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The wedding went better than everyone expected; not a single drop of blood was spilled. It was a clear, cold morning, the breath of the mourners turning to mist, sunlight peeking over the slopes of the Carpathians. Irina’s wedding clothes fitted her well, even though the embroidery was a little plainer than she would’ve liked and her linen shirt smelled of the musty chest it had been kept in. There was still snow on the ground, but one of the villagers, a girl around her age, had found snowdrops lurking at the foot of a vast pine tree and braided them into Irina’s dark hair. Her bridal crown itched but that was to be expected; with so few flowers to be found it was mostly pine, and the needles were digging into her scalp. They’d even found a beaded bridal choker that was the right size. It was not exactly what she had hoped for, but she supposed it would have to do. Her own village was miles away, and with the pass to Bukovina snowed over for the best part of a week, there was no hope of sending for her own things until it had cleared. Not that she would try and get a message home; the last thing she wanted was for her parents to find out where she really was. She shivered at the graveside with her hands clasped and her head bowed, trying to look as if she were listening to the priest and not observing the crowd.

Black headscarves; black felt and fur hats. The tips of noses and ears red in the cold. Blue shadows under every eye. Long, deep lines on every cheek. Hollow faces made hollower in the icicle-shaped shadow of the sharp church spire. Some of them would not look at her at all, their gaze sliding past to the pale-faced priest. Some of them could not look anywhere else, the hope in their eyes almost unbearable. Most of them kept glancing at the forest at their backs, pressing in on every side, the shadowy line of the trees curling around the village like fingers about to close around an ankle. It was still dark, between the trees. The sunlight hadn’t reached them yet. Irina supposed that was the point of having the wedding so early in the morning; a half-hearted attempt to pretend the groom was participating. The thought felt like stepping onto a thin sheet of ice, but she supposed someone had to let him know that he was getting married.

Not that the groom was in any position to complain. He was dead.

Father Simeon was nearing the end of his sermon. Ordinarily, there would be songs, dancing, laughter, feasting. But the crowd was silent. Hands and feet were too heavy for dancing, and no one had laughed in the village since the first attack. In the dead of winter, and with their harvest stores slowly dwindling, none of them would have turned down a feast – but that was tainted, too. No one liked to think of hunger, at the edge of the forest.

Irina shivered. Her wedding clothes were linen, made out of what could be spared. Embroidered red flowers ran down the length of her sleeves in long, thin lines, and whenever she saw them she could not help but think of claw marks, scratched into her flesh. Her overskirt, wrapped around her waist and secured with a wide belt, was red too, and covered in geometric patterns in black, white and green. At least that was a little warmer, but she wished they hadn’t put her in so much red. It felt like tempting fate. Suddenly nervous, she risked a glance at the forest. Nothing – well, nothing she could see. If only the priest would hurry up, then she could go inside and start preparing. It wouldn’t be safe to pack until she was truly alone – something that, working as a servant in the house of a wealthy farmer, she had sorely missed. Irina had no complaints about anyone under Mihai’s roof, but there always seemed to be someone under it when she had things she needed to do in private.

Father Simeon reached across and lifted the bridal crown off her head. The crowd murmured. Anticipation lurched through Irina; she tried not to let it show as the priest passed the bridal crown over the grave beside her. This was it.

Carefully, the priest placed the crown back on her head. He blessed her, blessed the crowd, and said nothing more about the empty grave before him. She tried not to look at it, and failed, her eyes dragged back to the dark earth – no wooden cross but then again, there was no one buried there yet. If they’d been able to find the groom’s body, he wouldn’t be causing so much trouble. Father Simeon took a deep breath and closed his eyes, tilting his face to the rising sun. Irina could have sworn she saw the glimmer of a tear clinging to his lashes. It was only then that she started to feel guilty. These people had been through enough. If her plan didn’t work, she would condemn them to much more suffering.

The crowd of mourners that made up her wedding party was already starting to trickle towards the little house at the edge of the woods. Half of them remained waiting with her, watching her. She still wasn’t sure of all their names. She knew them by the names of the ones they’d lost: Anton’s daughters, still hollow-eyed after their father’s passing; Eugen’s greying wife, widowed too soon; Marta’s child, plummeting into adulthood with the speed of a mountaineer tumbling from a peak. They watched her with tears in their eyes, and the only way she could hold her head high was to pretend she did not see.

Father Simeon cleared his throat. ‘Irina? Are you ready?’

She nodded, and joined the procession. Picking her way past the line of freshly dug graves, drawing ever closer to the hem of the forest, Irina set her jaw and tried not to think of all the things that could go wrong. She was not chasing a fairy tale, she told herself. She was not sending herself on a fool’s errand, tearing after the first thing that looked as if it could stand a chance of helping Catalina. She was going to get her sister back.

At the edge of the forest, the procession slowed. Father Simeon beckoned her forward. The crowd parted, swelling up behind her and to the sides, cutting off her escape routes; some of them were even resting their hands on the hilts of their knives. If it hadn’t been for the blades, she probably could’ve pushed her way through the crowd. Short and stocky, Irina was strong after years of taking food up to shepherds on the mountainside, lifting great packs of wool onto the back of her father’s wagon, and barrelling through flocks of sheep to rescue the chicks getting under their feet. If she wanted to, she could be out of the village before the sun was high in the sky. Not that she was going to try and escape, Irina thought. She was exactly where she needed to be.

Irina stood at a rough-hewn wooden gate – barred from the outside, of course – that was set into a hastily erected fence. She knew exactly what she would find beyond it, because she had seen the villagers working on it: the small, single-storey house they said had once belonged to the groom. When she’d first come to the village it looked as though it was one gust of wind away from keeling over. Now, it had been repaired, the holes in the steep roof patched, the shutters freshly painted, the dirt steps up to the front door levelled off. The woodstore had been filled, the well in the courtyard had been mended. Still, the windows looked like empty eyes, the fence posts a row of jagged teeth.

‘You will want for nothing,’ Father Simeon said, as the bar was lifted aside and she laid a cautious hand on the gate. ‘Everything you need has been provided – food, firewood, blankets. I shall set good strong men to patrol the forest to see that you come to no harm. In the day, of course.’

Irina thought of the empty grave she had stood beside. ‘Of course,’ she said.

