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      DELIRIUM NOCTURNUM: A NEW SAPPHIC VAMPIRE SERIES

      From WLW author Rojana Krait comes a sapphic vampire tale that blazes through the boundaries between physical and emotional bondage, love and pain, given and found family, and the myriad complicated relationships that women form with one another. House of Sand features an ice queen on the brink of shattering, a topsy-turvy take on the grumpy sunshine trope, and a slow-burn, masc x femme love story with an ending that's both heartbreaking and HEA.

      I broke the chains that bound me at birth but I’ll never escape from the shackles of love and duty, irons that get heavier with each passing year, threatening to pull me down into an abyss of madness and pain. I don’t think I can bear the weight of yet another lost soul but when Nala is thrust into my world broken and afraid, I get a brief taste of the only magic that can save me from drowning in the murky waters of the womb. This spiraling angel is searching for her savior, but how can I be the hero she needs when I’m slowly being poisoned by my own blood?
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      DELIRIUM NOCTURNUM is a collection of 4 standalone volumes about a coven of contemporary lesbian vampires sworn to protect and avenge the innocent. Each volume contains 4 novellas that tell the tale of one sapphic vampire and the woman who makes her want to break her vows. These books contain adult content and graphic violence, please see the author’s website (www.rojanakrait.com) for the VERY MANY trigger warnings for each volume. 
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      TROPES:

      
        	My sister’s best friend

        	Forbidden love

        	Hurt comfort

        	Found family

        	Slow burn

        	Fated mates

        	Damsel in distress

        	Forced proximity

        	Opposites attract

        	Sworn off relationships

        	Emotional (and physical) scars

        	Feminine rage

      

      TRIGGER WARNINGS

      
        	Explicit lesbian sex

        	Violence and gore

        	Bloodplay

        	Self-harm

        	Hanging and lynching

        	Rape

        	Physical, mental, emotional, and sexual abuse (by the villains, not the heroine)

        	Child death

        	Memory loss

        	Familial trauma

        	Kidnapping

        	Imprisonment

        	Incest

        	BDSM relationship that starts out as dubcon and rapidly become fully consensual

        	Mental Illness

        	Suicidal thoughts and ideation

      

      If you have a trigger not listed, feel free to contact me directly to ask about it.
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      Be the first to find out about all of Rojana Krait’s new releases, book sales and freebies by joining her mailing list.  Click here to join!
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      I need more fuel. More fuel if I’m going to burn this God forsaken shack and all of its contents down to a pile of ashes on the frozen ground, but also more fuel for my intent, my rage.

      At least my first problem is easy to solve. I slip out of the back door of the shack and jog to the barn, rubbing my hands up and down the sides of my arms to stay warm. It’s still early winter and I don’t have to look first to know that there will be enough straw and hay to bed down and feed the dozen or so animals that stare passively at me from their pens.

      I’m about to grab another bale when I lock eyes with a young heifer, slight but healthy looking, with reddish brown fur that looks as thick and soft as the fur on the stuffed bear that my sister still sleeps with at night. She’s not afraid of me, only curious, tilting her head and licking her wet, pink nose. Her big, chocolate eyes watch me as I pull a brick of straw down. I can feel her gentle gaze boring into my shoulders and I know that I don’t have time for this, but I drop the bale and unlatch the gate on her pen. Then I quickly unlatch the rest of the pens.

      “Go,” I hiss, trying to spook the animals out by waving my arms at them. Some of them take off, others stand frozen in fear. I reckon they’re like people in that sense; faced with danger some take flight and some will freeze. Others will fight, but not these ones apparently. “Git,” I encourage them, finally resorting to pushing a few of them out the door. They might literally freeze out there tonight, but at least now they’ll have a chance to survive.

      I’ve got to move even faster now though. Once these animals start showing up at the neighboring places, there’s a chance folks will bring them back tonight instead of waiting until morning, and I need time not only to set the fire but to get a good enough burn going that no one will ever be able to figure out that the blaze wasn’t a tragic accident.

      It’s only my intention to burn the shack, but this barn will undoubtedly be a casualty as well, as close as it sits to the house. Once the house lights up I’m just praying to God that I don’t inadvertently burn the entire mountain to the ground. I’m here to resolve a grudge, not watch the entire world go up in flames, and I just don’t have the heart at the moment to burn these poor, stupid creatures alive. I’m not usually such a sensitive soul, but lately…

      I shake the doubts from my head and get back to work, dragging two more bales of straw from the barn into the house. I cut the twine holding them together with my grandfather’s pocket knife and spread the straw all over the floor and the countertops. Then I set to work breaking up any wooden furniture I can find, chairs and tables and picture frames. The splintered wood will burn faster.

