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  Trigger Warnings:
My darling witches, please be advised that The Soulless Witch may contain scenes that some might find disturbing or triggering. 
There will be hate, blood, violence, murder, stalking, swearing, racism (against other supernatural races), explicit sexual content, dubious consent, and multiple sexual partners. If that doesn't bother you, then enjoy the story!
The rest of you… You have been warned. 








  
  








To those who had their heart broken and could have used several hot, dangerous, morally gray men to fix it. You don't need to be good to be happy. 
Embrace your villain era and enjoy this story.
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Celeste


No matter how many times I go through it, I always hate this part the most. 
Gritting my teeth so dirt wouldn’t fill my mouth, I pushed my hands through the damp earth, clawing my way up. The light beckoned, and while part of me didn’t want to go through it all over again, I still climbed toward the promise of life with everything I had. Lungs burning and muscles crying from the effort, I kept going until my fingers broke free and cold air kissed my skin.
I balled my other hand into a fist and punched through the last layer of soil, digging my nails into the ground and pulling myself up. My head finally broke the surface, and I took my first gulp of air, filling my empty lungs with that delicious, exhilarating sensation I had missed so much. The ground shook as if it was about to rupture, and the world echoed with the sound of thunder—or maybe that was just my body adjusting to the new reality.
To being alive again.
Collapsing on the ground, I reveled in the way the cold air caressed my skin and the stones beneath me dug into my flesh. My eyes locked onto the starry sky above, onto the full moon that welcomed me back, and I finally smiled.
Memories poured in, several lifetimes’ worth of experiences and a myriad of emotions that had me trembling beneath the weight of them. When silence finally settled over my mind, I wondered how long I had been dead this time. It was just over fifty years before, but it felt like every time I died, it took longer and longer to return. Maybe my next death would be final. Maybe…
No. That would mean dying again, and I was sick of that.
Even after all this time, they still hunted me. Hunters. Witches. All kinds of supernatural beasts with bones to pick. They were always after me for one reason or another, no matter how many times they killed me.
I winced as the memory of my last death unraveled before my eyes—of the hunters that cornered me in these same woods; of them cutting me to pieces that they promised to scatter across the earth; of a slow, painful end and a life full of unfinished business.
Foolish mortals, they didn’t know the first thing about death—or magic. 
‘When they come for me again, I will show them no mercy.’
After all, I was just another monster to them. The evil witch who sold her soul for revenge. A villain that could never be trusted, never be loved, never be redeemed.
The evil incarnate. Neither mortal nor immortal, cursed to live and die forever. 
Shuddering again, I pushed myself into a sitting position. I had no idea where and when I was, but judging by the temperature and the stars above, it had to be late autumn. Before I died, this place had been werewolf territory, but the pack that occupied it… Well, they were probably all dead.
I hissed as a sharp stone dug into my flesh when I pushed myself to my knees. I was fully naked again—not that it was a surprise after waking up like this so many times—so finding clothes and transportation was my top priority.
Reaching out for my magic, I felt it slither beneath my skin, just a spark for now. It would take time to fill me up and, before that happened, I was… I was going to need protection. 
My muscles protested against every step, but I didn’t stop. I kept walking until the earth gave way to something smooth and hard, not exactly stone but not soil either. It was hard to see in the dark, but judging by the way it dipped and curved between the trees, it looked like a road.
I gazed at the sky to orient myself when a bright light appeared behind me, making me turn. A loud screech tore through the quiet of the forest, sending a few birds into a flying frenzy. The vehicle was similar to the cars I remembered from my previous life, but bigger, sleeker. Judging by how quickly it stopped, it had to be faster and more powerful, too.
The driver’s door opened, and a figure stepped out. The light coming from ‌inside‌ the car was too bright, so I could hardly see anything other than his human outline. 
“Hey, young lady, are you insa—” a male voice started as the figure moved toward me. He trailed off and swallowed loudly when his eyes lowered to my body—my naked body that was covered with dirt and nothing else. My hair was falling over my breasts, covering fairly little, which seemed to make him uncomfortable. “What in the world…? Were you attacked? Where are your clothes?”
Before I could utter a word, he was draping his jacket over my shoulders. He pulled the front closed, avoiding looking at me while his face turned a bright shade of red. Standing this close, I could see him better—he seemed to be in his late forties, with dark hair that was starting to turn bald at the front, and a light stubble where gray was taking over the black. He was rather plain by human standards, but his eyes were kind and full of worry. 
Just the type I needed.
“Please help me,” I said, my voice coming out appropriately hoarse and fearful. His face paled, and he nodded, wrapping a protective arm around my shoulders as he led me to the passenger door. I allowed myself a quick look around the vehicle while he circled to the driver’s seat—beige leather covered the seats, with something like a TV screen on the headboard. Lights were blinking and words were flashing on it, while quiet music was coming from the walls.
Exactly how long had I been dead for the world to change this much? 
He slipped into the driver’s seat, pulled some retractable piece from the side of the car, and crossed it over his body. He looked at me expectantly, but I just stared, unsure of what he wanted me to do. A deep line formed on his forehead, and he leaned closer. I desperately grasped for the power that kept evading me when he simply caught something by my head and pulled it.
“Safety first,” he said as he clicked the piece over my chest and hips, pinning me against the leather.
“What is this?” I asked, wiggling my body to find a more comfortable position. Was this some kind of restraint? I couldn’t feel any magic in it, and he had put one on himself, too. From what I could tell, it didn’t serve any purpose other than to keep me in the seat.
“The seatbelt?” He raised an eyebrow as he started the engine. The car roared, making me flinch in surprise. “Are you hurt somewhere? I didn’t see…” He cleared his throat awkwardly. The vehicle started smoothly and barely shook at all. The engine had grown quiet too, the trees around us becoming a dark blur. “Can you tell me your name? What year it is? Where you are from?”
