to greet the priest halfway up the center aisle toward the altar. He held out his hand, shaking all of theirs, his cheery face beaming with characteristic happiness, as if he had truly found his calling and the right parish for him to lead at this stage in his life. 

			“Well, um,” Addi began, suddenly feeling awkward asking for a handout. 

			“Come on, child, what is it? Out with it,” Fr. Kolb asked pleasantly. 

			“You see,” she tried again. 

			“Chocolate. She thought we might be able to get some chocolate. We’re going into the woods back by my place and thought swinging by here would pay off,” Dorin answered abruptly. 

			

			A grin fell across the old priest’s face. “Ah, yes. My personal stash from Switzerland, the home of only the finest chocolate. Sure, the stuff here in town is edible, but it’s nowhere near as delectable as mine. And, of course, you three are more than welcome to help yourselves to a small bit. Do your parents know?” 

			“About what? Us eating some chocolate? They don’t care,” Dorin replied. 

			“That is not what I was referring to boy,” Fr. Kolb said, watching Dorin warily. “I was curious if your parents know about where you three are headed.”

			A bit more stammering followed before Patrik answered this time. “Well, not exactly. I mean, they know we’re all going to Dorin’s after school but that’s about it.”

			Fr. Kolb raised his eyebrow. “Do they know you’re heading into the woods?” 

			“Um,” came the reply from all three of them in near unison, shifting their feet awkwardly. 

			Sighing, Fr. Kolb moved past them toward his small sacristy off to the side of the front entrance of the church. He had cleaned out the alcohol from its previous occupant when he took over and spruced it up a bit, making it slightly more inviting to his parishioners. While the kids waited outside, Fr. Kolb opened his desk drawer and pulled out a large chuck of chocolate wrapped up in white paper. 

			He came back out to the eager kids and broke a chunk off for all three of them, handing it over before breaking off a piece for himself. Watching them happily take their portions and begin gnawing on the sugary sweetness, he took his own small piece and began nibbling. “So, what’s the reason for the trip to the woods?” 

			“Well,” Addi said, clearing her throat of the delectable milk chocolate, “Dorin here said he’s found several paths, and we thought it would be fun to explore.”

			Looking warily at the kids, Fr Kolb tried to mask his apprehension. “Is that so?”

			With a mouthful of chocolate, Dorin replied, “Yeah. Mom and Dad claim it leads to that castle up on the mountain near its peak. We aren’t going up there, just wanted to see how far we could get before turning back.”

			Lines of concern creased Fr. Kolb’s brow as the kids instantly saw the change in his demeaner. The priest’s mind went to the nearby town of Crownhaven where the mysterious disappearance of an infant recently had spurred rumors that something sinister was at play once again. Something unexplainable and evil that could possibly be connected to the mountain high above Burnmere. 

			Clearing his throat, he spoke again, this time with authority. “Kids, it is unwise to traverse those woods unaccompanied by adults. In fact, it is unwise for anyone to explore that area, regardless of age. Much has happened on those trails. While I am not your parents, it behooves me to tell you, stay out of there. You’ve heard the howls of the wolves as of late high up on that mountain—we all have. There is much to do and explore in the fields around Burnmere without the need to visit that forest.” 

			They fell silent, knowing the priest was right. The howling of wolves in the middle of the night could be heard all across Burnmere. Some chose to ignore it, while others had begun speaking in hushed tones about the ominous sounds once more returning to the region, much as they had two years prior while the castle still stood and the dreaded Count Visimar still lived. 

			Seeing they had divulged too much information, Dorin quickly attempted to backtrack. “Well, we were actually only going to climb some of the trees near my house. I do it all the time, Mom and Dad don’t care.”

			Fr. Kolb could tell the boy was lying, but before he could open his mouth to question him, Dorin cut him off.  

			“Father, what is that?” he asked, pointing to the tabernacle up by the altar. 

			Typically, on Sunday mornings, there wasn’t much sunlight shining through the chapel, but in the afternoons the altar area was well lit, including the small tabernacle and the fine jewels encrusted around its golden shape. The sun cast a warm glow directly on the middle of the cylindrical shaped tabernacle in which the blessed sacrament lay in wait to be distributed to all of the faithful in attendance at Mass. 