‘It is only one night. You’ll be safe,’ the priest said, and Irina could not tell if he was trying to convince her or himself. ‘We put a good bar by the door, and the gate is strong. And I shall be holding a vigil for you, in the church. You’ll be perfectly safe.’

Irina kept her eyes on the patched wooden walls of the little house, trying not to glance back at the thick, high walls of the church.

‘Will you need anything else, before the sun sets?’

‘Warm clothes and good shoes,’ Irina said immediately, ‘and my pack. Having my own things will be a comfort,’ she added, hoping her excuse was convincing.

The priest looked around at the crowd. ‘Are her things in there?’

There was a general murmur of assent.

‘And the clothes and the shoes? They’re all …’

Another murmur.

Father Simeon clapped his hands together, looking slightly manic. ‘Well,’ he said, ‘if that’s everything you need, then perhaps it’s time to …’

‘Yes,’ said Irina. ‘It is.’

She pushed open the gate. Tension slid out of the priest’s shoulders. The crowd ebbed back from the fence with a sigh. Nerves and excitement and fear tangled through Irina’s thoughts like briars. Soon, she thought. Catalina wouldn’t have to wait much longer.

‘Thank you,’ the priest whispered.

The words lodged themselves between Irina’s ribs and twisted.

‘There is garlic,’ he continued, leaning close to the wooden gate. ‘I could not leave you with nothing. I have prayed night and day that the wedding will be enough to let him rest, but … you know not to open the door to him, if he asks to be let in?’

There was desperate guilt in the priest’s voice. Irina did not move. If she turned to look at him, all her secrets would come spilling out of her, like a pot of salt that had been turned over.

‘I will be careful, Father,’ she said.

‘I asked if anyone could keep watch over you, but they could not be spared,’ he whispered, in a rush. ‘I am sorry. But with four of us already dead, we must think of our own families. I will give you all the protection I can, with my prayers.’

Irina frowned. There were five fresh graves in the churchyard. One was empty, dug for the ceremony she had just taken part in. Three more were for the remains of Anton, Eugen and Marta. But as she stood looking into the yard of the little house, she realized she did not know who was buried in the last grave.

‘Father,’ she began, trying to keep her voice light, ‘I only know about Anton, Eugen and Marta. Who else have we lost?’

‘Do not speak of such things,’ Father Simeon hissed. ‘Do not even think of them! Not when you have such a task ahead of you. Please, child. You must keep your mind clear and pure. Think only of the Lord, and do not entertain any doubts. He will use them, if you do.’ The priest let out a long, juddering sigh. When he spoke again, his voice sounded as if it would splinter. ‘I hate that we must ask this of you. But we shall all be thinking of you and praying for your safe deliverance.’

Irina tried to keep the relief from showing. Even though fear curled its tendrils around her thoughts, there was no denying that if the villagers had set someone to guard the little house at the edge of the woods, the rest of her plan would become much more difficult. If they found out what she was planning, they would never forgive her. If it failed, it would be hard to forgive herself. Still, she had to try; it would never work if they interfered.

She squared her shoulders. She took a deep breath. Gathering her secret plans close to her chest, she arranged her features into what she hoped was a suitably innocent expression. Then, she looked at him.

Guilt and grief were scrawled across Father Simeon’s face. His beard was scraggly and unkempt, shadows pooled underneath his eyes. When she had first come to the village he had been a sturdy, sun-weathered man, short and stocky and strong. Now, he seemed to have withered, shrinking in on himself with each scream in the night, each splash of blood on the snow, each dark square of fresh-turned earth in the graveyard. She had the power to stop this. But that wasn’t her plan – not until she’d got what she wanted.

Irina took the priest’s hands in hers. ‘Don’t worry, Father,’ she said, her voice gentle. ‘I have faith.’

Tears sparkled in the priest’s eyes. ‘Bless you,’ he murmured.

Irina let go of his hands. Then she turned and went into the house to prepare to meet her husband.

On the whole, Irina thought, the villagers had done a decent job. She wouldn’t have guessed that the house had been abandoned until now. The door creaked a little, and there was a slight smell of damp from where the roof had been leaking. But there were no cobwebs tangling in the corners, no dust furring up the walls. The house smelled cold and clean, as if it had been recently aired.

It was only one room, with whitewashed walls and a dirt floor. Dark wooden beams ran across the ceiling. A narrow bed was pushed up against one corner, curtained off from the rest of the room by a frame hung with heavy, embroidered blankets in black, red and yellow. There was a wooden table in the centre of the room, with two roughly hewn wooden chairs. The second one was already starting to unnerve her; she dragged it over to a wooden chest set against the far wall. A stone oven large enough to sleep on was built into the opposite corner of the house, with a shelf above it for pots and pans. Bunches of dried herbs were suspended from the ceiling, and several rings of garlic. The simple canvas pack she had arrived with was sitting in the centre of the wooden table as if it were a vase of flowers. It was the plainest little house she had ever seen, and she could not help but wonder how much of the monster they’d had to scrub out of the place before she’d seen inside. She noticed a dent in the wall, hastily covered over; a series of hooks with nothing hanging from them; a man’s forgotten hat, lodged in the rafters. Had it been his? She shivered. She didn’t want to know.

Flinging her bridal crown on the table next to the pack, she lit the oven. It would warm the house through, and she would have a long, cold day ahead of her. She opened her pack to see how much room she had for food, and swore. Her own clothes were missing – those had been made from good, strong wool, warm enough to travel in and sturdy enough to endure the harvest. Snow lay thick on the ground; if she left the house in the wedding clothes she’d borrowed, she would freeze. The message was clear: she wasn’t to go anywhere.

She set the thoughts of her missing clothes aside; food and a stake were more important, and there, the villagers had been generous. As well as a pail of water, and pork fat for cooking, she’d been left dried sausages, jars of pink and green pickles and a sack of cornmeal; she wrapped the preserves in cloth as best she could and placed them inside a cooking pot. She mixed up a cornmeal dough, then dug out three water-flasks from her pack and filled each one from the well. By then, the oven was hot, and she fried up a pile of crispy jumǎri while her cornbread baked, the smell of pork fat and paprika making her stomach rumble. She grabbed a small pouch of salt, pulled dried herbs from the ceiling and sharpened some of her kindling into stakes. When her food was prepared and cooled, she wrapped it up in cloth and placed it carefully into her pack, making sure that nothing would break if it was jostled around. Then, with shaking hands, she fished out her most prized possession from the secret pocket sewn into the lining of her pack. It was a necklace of wooden beads, some of them slightly chewed, worn smooth from years of fiddling.