“Celeste,” I replied. He kept his eyes on the road, fingers tapping on the wheel as he chewed on his lower lip. When he shot me another look, I added, “I can’t remember the rest. Tell me.”
“Um, well, you’re safe now. I’ll… I’ll get you some help in no time.” He cleared his throat again and his fingers tightened on the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. I could feel concern pouring out of him even without the help of my magic. “Today is October first, the year is two thousand thirteen…”
I sucked in a sharp breath. 
Two thousand thirteen? That meant I had been dead for almost eighty years! No wonder things had progressed so much! I’d probably have a lot to catch up on, not to mention a lot of new dangers to be mindful of. I doubted the Order would have sat on their hands all this time. No, they would have developed new ways to torture and kill supernatural beings. At least, the ones that used to hunt me before were now dead. Or maybe, if I was lucky, a few would still be alive so I could personally send them to hell.
“Celeste?” Flinching, I focused back on him. As if he knew I wasn’t listening, his frown softened. “Where… where do you want me to take you? To the hospital or the police station? The police… They can help you find your family and figure out what happened to you. They will probably send for paramedics and—”
“No.” I shook my head and bit into my nails, only to realize they were full of dirt. I let my hands fall into my lap.
The trees disappeared, and a city came into view with lights flashing from buildings that almost reached the sky. Everything was so bright, I couldn’t help but gawk.
“What…what do you mean, no? Do you… Do you remember where you live?” he asked with a shaky voice while I leaned back in my seat. I reached for my magic again, and there it was, a drop of it gathered deep within my core. Just enough for what I had in mind.
“No,” I repeated. He gave me a sidelong glance, but kept his eyes forward as more vehicles appeared on the road. “Take me to your house.”
The car veered dangerously to the side, and as he straightened its course, he turned to stare at me with shock. “I… I can’t do that!” he blurted, cheeks flushing with indignation. “I’m happily married and I… I have kids! They are all home! And you… You need help! I…”
I sighed. When I reached for him, he tried to move as far away as the narrow space inside the vehicle allowed, but the moment my finger grazed him, he froze. My magic sank into his skin, wrapping around his neck like a leash, while the spell dug its claws into his mind.
“What is your name?” I smiled sweetly, leaning closer until our shoulders were almost touching. He didn’t resist this time—with my hold on him so firm and binding, he couldn’t even if he wanted to.
“Kevin,” he replied in a voice that was still a little strained.
“Kevin,” I slid my finger under his chin and nudged him to look at me. He stared helplessly, uneasiness dancing in his eyes. “You will take me to your home and your lovely family, Kevin. You will not be afraid of me, and you will not be surprised or alarmed by anything I say or do. You know I don’t want to hurt your family. I just want to meet them because I missed you all. You will answer all my questions and protect me until I regain my strength. Do you understand, Kevin?”
“Yes,” he said, and his shoulders finally relaxed. The uneasiness drained from his eyes, and he gave me an excited smile. “You just wait! Julia is cooking her famous chicken casserole! It’s divine, I’m telling you! And I’m sure that Lily will have some extra clothes for you to wear. We can’t have you getting sick! Oh, and Jake! He’d be ecstatic to meet you!”
“Great,” I said with a faint smile, feeling weakness spread through my body as the sliver of magic I had mustered lingered on the human. It had been enough for one, thankfully, but I needed to do the same for his family, so I needed to recharge. “I’m going to sleep.”
“Oh, okay.” Kevin nodded, pressing his finger against the screen on the headboard. The low melody coming from the walls died down. “There’s still an hour until we get home. I’ll wake you up.”
“Good,” I murmured when my eyelids started to droop. “They’ll be coming for me, so you must…” My head hit the window, but I barely felt it, barely felt anything at all. My voice hollowed out, so I wasn’t sure if he heard me as I added, “…protect my body from all of them.”
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Roman


“You are late, Roman.” 
I paused at the door, looking over the oval room with all the disinterest I couldn’t be bothered to conceal. I wasn’t even going to show up at this mockery of a Council, but the Elders wanted eyes on the other factions, and I wanted information.
“Time is of no consequence to my kind, witch,” I replied, closing the door before moving toward the round stone table. My eyes lingered on the woman who had spoken—she appeared in her late forties, but as it was with most supernatural creatures that possessed any kind of magic, it was hard to tell her exact age. And with witches, you could never trust your eyes. Or any of your senses, for that matter.
“That’s Head Witch Regina to you, vampire.” The girl behind her chair spat, and I gave her a quick once-over before slipping into the seat across from them. The witch’s second was young, no more than thirty years old, and the reckless fire in her eyes couldn’t hide that for all the magic in the world. A witchling such as her could never grasp all the horrors a centuries-old vampire, impervious to magic, could inflict on a mortal person.
“Samara,” the Head Witch merely whispered, but the reprimand in her voice was so thick that the girl immediately lowered her eyes to the floor. I held back a snort while I looked at the other two members of the Council.
Prince Malakai of the Fae Court sat poised in his chair like he was lounging in his own home, twirling a crystal glass full of some sweet-smelling pink drink between two of his long, pale fingers. His green tunic lay half-unbuttoned, revealing a good portion of his sun-kissed skin, marred with a few pale scars that looked suspiciously like teeth marks. A crown of vines and berries nested between the locks of his blond hair, tilted askew as if he threw it on in a hurry and forgot about it.
There was a half-empty bottle on the table in front of him, along with several untouched glasses. The male attendant behind the prince looked as poised as most of the High Fae I’d dealt with over the centuries, but this one seemed incapable of hiding what he thought of his prince’s conduct.
Malakai motioned toward the glasses in an invitation, but then let his hand drop, likely remembering through his muddled mind that I did not partake in this type of drinking. Least of all the Fae variety.