			Hidden in plain sight on the tabernacle was a beautiful, ruby-red gemstone. The townsfolk had seen it in all of its majestic glory upon Marco and Juliette’s return from vanquishing the beast in the castle high above their town. Soon after, when Juliette, who was originally from England, decided to stay on as their new schoolteacher and her driver, Daniel Kolb, would once more after many years don the vestments, it was agreed that the stone should be protected while keeping it nearby. 

			Juliette had come up with the idea of securing it to the cylindrical container where the consecrated wafers were kept for holy communion. It fit perfectly, as if it belonged there, right beside the precious body and blood of Jesus himself, adhering to the golden dwelling place for the Eucharist magnetically, while the other gems around it were secured in place by grafting them into the metal. 

			“That, my son, is a precious gemstone I am told dates back to the birth of our Lord and Savior. Quite beautiful at this time of day, is it not?” Fr. Kolb replied. 

			“That it is,” Dorin said with his mouth slightly agape having never noticed it before. 

			Patrik nudged his friend. “Hey, we should get going. I have to be home by suppertime or my parents will get worried.”

			“Yeah, me too. Father, thanks so much for the chocolate. It was delicious, as always!” Addi chimed in, turning toward the front doors leading back outside. 

			Dorin forced himself to pry his eyes away from the beautiful ornament resting on top of the altar, shoving the rest of the chocolate into his mouth and muttering, “Thanks for the chocolate, Father. Addi’s right. It’s great.”

			“Tell all your parents that Fr. Kolb sends his regards, and hopefully the chocolate didn’t spoil meal plans later on,” Fr. Kolb answered with a wave. 

			Patrik turned as they were about to exit. “Father, do you think whatever was up there that Constable Marco and our teacher took care of is gone for good? I mean, I remember all the disappearances around town back then, especially my friend Aline Koltz buried right outside the church.”

			Fr. Kolb adjusted his vestment as a way to gather his thoughts on a topic that, while not off-limits, was talked about only in whispers around town. Most of Burnmere’s inhabitants wanted to put those horrors out of their minds and move on, especially since no further incidents had occurred since the castle had fallen. At least in their town. 

			“My young lad, evil, unfortunately is all around us. Each and every day. In the choices we make. In what we do and do not do. In how we treat others and treat ourselves. But to answer your question specifically, the evil you speak of that resided up in that dreadful place high on the mountain. No. I do not think it is completely gone from this land. But that does not mean we are in imminent danger. It doesn’t mean that something terrible will happen, it just means that…well…” 

			Fr. Kolb paused, choosing his words. “Stay away from that place. That is what I am trying to tell you. Nothing good can come from nosing around that mountain and the paths that lead up to that infernal castle. Your schoolteacher lost her sister, young Lily-Rose Burns, to that mountain. Nick Schoeler also perished up there. Although I never met either one of those poor souls, their deaths still lay heavy on this town and on me as well.”

			The three kids slowly nodded, understanding the gravity of what he was saying, and judging by the priest’s sudden shift to a more serious authoritative tone, they knew their time had ended at St. Joseph’s. 

			“Thanks again for the chocolate!” Addi called out as they exited the church and quickly made their way up the gravel path back to the cobblestone road that would take them past the town tavern, now under the management of old man Maxwell Murrey and his wife Jane, then further on towards Dorin’s home. 

			Fr. Kolb stood in the open doorway of his parish and watched the three of them make haste back to the road without turning around. “Stay safe, children and please, stay away from those woods,” he muttered to himself, quicky making a sign of the cross. 

			He closed the door as his eyes fell back to the tabernacle by the altar. The sun that had shone on it earlier had passed and, once more, the gemstone was lost among the rest of the jewels, just as Marco, Caspar, and Juliette had wanted it. A gem like that needed to be on display and not tucked away like some rabbit’s foot, used only for good luck and wishful thinking. This item had been a gift to the Christ-child and, as such, needed to be visible to all the believers in town as a reminder that good had triumphed over evil before, and should that evil ever revisit the Carpathian Mountain region of Bucharest, it would be vanquished once more. 

			Fr. Kolb’s brow furrowed, troubled by the conversation and the questions asked. His mind fell back once more to the infant, taken from what should have been the safety of its home, snatched right out from under its parents’ noses in the middle of the night. No traces had been left behind that could offer up any clues as to the abduction. No wolf tracks or any other hints that an animal had been involved. And that was what troubled Fr. Kolb the most. Someone stole the child, for what purpose? 

