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Chapter 1

 

The vampire lay in the bottom of the iron cage, his pale skin cluttered with bruises and burns from the torturer's trade. The blood in his hair had dried to a crust, matting the dark locks against his skull. His eyes were closed, one puffy and discolored; one unmarked.

His tormenters had also broken his nose. Snot-slimy blood leaked out of one nostril and dribbled down his cheek to vanish into the darkness of his hair. His clothes--or, what remained of his clothes--were dripping wet, as if they had doused him with water before dragging the iron cage out into the courtyard.

Perhaps they didn't want him to burn so quickly when the sun rose.

In truth, if Val hadn't told me about his arrest, I wouldn't have recognized this wreck as Joshua. I clutched the folds of my cloak tightly together as someone jostled me from behind and tried to think over the quiet din of the crowd. Could I get back to the castle, have an audience with Daddy, and convince him to call off the execution before daybreak?

My breath condensed on the cold iron bars as I stared down at Joshua's battered face. He hadn't been a vampire a week ago. I'd seen him in daylight, hung-over and sneering, his breath reeking as he spouted off some nonsense theory about the murders.

And now, he lay in the bottom of an iron cage, accused, tried--without a proper trial, even--tortured, and sentenced to death at dawn.

A hand closed over the back of my arm and pulled me away from the cage and into the crowd. Peasants scattered around us along with sleepy-eyed nobles and the inevitable host of students from the University. I twisted away, careful to keep my hood up to shield my identity as I faced my attacker.

"You shouldn't be here," Val said, his black hair tousled in wild disarray. He'd dressed in a rush, his shirt untucked from well-patched pants and his shoes untied. "If your father finds out you're here--" 

I folded my arms and gave him what I hoped was a stony stare. "I might be able to stop this." 

He scowled as he reached for my arm again. "Even you don't have that kind of influence, Anna. You're risking your life out here!" 

I eluded his grasp, eyeing the nearest soldiers. "This is not the right place for an argument, and Joshua is running out of time!" I grabbed his arm and pulled him behind a wooden stall--the execution ground was a market during the summer months--and waited for a moment to see if the guards would take an interest in two quarreling students.

Val sagged against the nearest wall and ran his fingers through his hair. "I'm sorry. If you think you can do anything, then by all means, do it. I know you don't like Joshua--I don't like him much either, but--" 

"I might not like him, but he doesn't deserve to die like this." I glanced up at the dark sky. Could I get to the castle before dawn? Or could Val help in some way? "And anyway, I know he didn't kill the first five people, because he wasn't a vampire a week ago." 

The first five were the kingdom's version of 'helpless' maidens. The sixth was a palace guard--an anomaly--and the seventh a girl I vaguely knew from University. After the second girl was found drained of blood, the spectre of a vampire loose in the city had been on everyone's minds. 

"Someone made him into a vampire," Val said, showing once again that student wizards were masters of the obvious.

"Do you want me to try to save him or not?" I asked. "I might need your help and we're running out of darkness." Joshua was an idiot who didn't think princesses (meaning, me) should be allowed to mingle with commoners (meaning, all my friends. Not that I had many friends, but still.) We never agreed, but he didn't deserve to die like this.

Val turned to stare at the iron cage, shivering as a cold wind whipped through the narrow alley between the stalls. He tucked his hands under his armpits and stamped his feet. "What do you need?" 

"A quick way to the castle," I said, glad of my heavy cloak.

A group of nobles passed our alley and one glanced my way. I ducked my head just as Val moved to block their view.

"Not here," he said, glancing nervously at the crowd. "Farther back. And if you get me expelled--" 

"If we save an innocent person's life, you won't need to worry about getting expelled," I said, and followed him deeper into the maze of stalls. By the time we reached the backside of the nearest building, the only evidence of the crowd was the steadily growing noise. Executions were rare in Chelsea.

Val chose a likely wall and cast another nervous glance towards the unseen crowd. He traced a door on the dirty bricks, muttered a spell under his breath, and stepped back. The path he had traced erupted into light, casting a green glow across his face that made me wonder if the stories about sorcerers held a grain or two of truth.

The glowing bands of light crept across the bricks to fill in the entire door. Then they faded away, leaving the cold black of a portal behind.

Val rubbed his hands together, more for warmth than show. "Hurry back." 

"You're coming with me." I stepped up to the portal and pushed my hood away from my face. The cold air stung my skin.

"To the castle?" Val raised his hands and took a step back. "That's your specialty, not mine." 