Catalina’s necklace.

Irina slipped the necklace over her bridal choker, clutching it tightly, and tried not to think of how idiotic her plan was. But there was no getting around it. The smart thing to do would have been to accept that the sister she had known – the cheerful, lively seven-year-old with a penchant for tall tales – was no longer the sister she had. It wasn’t as if anything unusual had happened to her; people hit their heads all the time, and it was only natural that some of them would never quite recover. The tree Catalina had fallen from back in the summer had been tall, and she had landed badly. Her family would never be able to afford a doctor, but they’d done what they could, taking care to support her neck and head when they’d brought her inside. She’d been lucky to have survived at all, even if she had not left her bed – had not even lifted her own hand – since the accident. If Irina were a sensible-minded young woman, she would accept the fact that, now, all her sister could do was lie in bed, her eyes empty, and swallow the food and water their frightened parents brought to her lips. Catalina was lucky to be alive after the accident, but she was not lucky enough to be herself. Irina ought to be grateful that she had not passed. That was what her mother had told her.

But Irina was not grateful. Nor was she sensible. And so, instead of thanking God that there was a pulse in Catalina’s wrist and no life in her eyes, Irina had gone looking for answers.

In the village where Irina grew up, there had been a witch. She lived at the edge of the forest, in a small wooden house ringed by a fence, much like the one Irina found herself in now. She had spent most of Irina’s childhood treating toothache and soothing fevers, and after so many years watching her mix up poultices and brew teas it was almost a surprise to learn that she could see the future in the palm of someone’s hand. After Catalina had woken up empty-eyed, and her family had spent weeks spooning water into her slack mouth, Irina had sought out the witch, knocking on the door of the little hut in the middle of the night.

‘Please,’ she had whispered, handing over a sack of cornmeal, ‘tell me what’s wrong with her.’

The witch examined the cornmeal, letting out a grunt of satisfaction. Like every other woman in the village, she wore a headscarf; hers was black and patterned with red and green flowers. Her face was deeply lined, though she was not old, and there was always dirt lodged underneath her fingernails. But her eyes were quick and clever and – faced with a long silence that she was desperate to fill – Irina was reminded that here was a woman who knew exactly when to speak up and when to fade into the background, sliding beneath the notice of the village priest.

‘She hit her head, then slept for days. She’s awake now, but she isn’t … herself. It’s been weeks,’ Irina continued.

‘I know,’ said the witch, setting the sack aside. ‘Your mother asked me to look at her when she woke up. I warn you, Irina, she did not like my answer. Neither will you.’

‘Tell me.’

The witch sighed. ‘Her soul is not in her body.’

That night, hearing the words from the witch’s lips had felt like being thrown into cold water. Even the memory made Irina shiver.

‘Your sister was badly injured,’ said the witch. ‘Her body came back from death. Her soul did not. She is alive, but she is not living.’

Suddenly, Irina had felt aware of every shadow, every creak. Hair prickled on the back of her neck. ‘Is she human?’ she whispered.

‘Of course she is,’ the witch snapped. ‘She’s just empty.’

‘But … but how …’

The witch motioned Irina inside. Her house was small and plain, with only a table and chairs and one narrow bed for furniture. The oven was lit and everything was scrupulously clean. She pulled out a chair and Irina sat down. ‘Think of it like a chicken coop,’ the witch said, sitting across from her. ‘It is only a chicken coop when it contains a chicken. Otherwise it is only an empty structure, without the thing that gives it purpose. It is the same with your sister. Her body has recovered, but her soul – the thing that makes her her – has fled.’

‘Fled where?’ Irina asked.

The witch shrugged. ‘Into the land of the dead, I imagine.’

‘The land of the … that’s not what they say in church.’

The witch’s face smoothed over into a careful expression. ‘Of course it is not,’ she said calmly, ‘that is why I told you I only imagined it. It is what they said long before the churches were built – in ancient times, when Rome still ruled. Of course,’ she said, assessing every inch of Irina’s face, ‘you and I know that such teachings are false.’

Irina had heard similar stories before: ones where men met Death on lonely roads in the shape of an old woman. They’d never been mentioned in church, but the priest had never stopped the storytellers, either. She glanced over her shoulder. The door was still closed. ‘I won’t tell anyone, I promise. Please, just tell me what you know.’

‘I do not pay attention to heresies, you understand,’ the witch said, casting a look at her shuttered windows, ‘but I can tell you that they used to believe that the land of the dead was where people went before they learned the truth about Heaven and Hell. And that there are stories of living people visiting it.’

Hope sparked into life. ‘So it’s a real place? Does that mean Catalina’s soul could be brought back? Would she be herself again?’

The witch leaned forward, lowering her voice. All her pretence vanished. ‘That is a very dangerous idea, Irina,’ the witch said. ‘You would do better not to think of it.’

‘But could it be done?’

The witch sighed, pinching the bridge of her nose. ‘In theory, yes. In practice?’ She made a dismissive noise. ‘Your parents have two daughters. Losing one to an accident is bad enough; losing the other to sheer stupidity would be more than they could bear.’

Irina leaned forward, jabbing a finger into the table. ‘Could it be done? Could I get into the land of the dead and bring back Catalina’s soul?’

The witch shushed her, glancing at the door and windows again. ‘Keep your voice down! But … perhaps. The way doesn’t open for the living. You’d need a guide. Something that could walk between the worlds of the living and the dead.’

‘Like what?’ Irina breathed.

The witch shot her a sharp look. ‘Like a mistake waiting to happen. You have heard the stories of the dead that walk, Irina. Even when they are compelled to return to those they loved in life, they bring nothing but suffering.’

‘But those are just stories, aren’t they?’

‘If stories is all they are, do not waste your time in seeking them out. Go home to your family, tend to your sister, and put this madness out of your mind.’