Seated at the edge of his chair across from the inebriated prince was the youngest on the Council, barely ninety years old, although by human standards, he could pass for a man in his late twenties. Alpha Isaac, one of the leaders of the five werewolf packs in the central region of the continent, stared at me with almost as much loathing as he looked at the witch, which was flattering, considering his hatred of witches was an open secret. I couldn’t fathom who, among his people, thought he was the most suitable person for the position when he barely needed more than a glance to bristle. Then again, wolves were emotional creatures that liked to snarl and bark. 
Just like he did now.
“Some of us have better things to do with our time than wait for you, bloodsucker.” Isaac bared his teeth, the chair screeching beneath him as he moved to rest his muscled arms on the table. He was wearing a black leather jacket over a white button-up shirt, his dark skin gleaming with delicious vitality. If it weren’t for his terrible personality and werewolf heritage, Isaac would have been the perfect specimen—tall, well-built, and with a chiseled face that could make both males and females throw themselves at his feet. I wouldn’t touch one of his kind, let alone feed off their detestable blood, but even I wasn’t above giving appreciation when it was due. That was until that dog scowled and looked like a child making faces, rather than a man that anyone would want to bed.
“Charmed as always, Isaac,” I replied with a polite smile, watching him seethe with annoyance. It seemed his sole purpose in attending these meetings was to rile me up—as if someone so young and wild could even begin to understand what could get under my skin. It had been so, so long since anyone succeeded, and I doubted there would be another until she awoke. “Shall we start?”
“Aren’t we going to wait for the others?” Malakai asked, putting his empty glass down.
“Gideon is not coming,” Regina stated, pushing a strand of wheat-colored hair behind her ear. “He said he was otherwise occupied, so he’ll join us next time.” The others nodded. The dragon shifter was likely the only one on the Council who got along well enough with everybody. Even I considered him somewhat of a valuable acquaintance. “Beleth probably won’t show up as usual.”
“I don’t even see why we need a demon on the Council at all,” Isaac snorted as he crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. “They aren’t even a race. They’re just twisted souls that take human bodies to go around.”
“I wouldn’t say that in front of him, it’s a touchy subject,” Malakai murmured, lifting the glass he had just refilled. The liquid sloshed, a few drops landing on his tunic. The prince sighed dramatically. “Before Roman arrived, you were saying something about the Order, Regina?”
I looked back at the witch, inclining my head to show I was listening. 
The Hunters’ Order, also known as Guardians of Humanity over the last few centuries, was the main reason this Council existed. They were a threat to all creatures of supernatural descent and needed to be kept in check. The Order had been around even longer than I had, and despite many attempts to wipe them out, they always came back, growing stronger and stronger until even creatures as old and powerful as I could be threatened by them.
“They have been quiet lately, so it is safe to assume they are up to something,” Regina said, tapping her fingers on the table. Her expression was calm, thoughtful, but knowing her, she had already figured out what the Order was up to and decided on how to protect her witches. The rest of us be damned, of course.
Unfortunately for her, I also knew why they were quiet. I just didn’t know the when and the where.
“And what might they be up to, do you think?” I cocked my head. Her eyes glazed over me, slowly, dismissively, before she raised her hands in a feign of innocent ignorance. “It couldn’t possibly be due to the awakening of a certain witch, could it?”
To her credit, except for a single faltering heartbeat, Regina didn’t react. Her second, whom I was watching, went stiff. Sensing my eyes on her, she looked away, but not before I noticed the quiet rage in her gaze.
“What are you talking about?” Isaac frowned, his eyes darting between Regina and me. “What awakening and what witch?”
“Ah, it’s that time again.” A dreamy smile blossomed on Malakai’s face as he rubbed his glass over his lips. “It has been a while since I last saw her. Didn’t she die shortly after attacking your old pack, Isaac?” The prince trained his bleary gaze on the werewolf, completely unabashed by how Isaac’s body bristled. The annoyed look on the wolf’s face had turned into one of pure loathing. His dark eyes narrowed in a glare that could scare a normal person as easily as his claws, which left deep, crescent-shaped marks on the wooden table. “She was as lovely as a summer rose, with just as many thorns. Alas, my mother is not fond of her.”
Golden eyes turned to me, the scorching heat in them intensifying while Isaac struggled to regain his composure. Finally, he took a deep breath and laid his hands flat on the table.
“Celeste is waking again?” he asked in a surprisingly calm voice. “When?” Instead of answering, I looked at Regina, just for her to sigh in exasperation. Isaac jumped to his feet. “Speak! When?”
“Our predictions say she will wake this year. Since the year is almost over, we expect it at any moment,” she offered reluctantly, glaring at her second as if knowing she had been the one to give herself away. I almost felt bad for the poor girl.
This year. 
I knew that much, I could feel it in my bones. But that still left over ninety days, and knowing Celeste, she’d be on the run the moment she woke. She’d need to hide, wait for her magic to recharge, and then disappear. I had to catch her before that.
“Be more specific, witch!” Isaac barked, kicking his chair out of the way and starting to pace like a caged animal. Regina met his gaze with a wall of ice, her disdain matching his. “That monster cannot be allowed to live!”
I considered tearing his throat out, but a tiny voice in my head insisted that killing him would only complicate things. They couldn’t know about my connection to Celeste. Nobody could know before I found her again. I just needed to get what I came here for and leave. They didn’t matter.
“Come on, Regina.” The witch turned her attention to me, wariness slipping into her posture. Her blue eyes narrowed in calculation. “We both know you better than that. You don’t want the Order getting their hands on one of your own, do you? That means you’re prepared to extract her. Where and when?”
“What do you want with her?” Regina asked instead of answering. I could feel the weight of their stares shift to me. There were so many things I wanted from Celeste, but none of them were any of their business. 