      I never in my entire life doubted that I’d be man enough to protect my mother and my sister, despite the fact that beneath my mask I’m really no man at all. Never, for one single second, did I believe that I might hesitate to destroy any man - any men - who hurt the people I love, the only people I have, my only family. I would have sworn on my life that I would do anything for my people.

      And like anyone in my position, I’d daydreamed about this moment a million times. Fantasized about the day that some piece of human trash disrespected my mother or my sister and I was called to arms, given the opportunity to make some pathetic fool beg for his own mother’s mercy.

      Now that I was faced with that reality, I found myself wishing that my sister was just a little bit easier to defend.

      The Canter boys were stirring. All three of them were hog tied, lying in a pile direct in the center of their own parlor, and I knew that there was no chance in hell that they’d get loose but I didn’t want to risk it anyway. I’d given them enough of Mama’s sleeping tea to knock out a small horse so I knew that they weren’t getting up any time soon, but they still might rouse enough to see what was going on. To beg me for grace. To try and mix me up, confuse me. Convince me that I didn’t know had happened between them and Molly May.

      Molly.

      Just the thought of her made my gut twist with wrath. The way they left her in the forest for dead, crawling on her hands and knees, bleeding, her skirts torn and her hair tangled with brambles and dirt.

      If our hound hadn’t heard her sobbing and moaning she probably would have been lost to us. I can feel the breath catch in my throat as it all replays in my mind, having to carry her home in my arms like a baby while she begged me to kill her. The way she howled as Mama cleaned her up and healed her.

      “Who did this,” I demanded, as her eyes drooped and fluttered from the medicine Mama had given her. “who hurt you?”

      “It was them Canter boys,” she whimpered back, unable to focus her gaze. “All three of them. Even the little one, Jimmy. They hurt me, Adri. They’ve ruined me.”

      My eyes drifted over her limp figure as I fought the mental image of my own twin sister being abused not by one but three men. Not even three men. One man, who I used to consider almost like a real brother, who I’ve long suspected knew my deepest secret, the secret that our lives depended on, and his two teenaged brothers.

      Never in a million years could I have imagined a single one of them was capable of something like this. But it must be true that you can never really know a man’s heart. Especially not one capable of something as evil as this.

      “I’m going to the law,” I squeezed my hand into a fist. They hang rapists and I wanted to see all three of those boys swinging from the bridge in front of their own sister and parents, who were currently on a trip to Richmond for business.

      “You can’t go to the law,” my mother hissed. “The law’s not for people like us. They still think we’re property, property that wandered off. Plus, then she’ll be ruined for real. Everyone in a thousand miles will hear about what happened to her. She’ll be cast out by our own people like trash. No man will ever marry a girl who’s been used like that by one man, let alone three. She’ll be lucky to find work in the field.”

      My jaw clenched. It was true. Molly May’s prospects were already severely limited. No one wanted to be associated with our family; people hated what they couldn’t understand and no one could understand the way Mama’s tinctures and oils could increase one’s luck in business or love, or decrease someone else’s luck if that was what a client needed. Mama could heal broken bodies and read fortunes in the bones but one thing she could never do was increase our standing in our community over anything other than begrudgingly tolerated.

      That’s why it hurt so bad when I found out that Gregory Canter, one of my only true friends, had mauled my own sister like a rabid dog. And maybe, just maybe, it was also why I was hesitating.

      I have the straw spread throughout the shack, all over the floors and counters and beds, and I hear a grunt.

      It was Gregory. I’ve been too slow. His eyes are open wide with terror, scanning the room.

      He looks so pathetic there, on the ground with his two brothers. Adam could barely grow a beard and Jimmy was only fifteen or so, I couldn’t remember exactly, but he was still a boy. It was hard to believe that the three of them were monsters.

      “How could you?” I ask Gregory directly, though I know that he can’t answer me because of the rag in his mouth. “You know she’s not right in the head. You have a sister. What if I had done that to Belle?”

      Gregory’s brow furrows, like maybe he’s confused. For a moment, a chill runs through my body, that familiar fear that someone’s about to call my bluff. That Gregory’s going to admit that he’s always known that I couldn’t hurt his sister the same way he hurt mine, even if I wanted to.

      But no. He begins to shake his head vigorously, either to dislodge the rag in his mouth or in an attempt to deny any wrongdoing. Or maybe he’s afraid that I’ll avenge Molly May by going after his sister Belle?

      If that’s the case, maybe I didn’t know Gregory as well as I thought. Belle is innocent. I’d never hurt her.

      That’s how these people always are though. Thieves believe that everyone steals. Liars believe that everyone is lying all the time.

      I guess men who rape believe that all other men would the same if they got the chance.

      I never should have doubted my sister.