After a full day of cooking, packing, and sharpening stakes, Irina was ready to go, her pack bulging on the kitchen table. She opened the window and a cold breeze stung her fingers. A copper-gold sunset burned across the sky, the edges of the clouds glowing like embers. The jagged shadows of the forest spilled across the floor, long and sharp as knives. Irina lit a candle and drew her chair closer to the oven, and covered her legs with the warmest blanket, settling her bridal crown back onto her head. That, more than anything, would mark her out as a bride; it would make it clear to her husband exactly who she was, and what he owed to her. A sharpened stake was pressed against her thigh, hidden underneath the brightly coloured blanket. That would make it even clearer.

Irina gripped the stake in one hand, her eyes on the open window. She wouldn’t have long to wait. He would be hungry.

The attacks always followed the same pattern. The sun went down. Wrapped in darkness, he would come home to the village, dragging himself out of whichever lonely forest grave he had been hiding in. That was why he was here. If they’d given him a proper funeral, he never would’ve started walking, but no one seemed to know when or where he’d died – or if they did, they weren’t telling her. They’d searched the woods for days and never found where he’d been buried; without knowing where he slept during the day, they had no hope of killing him. He started with the little house, prowling through his former home though it had stood empty for months. Then, he would move into the village proper, scratching at shutters until someone swung them open. One extended arm was all it took. Freezing fingers latching around a wrist. A flash of teeth. And then, the screaming. The lucky ones escaped him with a few fingers missing. People had learned fast, after those first few swipes. But in November, Marta had become convinced she’d heard one of her children trapped outside, and had insisted on searching the yard with a candle. December winds had torn off one of the shutters on Anton’s windows, and he’d gone out to fix it in the dark. And in January, Eugen had lost track of time visiting his father, and thought that his old Austrian imperial sword would be enough to keep him safe in the forest. All of them had been dragged into the dark. They’d been deposited outside the church the next morning, their throats torn open and without a drop of blood in sight. Even though only four people were dead, the rumours had travelled fast, reaching Irina’s village a few weeks after the first attack. And Irina knew she had found her guide.

She’d packed a bag and told a lie: that she was going to Timişoara, to look for work as a servant. She’d worked there before; her parents, focused on Catalina, suspected nothing. Within weeks she was working in Mihai’s household, listening to the scratches at the window every night. The footsteps, shuffling through the snow with a rhythm that did not seem fully human. Terrified bleating and stamping of hooves came from every pen as he prowled past the livestock. She could track his every move by listening to the screaming and kicking of horses that had scented something dead on the air. He did not kill often – from what she’d gathered, it was perhaps one person a month – but his presence hung over the village like a shroud. Shivering in her bed, listening to him stalk through the village, her plan no longer seemed quite so brilliant. How was she even supposed to talk to him, if no one was safe enough to leave their homes after dark? Would he listen to her at all, or would he simply lunge right for her throat? Should she leave him an offering, or a note?

But in the end, the villagers had solved that problem for her. One Sunday in church, Father Simeon had talked about the dead man. In a trembling voice, he had told what he had heard of the dead – that they returned after a bad death, that they were compelled to return to the people and places they had known and loved, that fulfilling a wish could sometimes lay them to rest. The vampire that was plaguing them had died unmarried, and no one that he had loved was left alive. That was when the priest had proposed a wedding of the dead. It was a ritual that Irina was familiar with: if someone died unmarried, a living person would be married to the dead person during their funeral. It was only ever a formality, but it would give the dead person’s soul some peace, and stop them from coming back. They’d never found the dead man’s body and never had a funeral, and he had already risen – but still, the priest was desperate. If anyone would agree to be married to the dead man, Father Simeon had pleaded, that might be enough to stop him. All the unmarried women had been unable to meet his eyes, apart from Irina. The priest seized on it. Think of the souls you could save, he had urged, but Irina had only thought of one.

She huddled into the blanket, watching the shadows fade with the light. Her heart was pounding. Could he hear it? Would the sound of her pulse call to him across the forest, like a soldier marching to the beat of a drum? Perhaps he wouldn’t need it; they said the dead always came back to their homes in life. Perhaps simply being in his house, sitting in his chair, cooking food on his stove and sleeping in his bed, would be enough to drag him out of the grave and up to her door. Perhaps some part of him knew that, now, he had a wife, and he would haul himself up from the earth to find her no matter where she was. Irina’s hand tightened on the stake. The sun was setting. She was about to find out.

Shadows bled into darkness. The wind lifted a lock of Irina’s hair; the pine fronds of her bridal crown stirred in the breeze. Beyond the open window, there was silence. The last doors in the village had closed long before the sun had set. All she could hear was the faint shift of embers cooling in the fire, and the rustling of leaves in the wind.

No. Not the wind. Irina sat up a little straighter. What she’d first taken for pine needles rustling in the breeze was something different: the slow ssshhhhh-sssssshhhhhh of something pushing past the branches, stalking through the leaves. She knew that gait. She’d heard it on the other side of the wall, almost every night since she’d arrived in the village.

It was him. Her husband.

Irina shifted in her chair, placing her weight on the balls of her feet so she could spring up at a moment’s notice. Her pulse fluttered in her neck. Her hand went to her throat. It was so vulnerable. So easily torn out – the choker she wore would not keep him from hurting her. She took her hand away, taking a deep, steadying breath. She had to seem vulnerable, or he would not come.

Outside, all she could see was darkness and the press of trees, pine needles glinting blue in the gloom. Something moved. Irina sat up straight, peering into the night. The wind rustled through the trees; was that all she had seen? Or had he been looking back at her, clawed hands curling over the edge of the window frame, his dripping teeth bared? Something glinted in the dark. Her mouth went dry. Was it an eye? A gleaming, pointed tooth? Or the blade of a knife? She was a woman alone on the edge of the forest, the inside of her empty house lit up against the night like a jewel waiting to be snatched. The dead were not the only things to worry about, and Father Simeon would have called back the men patrolling the forest by now. It wasn’t that there would be no one to hear her scream; after a few months in the village, Irina knew exactly how far a scream would carry. It was that no matter who was out there, no one would be coming to help her, with a dead man prowling through the woods. She was completely alone. Irina swore. She’d been so focused on finding a guide to the land of the dead that she’d forgotten about the living.