“What else? She has something of mine.” I shrugged. “Once I get it back, she’s all yours—along with my undying gratitude, of course.” She seemed to deliberate it for a second, eyes darting to the others. Malakai had finally stopped drinking, while Isaac seemed ready to tear into her to search for his answers. “It’s soon, isn’t it?” A slight tic in Regina’s eye told me as much. Very soon. Maybe even… “Tonight?” I sucked in a sharp breath, my fingers tightening into a fist under the table. Her irises grew larger as she fought to keep her face blank, but her humanity gave her away. It was an effort to sit still. “Is that why you changed the date of our meeting? To keep us occupied while your witches retrieved her?”
“Of course not,” Regina replied with a smile as fake as the spell that kept her looking so young. “Our readings aren’t that precise. But I do have people on standby in case we feel her—”
Deafening thunder echoed outside, and the ground shook so unexpectedly that dust fell from the ceiling while the stones groaned, ready to rain down on us. Everyone was on their feet even before the ground stopped shaking and a wave of energy passed through us, electrifying the air like a mighty storm was about to plunge the world into chaos. I didn’t have to look at Regina to know what it meant—I could already feel it, the mark over my heart pulsing excitedly, pulling me toward her.
“She’s awake.” I smiled, and the witch gulped. She hadn’t expected her to wake so early, after all. “Where, Regina?”
“The Tremain Forest,” she said in a low voice, shooting Isaac a disdainful glance. That had to be his old pack’s land before they were massacred, and… the last resting place of the oldest witch to walk the earth. Of course.
“Where exactly? That forest is huge!” I snarled, losing hold of my calm for a second. 
Regina raised her chin, giving me a wicked smirk.
“You better figure it out before the Order does,” she scoffed, then spun around and grabbed her second’s arm. A moment later, they were gone in a wisp of gray smoke, leaving me roaring inside. I looked at the others just as Malakai was heading for the door, his attendant moving in stride, ready to catch him if he fell. Isaac was gone, his scent passing through the exit as if he had just left.
For Tremain Forest, I realized. 
He knew every inch of that forest. There was even a chance he knew exactly where she had died since he had been there when it happened. A small child, somehow spared in the massacre, a child whose hatred of witches started that same night.
I needed to get there first. I needed to get to her before any of them.
I couldn’t lose her again. Not after waiting this long.
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Isaac


She lived again—the woman who destroyed my world. I had watched those hunters tear her apart after she slaughtered my entire pack. Soaked in their blood and with their screams still echoing in my ears, I watched the hunters kill her, wishing I were big enough, strong enough, brave enough to deal the fatal blow myself. 
I hadn’t been back then, but I was now.
She lived again, and this time it was I who was going to strike her dead.
So I kept running, my paws barely touching the ground as I made my way to the place I visited once a year to commemorate the people I'd lost. If what Regina said was true, I knew exactly where to find her, and when she emerged from hell, I was going to send her right back. I wouldn’t even allow her to beg for mercy or forgiveness—not that I expected to hear words of remorse coming out of a soulless witch’s mouth.
Buildings gave way to fields, then to trees. The spot where we held our monthly meetings, an old, decrepit tower that was covered with faded graffiti from the outside and shielded by metal bars from the inside, was in the neutral zone—a place controlled by all and none, where meetings could be held and grudges needed to be left out..
I let my senses take over. I had her scent, even if it was a faded memory. I could find her again. But as I ran, it wasn’t her sickeningly sweet smell that made me slow down. It was theirs. 
Humans, and lots of them, their unique presence laced with wolfsbane, silver, and magic. They snuck through the trees with impressive stealth, bearing no light, even where the branches blocked the moon. A few of them whispered words that might have been activation spells, but the wind changed direction, swallowing the voices and blowing my scent toward them instead.
A bird’s cry carried through the dark forest, and I knew I’d been spotted even before the first one attacked. The hunter was quick, but he wasn’t a born predator. I jumped out of the rifle’s aim, the bullet—no doubt a silver one—splintering the bark of the tree behind me. I was upon him in a heartbeat, tearing his neck open before he pulled out the dagger he was reaching for. 
I ran again. I had no quarrel with the hunters tonight, but they weren’t getting my prey. I wanted to see the life drain from her eyes. I wanted her in pain, desperate, and afraid. I wanted her to suffer. Nothing else mattered.
Something grazed my shoulder, and pain exploded from the wound, making me growl. I spotted the shooter instantly and veered out of my path with several wide jumps. Zigzagging between the trees stopped another of them from taking proper aim, but before I could pounce on him, he waved with his hand—no, not waved, he tossed something—and the air filled with a new smell, promptly carried by the wind. 
I barely got a whiff of it before I ran in the opposite direction. I had had my fair share of dealings with hunters over the years to recognize their concoctions. Especially if it contained wolfsbane and powdered silver. If I’d inhaled that, I would be coughing blood by now. 
‘Get the witch. Nothing else matters!’ I reminded myself. 
I ran on when another scent hit me—of something cold, old, and vile. There was only one creature I knew that had such a despicable smell. 
How did that bastard get here so fast? I had never met a vampire who could outrun me, and this was the fastest route to where I was going. But Roman-whatever-his-name-was had been a pain in everyone’s ass even before this continent was discovered. He was probably stronger than our spies suggested and didn’t bother to show off, as most of his kind did. But what exactly did he want from that witch to make him run like he was a man in a desert and she was water? 
‘Fuck that bloodsucker! Whatever he wants, he isn’t getting it!’
My eyes landed on one of the humans he left behind as I rushed past him—neck torn, blood spraying from the wound while the body convulsed. Then another and another followed, as if the vampire was purposely stopping to kill them. I didn’t care what he did to these hunters, considering what they did daily to my kind, but the viciousness in his kills, the total disregard in the way he laid their corpses like they were no more than blades of grass beneath his feet, it made my blood boil.