      I strike a match on my hip and toss it into the straw on the ground.
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      “Did you hear what happened over at the Canter place?” 

      A fortnight has passed and Molly May has recovered from her injuries. She’s sitting with Mama and I at the breakfast table, spreading butter and strawberry jam on a roll.

      “It’s terrible,” she continues, “and now they think that the fire was deliberate? Who could have done such a thing? Do you think it was bandits?”

      I glance over to Mama and I can tell that she’s as bewildered as I am. Is Molly May playing one of her games? 

      She takes a bite of her breakfast and shakes her head as if she’s dismayed.

      “Well I say good riddance,” Mama replies and reaches for my hand. Her milky blue eyes can’t see me clearly anymore but she knows I’m sitting to her right, where I sit every morning.

      “Mama!” Molly May exclaims, covering her full mouth. She finishes chewing and swallows. “How can you say that? You know that Gregory Canter was Adrienne’s only true friend. Poor Adri. It’s almost like she’s cursed.”

      My mother squeezes my hand and I squeeze back in response. Has Molly May lost her mind? Maybe the attack was too much for her to bear and she truly can’t remember. I’ve heard of that happening before, mostly to soldiers. Something will happen, something so terrible, that they simply forget. They strike the memory and continue living as though the terrible event never occurred.

      It might be some kind of blessing, truly. I don’t want my sister to have to spend the rest of her life reliving her worst moments.

      “It’s a shame, really,” she continues to muse while sipping her tea, “why couldn’t something like that have happened to those wicked railroad men?”

      My body turns cold and I can feel my mother’s hand tense.

      “What wicked railroad men?” I ask quietly.

      “You know,” Molly May looks at me like I’m the crazy one. “The ones who hurt me. The bad men.”

      I haven’t had an appetite since I murdered my only friend but I’m still sure that I’m about to vomit. I stand up from the table, not caring that I’ve knocked my chair to the ground, and storm outside to the outhouse. I barely make it before I’m heaving up bile.

      I’m overcome by the momentary desire to strangle my sister and then I immediately chastise myself. Molly May didn’t choose to be the way she is.

      Or did she?

      Sometimes it’s like she’s a child, she’s so innocent and she can’t tell the difference between reality and her dreams. She forgets things moments after they happened and then remembers things that never happened.

      I know for a fact that she was attacked. I’m the one who found her hurt and bleeding and brought her home. 

      Now I’m not so sure who was responsible and I can’t tell if Molly May herself knows or not.

      I know that there’s a dark side to my sister. I know that sometimes she pretends to forget things, and other times she lies on purpose. 

      I just can’t tell which time is which anymore.

      “Adri?”

      My mother is rapping on the door. I wipe my mouth on my cuff and swing it open, then press my forehead to hers. She’s normally not a very affectionate woman, but she’s the only person who understands.

      “We never, ever talk about this again,” she holds my face in her hands. “No one can ever find out what you did.”

      “What have I done?” I ask quietly.

      “You killed the men who raped your sister. Let’s just leave it at that.”

      I understand her. Is it the truth? I don’t know. Maybe. Does it matter? It can’t anymore, not if we’re going to keep living here. 

      I’m still in my mother’s arms when I hear them.

      The horses. And then the whooping, the sound of men yelling, racing up the dirt road that leads to our small home.

      I look up just in time to see a group of about two dozen white men on horses, led by Grant Canter on his mule, and my heart falls.

      “Sands,” he yells, not even waiting for his animal to stop before he drops to the ground and comes at me. “Sands, you son of a whore, is this yours?”

      He’s holding something up in his hand but I can’t see what yet. I’m sure that he can tell by my complete lack of surprise that whatever he’s holding is probably mine though.

      Still, he storms toward us and shoves his fist in my direction. There, on the flat of his palm, lies my grandfather’s pocket knife. I must have dropped it when I cut the straw loose. I wonder if Grant Canter found it amongst the ashes of his three sons. 

      I take the knife from Canter and look at it without saying anything. We both know it’s mine.

      “Why?” my best friend’s father cries.

      “You know why,” Reverend Granger growls from his big, black horse. It’s no surprise that he loathes my family, he’s sure that my mother is Lucifer’s right hand woman. “You lot think you can make a deal with the witch and you won’t have to pay? You’re paying now. You’re paying with your own children’s blood and you’ll keep paying as long as they live!”

      “No!” I try to defend my mother. “It’s your sons, Canter. They dishonored my sister.”

      My sister has made her way out of the house and is watching the commotion from our porch. 

      “The girl’s even worse than her mother,” the Reverend shouts back. “She leads you men to their downfall. She’ll take us all if we let her! It’s one thing when you folk tear each other down, but that house Canter stayed in belonged to decent white folk and you burned it to the ground.”