Footsteps, crunching across the forest floor. She could hear the snap and crush of every broken twig, they were so close. She turned her head, trying to follow the sound. Faltering, uneven steps. The fading of owls’ cries as they fled the thing dragging itself towards the house. A pause. Had he seen her, or scented her, or however it was he found his prey? Then, a sudden bang. Irina flinched, almost dropping the stake. Something fell into the snow. Her hands began to shake. This was a bad idea, she knew it was a bad idea and yet here she was, listening to a dead man creeping around outside her house. She peered out of the open window, her heart in her throat. Father Simeon had said the unmarried dead might be appeased with a living wife, but that was supposed to stop them from coming back at all and here he was, picking his way through the snow. The wedding was supposed to be enough, but could the ritual have worked, with no body in that grave? Or had the villagers left her here, waiting to see if the dead man would do something that would leave him content to crawl back into his grave with no more taste for blood?

The footsteps stopped. Irina listened, staring into the dark square of the open window. Distant wings, as something took off into the night. Her own heartbeat, fast as a chittering bird. And, when she had been staring at the open window, the long, slow creak of the door being pushed open behind her.

He was here.

Cold air rushed in. The candle flickered. Irina froze, unable to turn and look at him, all her plans swept away on a tide of fear. What was she doing? She had allowed herself to be married to a dead man – a dead man, who had ripped and slashed his way through the village until everyone living there had agreed that throwing him a living girl might be the only way to make him stop. What had she been thinking? She shifted, ready to run, and the beads bumped against her breastbone. The warm touch of smooth wood brought her back to herself. She had been thinking of Catalina.

Irina took another deep breath and tamped down her fears. Floorboards creaked behind her. He was already inside – how? Too late, she realized: he didn’t need an invitation; it was his house. She tightened her grip on the stake.

‘I’ve been waiting for you, husband,’ she said.

The footsteps stopped. An ember shifted in the silence, and Irina flinched. Then came the voice, from somewhere over her shoulder.

‘Husband,’ the voice repeated.

She flinched. There was a rasp to that voice, as though it was some time since it had been used. Part of her had expected his words to be spat out from behind fangs as long as her fingers. But he sounded disconcertingly human. Irina sat frozen in her chair, torn between the urge to gawp at the monster that had been stalking the village for months, and the urge to keep staring straight ahead, pretending that the man standing behind her had not crawled out of a grave to get here. Her hand on the stake was slippery with sweat. There’d be no going back once she turned around and faced him. But there was already no going back. She had married him. He was here. She’d put herself in this mess for a reason. It was time to see what she could make of it.

She licked her lips. ‘Are you going to skulk about in the darkness all night?’ she asked, forcing every ounce of bravado she had into her voice. ‘Or are you going to introduce yourself to your wife?’

‘Wife,’ the voice rasped, almost thoughtful.

What was he thinking? She tightened her grip on the stake. Would he want her to actually be his wife? Or was he only thinking of her as a meal? Was he even thinking at all? He’d only repeated what she’d said. Some guide he would make, if those were the only words he could say. Had she trapped herself in here for nothing? ‘Yes, that’s what I said,’ she said, gathering all the scraps of her courage. ‘Now come here. I want to talk to you.’

There was a moment’s silence. Then, footsteps. Panic flashed through Irina like lightning. And, at last, she saw her husband.

He moved with the slow, rolling gait of something waiting to spring. Shoulders hunched forward, head raised, his eyes never left her face. If it hadn’t been for the way he moved, she would never have guessed he wasn’t human. If he stood up straight, he would have looked like any other boy in the village – not much older than her, dark hair and dark eyes, wearing a plain linen shirt and trousers. It was unnerving, to think that when he was alive, he could have been so much like her. But there, the similarities ended. Rangy and drawn, hunger was written in every line of his body. His skin was pale but for his hands and feet, which were pitch-black, purple-tinted darkness crawling up his arms and legs. His clothes were torn, caked in dirt. Dried blood was smeared across his chin, the collar of his shirt stained rusty brown. He stalked towards her, arms hanging loose in front of him, as if he was about to drop onto all fours and bound across the floor. Looking at him, she had the unnerving sense that, despite his nearly human appearance, some last tether to life had long since snapped. She couldn’t see his teeth. Irina wasn’t sure what she was going to do when she did. Probably try and kill him, she thought, and felt a little better.

Her husband came to a halt just in front of her chair. He leaned forward, placing a hand on each of the arms of her chair. She could smell the rich forest earth clinging to his clothes, and the cold bite of snow. He was staring at her, his dark eyes roving over every inch of her face. Irina held his gaze and tried not to look at the blackness crawling up past his wrists. She’d seen it before, but only on dead men who weren’t leaning over her.

‘You do not give me orders, wife,’ he growled, each word dripping with derision. His eyes drifted down to her throat. His lips parted and now she saw his teeth – pointed. Glistening. Her breath caught. Not now. It was too soon. She couldn’t let him bite her; not before she’d even mentioned her plan.

Irina’s hand shot up, pressing the point of the stake into his chest. She tried not to let it shake. ‘Yes, I do,’ she said.

He stilled. His eyes were boring into hers, black as the night sky. Irina set her jaw. She wasn’t going to look at his teeth. The teeth that had torn out the throats of three people she knew – was that Anton’s blood, dried on the collar of his shirt? Or Eugen’s? Had they told themselves not to stare at the monster’s teeth, as she was doing? Had they held a stake in their hands, just as she did?

‘Are you going to be reasonable about this,’ Irina asked, shifting her weight onto the balls of her feet, ‘or do I have to find myself another husband?’

‘Reasonable,’ he laughed. ‘Do you reason with your dinner? You will not survive the night. Why should I—’

Irina tackled him.

Throwing herself out of the chair, she lunged forward, putting the weight of her whole body behind the stake. Even as she moved, she knew it was a mistake. The vampire rolled to one side, the point of the stake scratching across his chest, and Irina slammed into the floor, the words stupid plan stupid plan STUPID PLAN rattling around her head. She scrambled up, clutching the stake.

The vampire was nowhere to be seen.

Irina’s heart was pounding. She drew herself up, summoning every scrap of bravado, eyes roving around the room. ‘Are you hiding from me?’ She turned in a slow circle, taking in the bare table, the fallen chair, the front door hanging open. She paused, staring into the night. Running was so tempting – unless that was what he was hoping she’d do. Could he have left? No. That would be too easy. He could be on the bed, behind the blankets hanging from the bed-frame. Or in the chest. Or in the pantry. He could be anywhere, she realized, the thought settling on her like a frost. This was his house. There could be a thousand hiding places here that she would never know – loose floorboards, trick panels in the furniture, gaps in the rafters. He could be watching her, right now, and she’d have no idea until she let her guard down and it was too late.