‘Get the witch! Kill her while he’s distracted with the hunters!’ I told myself as I willed my legs to move faster. I arrived at the clearing that was seared into my memory—the small, almost perfectly round space between the trees, where nothing had grown for the last eighty years. Nobody could stay near her grave for long since the latent magic of her blood was so potent that it corrupted the mind and drove people insane—or so people claimed. I rarely went near it, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was true. Even in death, she still aimed to destroy.
A deep hole now gaped in the middle of the blackened earth, right where I had watched her take her last breath. I whipped my head left and right, sniffing the air in search of her. It was hard to find what I was looking for through the thick layer of blood, death, and magic, but I caught it—just a whiff of that distinctively sweet, earthy smell most witches had, but hers was laced with the heavy tinge of darkness and power.
I followed the scent, leaving behind the sounds of a monster ripping through flesh. Roman didn’t seem to care for my presence, although I couldn’t say the same. We were in werewolf territory now, even though no pack had claimed this land. If he were to attack me here, I had the right to strike him down.
‘The witch! Find the witch!’ The tiny, insistent voice in my head snarled, and I bolted after the scent meandering between the trees until I reached the road. The scent stopped there, then moved away from the forest, away from the grave. Toward the city.
I was too late. 
The sound of barely audible steps made me turn with a snarl. The darkness around the vampire’s body seemed to grow thicker as he drew closer, wiping the blood dripping from his chin. His navy suit was wrinkled, with specks of red staining the pristine fabric.
Roman’s eyes trailed down the road, and I could swear I saw anger flash in them. But when he looked at me, an insufferable arrogance was all I could see.
“She is a slippery one, isn’t she?” he mused. My bones contracted as I shifted, the fur slipping from my muscles and leaving me bare. I cracked my neck, trying not to wince at the tingling that lingered over my skin as I rose in my human form. Roman’s eyes roamed down my body like I was some statue on display for his admiration. I had never been a shy person, but at that moment, I felt the urge to cover myself under his scrutinizing gaze.
When I noticed the edges of his lips twitching, I steeled my posture, refusing to give him the satisfaction of seeing me cower. He probably did it just to rile me up, even though I must admit, he was much better at it than I was. It wasn’t my fault he was an insufferable prick.
“Just what does she have of yours?” I demanded, taking a step toward him.
To his credit, Roman didn’t even blink. The cursed bloodsucker was as tall as I, and even though he didn’t pack that much muscle, I had seen him tear men twice his size in half. 
“My heart,” Roman replied in his all-too-serious tone, but then a smile tugged on his lips. His heart, my ass. Even that wicked witch wouldn’t have any use for something as dead and rotten. Not that it mattered. Whatever he wanted, he wasn’t getting it, because now that I had her fresh scent, she was marked for death.
“Well, it can’t be that big of a loss, seeing how you don’t use it at all,” I snorted, looking down at his chest where the muscles stood perfectly still and quiet. Vampires didn’t breathe, they didn’t drink or eat human food, and their hearts didn’t beat. They were dead, kept alive by some ancient magic nobody remembered anymore. “Unless you want to pry it from her corpse, of course. I don’t care what you do with her dead body.”
“You think you can kill her, boy?” Roman cocked his head to the side. His expression was one of pity—of pity!—as he sized me up. And did he just call me boy? I wanted to tear his head off, but that single word, spat with so much power and confidence, reminded me how old that abomination was. The others hadn’t protested against me taking the Council seat, mainly because they didn’t want to deal with Roman. He was older than the oldest in our pack, and that scared them. Age meant power in the supernatural world, and he was… fucking ancient. 
Just like that witch. The oldest witch in history, with some saying that she was one of the first ones ever born. I could only imagine how much power she had accumulated over the centuries, and why the witches were so desperate to get her. But just as rumors said, she’d be weak after her awakening—the best time to strike.
“I don’t think. I know.” I smirked. “I’ll kill her or die trying.”
I expected Roman to get angry, seeing how his eyes hardened when I mentioned ending her existence. He hadn’t reacted to my other taunting, but threatening that witch’s life? Twice, he had let his composure crack. Just what did she really have of his that he was so desperate to get back?
“Well, then.” Roman shrugged, his expression turning to one of complete disinterest while he picked off a piece of lint from his suit, only to realize there was a small tear on his shoulder. He eyed it with displeasure, as if disappointed by the fabric, then the obnoxious smirk returned to his face. He let his arms drop by his side—an image of immortal grace made flesh. “Good luck with that.” He moved to leave, but he stopped right before passing me. It took everything in me not to pull away when he leaned closer. “A fair warning, from one man to another. She will eat you for breakfast, and you’ll love it.”
He was gone before I could say anything back. I stepped onto the road, watching for any clues as to where she might have gone and who might have helped her.
I had witnessed the most powerful witch in the world die helpless and alone at the hands of humans. Now she was awake again. The question was: who woke up from that grave—the weak woman who screamed in pain as they cut her to pieces, or the monster that bathed in the blood of my people while hell danced at her fingertips?
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Celeste


“Celeste, it’s time to wake up. Celeste!” 
A hand gripped my shoulder, and my magic instinctively lashed out. Blinking the grogginess away, I watched Kevin fly back, landing on a neatly arranged flower bed with a groan.
The car had stopped, and the door on my side hung open—that’s where he had been standing when he touched me. We were parked in the driveway in front of a two-story house right next to a small grass patch with a stone path crossing through the green. The building was painted reddish-brown, with big windows on the first floor spilling generous light outside. 
Another groan made me look back at the human who was trying to get up. I moved to help him when the damn contraption, the seatbelt, yanked me back down. Searching for its latch, I fumbled with the plastic lock until it clicked free, almost hitting me in the face. I slipped out of the car with numb feet, taking a step toward Kevin just as he was dusting off his clothes.
His eyes remained on me the whole time, wide and shocked, but not afraid. He wasn’t going to be afraid even if I raised the car over my head and hurled it across the street. The spell suppressed that part of his brain, at least when it came to me. 