      Grant Canter takes a swing at me and I let him. I can’t hit him back, not now that I know that I probably murdered his family - my best friend - for no reason. 

      “Get them,” someone shouts, and before I know what’s happening I’m being taken to the ground. My teeth hit a rock and I can taste blood in my mouth as my hands and feet are bound.

      “What is this?” I hear one of the white men shout, one I don’t even recognize. “This ain’t no boy!”

      And there it is. The commotion that follows turns into a kind of droning buzz in my ears. I always somehow knew that this day was coming, the day when everyone figured out that I’ve been the man of the house since I was just a little girl. 

      I’m thrown onto the back of someone’s horse and I can hear my sister and my mother screaming. I’ve never been on a horse this way before and it hurts. The horse’s back pounds against my ribs and knocks the air from my lungs, but I know that it won’t be for long.

      I know exactly where we’re going and it’s not far.

      We’re heading to the bridge where I was envisioning the Canter boys hanging just two weeks ago. 

      “We have to destroy these demons,” I can hear the Reverend preaching as I’m dumped off the back of the horse, hitting the ground with a thud. “Before they destroy us! Would you have your own homes burn like Canter’s? They’re burning each other now; what’s to stop them from burning white families? ”

      My vision clears and I’m dragged by my wrists behind my back to a tree, where I’m propped up so that I can see everything. The Reverend himself is holding my mother by her long, white hair and several men who have all previously visited my mother in search of various spells and potions are now holding my sister. 

      “Let her see,” Grant Canter is crying out. “Let her see what it’s like to lose everything.”

      “She can’t see,” some moron replies, taking him literally.

      “Then let her hear them scream,” someone else answers. 

      “You like to tell lies?” Canter is demanding from both my sister and myself. “You like to tell people that all the boys want you? They can’t resist you, little demon? And you! Like a snake in the grass! You like to masquerade as a man? Let’s see how you like this.”

      Canter is unfastening his trousers and he’s not alone. My sister is sobbing and kicking her feet and I can’t save her now; I’m tied to a tree and a man who once hired me to build him a chicken coop is trying to pull down my trousers, then gets frustrated and begins to cut them away with my own knife. Someone gets the idea to shave Molly’s head so it looks just like mine, and it goes on and on and on, these men who have all sought my mother’s help ravage her daughters in front of her. 

      Not all of them but many. Maybe even most. 

      “That’s enough,” finally the Reverend intervenes, probably worried that the men are having too much fun raping us. This was supposed to be a somber event, a reminder of the dangers of black magic and witchcraft. It’s turning dangerously close to a party. “String them up.”

      A rope is looped around my neck but I’m not brought to the bridge. Instead someone tosses the other end of the rope around a branch of the tree, pulling me up just high enough so that the tips of my toes can still touch the ground. 

      “Teach her to dance,” someone cackles. 

      I try to support my weight instinctively but it’s futile. My feet dart around, looking for purchase, but the rope gets tighter around my neck. The little bit of relief I find is only dragging the process out. I’m choking slowly. My head is getting foggy but I’m still awake enough to see the mob hang up my sister. Then they set her bloody skirts on fire. 

      I’ve never heard a scream like that before, and I know that I never will again because I’m losing consciousness. 

      The last thing I see before I black out is my own mother, thrown bound into the river. 
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      Why am I sick?

      I had always imagined that Hell would be painful. That I would feel burning or maybe a kind of throbbing pain, the worst pain I’d ever felt, worse than anything I felt while living. Worse than when I was raped and hung. 

      I had never envisioned feeling like I was going to vomit. 

      But here I am, jostling around in the dark, feeling like I’m going to lose the contents of my stomach. I feel a bit like I’ve had too much to drink. It’s unpleasant but it’s not the excruciating agony that the Reverend had always warned us about.

      If this is Hell, it’s overrated. 

      Then I open my eyes. 

      I am almost entirely certain that I’m not in Hell. 

      I seem to be in a wooden box.

      I’m no longer bound and my body is jostling around. I can feel that the box I’m in is small and I’m not alone; there’s someone next to me, wrapped in a linen shroud.

      I can smell burnt cotton and flesh, a more powerful smell than I’ve ever smelled in my entire life. Is it Molly May? 

      It must be her body. 

      She’s cold and stiff and I know that she didn’t survive.

      I’m wondering how I did when I feel movement.

      “Adri?” I hear her mewl and I’m too shocked to reply at first.

      “Are we dead?” she asks, and I’m wondering the same thing myself.

      “I don’t think so,” I answer as soon as I can gather my senses. “I don’t think you get hungry when you’re dead.”

      And I am hungry. I’m starving. I’ve never felt this hungry in my entire life, and I’m craving something but I can’t quite put my finger on what.