She had to draw him out. ‘I know you’re here.’

Nothing. Not even a creaking floorboard. Fear trickled through Irina’s thoughts. What was he waiting for?

She stalked around the table. The open door swinging behind her, cold air tickling the back of her neck. She hated turning her back on it. She was only presenting a target.

‘I married you for a reason,’ she said, her eyes scanning from corner to empty corner. ‘Don’t you want to know what that is?’

The bed-hangings were drifting gently in the breeze. Irina tightened her grip on the stake. She could see the gap in the blankets, the thin line of darkness where the cloth had been parted. There. She’d found him.

‘I only want to talk to—’

A faint, almost delicate scratching, over her head. Dust drifted down from the ceiling. Irina threw herself under the table as the vampire dropped to the floor, snarling. The stake flew out of her hand, rolling across the floor. He scrabbled after her, teeth bared. A swipe of his blackening hand caught her across the ankle. Cloth tore. She kicked at his fingers. The heel of her boot smacked into his chin and he swore, clutching his face. Irina scrambled out the other side of the table and snatched up the fallen chair. He scrambled after her. But just as he ducked out from underneath the table, lunging for her legs, Irina brought the chair around in a wide arc and hit him with it. He was knocked off balance, sprawling sideways. Irina darted forward and shoved the back of the chair underneath his chin, pinning him to the floor by the neck.

Holding the chair by the legs, Irina pushed down, panting. The vampire struggled, hissing like an angry cat. It was unnerving; he looked far too human to be moving like an animal in a trap. He was not choking – if anything, Irina thought, she was more out of breath than he was – but having the combined weight of a well-made chair and a strong young woman bearing down on his throat was certainly not an experience he was enjoying.

Irina was bleeding; that swipe across the legs had broken the skin. Her shoulder hurt from throwing herself to the floor, her legs were shaking, she was dripping with sweat, and if she thought too hard about the fact that she had started a fight with a dead man she was going to start screaming and never stop. But this was what she had come here for. It was, unbelievably, all going according to plan. Apart from the fact that the stake was halfway across the room and she’d have to put the chair down to pick it up, but she wasn’t going to think about that.

‘Can you please just listen to me?’ she panted.

The vampire struggled. The chair bucked in Irina’s hands. It almost flew out of her grip but she snatched it back just in time, holding it in place. He glared up at her, clawed hands slackening against the scratched wood. All the bones in his hands stood out sharp against the skin, and she wondered if one person a month was enough for him to feed on.

‘Fine,’ he spat. ‘Talk.’

‘I have a proposition for you,’ she said.

‘Apparently,’ he said, shooting a disdainful look at her bridal crown, ‘I’m a married man.’

‘Not that kind of—’

The chair jolted. One of the legs flew out of her hand. He squirmed, shoving at the wood pinning him down. Irina grabbed the other chair leg and bore down, hard. He went still, his black eyes calculating, and too late she realized his tactic. She took a deep breath. He was trying to get a rise out of her, hoping that she would loosen her grip.

‘That’s not what I want from you,’ she said.

He rolled his eyes. ‘You want me to leave the poor, innocent villagers alone, I’ve no doubt. The thing is, I haven’t been able to find any.’

She shook her head. ‘That’s not why I married you.’

‘Wait.’ He stopped, considered her. ‘You married me for a reason? You weren’t just left here? Is this … is this your idea?’

Irina hesitated. Fear and embarrassment had settled on her plan like dust. It already seemed foolhardy in her own head. Saying it aloud would be all it took for her enthusiasm to flake away into pieces. But the thought of saying nothing when she’d married herself to a dead man and tried to kill him pricked at her pride. She’d come this far. Surely she wasn’t going to falter at the beginning of the road.

‘I want you to take me to the land of the dead,’ she said. ‘Can you do it?’

He blinked at her. All the resentment vanished from his face. ‘Sorry, what?’

‘Well? Can you?’

The vampire’s face turned thoughtful. His black eyes swept her up and down. Unsettled, Irina wracked her brains, trying to remember if any of the stories she’d heard of the walking dead had said they’d been able to read thoughts.

‘Who are you?’ he asked.

‘Excuse me?’

‘You’re not from the village. You’re a stranger to me – but you clearly know who I am, because you sought me out. You married me for a reason, apparently, despite the fact that I’m dead. But you didn’t marry me to throw yourself on my mercy for the sake of them,’ he said, his lip curling as he nodded in the direction of the village. ‘You want to get into the land of the dead instead. So who are you? Why do you want to do something so stupid? And how did you settle on the most idiotic plan to get what you want?’

Irina’s temper flared. ‘It isn’t stupid!’

The chair lurched in her hands. She wasn’t ready. It slipped through her fingers. The vampire hissed in triumph and Irina sprinted across the room, lunging for the stake. Fingers brushed against the end of her braid. Irina dived for the stake, wedged against the chest of blankets, and snatched it up. A growl came from somewhere by her ear. She slammed into the floor with a grunt, rolled over, and saw the vampire crouching over her, his face inches from hers.

‘Isn’t it?’

She pressed the point of the stake against his heart. He froze. ‘It isn’t stupid,’ she repeated.

‘No. Stupid was letting go of the chair.’

Irina ground her teeth. Despite her fear, she was starting to get annoyed. ‘Are you going to let me answer your question?’

‘Fine. Why does a nice girl like you want to go to the land of the dead?’ He grinned. ‘I can always send you there the old-fashioned way.’

Irina hesitated. She didn’t want to tell him about Catalina; the idea of him even knowing her sister’s name sent a fresh spike of panic through her. But she’d have to tell him something. ‘There’s someone there I want to find.’

‘Oh, I’ve heard this one. If it’s your lover, you definitely shouldn’t have married me.’

‘Would you just—’ She took a deep breath; she couldn’t afford to lose her temper with him all but pinning her to the floor. ‘Look, all I want from you is for you to take me into the land of the dead, help me recover a soul, and take me back to the land of the living. I can’t get in by myself. I need a guide. That’s you.’