"Come with me." I didn't want to order him to follow me. Val was my friend, not my servant. But I also didn't want to leave him behind; because I didn't think he could stand by and watch Joshua die without trying to save him. And interfering with an execution held a punishment much worse than being expelled.

He hesitated. "I've never been to the castle before." 

"There's always a first time for everything," I said to cover my surprise. My father had been holding tours of the castle for years and although I had never seen Val at the castle, I had assumed he'd participated in one of the tours. Especially since he hadn't asked me for specifics when creating his portal. Something that wizards were supposed to have to do.

Something flickered in his gaze, as if he suspected I had guessed a deadly secret.

"I'll come with you." He swallowed hard. "You can trust me. I swear." 

"I do trust you." My response wasn't entirely automatic. Val was one of my few good friends. In truth, my only good friend. I held out my hand. "We don't have much time." 

After a moment, he took my hand and let me pull him through the portal into chaos--and the royal family's private apartments.

Which was impossible, because the spells that protected us from magical attack should have prevented anyone from anchoring a portal within the barriers.

Not to mention the fact that no commoner had ever set foot inside these particular walls, and Val's mere presence--not to mention his muddy boots on my mother's white carpet--triggered every alarm in the castle.

With klaxon sirens screeching in our ears, I grabbed Val's hand and pulled him into the hallway.

He tugged his hand free. "I have to banish the portal." He actually turned away from me, as if he intended to go back.

I didn't even want to think about what the guards would do to him if they caught him.

"You're going to be banished if you get caught," I shouted, breathing hard. "What did you do? How did you get past the barriers?"

"You said you needed a quick way to the castle," Val said, avoiding my gaze. 

"But these are the royal family's private apartments!" I wanted to shake him, but I held myself back. "You're not supposed to be able to--" 

The sirens stopped. My ears rang in the silence. I heard the sound of a blade sliding out of a scabbard, and for the first time in my life knew how a thief feels just before discovery.

Val closed his eyes. "I don't really like him either, but he shouldn't have to die like this." 

Which was true, damn him. "Stand behind me, then," I said as the guards appeared at the end of the hall.

Val moved to obey, then froze, staring at something behind my back. With a glare at the guards, who had stopped, confused by my presence, I turned my head to look.

"You have a lot of explaining to do, young lady," my father said, standing in the kitchen doorway with a frown on his face and a piece of toast in one hand.

Val dropped to his knees and bowed his head. "Your Majesty." 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 2

 

The mob roared as the battering ram smashed against the outer gates. The sound reverberated through the castle, shaking the dust from the chandeliers and the books from the walls.

"Do you have everything, my lord?" Willie hurried up to his master's side, but the blond man didn't seem to hear him. "My lord?"

"Hmm? Oh, what?" Vlad glanced around at the tapestries still hanging from the walls and sighed. The books that had not fit into either carriage still gave the room an air of inhabitance, but the peasants' fire would soon destroy all of that. "Ready? I suppose I must be. Damn them, William."

"Yes, my lord."

"I've lived here for forty years! I've never once preyed on anyone from either village, and their taxes have been cut twice. What more do they want?" He ran one hand through his thick blond hair and liberated a small blue book from the shelves. "It wouldn't do for this to be left behind. They'd only burn it anyway." 

"Yes, my lord. Shall I tell the drivers to leave, my lord?"

"If you must." The young man sighed again. "Forty years."

"Yes, my lord. I'm sorry, my lord."

"William, for once will you drop the my lord? It grates on my nerves." The battering ram smashed against the gates again and he flinched. "I detest mobs."

"Yes, my...ah..." Willie thought he saw tears in his master's eyes, but that would be impossible. Everyone knew vampires couldn't cry.

"Call me Vlad, William," the young man said. "Just Vlad. Just for once."

The name felt horribly uncomfortable on Willie's tongue. "Yes, my...Vlad."

The young man smiled. "Thank you. Shall we go, then?" He swept out of the library, snagging books as he went. By the time he reached the last remaining carriage, he had an armful of last-minute objects that would have to fit inside the cramped carriage somehow. Willie sighed. He had spent the better part of three days planning their escape, plotting out every inch of carriage space, but he could not in good conscience refuse his master these last few possessions. They had been forced to leave behind so much already.

Maggie, the cook, had already settled in the carriage with a picnic basket and one of the fluffy women's novels she liked to read. She scooted over to make room for Vlad's last minute pile, and then they were off, taking the back way to avoid both vampire hunters and screaming peasants. There were more screaming peasants than vampire hunters outside the castle gates, but Willie had no desire to meet up with either. 

Vlad leaned back and closed his eyes. Maggie opened her picnic basket and handed Willie half of one of her delectable ham sandwiches.