			

			Chapter 2:

			†

			Troubling Times

			“How are you this fine morning, Mr. Seiler?” Caspar Voit asked constable Marco Seiler as he walked into the small, one room jail in town. After the murder of Constable Hecht, Fr. Gustloff, and Bürgermeister Hartjenstein inside the four walls, Marco, with the help of Juliette, decided to change things up a bit, adding more protection for law enforcement by way of a completely renovated jail which was now larger, giving anyone incarcerated a bit more room instead of the tiny box Hartjenstein had insisted on to “save money.” 

			Not that the cell was used much. Over the past two years since taking over as constable for the small town, Marco and his deputy had made exactly four arrests—of the same two people. Field workers Virgil Milcu and Alex Banica seemed to get themselves into trouble when they spent too much time and money over at the Pale Horse Pub. The two were inseparable, even when fighting. Both had strong opinions on a great number of things and once the alcohol began to flow, tempers would inevitably flare up until usually punches were thrown. 

			Outside of the bar, the two men were more or less friends, but inside the town’s only bar, once the hard liquor was consumed, things sometimes took a turn for the worse. The new owner, old man Murrey, usually took care of things, but on occasion it would get bad enough that Marco or Caspar would have to stop in and break it up. When that happened, an overnight time-out in the clink was in order, which typically had the desired effect on both men who would wake up with a severe headache and much remorse. 

			Marco himself had reminded them time and time again that he had been just like them and all it got him was wasted years and a son that left town, never looking back. “Get your heads out of your asses, gentlemen. I’m getting tired of seeing you both in here. Soon, I’m going to have to extend the jail time and you both know you can’t afford missing a few days of work out in those fields, especially with Gabriel Breban as your boss. That man has his hands full with his boy and then has to deal with the likes of you two acting like a pair of damn teenagers yourselves! Get your shit together or I’ll do it for you.”

			That conversation was several months ago, and no incidents had followed. Caspar had even checked in with Maxwell Murrey over at the Pale Horse and he had informed him that indeed, the two men were behaving themselves for the most part, sitting at the bar together in conversations that would still get heated, but no longer seemed to come to blows. That was good enough for Caspar and Marco; no one was perfect. 

			Marco leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Well, I’m trying to wrangle together enough funds to get Juliette her new textbooks and I’ve gotten nothing but grumbles from most of the townsfolk. I don’t want to raise any taxes, Lord knows I don’t, but we’ve seen this town beginning to thrive. What better way to spread the word than improving our curriculum for the kids in town?” 

			Acknowledging Marco’s frustration with a glance, Caspar chimed in, “Hell, I sure don’t want to be the one collecting. Between this and my ironworks, I’m beyond busy, even with the added hire. But I know it’ll help grow the town, I do, Marco. Give those that are pushing back some time and let me smooth things over. They’re old and set in their ways, don’t see much need to invest in the future, I suppose.”

			Marco was used to the daily grind of taking care of a town and the many minor issues that cropped up on a weekly and sometimes daily basis. He was glad it was Friday afternoon and soon he would be home with Juliette, the woman he continually felt unworthy of and madly in love with at the same time. 

			A short romance had followed her return with Daniel Kolb after the events that transpired on the mountain with the castle falling and the vampire and wolf infestation vanquished. Less than a year later, they were married in St. Joseph’s by their new priest, Fr. Kolb. 

			Marco turned to Caspar. “How’s that Simon Blaga fella working out for you? Kid’s finally old enough to handle himself and Lord knows his parents are glad to have him help you out.”

			“He’s doing well. Starting him slow but he’s getting it. I need someone to take over for me once I,” Caspar fell silent, not wanting to broach the topic he and Marco tried to avoid. His departure from Burnmere was something he had been hinting at for the past year. Juliette and Marco’s marriage continually reminded him of what could have been with Juliette’s sister Lily-Rose who was now just a painful memory. The distinct lack of eligible women in Burnmere had the eligible and handsome Caspar ready for a change, even if he and Marco had made a great team bringing the town back from what was essentially the dead. 

			As the months passed following Lily Rose’s death on the mountain two years ago, Caspar had dove headfirst into his new role as deputy along with his day-to-day duties as the town’s ironsmith. But lately, the monotony had begun to set in, and without an heir to pass on his business to, Caspar was beginning to feel as though a relocation to the bustling city of Bucharest might be in order. 