      “What is happening right now? Did we accidentally live? Did someone help us?”

      “I don’t know. We need to get out of this box.”

      I try to press the lid open but the box is too small and I can’t lift my arms to get leverage. So instead I try kicking, though I can’t kick very hard in the tight space, I’m hoping that by keeping at it I’ll be able to loosen the lid until I can push it off.

      The jostling stops and someone raps at the top, knocking quickly. 

      “Stop,” I can hear my mother’s familiar voice. “Quiet! I’ll let you out when it’s safe.”

      “Mama?” Molly asks, her voice full of hope.

      “Shh,” is the only response she gets.

      The box starts rumbling again and I guess we’re in the back of a wagon, one that my mother is driving judging by the sounds and movements I’ve experienced.

      I knew that my mother was skilled, but I had no idea that she was capable of something like this. How did she escape? And we must have been nearly dead when she found us. 

      Her healing powers astound me.

      And how is she driving a wagon? Or does she have help? Maybe we had a sympathizer in the mob, someone my mother had helped who felt indebted.

      We travel along in the small box for what seems like an eternity before coming to a stop. My ears prick and I can hear some movement outside until the lid is lifted from the box and I can see my mother’s face above me.

      “My babies,” she cries, more maternal than I’ve ever heard her. “I’ve never seen you all grown up.”

      My mother’s eyes are still milky blue but there’s something different about them. Her hands search my face, her fingers tracing my chin and my nose, but she doesn’t tilt her head to the side like she usually does when she’s studying my features.

      Instead she’s looking right at me.

      “Mama,” Molly May sits up and pushes the linen shroud from her now-bald head. 

      I wince when I see her. I don’t know how she’s moving with burns like that. Whatever my mother has done is a miracle.

      “Mama you saved us,” Molly tries to embrace our mother but our mother recoils.

      “I couldn’t,” Mama shakes her head. “It was far too late, but I would never let you go. You’re mine.”

      “What do you mean?” I’m panicking. My mind is racing but my body is eerily calm. I’ve never been the type to stay cool under pressure, I’ve always been betrayed by my short breath and my rapid heart but then I realize… 

      I’m not short of breath.

      I’m absent of breath.

      I’m not breathing.

      “Mama what have you done?” I cry.

      “I sold my soul, Adrienne, and I sold yours too.”

      “What are we?”

      “We’re the demons the Reverend warned everyone about. And now we’re going to make them all pay, just like he said.”

      “What does that mean?” 

      “I’m so hungry.”

      I’m trying to get my mother to explain, but Molly is right. I’m starving too. Now that she’s interrupted, I take a look around. We’re in the cemetery in Richmond, the fancy one. We’re in a box in the back of a wagon with only my mother, whose face is hooded by a large shawl. 

      “Is that the Reverend’s horse?” I ask, sure that I recognize the massive black beast hitched to the wagon.

      “He’s not going to miss it for long,” Mama answers. “Come on, help me with this. We need a place to hide and we need to eat.”

      My mother drops from the wagon and, to my absolute amazement, pushes open the door to one of the larger marble tombs.

      “Bring that other coffin,” she orders, and it finally occurs to me what kind of box we’ve been hidden within.

      My sister and I carry it into the tomb and it’s like the coffin weighs nothing at all, even though I can tell that there’s something — or someone — inside. We set it on the floor, since all of the pedestals are occupied. My mother sets the horse loose to graze and rejoins us in the tomb, lighting a few of the half melted candles stuck in candelabras throughout before she pulls the door closed again. 

      This entire tomb is close to the same size as our parlor at home and it looks like it hasn’t been visited by the living in a long, long time. I have to admit, I don’t think anyone will look for us here.

      “We need to feed,” Mama explains. She pries the lid from the other coffin open and there he is. The Reverend. He’s unconscious but alive.

      “What is he doing here,” Molly May panics, and I can’t blame her. I hate him too now. I’ve never liked him, but now my loathing for him is almost pathological. I can feel it in my bones.

      I can also feel hunger, a hunger like I have never felt. 

      I can smell the stale sweat and blood on the Reverend’s body and now I know what it was that I was craving. My mind flashes back to the moment my teeth were knocked out and my mouth filled with my own blood.

      I want to fill it like that again, but not with my blood.

      “This is our curse now,” Mama says softly, and I can see her licking her lips. “They can never hurt us again. We’ll never feel cold and we’ll never feel tired. We’ll walk the Earth for eternity, but we have to make them pay. With their blood.”

      I know it’s wrong but I can’t help it. I’m famished. 

      I’m not the first though. 

      Instead my sweet sister, the other half of me who I’ve known since before I was born, the most gentle woman I’ve ever known… she crawls up the Reverend’s sleeping body, sniffing him like some kind of animal, then sinks her teeth into his neck. 