Less than a minute later, the carriage skidded to a halt. Vlad was awake in an instant. He stuck his head out the window to say something to the driver, and Willie felt a strange emotion grip his heart--fear. They had rehearsed this so many times that it seemed second nature now; the actual slim possibility that they would be discovered and stopped had not really entered his mind.

But Vlad did not seem to be worried. He jumped out of the carriage, ran back towards the castle, and returned a moment later with a small, damp bundle of fur, which he deposited on Maggie's lap.

The kitten attacked a quarter of the ham sandwich with ferocious gusto, as if blaming the pig for all of its troubles. Vlad settled back down and closed his eyes again, satisfied now that nothing of value had been left behind.

Willie smiled to himself. If the peasants outside the castle had seen that, they would have hesitated before believing the vampire hunters so readily. The steady rocking soon lulled him to sleep, but not before he saw the kitten curl up on his master's lap, totally unafraid of the 'creature' the peasants hated so much.

They were off to the big city now, the Kingdom of Chelsea, in the hope that the city would provide enough anonymity for one vampire and his entourage to live without the fear of stake-crazed vampire hunters hanging over their heads. Willie had his doubts of that, but even Vlad was entitled to hope.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 3

 

"Daddy, the vampire you're about to execute isn't the killer!" It had taken me a moment to realize that bringing Val along probably wouldn't endear my father to our cause. While he had not actively protested me attending the University amid a sea of commoners, he had gone so far as to force me to put up with a bodyguard, at least the first year. He had not met any of my friends, or even pretended interest in them. 

"Stand up," my father said to Val. I couldn't tell if he was angry or merely annoyed about his interrupted breakfast. 

Val staggered to his feet, but did not raise his head. "She's right," he whispered, his face almost as pale as my mother's carpet. "There's no way Joshua could be the killer. He wasn't a vampire a week ago." 

"Miranda Huntington was murdered four days ago," my father said. "And the young man in question is, in fact, a vampire." 

"But he's not the one you want!" There were no windows in the royal family's private apartments, but long ago, a wizard had created magical 'windows' that showed the view outside. One shimmered on the wall just past where my father stood, but I could not tell if the sun had already risen. "Joshua's an idiot, but I can't see him killing anyone."

"Miranda Huntington was his girlfriend up until a week ago," my father said. "According to eyewitnesses, they broke up rather spectacularly. Three days later, she was dead." 

This information stopped me cold. I glanced at Val, who now stared at my father with his mouth hanging open. So he hadn't known that piece of information either. That made me feel a bit better. 

"Daddy--" 

My father raised his hand, noticed the toast, and sighed. "Do you have evidence that he wasn't a vampire a week ago?" 

"He bought a bottle of Hiram's finest and had it gone by sundown," Val said, quickly dropping his head as my father's gaze turned towards him. "He was seen in the marketplace throughout the day, making quite a nuisance of himself."

"Maybe he was drinking because he broke up with Miranda," I offered, trying to be charitable. I didn't add that he'd been drinking for much of the time that I'd known him, and that he was perilously close to flunking out of University. 

"Knowing what I know about Joshua Kingsley, I doubt that," my father said dryly. "Why are you defending him? Neither of you care for him all that much." 

Val jerked in surprise at the observation. He started to speak, remembered who he would be speaking to, and bit his lip.

"Do you truly think I would allow my daughter to attend University without also 'checking out' her friends?" my father asked. "I know more than you think about everyone in your circle. Including you." He lowered his voice, I think, for Val's benefit. "There are not many secrets that can hide from me, Valerian Moreton. Or should I say--" 

"No. Please don't," Val whispered.

I stared at him. "No please don't what?" The irritation of being on the opposite end of knowledge I obviously should have, wore away at what little patience I had left. Not to mention that enough time had now passed for Joshua to be fried to a crisp. "Daddy, we're wasting time!"

My father sighed again. "The last time a public execution was held in Chelsea, you were three years old, Anna. I doubt you remember it at all." 

I didn't remember it, but it was in the history books plain enough. "Noel Warrington, the sorcerer. I've read about it. Why? It's ancient history." I folded my arms. "And a history lesson will not save Joshua's life, Daddy."

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Val flinch. I turned towards him, realizing for the first time that I didn't really know much about him at all. Everyone knew of my family--it's hard not to, since my father's family has ruled Chelsea for over five hundred years--but the only thing I really knew about Val was that he had an uncanny knack for magic, and that he had never mentioned a family of his own.

"Val?"

He wouldn't look at me. "I was four. I was there, at the execution. I still remember it, after all these years." 