			Marco could see the direction the conversation might take if he prodded Caspar more, but he was tired and wanted to get home, so he simply replied, “I think you were going to say, once you feel comfortable enough with his abilities.”

			“Right,” Caspar agreed, taking his cue from Marco. “So,” he began, changing the subject to something far more troubling. “The infant swiped from Crownhaven. I spoke with their constable who informed me that the parents are destroyed and have no knowledge about where their child is. He’s looking into it but don’t expect much, he’s one step removed from our own Bürgermeister Hartjenstein himself. I met the parents, nice people, Lio and Verena Bauer. He repairs wagons and she, well, she’s taking the loss hard. Quite sad, really. Lio said she just sits in their house, looking out the window, expecting little Mila to come back on her own.”

			Standing to his feet, Marco looked his deputy in the eye. “That infant is no longer among the living. You know it and I know it. Just as we have all heard the howling wolves high up in the mountain once more.”

			“Speaking of wolves, the law over there claims it was an animal abduction and isn’t wanting to dig any deeper. Sound familiar?”

			“Hell, yes, it does. Sounds like our illustrious previous bürgermeister and his flagrant denial of the truth staring him in the face. No traces of an animal whatsoever, especially a wolf. No paw prints, no fur, nothing.” 

			Marco paused, leaning against his desk. “It’s not over, Caspar. We’ve spoken with Fr. Kolb at length about this, and our good doctor as well. I’m not sure how it will start or what the evil that still exists somewhere up in those mountains wants, but it’s coming back. Either through Everly, whose body is still missing, or—” he stopped. 

			“Or?” Caspar asked. 

			“Or something or someone else has taken Antonin Visimar’s place. You told me you saw that black slime fluid still moving in the bottom of the castle ruins before escaping, right?”

			Caspar replied, “I did. I didn’t want to believe it for the longest time. We defeated it. All of us, and I assumed whatever that supernatural thing was, Pricolici, werewolf, vampire, maybe even the devil himself, or at least an offshoot of old scratch, was sent back to hell.”

			Marco looked over at Caspar gravely. “We still have that gemstone. That’s what it’s after. To complete the transformation. How, I do not know.”

			Both men fell silent, contemplating these difficult topics. 

			“Damnit, Caspar, I need you. I’m being a selfish prick. But this town needs you. I need you! These are troubling times.” 

			“Marco, you’re my boss. And a damn good one. You’ve turned this town into a place people are legitimately coming back to. But I’m not sure where I fit in here in the long run,” Caspar answered with a hint of sadness. 

			“Juliette and I, we both know this has been tough. What with Lily-Rose and all. Just promise me you’ll stick around a bit longer, whatever’s coming, I can’t do this without you.”

			Caspar quickly looked away, not wanting to look Marco in the eye. 

			Seeing that topic of discussion had ended for the time being, Marco grabbed his six-shooter, slung it into its holster on his belt and scratched the whiskers on his chin. “Well, good buddy, Juliette should be back from closing up the school for the day and I’m hungry. You hold the fort down for me tonight?”

			“Sure thing, boss,” Caspar replied, forcing out a smile. 

			Marco walked past Caspar and patted him on the shoulder, leaning in. “You are the best I’ve got. Hell, the best in this town and any other town remotely nearby. Don’t ever forget that.” Marco left the Burnmere jail and headed home, leaving Caspar to mull over their conversation. 

			

			†

			Dorin, Patrik, and Addi arrived at Dorin’s house, a fully renovated property on the edge of town once inhabited by Constable Marco Seiler and his first wife, Everly. Marco had wanted the house leveled after the horrors that had taken place inside its walls, but Gabriel Breban saw a project in the making and was determined to bring new life into not only the dilapidated house, but that corner of Burnmere as well. For the most part, he and his wife had succeeded. Their quaint little house had new wood flooring and a fresh coat of paint as well as a freshly-built fence lining the property and some flowers Mrs. Breban had planted to spruce things up a bit. 

			Once the biggest eyesore in all of Burnmere was transformed into an inviting place, other nearby houses also began getting cosmetic upgrades such as new fences and colorful gardens of varying sizes. Soon that area of town looked no different from the center of town, which only two years prior had been where only the luckiest and wealthiest among the now one hundred and fifty inhabitants of Burnmere lived.