The last thing I needed was people screaming and running away from me. I had to blend in until enough of my magic was restored. I had to…
I slid a hand to my neck, suddenly feeling empty and cold. It wasn’t my nakedness that bothered me, not even as the wind almost blew Kevin’s jacket off my shoulders. It was the lightness around my throat, the lack of… it.
My medallion. It was gone. I’d forgotten about it, my mind too confused by all the new sensations and memories. It was supposed to return with me when I woke, but it must have slipped off while I was crawling out of the earth.
“Idiot!” I hissed, closing my eyes. Kevin cleared his throat, and I looked at him just as he was scratching the back of his neck. “I was talking about me, Kevin. I’m sorry about that.” I glanced toward where he had fallen, the flowers there squashed and broken. He followed my gaze, wincing as if he was more concerned about the damage to the garden than his own body.
“I shouldn’t have touched you so casually. The fault was mine,” he mumbled with a glance toward the house. “Let’s go inside.”
I followed him while my magic flared, eager and ready, but weak. I was in no condition to fight yet, definitely not trained witch hunters or whatever else my awakening might have brought to that forest. Confronting the Order would be inevitable at some point, but for now, I had to lie low. I had to get that medallion back before one of them got their hands on it. It was much better than waiting for my magic to accumulate the natural way.
“Celeste? Is everything alright?”
Nodding, I wrapped myself tighter in Kevin’s jacket. He was already waiting with a hand on the door handle, and as we stepped inside, the wide smile returned to his face. 
“I’m home!” he called, kicking his shoes off. A girl appeared from one of the doors—too young to be his wife, if I had judged him right—followed by a boy who couldn’t have been older than ten. They both ran to Kevin and threw their hands around him, their attention taken entirely by the man as he kissed their heads. I shifted awkwardly, and the movement must have caught the girl’s attention because she let go of her father and looked at me. Her eyes went up and down my bare legs before settling on Kevin’s jacket, which barely covered my ass.
“What the—” she started, but before she could finish, the sound of hurried steps filled the corridor again. An older woman appeared with honey-blonde hair and a fair complexion, a well-fitting green dress hugging her body. The girl’s voice grew colder. “Dad? Who is that, and why is she naked?”
The warm, loving mood changed the moment the words left her lips. I had to hold back a sigh while I reached for my magic, hoping it would be enough for three. Their expressions shifted from shock to fury, with the little boy’s eyes sliding down to my dirty feet.
“Kevin Marten, you better explain yourself right now!” the older woman snarled, pulling the boy to her and covering his eyes. “I swear to God, if you don’t start speaking this second—”
“Julia, it’s not what you think,” Kevin said calmly, waving in my direction. “This is Celeste. She’s a friend, and she’ll be staying here for a while.”
I scratched my forehead, watching the woman’s eyes go as big as saucers. Even the girl stepped away from her father, shaking her head in disgust. As if realizing how his explanation sounded, Kevin’s confident posture wavered.
“No, I don’t mean it like that!” he blurted, raising his hands defensively.
“You get out of this house right now, you bastard!” Julia screamed, taking a step back and pulling the boy with her. “Get out right now, or I swear—”
“Let me handle this.” I sighed. They retreated when I took a step in their direction, their faces holding more indignation than fear. I let my magic flow through me, warmth and light bubbling under my skin, while the energy wrapped around their bodies. “My name is Celeste, and I’m a close friend of your family. I have no romantic interest in Kevin, nor does he have any in me. I will not hurt any of you. I wanted to meet you because I missed you all. Kevin has agreed to let me stay here, and you’re all happy to have me. You’ll not be afraid, surprised, or alarmed by anything I say or do. Understand?”
“Yes,” the three of them replied in one voice, their tense postures relaxing as they smiled at me. The older woman was the one who spoke first, uncovering the boy’s eyes, but then quickly covering them again. “We’re so glad you could make it, Celeste! You should have called in advance! I would have prepared a grand dinner and cleaned the house. And what happened to your clothes? Were you in some kind of accident?”
I forced myself to return the smile, feeling my knees wobble when the magic left my body. They all seemed placated under the spell, but it wouldn’t hurt to recast it once I got more of my power back. For now, this would have to do.
“I was. Kevin picked me up.” I nodded, pulling the jacket tighter around me. “I lost all my belongings, so let me borrow some clothes. And maybe take a bath?”
Pity filled Julia’s eyes as she pushed past her children and stood before me. Rubbing my shoulders gently, she looked like she wanted to ask what happened, but decided against it.
“Of course, sweetie!” she said warmly, smoothing my hair as if I were some child who had just grazed their knee and cried about it. I wanted to slap her hand away, but the effort seemed too great. “Dinner’s almost ready, so while I take care of that, Lily can show you where the bath is and give you anything you need. Right, Lily?” She turned to her daughter, who was already nodding eagerly.
“Y-Yes, of course! This way, Celeste.” 
I slipped between the spouses, following Lily up the stairs. Her brother moved to join us, but his father pulled him back by the collar of his shirt, telling him he had no place among the girls.
I kept silent, studying the interior of the house. The building was fairly new, definitely made after my last death, with narrow hallways and a relatively low ceiling. Photographs lined the walls, and a thin carpet covered the entirety of the stairs and the floor. They didn’t look like a particularly wealthy family, but there were so many items everywhere that it was making me disoriented.
“Here,” Lily said softly, pushing one of the doors open. I stepped inside, looking around the spacious bathroom. There were two sinks on one side of the door, a toilet on the other, and a space with a standing shower separated by a wall of glass. “I’ll leave the clean clothes in front of the door. Come downstairs whenever you’re ready.” She was gone before I could reply, leaving me with nothing to do but gawk at all the cosmetics, sponges, and makeup piled on the shelves above the sink. 
I shrugged off the jacket and hung it on the back of the door. The water was icy cold when it hit my face, and I let out a muffled yelp before adjusting the temperature. Enjoying a shower or, even better, a bath, after I came back from the dead was always a cathartic experience.