      I can feel something has changed inside of my own mouth. Not only do I have all of my teeth back, but now I have long, sharp canines. I don’t know exactly what my mother has done, but I know that we’re not human anymore.

      The smell is overwhelming now that the blood is flowing. I lift the Reverend’s wrist to my lips and my teeth sink into his soft flesh. His skin melts for me like butter and my mouth fills with the liquid that I know I now need. 

      I’m enraptured. I’ve never known a feeling like this before, it’s more intense even than the few times I’d been with another woman. I drink hungrily and watch from the corner of my eye as Molly May tears the flesh from the Reverend’s neck, chews it, and swallows. 

      My mother is tearing flesh from the Reverend’s other shoulder and it’s then that I know that we’re truly cursed. We’ll never join God’s Kingdom in Heaven now.

      But I don’t care.

      The only thing I care about in that moment is getting more. I’m still so hungry and now the Reverend is dry.

      “We need another,” Molly voices my own thoughts out loud. I can still smell the burnt flesh on her, but now her scars are fading. Her skin is plumping and returning to it’s soft, dark shade; it’s almost purple in the moonlight.

      “Every last one of them,” Mama promises. “We’ll have them all. They are all going to pay with their blood and their flesh, down to the last drop.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          ADRIENNE SANDS

        

      

    

    
      1893, SHORE OF LAKE MICHIGAN

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      We could have chosen anywhere on Earth to settle, but it only made sense for us as living demons to find our very own Hell to rule. 

      Before we found this place, I had no idea that something like this existed. I’m gazing out at the frozen lake, great shards of ice jutting up to the sky like so many knives threatening me from the shore, and I’m both awed and comforted. It’s a monstrous landscape, well suited to a monster like me. There’s an element of sublime horror here that functions like a mirror to my psyche, a constant reminder of what I am. 

      I never allow myself to forget. Not a moment of it, though what happened at home was just the beginning, just the seed from which our terrible story grew. 

      There were lakes at home, but nothing like the expanse of frozen wasteland before me. Nothing even close to this scale, so wide that I couldn’t see across, just like the ocean. It reminded me of the Atlantic, but oceans don’t freeze. The lake doesn’t usually freeze either, not entirely, but this year has been especially cold and the waves have conspired to shatter and create the field of frozen blades before me. 

      It’s the middle of the night and I’m alone on the shore, aside from the dog walker. I see this strange woman occasionally, walking her massive Irish wolfhound up and down the beach, or sometimes sitting on the pier. We’ve never spoken but I’m beginning to get the distinct impression that she comes out at night looking for me. 

      I don’t like being recognized, but if she doesn’t approach me, I’ll let her live. There’s something melancholy about her that leads me to believe that she’s already battling demons of her own. 

      We came here to this great city so that we could disappear into the shadows and the crowds, and the city and its anonymity welcomed us, especially after last summer’s World Fair. People flocked in from all over the country, all over the world even, strangers coming and strangers going all the time. And none were stranger than us. 

      It was so, so easy for us to slip in and move amongst them. And people disappeared from this city all the time. They moved back home or married and moved on or ran out of money and abandoned their flats and their debts. No one blinked an eye when a neighbor vanished without a trace, often people were gone before they even had a chance to introduce themselves.

      It’s not like things back home. 

      In a village where the same families reside for generations, when people start disappearing everyone takes note. Then everyone panics.

      After we drained the Reverend we made good on Mama’s promise. Every single night for a month, a man paid our blood price. At first the people of the mountain believed that there was some kind of blood sickness going around. Then it was an animal, some unseen beast slipping into peoples’ homes at night and taking only grown men.

      Then our problems started.

      Molly May wasn’t satisfied devouring the men who savaged her.

      At first, there was nothing but our hunger. It was unlike anything I had ever experienced, something beyond human. During the days we slept in our borrowed tomb, but at night I felt nothing but the thirst. 

      We’d emerge from the tomb after the sun vanished on the horizon and experiment with our new powers. We were faster and stronger, we could even dissolve our corporeal forms and travel invisibly on the wind. Mama’s vision returned to her, and her abilities to read bones and tea leaves evolved into a new, second kind of vision. Our only thoughts were about the blood though, every new ability was judged exclusively on its potential to allow us to sate our thirst. 

      I no longer truly cared about taking revenge on our murderers. I only cared that I was fed, and Mama and Molly May were the same. We pursued the men of our village because we had no other direction. 

      We ate and drank, growing into our new bodies and climbing the steep learning curve set so suddenly before us. Sunlight was agony. Time was fleeting but without end. Blood was life. The hunger never subsided.