			Since then, the wealth had spread and the farmers whose jobs were of equal importance for the continued food supply in town were treated much more fairly, and this included Dorin’s father. Thanks to Marco’s much-needed changes and improvements to the town, along with the help of Caspar, Juliette, and the good Dr. Samuel Heuberger, Gabriel was able to make a significantly better living now to better provide for his family. 

			

			While Dorin rummaged through the kitchen grabbing snacks for the three of them, Addi and Patrik waited for him in the small living room.

			“So, this is where she lived,” Addi remarked, looking around the pleasantly decorated room with one couch and several chairs. 

			Patrik answered quietly so Dorin wouldn’t hear, “Yes. And truth be told, I don’t like being in here. I mean, it’s fine and all, but I saw her, lying there on the ground and then hearing about what she did. It’s just…” he glanced over at Dorin who continued to bang around the kitchen. In an even lower voice, he said, “It’s just, I sometimes wonder if her spirit is still in this house somehow. Stupid, I know.”

			Addi’s eyes wandered from Patrik’s to what was essentially a rather boring place, similar to most every other house in Burnmere, except for its previous resident. She had been told by most everyone in town that Marco Seiler was a good man after his turnaround. Everything she had seen and heard of him had led her family to believe the town was, indeed, in good hands, even with the horrors that took place two years ago. 

			Patrik had told her most of the details surrounding Everly Seiler and what had happened not only in town but up on the mountain as well. Tales of vampires and wolves and an ancient evil known as the Pricolici. She couldn’t believe the strange tale her close friend had shared and questioned the legitimacy of most of it, even coming from someone as trustworthy as Patrik. 

			“Okay! I think I’m ready!” Dorin called out, joining them in the living room. “Let’s go, I want to be back by dark. Less questions from my parents and I’m guessing yours as well. I’d like to see if we can find any bones from those people that were killed up there a few years ago.”

			Patrik noticed Dorin’s sack was filled with some apples and celery as well as a small bag of mixed nuts from the town market. Over his other shoulder, he had slung a leather-skinned bag that likely held water. 

			Dorin was about to open the front door to leave when he saw Addi’s eyes shifting around his house as if inspecting it for traces of what was residing inside. His guard instantly went up. “Yes, Addi, I know. I live in the murderer’s house, that’s what you’re thinking, right?” 

			The curt comment catching Addi off guard, she snapped back to the present, looking at Dorin who seemed to be glaring at her. She was about to defend herself, but Patrik beat her to it. 

			“Relax, Dorin, she’s never been in your house. What’s wrong with just having a look around?” 

			Keeping his glare focused on Addi, Dorin answered his friend. “I still get looks from other classmates and I know it’s about this house. She’s gone, alright? I had nothing to do with that! So, stop acting like I’ve got some disease, okay?!”

			Patrik and Addi knew Dorin’s sudden shifts in mood and irrationality well. They also knew how to snap him out of it, usually, which was simply by changing the subject and throwing a compliment or two his way. 

			“Good pick on the mixed nuts. Especially after the chocolate, Dorin,” Patrik said, forcing a pleasant smile his way. 

			Dorin pried his eyes away from his beautiful secret crush, who he assumed had just slighted him. Patrik’s friendly smile instantly calmed his nerves. “Yeah, well, I figure we’ll need the energy, depending on how far we make it. I want to find some bones. They’re up there, I know it,” he said in a more even tone. 

			Patrik shot Addi a look that he hoped said, Let’s get out of here. 

			“So, shall we get going?” Addi asked, also forcing a smile, further diffusing the tension and regretting her decision to go along with Dorin’s plan to try and find the remains of a vampire by the name of Antonin Visimar. 

			“I suppose so, time is wasting,” Dorin answered, as though nothing had happened. 

			Addi hesitated. She had to relieve herself, and though she didn’t want to do it here she couldn’t hold it and certainly didn’t want to go in the forest. “Um, Dorin, before we go, can I use your washroom?” 

			Dorin stared at her as if trying to decide if she was itching to nose around again or if she legitimately had to use the washroom. She was a girl, and girls always had to pee. Deciding it would be fine, he nodded and pointed in its direction. “Make sure to give it a little kick if it doesn’t latch. The door is old and tends to get stuck.”

			Thanking
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