"That entirely understandable," my father said. "Considering Noel Warrington was your father." 

"What?" I glanced from Val to my father and back again. "What?!"

"I'll be out of the kingdom by sundown," Val said with a wild look behind him at the guards. "Please. I swear I never meant her any harm." 

After a moment, I realized he was talking about me. "Of course you didn't mean me any harm!" My mind struggled to accept what I had just heard. Val's last name wasn't really Moreton. His father had been the notorious sorcerer Noel Warrington who had once been a favored member of Court until the extent of his ambition had come to light. "Val, why didn't you tell me this before?"

Val ignored me. "My mother's dead, did you know?" He was babbling now, the sheen of sweat on his face unmasking his fear. He clenched and unclenched his hands, as if he wished he could wring my neck for forcing him to come. "She died three years ago, right before I came here. I had nowhere else to go, not if I wanted to learn how to use this curse of a talent without killing myself or becoming a pawn for someone like--" He dropped his gaze. His shoulders slumped. "Someone like my father." 

His vehemence surprised me, only because he had always seemed so happy when he mastered a new spell or decoded a twisting phrase from a crumbling tome and put it to good use. 

"How far have you progressed in your studies?" my father asked, his tone of voice still calm. "You created a portal that shouldn't exist, young man." 

I watched Val struggle with the desire to lie, and then watched him abandon all sense of self-preservation. 

"I finished the last set of seven-year studies a week ago," he whispered, and raised his head to meet my father's gaze.

Val was a second-year student, just like me. It should have been impossible for his claim to hold up under scrutiny, but what did I know about wizardry? The son of a noted sorcerer was bound to either be a freak or just as powerful as his father, and Val was no freak. 

"Some of our professors have just mastered seventh-year studies," my father said in a strangled voice. 

"I know." Since condemnation had not yet slipped past my father's lips, he bolstered his courage and took a tiny step forward. "Anna asked me to come here. She almost ordered me to come. I knew what the consequences could be, but I value her friendship more than my life." As I gaped at this declaration, he dropped to one knee and bowed his head. "An innocent man--even if he is a vampire--doesn't deserve to die for a crime he did not commit, Your Majesty." 

My father waved the guards away, as if seeing them for the first time. "Stand up. Can you dismiss your portal remotely?" 

Val blinked at him. "Yes. But no one else can use it. I've built in safeguards. And if you refuse to release Joshua, I might need it." He stood up, full of some desperate courage now, as if he had nothing left to lose.

Except for his life. He had clearly lost his mind. "Don't pay any attention to him, Daddy. He's obviously in shock. But we did come here to save Joshua's life. He doesn't deserve to die for--" 

My father raised his hand, interrupting the familiar litany of words. "There are two things I believe you need to know, but I will need your solemn oaths that you will not repeat anything I tell you to anyone. I won't accept your oaths on pain of death, but I think you'll understand why this needs to be kept quiet for the time being." 

My heart thundered in my chest. For the first time in my life, I didn't know what to say. 

"I swear," Val said, without any evident qualms.

"Anna?" My father's grave gaze stayed fixed on my face. 

"Is this something I want to know?" I asked, struggling to force my voice not to squeak.

"I think it is something you may need to know," my father said. 

I knew my father would never willingly hurt me. But I also knew he was both a father and a king in this respect, and I had a feeling that my king had spoken, not my father.

"I swear, then," I whispered. My gaze crept to the window in the kitchen, now blazing with sunlight. Deadly sunlight, to Joshua. Wordlessly, I pointed towards the window.

Val stepped up beside me to take a peek. He stiffened when he saw the sunlight, and turned towards my father with a muttered oath, forgetting, for the moment, that he had just sworn at his king.

"Joshua Kingsley did murder Miranda Huntington," my father said. "He claims it was an accident, and I'm inclined to believe him. I also believe that he had nothing to do with the other murders. Especially due to the fact that there were two murders four days ago, not one." 

That tidbit of interesting information was enough to tear my gaze away from the sunlit window. "Two murders?" I wanted to ask who the second person was, but I had a feeling that my father wasn't finished.

"Two murders." Val had to swallow twice before he could speak. "Now three, because there's no way a vampire could live through that." He motioned towards the window.

"Joshua isn't dead," my father said, ignoring Val's obvious anger. "The thing you saw in the iron cage was a decoy; a trick to draw out the real murderer." He smiled at our stunned silence. "I will take you to see him after we finish breakfast."