      Then, after the hunger, there was the boredom. Our enemies were vanquished, but our thirst lived on. All three of us had been changed, by Mama’s curse but also by our murder, and none more so than my other half, my twin.

      Molly May had always been unstable, but now she had a cruel streak. She wanted to make the entire mountain pay for her pain. After the men were dead, she slipped into their children’s bedrooms at night and told them that she was coming for their mothers next. She slaughtered boys as they went about their evening chores and played games with her food. She told her victims that she’d let them live if they could answer her riddles, then she’d hang their remains over their mantelpieces for their families to find in the morning.

      Staying on our mountain had never been a realistic option for us. The population was too small to sustain us, for one, plus we had no desire to spend eternity in a shared tomb and even less desire to move into a cave. It was Molly May’s wicked games, however, that got us run out of town. Her survivors recognized her and we were hunted during the day. It was only a matter of time before our pursuers found the right tomb in the right cemetery. 

      It took us decades to learn to live unseen amongst people. Decades of drifting from town to town, city to city, wreaking havoc and then fleeing from rumor and consequence. It was a hard existence and my sister’s hatred for the men who attacked her was eclipsed by her hatred for the woman who put this curse on us, our own mother.

      I don’t hate Mama but I understand why Molly does. 

      The ice groans in front of me and I wonder what takes place under the surface. Is the water still? 

      I’m considering making my way onto the frozen pier and casting myself onto the frozen shards, destroying my body. I’m so, so tired of this existence, all of the hunger and rage. I could just let the ice slice me into pieces, then drift away when it melts.

      “It won’t work.”

      I’m startled by the voice that’s somehow crept up right behind me, close enough to practically whisper into my ear, and I spin around, nearly falling to the sand. 

      It’s dog walker woman. How did she sneak up on me? And why can’t I smell her? Usually I can smell humans from several hundred meters away. I can’t even smell her dog, which sits quietly by her feet, even larger and more imposing so close.

      “You’re not alone,” the woman continues. Now I have the opportunity to study her face up close. She’s got smooth olive skin, soft black curls, and an aquiline nose. I can’t smell her at all, even less than Mama and Molly, who still carry the faint scent of water and fire, respectively. 

      “I sometimes wish that I was,” I reply, regretting that I’ll probably have to kill this woman now.

      A barely perceptible smile crosses her face for the briefest of moments.

      “Just think of it as growing pains,” she offers. “Your coven. It’s in a constant state of discord. It’s why we don’t usually turn our natural families, we carry our differences from our past lives into our new existences. But it’s not as bad as you think. You just lack leadership. Your need a head of household.”

      I’ve always been my family’s head of household, by necessity. I’ve never had a father, even when I was alive. Mama was a widow before Molly May and I were born.

      “Stone,” the woman extends her hand for me to shake and I’m not sure why I’m entertaining this exchange but I grasp it and I gasp audibly. 

      “That’s right,” she holds my cold palm in hers, she’s so much stronger than she looks, “like I said: you’re not alone.”

      “You have the curse?” I’m barely able to reply. This was not something that I ever even considered possible.

      “I’m not cursed and neither are you. But if you’re asking if we’re the same; yes. I’m like you but I’m much, much older.”

      “Sands,” I mutter back. “My name. It’s Adrienne Sands.”

      “I know that. And I know about your sister and your mother, and that you stay over on the west side of town. I’d like to talk to you tomorrow evening.”

      Stone hands me a calling card. It’s thick, creamy paper and I can feel the indentation of the print. It has an address on the Northside and I can see that her first name is Aravella.

      “Come alone,” Aravella Stone continues. “And don’t mention me or this meeting to your mother or your sister until after we speak.”

      She doesn’t wait for an answer or even bid me farewell, she just leaves me standing alone on the frozen shore, wondering what just happened.
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      “This place is beautiful.”

      It’s probably one of the most beautiful homes I’ve ever seen. It’s certainly the most beautiful home that anyone has ever invited me to visit. Aravella Stone’s home — or her mansion, rather — sits on a large, forested acreage up a long, curving gravel drive far from the public roads. The entire home is built from stone just like a medieval cathedral and the theme is carried over into the large stained glass windows on the facade. 

      “Thank you. It’s been my home for over a hundred years. Please, follow me. I’m afraid that I don’t keep a staff on hand, but you can stable your horse this way.”

      I still prefer to travel by horse whenever possible. I never would have been able to afford an animal of this quality when I was alive and over time I’ve grown to appreciate the little luxuries that one can amass by living forever. 

      Clearly not as much as Stone was appreciating them though. 

      After I put up my horse she guides me into her foyer, which is adorned with life sized portraits of a man and woman dressed like rococo aristocrats. We pass through a great hall into a smaller sitting room where Stone has a fire lit in the large marble fireplace.

      “Wine?” she offers, pouring two glasses.