Thoughtfully, he ran a purple-black thumb across his teeth. Irina tried not to think of rotting fruit. ‘Why should it be me?’

‘Because if you don’t, I’ll kill you, and find someone else to take me.’

The vampire snorted. He glanced down at her. ‘I can see that’s going well.’

Irina ground her teeth. The vampire grinned. She pushed the stake into his chest a little harder, and his smile curdled.

‘I do actually have something I can offer you, you know,’ she said.

‘Aside from your scintillating company, darling wife?’

She glared at him.

He rolled his eyes. ‘Fine. What would you offer me?’

Now came the part she had been dreading. Irina shifted, adjusting her grip on the stake. ‘Well,’ she said, avoiding his eyes, ‘aren’t you hungry?’

Silence.

Then, ‘Always.’

Irina shuddered. ‘I’m not saying you can kill me,’ she blurted, ‘I’m going back to my family when this is done. But … you could have some of my blood. In small amounts. Whenever you wanted – as long as I’m well enough to keep going on the journey, of course. You’ll get much more blood if you keep me alive than if you drain me in one go. You don’t get to eat very often, do you?’

The vampire made a thoughtful noise. ‘And what happens after we return to the land of the living, when you have the soul you came for?’

‘I go home. I never see you again.’

‘Abandoning your husband so soon? Heartless.’

Irina ignored him. She was already wishing she’d picked a less irritating vampire. ‘I promised the villagers I would marry you. That’s it. They’re the ones who thought that’d be enough to kill you. Give me enough time to get away from the village and you can do what you like. You’d be stronger if you were eating regularly in the land of the dead.’

His face twisted. ‘They sent you to do their dirty work. How very like them.’ He paused, the disdain melting into a pensive expression that she had never expected to see on a face covered in old blood. Irina met his gaze, keeping her grip on the stake. ‘Leaving them to die isn’t enough,’ he said, ‘but you can give me something better. Invite me in.’

‘Invite you where?’

‘Into their houses, idiot.’

‘But what will you do?’

‘Kill them, of course. Did you not notice the teeth?’

Guilt seeped into Irina’s thoughts like a bad smell. She remembered all those frightened faces by the graveside, and the tears in Father Simeon’s eyes. Leaving the vampire alive – for want of a better word – to keep ransacking the village would be unforgivable, let alone helping him do it. She needed a guide. But when her journey was over, she wouldn’t need him any more. There’d be no need to uphold her end of the bargain.

‘Well?’

‘It’s not my village,’ she said. She hesitated, then pushed a little further. ‘It’s like you said. They sent me to do their dirty work. Why should I have any loyalty to them?’

He smiled slowly. Irina shivered. ‘Fools. They should have chosen more wisely when they were picking me a wife.’

‘Are you going to take my deal or not?’

The vampire considered her for a moment. ‘You really don’t care if I stay here and kill them when our bargain is done?’

Irina shrugged. ‘Not particularly,’ she said, trying to sound nonchalant.

‘Then, yes. I accept. Or should I say “I do”?’

‘Maybe you could try not saying anything,’ Irina muttered.

The vampire rolled his eyes. ‘You were the one who married me. This is your plan. There are other ways to get a dead man’s attention than marrying him, you know.’

He stood up in one fluid motion. Irina scrambled to her feet a lot less gracefully, careful to take two big steps back. She still hadn’t let go of the stake.

She cleared her throat. ‘So should we leave now, or …’

‘On one condition. Get rid of that,’ he said, pointing at the stake.

Irina tightened her grip on the stake. ‘How do I know you won’t kill me if I do?’

‘How do I know you won’t kill me if you don’t?’

Irina scowled. That was a good point, but it didn’t mean she couldn’t be annoyed about it. ‘So you’ll have your teeth and your claws, and I’ll have – what? The chair?’

‘Could it fit in your pack?’ he asked, his face completely blank. Irina ground her teeth. ‘Take a knife, then,’ he continued. ‘Just not something deliberately made to kill me, please.’

‘Fine. Is that it?’

He waited. After a long, long moment, Irina put the stake on top of the chest. The soft click as she set it down echoed all around the little house. Her hand still hovered over the stake. The vampire watched it, and she was surprised to see some of the tension ebb out of his shoulders when she pulled her hand away.

‘Thank you. Now, we seal the deal.’

She held out her hand.

‘Not like that,’ he said, taking a step towards her. ‘I am hungry.’

Irina snatched her hand back, heart beating very fast. Her eyes flashed to the stake. ‘You won’t take too much?’ she asked, hating the uncertainty in her voice.

He shook his head. ‘You will have to trust me if you want this to work,’ he said. ‘Start now.’

Irina hesitated. Her eyes were drawn to the dried blood caked around his mouth, staining his shirt. How long had it been there? Whose was it? When he’d bitten those people, had they tried to reason with him? Had they stood in the light of a dying fire and tried to trap him in a bargain, only for him to tear their throats out?

Her hand found the necklace. She thought of Catalina, pointing to a blackberry bush no higher than her knee and telling her confidently that there was a bear living inside it. Catalina, crouching in the dirt courtyard of their home, watching a snail and asking Irina how long she thought it would take for the creature to slither across to the other side. Catalina sitting beside her mother’s chair, head nodding as she stared into the fire and tried not to fall asleep. Catalina on her father’s shoulders, giggling. Catalina as Irina had last seen her – propped up on pillows, staring straight ahead and seeing nothing, alive in the cruellest sense of the word.

With shaking hands, she pulled her braid over one shoulder and unfastened her choker. She lifted Catalina’s necklace over her head, careful not to meet the vampire’s eyes. The thought of his dead hands brushing against the beads was like imagining her sister’s face starting to rot. She didn’t even want him to look at it. She wound the necklace around her hand, rubbing her thumb over one of the chewed beads; her sister would gnaw on anything if it stayed still long enough. Then, she curled her hands into fists, and said ‘Do it.’

The vampire came closer. The scent of recently turned earth clung to his clothes, rich and strong. Close to, she could see how thin his linen shirt and trousers were; he’d clearly died in the summer. There was something that might’ve been a scar on his chin, but she couldn’t make it out. It was covered in too much blood.