Breakfast was the last thing on my mind, but without another word, I followed my father into the kitchen.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 4

 

I had grown up eating breakfast in this kitchen. I knew every nook and cranny and where the silverware was kept. I knew that the third board away from the cookie jar was the one to avoid if you didn't want to get caught filching cookies, and I knew from experience that the stove in the corner was temperamental on good days. 

But now, the kitchen no longer felt like home. With my mind teeming with everything my father and Val had disclosed, I sank down at the kitchen table, put my head in my hands, and tried to make sense of the way my entire worldview had crumbled.

"I'm sorry, Anna," Val whispered. "I should have told you. I just didn't know how you or anyone would react. I'm sorry." 

Without asking permission from my father, he slid into the seat next to me. I think he wanted to pat my hand or something just as embarrassing, but he didn't, an action that will forever endear him in my memory.

"Pancakes?" My father's voice was suspiciously light. 

I raised my head. "Pancakes? At a time like this?" But when he removed a plate full of cornmeal and buttermilk pancakes from the oven, my stomach rumbled. 

"I can't imagine either of you ate breakfast this morning," my father said mildly and set the plate of pancakes in the middle of the table. A moment later, he sweetened the offer with a pint of dark honey and a tub of sweet butter. Freshly squeezed grape juice in cut glass tumblers, a dozen scrambled eggs and a pound of fried ham rounded out my father's idea of breakfast. It wasn't a feast by any means, but it was more food than the average commoner saw in an entire day. 

I risked a glance at Val. "We don't eat like this all the time." 

His gaze was glued to the pancakes. "I don't--I don't eat breakfast, usually." 

"I'm asking you to make an exception in this instance," my father said. "I'm not sure how long you'll be here, in truth. And I would not have seventh-level wizards faint at my table for lack of sustenance." 

Val did look a bit peaked. And he was a student. University students were notorious for cutting their costs of living by chopping their grocery bills down to the barest essentials. 

I didn't have that problem, of course, but I didn't flaunt my family's wealth, either.

"It's okay," I said, just in case he was hesitating for my sake. "One breakfast won't kill you." 

"And I would hate to waste all this food," my father said.

It wouldn't be wasted, but Val didn't have to know that. My father worked towards the day where every single one of his subjects had enough to eat. Sometimes I doubted that would ever happen, but he tried to live up to the legend that no one ever voluntarily went hungry in Chelsea.

Val picked up his fork, hesitated, then glanced up at my father. "Why are you doing this?" 

If my father noticed, or cared, that he left off 'your majesty', he didn't mention it. "Because you are my daughter's friend." 

"Am I really?" Val's voice broke. "I lied to her. I lied to everyone." He wouldn't look at me.

"You didn't lie to me," I said. "I never asked." Which was true. I'd been so grateful that anyone would even speak to me that I hadn't pried into Val's past. I still didn't regret that decision.

"Eat the damned pancakes," my father growled. "And stop feeling so sorry for yourself. I'm not about to run you out of the kingdom, but we do have to talk about your studies." 

Val speared a pancake, transferred it to his plate, and smeared butter across the golden brown top. I did the same, even though my stomach was clenched as tight as a fist. 

We ate in silence for a few minutes. Despite his initial hesitation, Val managed to demolish three pancakes and almost a third of the eggs. My father ate another piece of toast.

After Val had eaten his fill, he took a long drink of grape juice and stared into the bottom of his glass. "I apologize for doubting your intentions, Your Majesty." 

"Your apology is accepted," my father said. "Now, if we're all finished, I would be happy to take you to where Joshua is being held. Perhaps he will tell you what he has not told me." 

"And what is that?" Val asked, pushing back his chair.

"The name of the person who turned him into a vampire," my father said. "Of course." 

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 5

 

"I will pass myself off as a nobleman, I think." Vlad chewed on the end of his pencil and stared at the leather-bound book in his lap as the carriage jostled down the uneven road. "Fallen on hard times."

"Driven out of his home by angry peasants," Willie muttered sourly. It was only the long-standing relationship between them that cast a glint of amusement instead of annoyance in Vlad's gaze when he glanced up from his book.

"Or, perhaps the youngest son of seven, off to find his fortune in the big city," Maggie suggested.

"I'm a bit old for that," Vlad said, absently scratching the kitten behind its ears. "I could pass for a second son, but not a seventh son. And that wouldn't help me--us--blend in." 

"The simpler the story the better, I'd think," Willie ventured, wondering how many 'nobles fallen on hard times' ended up in Chelsea as a rule. "Do we have a place to stay?"