Eighty years. Almost an entire human lifetime had passed since I had died in those woods. And now that I was back… what was I supposed to do? Go after the Order and seek revenge for what they did to me? That would set them off even harder. I knew that I would find no help from the werewolves or the vampires, they were wary of witches at best and hated my guts at worst. 
Maybe I could go to the Fae and strike a bargain, but considering the Fae Queen was probably still bitter about that mess with her eldest son, that option was even more dangerous than going to the witches. At least some covens wouldn’t kill me on sight. They might even let me hide among them until I recuperate. Still, hiding had never been a strength of mine, and neither was staying put. 
I needed to figure out who was after me. Once I had taken out my immediate enemies, I’d focus on getting accustomed to this time period. And then… then I could do what I did before: travel the world and never stay too long in one place. That had worked well enough before that little girl begged me for help, and, like the fool I was, I stuck my hand in a hornet’s nest.
I was supposed to be the evil witch, the villain, the monster—or so everyone claimed. I should have ignored the pitiful child and gone on with my Tuesday. Or had it been a Friday? I couldn’t recall anymore.
“Celeste?” a voice spoke from the other side of the door, and I flinched, realizing I had just been standing under the water spray and not doing anything. “I’m going to leave the clothes here and wait for you downstairs. Take your time.”
I didn’t reply, too focused on trying to figure out which shampoo to use. I finished cleaning myself up and stepped toward the foggy mirror, running a damp hand over it. A pair of green eyes stared back at me, eyes I knew so well after looking at them for almost two thousand years. 
My skin was pale but healthy, just like it had been when I awoke the first time. My copper hair stuck to my head in a very unflattering way, water dripping from my nose and chin as I turned my face left and right. My narrow shoulders looked bonier than I remembered—I had managed to gain some good weight in my past life, but that was now gone. 
My attention paused on the mark over my left breast, a faint glow emanating from the spot just above my heart. Without thinking, I rubbed it in the false hope that it would disappear. I had hoped that time, and my death—twice—would sever the connection, but part of me knew… nothing short of him dying would dissolve the bond. 
Vampires could only choose one person to bond with over their immortal lives. Only one. And he had chosen me, that bastard, then marked me without warning or permission. 
‘He can protect you,’ a treacherous voice whispered in my head. ‘He’s probably still looking for you. You’re bonded, you‘ll be safe with…’
“Shut up,” I told my reflection, watching as my lips moved to form the words. Pulling my hand away from my chest, I motioned with my finger toward the glowing skin. The mark faded, hidden behind a concealing spell. With this, nobody else needed to know; even Roman himself wouldn’t be able to see his handiwork if he looked at me again. Not unless my power was entirely stripped from me.
Satisfied, I headed toward the door. I found the clothes where Lily said they’d be and stepped back inside, groaning while I slipped on skin-tight cotton pants, a light cotton bra, and a soft green sweater. 
On my way downstairs, I pondered whether I should use my magic to dry my hair, but decided against it. I’d need to put wards around the house soon, so wasting it on trivial things would be stupid.
I made my way to the room where the voices were coming from, ready to shovel a cauldron’s worth of food into my mouth. I had barely taken a step inside when something big and furry slammed into my feet. I raised my hand, ready to attack when it… barked.
“Buddy!” Jake shouted, wrapping his arms around the animal’s neck. The dog kept barking at me, black eyes trained on my face as if it knew exactly what I was. It seemed to get even more frantic when the boy moved closer to me. “Buddy, what’s wrong? That’s just Celeste! Don’t be like this. Stop barking at her!”
‘Just a regular dog,’ I thought with a relieved sigh, giving the beast a disgusted look. 
I didn’t like dogs. They were big and clumsy, and they demanded so much attention. Not to mention loud, clingy, and so… intent on pushing their puppy love on you. Even now, it was licking the boy’s face while watching me with a warning in its dark, suspicious eyes.
“I don’t like dogs,” I muttered, looking at the rest of the family. “Get rid of it.”
Kevin and Julia exchanged a long look, seemingly debating it, but before either of them could say anything, the boy shouted, “No, we can’t!” and broke into sobs. I winced while I watched tears run down his cheeks. His sister rubbed his back while the dog whimpered as if I’d just ordered it made into sausages.
Sighing, I tried to rein in my frustration. If there was one thing that made me more uncomfortable than dying, it was crying children. Or children in general. I just couldn’t handle looking at the boy’s heartbroken face.
“I meant from the room,” I corrected myself, and the anguish fell from the boy’s face. I could swear the other three let out a sigh of relief. Even the dog seemed to settle. “Please,” I added without thinking, cursing myself for it. I didn’t have to be nice to them. They were charmed not to oppose me, but they were so nice and warm that it felt uncomfortable ordering them around like lifeless dolls.
“Okay,” the boy sniffed, rubbing his eyes before catching the dog by the collar. He led him out from another door, which I presumed opened to the backyard, then returned with his head hanging low.
“Let’s eat before it gets cold!” Julia said with renewed enthusiasm, waving toward the already set table. Looking around the bright, cozy room, I let out a long sigh before joining the family as they dug into their food, filling the space with warmth, laughter, and animated chatter. 
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Roman


Switching the car into reverse, I slid into the parking spot in the garage while the automatic door descended behind me. The Mercedes purred as I parked it by the other vehicles, the lights dying along with the engine. There were lamps on the walls for the servants who took care of the area, but I could see perfectly fine in the dark, so I didn’t bother with them. 
Stepping into the narrow corridor connecting the garage with the rest of the mansion, I waited a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness. The house was quiet, and the sounds made by the staff were muted even to my ears. With the soundproofing and their excellent skills, it was almost like no one was there. 
Well, if I didn’t count their hearts. Unlike mine, theirs beat loud and clear, like gongs calling for dinner.