She looked away. The beads were digging into her palm. She stood like a bowstring, drawn tight enough to snap. The vampire placed a freezing hand on the side of her neck, gently tilting her head away from him, and she clenched her teeth, biting back a whimper. Eyes fixed on the ceiling, she tried not to feel her pulse fluttering in her throat, tried not to hear her own sharp, panicked breaths. This was all part of her plan. She had to make peace with it. She’d known exactly what this bargain would cost her – she was the one who had proposed it. Surely that had to mean she wouldn’t be afraid.

He placed his other hand on her shoulder. Irina swallowed. Now there was no way out. He could snap her neck if she tried to run. She heard him open his mouth, right next to her ear. Felt him draw closer. His grip tightened.

‘Wait,’ Irina whispered. ‘What’s your name?’

There was a pause. A noise that was something between a growl and the sound an ordinary man might make when he was interrupted at dinner. Then, ‘Stefan,’ so close she could feel the name on her skin.

‘Irina,’ she said.

He sank his teeth into her neck.

In a way, it was almost a relief. Pain throbbed along her throat, and she did not want to think about the strange pulling sensation of having her blood drawn from her veins, but at least she wasn’t standing there, waiting, dreading the scrape of teeth across her skin. It wasn’t exactly pleasant, but it didn’t hurt too much.

He pulled away, sooner than she expected. A pulse of pain rippled through her when his teeth finally came loose. Irina stepped back at once, slapping a handkerchief onto her throbbing neck while he was still wiping his mouth.

‘Satisfied?’ she asked.

‘No. But we have a deal. I will take you to the land of the dead. Sleep, and eat as much as you can.’

‘But aren’t we leaving now?’

He shook his head. ‘Not until I search the woods. If I find anyone waiting for me there, I’ll kill you. Besides, you’ll need your strength.’

‘Why?’

The vampire smiled, his mouth glistening red. ‘I told you. I am always hungry.’

The moment he was gone, Irina bolted the door. She slammed the shutters closed. Dragging the high-backed chair in front of the window, she hauled the chest across the door and collapsed in a heap in front of the oven, waiting until she had stopped feeling like she wanted to throw up. She felt as if all the strength in her body had been boiled away, like bones in a bubbling stock pot. Trembling, she huddled into a blanket and snatched up the plate of jumǎri, shovelling crunchy, salty pork into her mouth by the handful.

So, she thought. That was her husband.

Even after meeting him, Irina still could not decide if he was what she had expected. Somehow he was both more and less human than she’d imagined. Part of her had been expecting a slavering, relentless corpse whose capacity for reason had long since rotted away. Part of her had been expecting a sinister older man, well dressed and with manners refined by centuries of practice. She hadn’t expected a boy close to her own age, who seemed to treat his humanity like a coat he could slip on and off at will. Nor had she expected the hands, cold as winter and turning black almost to the elbow. Still, at least the teeth hadn’t been a surprise.

But then again, almost everything else about him had been. The villagers had told her nothing about him, not even his name. All they’d said was that he was a monster. They could not kill him without disposing of his body, so until they found his grave, she was their last hope. Perhaps it was too painful for them to speak of. The dead only rose from their graves when they had died badly, and he couldn’t have been more than eighteen when he died. She wasn’t surprised they didn’t want to talk about him.

Irina reached for another handful of pork and found the plate empty. She felt hollow, but also annoyed; she’d planned to take some of it on her journey. One of the few things she knew about the land of the dead was this: don’t eat the food. Don’t drink the water. All the stories agreed on it. She didn’t know how long she would be there. She couldn’t afford to eat an entire plate of salty pork every time she had a shock, even if it had made her feel better.

Licking the grease off her fingers, she shifted closer to the oven, and tried not to think about how little she had heard about the land of the dead. In church, the priests had always been firm: there was Heaven and there was Hell, and any rumours from villages close to the dark press of the forest were not to be given quarter. They were only rumours. But priests living in villages like hers – easily three days’ travel from the nearest town – had to be practical men. The wise ones recognized that there was a lot of room for rumours between the sanctity of Heaven and the sins of Hell, and as long as it was not heresy, sometimes it was better to leave such things alone. Not far from where she’d grown up had been the ruins of an old fortress, all but crumbling on the hillside. As children, they would creep up there, and once or twice Irina had seen fragments of paintings on the old walls: a long face with wide eyes, a dog with three heads, an instrument that looked a little like a cobza except the strings were set between two curved handles instead of running along a neck. The witch had always said the paintings had told a story, but it had stopped being told long before her time.

Fragments of it lingered. Coins placed over the eyes of the dead; Irina had asked the priest in her own village why they did this, and he could not answer. Bowls of food and drink laid out around the house at every wake; the priest had not been able to tell her why they did that, either. Covering the mirrors, propping the door open, the stub of a candle placed in a corpse’s darkening hand – but here Irina could ask no more questions, because the priest had all but thrown her out of the little wooden church, telling her to stop being impertinent. But the truth burned inside her chest like a flame. The priest had not wanted to answer her questions, because he knew he could not answer them without blasphemy. No coins over the eyes had ever been mentioned in all Irina’s years in church. This was something else. She could see the shape of it, like the dim outline of a house shrouded in mist. There was something there. She knew it. It was something finely balanced against everything she’d been told in church; not undermining it, but intertwining with it. The same thing that made the witch work the name of the Virgin into her spells made the priest lay cold coins over the eyes of a dead man, and people did not want to turn away from the church any more than they wanted to shun the witch’s cures when they fell sick. But whereas Irina had been taken to church every Sunday and learned about the Lord since she was a child, no one had ever wanted to tell her what the dead needed those coins for in the first place.

Bruises were already blooming across her skin. One of her shoulders was almost completely purple, and when she saw it, she instinctively looked for Catalina. A hollowness settled over her. She tried to tell herself it was just as well that Catalina wasn’t here – you could never show that girl a bruise without her trying to poke it – but it didn’t work.

She unpacked, made more food, and repacked, desperate to have something to do with her hands. She wished once again she could’ve changed out of her wedding clothes, but they were all she had; she would have to wear those into the land of the dead. If Stefan even held up his end of the bargain. If he even could – he was so young, how much would he know about the journey ahead of her? Eventually she gave up and started pacing, stalking around the room like a wolf circling the village. Irina peered at the hat in the rafters again and stood on a chair for a closer look: it was black, wide-brimmed, and looked too large for the boy she’d met last night. She set it back where she had found it
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