"We do," Vlad said. "It's a bit smaller than we're used to, but I think you'll like it." He did not flinch when the kitten pounced on his hand and sank its needle claws into his thumb. "It's right inside the city limits and probably full of spiderwebs. The house itself has been in my family for three hundred years, but I've only visited a few times since the last time I lived there." 

Did he dare ask how long ago the visit had been? Willie wasn't certain of his Master's true age. Since vampires--well, Vlad, at least--showed no visible signs of aging, 'centuries' could have been Vlad's childhood. 

He hunkered down amid the precariously stacked piles of books. The house was probably a ruin with no roof and a colony of bats. Rotted floors and moldy tapestries on the wall. The nightmare was enough to send the calmest person into hysterics, but Willie would persevere. He'd been with the Master for eighteen years, after all. With luck, he'd be with the Master until he died. 
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Three hours later, the carriage clattered to a stop. The kitten perked up its ears and Vlad rubbed his hands together. 

"Shall we?" 

Before Willie could stop him, he threw open the door.

The carriages stood side by side inside an immense--and empty--stable. Sunlight poured into the courtyard outside, but not a single ray poked through the stable roof--a good sign. 

"I did send someone to clean up a bit before we arrived," Vlad said in response to the look on Willie's face. "I'll get the coachmen to start unpacking, and then I'll dismiss them. Having three constructs in operation at one time taxes my strength." 

"Three?" Maggie asked, climbing past Willie to disembark from the carriage. "We only have two coachmen." 

"He sent one here, of course," Willie said, a bit peeved that his master hadn't shared that tidbit of information before their departure from the castle. "Where is it, then?" 

For the first time since their flight, Willie saw the strain of exhaustion on his Master's face. 

"I don't know," Vlad admitted as the two coachmen began unloading boxes from the unoccupied carriages. "It was here up until four days ago, but something must have happened to it." 

Maggie's quick glance was full of foreboding. 

"Perhaps it was the distance between you," Willie suggested, even though he knew next to nothing about constructs, and hardly more about magic. 

Vlad's smiled rivaled the sun, but it was gone as quickly as it had arrived. "That could be it," he said. "I'm sure we'll find out once we go inside." 

A narrow catwalk of a corridor connected the stable to the main house, which had been quarried from large blocks of gray stone, giving the entire house a brooding effect even in sunlight. The windows were caked with dust and grime, the floor--more stone, in intricate patterns obscured by decades of neglect--a shadow of its former glory. 

A squirrel scolded them from its nest inside a listing chandelier. Vlad only had to glance at it to drive it away, but he ignored its furious chattering and spread his arms to encompass the entire house. 

"This will be our new home sweet home," he declared. "I know it needs some work, but we'll manage." 

"We always do," Maggie said, a trifle pale as she contemplated the sagging curved stairway and the mildewed paintings on the walls. 

She'd been in Vlad's employ since she was four years old. Willie didn't know the entire story of her journey into servitude for a vampire, and he doubted she would ever warm up to him enough to tell him. And after eighteen years of silence, Maggie's beginnings were a lost cause.

"We'll manage," Willie said with more confidence than he felt.

The kitten meowed, evidently agreeing with him, but privately, Willie wondered if Vlad had bitten off more than he could chew this time. 

Vlad sniffed the air. "That's odd." 

"What?" Maggie snatched the kitten before it could jump into a hole in the floor.

"I smell blood." 

"That's not surprising since a girl by the name of Miranda Huntington was murdered here four days ago." The voice emerged from a shadowy hallway across the foyer. A moment later, a man appeared, shrouded in spells, which explained why Vlad had not smelled him.

"This is my house," Vlad said evenly, showing no sign of temper.

"And I'll be going just as soon as you answer one question," the man said. His hand had not left the pommel of his sword. 

Vlad cocked his head. "If you answer a question of mine first." 

The man shrugged, as if indicating he had all the time in the world. "Don't you want to hear my question first?" 

"Oh no." Vlad smiled. "I already know what your question is and I've already decided to answer it." He smiled at the man, gaining control of the conversation with one well-placed sentence. "How was Miranda killed?" 

"She was murdered by a vampire," the man said. "She was the fourth person killed in as many weeks."

Maggie gasped, inadvertently squeezing the kitten. It meowed and squirmed out of her arms. Before she could catch it, it dropped to the floor, ran to Vlad, and climbed up his leg.

"I see," Vlad said, allowing it to nestle in the crook of his arm. "Has this vampire been caught?" 

"I believe it's time for you to answer my question," the man said a bit sourly. As if he'd expected Vlad to have a stronger reaction to the news.

Willie narrowed his eyes.

Vlad nodded. "Very well. I'm sure my servants can ferret out the information for me. Ask away." 