I had barely reached the staircase when my eyes landed on the figure already waiting for me at its base. Dressed flawlessly, even though it was almost dawn, Chester bowed from the waist the moment I appeared in his view. I liked old things that reminded me of better times, of happier times, so I designed my home and servants the same way. 
Chester straightened up, his black coat brushing the back of his knees. His wing-collar dress shirt and gloves were impeccably white, and his black tie perfectly aligned on his narrow chest. The gray vest underneath his coat smoothed the sharp contrast of the colors, matching his short, carefully combed hair. A pair of pale gray eyes, dulled with age and horrors seen and forgotten, met mine. He was the oldest servant I had, well over seventy, and he had spent fifty of those years serving in my homes of his own accord.
“Welcome home, Master,” he greeted in his quiet, respectful tone, his gaze not wavering even when he noticed my crumpled clothes and the blood on them. “Would you need any medical assistance?”
I almost snorted at the suggestion. We both knew that a doctor would be of no use to me, except for maybe attaching severed limbs, but Chester had become quite proficient at that already. My injuries healed themselves unless especially grave, but even then, I just needed to ingest more blood to speed up the process, which was what he was really asking. 
Since most of my servants were human and they didn’t know of my true nature, we had come up with discreet ways of asking questions that could send a normal person straight to the police.
‘Do you need medical assistance?’ meant, ‘Do you need blood?’
‘Do you need a change of sheets?’ meant, ‘Do I need to dispose of the body?’
‘Do you need a new suit?’ meant, ‘Do I need to find a new donor?’
“Yes, medical assistance would be good.” I nodded, heading up the stairs. It wasn’t that I was badly hurt or hungry, but with my excitement making my head spin, it was better to have my hunger fully sated instead of making mistakes from acting on impulse. 
I heard him follow, his steps barely audible even to my hearing. He said nothing until we reached the master bedroom, seemingly having no trouble keeping up despite his age. I shrugged off the suit jacket and handed it to him before discarding the shirt and pants. He draped them over his arm one by one, watching with passive eyes as I headed toward the private bathroom connected to my bedroom.
After washing away the blood and dirt, I went back to the bedroom to find Chester waiting, my ruined suit nowhere in sight. Hands clasped behind his back, he looked at me expectantly, and for the millionth time since I’d known the human, I wondered if he was a psychic. When I had mentioned it once, he had said that it was part of his job to read his master’s moods and needs, but even that didn’t explain his uncanny ability to know when something was troubling me. 
I had hundreds of years to learn to mask my emotions, so I was extremely good at it. How was it possible for a human of barely seventy years to read me so easily? Was I getting sloppy?
“I found her,” I said as I made my way toward the vintage armoire that graced one of the walls. I watched the butler from the corner of my eye, but his only reaction was a slight arch in one of his eyebrows.
“Madame Celeste?” he asked. He had never met her, but I needed someone to help me monitor for signs of her awakening, so I told him everything about her. “Is she awake again?”
I nodded, thinking of that forest, of the black earth, and the gaping hole where the hunters had dug to find her body. They had been too late, just like me. Part of me regretted missing her, but the other part was glad—if she had still been there, they would have gotten their hands on her first. She didn’t have her magic when she crawled from the earth after each resurrection—it took her months, years even, for enough of her powers to return.
“Start a city-wide search for her,” I ordered, slipping into a pair of silk nightclothes. I preferred sleeping naked, but with others in the house, that was ill-advisable, even if nobody ever dared to venture into my room. Not counting that one time when Celeste had tried to kill me, of course. “Hire whoever you need to. Use the portraits I showed you and the photographs I have from before. She wouldn’t have changed much. She might even look younger since she always comes back at the same age.”
“As you wish, Master.” Chester nodded, but he didn’t move to leave. I finished buttoning the black shirt before turning to face him. There was a hint of hesitation on his face—the only indication was his tightly pressed mouth and the sound of his forefinger tapping on the opposite hand.
“Yes?” I nudged, trying to keep the impatience out of my voice. The sun was going to be up soon, and my body was already weakening. There was nothing I could do during the day, no way to look for her, but once I was up again, I’d figure out where to start. I had enough money to pay every single person in the city to search for her, and I would have done it already if there weren’t so many supernaturals lurking about. Announcing to the world that she was awake and hiding in these parts would only paint a bigger target on her back.
“If I may ask, Master…” Chester cleared his throat, pausing before his curiosity won over his sense of propriety. “What do you plan to do once you find her? The last time you saw her was almost two hundred years ago, and she ran away from you.”
I winced before I could stop myself. I knew why she had run back then, why she kept running even after she died and came back. The reason for it lay on the left side of my chest, pulsating stronger and stronger ever since she came back. 
I didn’t even realize when I touched the mark, wondering if she could feel it, too. I shouldn’t have done it without warning her first, but I’d been so convinced our feelings were mutual that I thought she’d find it to be a grand declaration of love, rather than an unwanted burden.
Regardless, it was already done, and I couldn’t—wouldn’t—undo it, even if it was possible. 
“I plan to make sure she stays alive long enough to win her over again,” I replied. Chester kept his gaze politely lowered, giving me an accepting nod. I was just turning my back on him when he spoke again.
“And what if she has changed too much? She might not be the person you remember, Master.”
Frustration filled my chest, but I tried to hide it by throwing the covers aside and climbing into the king-size bed. “I know her, Chester, and even if she has changed, it doesn’t matter. I’ve been waiting for this moment for a long time. Failure is not an option.”
The butler’s heart raced, but he just inclined his head in silent acceptance. Turning on his heel, he headed toward the door, stopping at the threshold with a hand on the light switch.
“I’ll have your meal ready when you wake up, Master. Please, have a good rest,” he said in his usual tone, then flipped the lights off and walked out. I listened to his steps until they faded into the distance, then covered my face with my hands and sighed. 
Two hundred years. Until today, time
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