      I’m not sure what game she’s playing here. I sit and stare at the glass she’s poured for me. At first I think that it might be some elegant way of serving blood to your guests, but I can smell that this is definitely the traditional sort of wine, albeit a very nice bottle.

      “You can still eat and drink,” she guesses at my confusion. “You don’t have to, of course, but you can still enjoy food and wine, just not as much.”

      “I had no idea,” I admit. I haven’t consumed anything but blood and flesh since the night I devoured the Reverend. I lift the glass to my lips and take a sip. It tastes surprisingly good to me, though it does remind me of receiving holy communion when I was alive. Ironic. Then I was drinking wine like it was blood and now I drink blood like it’s wine. 

      “It’s generally considered taboo amongst our kind to ask about one another’s living pasts, but Sands, you’ve got me wondering about your Dark Father. It’s like you don’t understand anything.”

      “My Dark Father?” I have no idea what she’s talking about.

      “Or Mother. Whoever turned you. Turning someone is a great responsibility; you can’t just abandon your children to figure out how to fend for themselves. But I see you and yours bumbling along like you were raised by the proverbial wolves.”

      “My mother turned us.”

      “Your mother was undead and she turned her own children?” Stone tsk tsks to herself. “Sometimes that happens, though it never turns out well. Mothers can’t bear to watch their children wither up and die. Do you know who turned her and how long she was undead before she came for you?”

      “She wasn’t undead. No one turned her. She’s a rootworker. She sold our souls.”

      Aravella Stone studies my face, I suspect trying to determine whether I’m a liar or a fool.

      “We were murdered, all three of us,” I continue to explain. “My sister and I woke in a coffin in the back of a wagon driven by my mother. It was her greatest work and her greatest sacrifice, resurrecting us.”

      And she’s never been the same since. 

      Whereas eternal life has turned my sweet sister into a mercurial hellcat, it’s had the opposite effect on my mother. A woman who was cold and hard when she lived has turned into a much softer creature in her afterlife. She consumes a fraction of what Molly and I drink, and she prefers to stay home and wait for us to bring her feed as opposed to hunting her own. 

      “And your natural father?” Stone interrupts my thoughts. “Did she resurrect him?”

      “I don’t have a father,” I answer. I know that, technically speaking, I must have had a father at some point. I just don’t know anything about him.

      “So it’s just the three of you,” Stone nods. “Living harmoniously as one happy family.”

      I laugh at her obvious joke. “Trying to exist in relative peace is more like it.” I’d never leave my mother or my sister but I wouldn’t say we’re happy. “It’s my sister, she’s so wild. And it’s dreadful, just creating this broad swath of destruction wherever we go.”

      “You have no purpose,” Stone concentrates her gaze on me and I wonder if she’s trying to charm me. I know very well that I can convince humans of nearly anything if I fix them in my gaze. I don’t know if it works on other undead.

      “What purpose can a demon have?” I ask her.

      “You don’t have to be a demon,” she replies softly, the reflection of the fire flickering in her dark brown eyes. “You can be an angel.”

      “How?” I allow myself a glimmer of hope.

      “A dark angel, but an angel nonetheless. That’s why I invited you here. Take a look at this.”

      Stone opens an elegant leather folio that I hadn’t noticed on the coffee table in front of us. Inside there are newspaper clippings, missing person posters offering varying rewards, and even police reports that must have been stolen.

      “What’s all this?” I ask, glancing through the documents. A great many of them seem to be related to young women who went missing during the World’s Fair the previous summer, but there are also some older documents about missing women in Baltimore.

      “Look carefully,” Stone encourages me.

      At first I don’t see it, but then it’s as plain as the moon. The same address for a boarding house in the city keeps appearing as the last known address for these women. It’s the same for the Baltimore women, the same boarding house was listed as a previous address for them all.

      “Look,” Stone has some kind of tax documents. One lists the owner of the local boarding house as an Arthur J. Pratt. The other lists the owner of the Baltimore boarding house… as Arthur J. Pratt.

      “Another undead?” I guess, suspecting that I know what happened to all of these missing women and feeling a twinge of regret at the likelihood that I too am responsible for a few missing persons reports.

      “No,” Stone’s face darkens. “A man.”

      “But what would a man need with all of these girls?”

      “He’s raping them, torturing them, and murdering them. It’s a sick game for him and he’s been doing it for nearly a decade.”

      The wine in my mouth goes sour. I don’t enjoy playing with my food and I’m instantly reminded of the gleeful way that the men of my village raped me and my sister. I regret that I have to kill to survive, but those particular deaths are a badge of honor to me.

      “And for every one like him,” Stone continues, “there are a hundred more. Cockroaches. They burn through innocent lives indulging their depraved
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