"Miranda wasn't the only...death that night," the man said. "There was something else." 

"Yes, that makes sense." Vlad motioned to the two coachmen, who stood in the shadows with boxes in their arms. "Chelsea has a University, so I'm sure you've heard of constructs. I sent one here a week and a half ago to prepare for our arrival." 

"It's dead," the man said after a moment of staring at the coachmen.

"I thought as much." Vlad stroked the kitten's soft fur. "Was that your question, then? If it was mine?" 

"That was to be my question, yes." For the first time, the man's hand slipped away from his sword. "But how--our strongest wizards can only manage one construct at a time! How can you manage three?"

Vlad smiled. "I believe that would be another question," he said. "And I only agreed to answer one." 

For a moment, Willie thought the man would protest, but after a moment of consideration, he nodded. "Fair enough." 

"My servant will see you to the door," Vlad said, turning away to contemplate the decaying staircase.

The man did not protest as Willie opened the front door to usher him out. But his gaze remained on Vlad, calculating and considering.

He would be one to watch. 

As soon as Willie had closed the door behind him--not well, since it had gotten wet sometime in the past and it creaked and groaned as he tried to close it--Vlad sank down on the only step still intact and put his head in his hands. 

"My lord?" Willie felt the first stirrings of alarm tremble through his veins. The man had expressed surprise at Vlad's ability to summon three constructs into being at one time. Had the death of the first hurt his Master more than it seemed?

"Let's unpack," Maggie said when Vlad did not reply. "The quicker we finish, the quicker Vlad can dismiss the coachmen." 

Maggie had always called their employer by his first name. Yet another anomaly. After all, why would a vampire employ a cook in the first place?

Willie nodded, his gaze still on Vlad's bent form. For the first time since he remembered, his Master seemed almost human. Frail. Vulnerable.

"William." Maggie had already walked past him and into the narrow hall. The coachmen preceded her, intent on unloading the carriages.

With one last glance at Vlad, Willie followed Maggie into the gloom.

 

 


 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

My father led us through a twisting maze of corridors to a part of the castle I'd never explored. Although I'd never been forbidden to go into the dungeons, I'd never really had a reason to go until now. And instead of the reeking cesspool I envisioned, our dungeons were actually quite clean and dry.

They were underground, of course, so no sunlight pierced the darkness, but the steady glow of spell-lights illuminated the corridors quite clearly. We passed through three levels of nearly empty cells before we reached what I hoped was the final level.

I didn't realize how a visit to the dungeons would affect Val until I passed through the last set of double doors and he didn't follow. My father continued onward, oblivious. I turned back without asking him to stop.

Val leaned against the wall, staring down at something he held in one hand. When he noticed my presence, he shoved the item--a picture, I thought--into his pocket and straightened up.

"I'm sorry." He motioned to the dungeon cells around us. "It's hard to think that my father was here." 

"I'm sorry," I said, knowing my words couldn't change the past. 

Val waved away my apology. "You don't have to be. I realize my father was guilty, Anna. I know what he did."

"That doesn't make it any easier," I said, keeping my voice soft. 

Val sighed. "No, it doesn't." He waited a beat, then closed his eyes. "He wasn't a bad father. He never abused me or my mother until--" His voice trailed away as he stared over my left shoulder. 

I didn't have to look to know who stood behind me. My father had to realize we had fallen back, but he'd given us a little time before retracing his steps. 

"I'm sorry." Val pushed himself away from the wall and twisted his hands together. "Maybe I shouldn't be here." 

"Maybe you shouldn't, but you are," my father said. "And you might as well talk to your friend while you're here." He made no mention of our conversation, so I assumed he hadn't overheard. 

Val glanced at me, then nodded. "I suppose it wouldn't hurt." 
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Joshua's cell was dimly lit and fairly dry, swept clean of anything that could be used as a weapon--or assist in a suicide. His nose wasn't broken. In fact, I saw no visible signs of torture at all. Outwardly, he was the same Joshua, down to the perpetual sneer on his lips. But I sensed something different about him now, something at odds with his previous nature. 

He nodded warily to my father, as if he expected him to reverse his decision to use a construct in the execution and not the real thing. 

Perhaps one of my father's wizards had cast a spell to mask the scents of anyone approaching the cell, because I truly do not think Joshua knew we were there until Val and I stepped into his line of vision.

Shock briefly supplanted the weariness evident on his face. "I thought--I thought I was to be dead in everyone's eyes." He scrambled up, bare feet sliding across the smooth floor. 

"They were ready to risk imprisonment to convince me that you were innocent," my father said. "I thought it best to tell them the truth." 

"The truth." Joshua licked his lips. "I didn't mean to kill her. I didn't." He slumped back against the wall, but remained standing, his head bowed. "Why are you here? You don't even like me!"

I decided to ignore that outburst. 

"I believe you," I said, moving closer to the bars since he didn't seem to be very dangerous. "Will you tell us what happened?"

Joshua sighed. "You know the old house on the corner of Mulberry and Pleasant?"

"The one everyone claims is haunted?" Val asked, breaking his silence.

There weren't many old, crumbling abandoned mansions close to the palace and the university. The rumors about this particular piece of property had always been juicier than normal, with any number of murders attributed to the house and/or the land. Legend claimed the house and its sprawling grounds were owned by a vampire or a demon who only fed on virgins. In daylight, the legends were easy to discount, especially since the house couldn't be seen from the road.

But at night--

"I broke up with Miranda," Joshua whispered, derailing my train of thought. "The day after our last argument, I got a note from her to meet her in the old house." 

"At midnight?" Val asked sharply.

I held my tongue. Joshua didn't need my help to unmask his stupidity.

The old Joshua would have flushed and said something cutting. The new Joshua only sighed and slid further down the wall. "No. After my last class. Long before dark." 

So maybe he hadn't been as stupid as I'd thought. "And was she there?" 

"Not at first." Joshua grimaced. "I've already told your father's men this story a thousand times." He raised his head when my father took a small step forward. "Not that I'm complaining. I'll tell the story a thousand more times if--" He shuddered once all over, like a dog shaking water from its coat. "If it helps." 

"It helps," my father said.

Joshua nodded. "Fine, then." He took a deep breath. "I didn't see her, but she was there. I guess she wanted to make me wait. I can't say I didn't deserve it, but I almost left." He shuddered again, and stood in one fluid motion, pushing his body away from the wall. "I wish I had left." 

"But you didn't," Val said, trying to coax him to continue. "You stayed." 

"I waited about twenty minutes," Joshua said. "And I knew I was being watched. I thought it was Miranda, but I was wrong." 

"Did you see--" How could I phrase my question without sounding crude? Did you see the vampire who killed you wasn't exactly a tactful way of putting it. 

"I heard a footstep behind me," Joshua said, averting his face from our interest. "When I woke up, I lay on the floor of one of the little rooms off the kitchen and Miranda was kneeling over me and all I could think of was the smell of her blood and how hungry I was and before I realized what had happened, I killed her." His voice broke. "I killed her." 

"But you said there were two deaths," I glanced at my father. "Unless you meant Joshua, and Joshua isn't really dead..."

"When I realized what I'd done, I thought to run away, but night had not yet fallen," Joshua said and held out his left hand. It was blackened and burned, no doubt by the sun. "When the sunlight hit my hand and I saw--felt!--what happened, I knew what had happened to me." 

If vampires could attack their victims in broad daylight--albeit inside the shelter of an abandoned house--then no one in Chelsea was safe. The peasants would riot in the streets. The nobles would pack up and move to their summer quarters months early to escape certain death.

Only, everyone believed that the vampire responsible for the murders had been executed. Until the next murder happened, or if one of the newspapers discovered the truth, no one would know. But even if someone found out Joshua was still alive, my father could make the argument that he had been locked up if there was another murder.

All these thoughts had nothing to do with the identity of the second body. I turned my attention to Joshua once more.

"I tried to hide her body," Joshua whispered. He didn't have to raise his voice to enable us to hear him. It was that quiet in this section of the dungeons. "I dragged it into the kitchen, but there was someone else--something else." 

"A construct," my father supplied in his calm, steady voice.

"I didn't know what it was," Joshua said. "All I knew was that it had seen me with Miranda's body, and that I couldn't let it sound the alarm."

"You killed someone's construct?" Val's voice strangled in his throat. "Depending on the strength of the wizard, you might have killed him too!"

"Which was why I had a difficult time finding someone to create Joshua's 'twin' for me," my father said. 

Val grabbed hold of a bar and stared into Joshua's cell. "Who did you get to do it?" 

"Marcus," my father said.

Val nodded. "He'll survive." 

There were quite a few wizards in my father's employ, but everyone knew Marcus. Joshua did too. Marcus wasn't a wizard to be trifled with. I was a bit surprised he had agreed to create the construct to save Joshua's life.

"So whose construct did Joshua kill?" I asked the obvious question that no one seemed to want to address.

"We're not sure yet," my father said. "I have some of my people working on it, but it's difficult
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