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      The guilt gnawed away at me. I didn’t sleep for days, and Relone couldn’t even convince me to hunt.

      “I cannot bare to see you this way.”

      I shook my head, looking away.

      “I’m so sorry, Adam.”

      “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked. “You spoke of love.”

      “I can’t,” he said. “It’s too painful.”

      “We must do something. If we do not fight, The King will come after us both.”

      “I told you he will not hurt you.”

      “Are you mad?” I yelled, standing to my feet. “He burned down Elenore’s house. He was intent on killing me.”

      Relone shook his head. “That was not Verarsoe, Adam. It was his coven—his followers.”

      “Wait. Why haven’t you mentioned this before?”

      “Because it doesn’t matter.”

      “How can you say that?”

      “Adam, it changes nothing.”

      I sighed. “If you don’t help me, I will find him myself.”

      “You cannot defeat him,” Relone said, his voice falling to a somber quietness. “He’s too strong.”

      “If it is true that he would not harm me, then maybe we can reason with him.”

      “Reason with him how?” he demanded, his voice regaining its desperate tone.

      “Perhaps we could convince him to call off his coven.”

      Relone shook his head again, looking away from me. “You must be mad,” he said, but I could hear a smile behind his words. “And I must be mad for agreeing with you.” He turned back to face me, revealing the smile.

      “Is that a yes?”

      He sighed. “Yes. All right. I will help you find him, but you must promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You must stay calm. You must under no circumstance enrage The King. He will kill you regardless of me if you insult him.”

      I took a deep breath, trying to calm my nerves. I wanted to do what Relone said. I really did, but I could not promise him I wouldn’t lose my temper. The King murdered Elenore. How could I contain my rage?

      “I know where his coven house is, but he will not be happy about me taking you to it.”

      “I don’t care,” I said. “I have to know.”

      “Do you remember the hotel we stayed in?”

      “The one adorned with garlic and crucifixes?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that what was going on there?”

      Relone smiled. “There are many immortal workers and spies in that hotel, Adam. Though we may be smart enough to cover our tracks, you know as well as I it’s not always difficult for mortals to notice there is something…different about us—something that isn’t quite right.”

      I nodded. “And The King?”

      “His coven house is beneath.” He grabbed his coat off the rack, heading for the door. “You coming?”
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      Relone walked in and didn’t even make eye contact with the clerk at the counter, nor did he pay. He just walked speedily down the halls, and I followed. Nobody stopped us. He led me to a room at the end of the hall.

      “No one stays in this one,” he said, yanking the door open, breaking the lock in the process. “They don’t even have a key for it.”

      We stepped inside. The room looked identical to the one we had rented before. The large bed with the floral mattress, the silk rugs, and the sitting area were all the same. Relone knelt down, lifting the rug from the floor. He pressed down with all his weight until we heard the floorboards give. He smiled up at me. “Here.”

      He felt around the floor and gripped something in his hand. He pulled, and the floor came up, revealing stone steps below.

      “The door was hidden beneath a rug?” I whispered.

      “It’s better hidden than it seems.”

      I scoffed.

      We came to an underground mansion much like Relone’s catacomb, intruding on Verarsoe’s evil coven. All eyes were on us; we stayed motionless until I put my hands up in a sign of peace.

      “What’s the meaning of this?” a gray-haired man asked. He was at least sixty when he was turned.

      The creatures stood all around us, young and old.

      “You know why we are here,” I stated. “We demand an explanation before we burn you miserable beasts like torches!”

      I felt Relone’s hand on my shoulder and heard his voice in my head. Stay calm.

      The man’s eyes hardened.

      “You burned the Cohen house, intending on the destruction of me—but Elenore is dead.”

      “You?” an older woman asked, stepping forward. “That was you? Elenore isn’t dead. She can’t be.”

      “She is,” I spat. “The King himself had come to her rescue.”

      Perhaps that was the look of anguish I saw in his quavering face behind the flames. He knew it was too late.

      She glared at me. “You commit crimes of your own as well,” she growled.

      “And just what sort of crimes are those?” I demanded.

      “You walk among mortals, pretending to be one. You speak to mortals, befriend them. You visit theatres and churches.”

      “And why don’t you?”

      “We live beneath,” she started. “We worship Satan as we are meant to.”

      “What is it Satan promises you?” I asked.

      “He gave us our power,” she yelled with a theatrical clap of her hand. “He gave us our everlasting life, our gifts—everything!”

      “You really believe this? You really believe we were created to be evil? To be monsters?”

      “These things that you do—that you say, they are crimes!”

      “Why?” I demanded. “Why do you say this?”

      “You defy the dark ways,” she yelled, stepping forward. “You tell our secrets to mortals through your mind before you kill them.”

      “It is not as if they can expose me once they are dead,” I argued.

      “You live by God, do you not?” the old man asked.

      “I live by neither God nor Satan,” I said. “I live just as Elenore did…” I paused, and my thoughts took a rapid turn. “That’s what this is about, isn’t it? You did intend on Elenore’s destruction, didn’t you?”

      “These things are high crimes!” the woman yelled.

      “Why are you saying this?”

      “High crimes!” she yelled. “High crimes!”

      The man joined in until the entire clan was chanting “High crimes! High crimes!” and closing in around me until I thought I would be forced to cover my ears. I wouldn’t let myself give in. I had to be strong. I felt the pressure of Relone’s hand on my shoulder, remembering he was there, and it put me at ease.

      A hush fell over the crowd, and I felt my breath explode.

      The King stepped before us, his hands up in front of him. He was clad in a long robe of red velvet. Beneath the robe, he was dressed as I was dressed—white linen shirt and dark slacks. He definitely was a beautiful creature.

      All eyes were on him now. He lowered his hands as the crowd fell silent. “You!” he growled, stepping toward me.

      Every sense inside me was telling me to run. I inhaled, trying to find my bearings.

      “You stole the heart of my Elenore. Everyone knew she was mine.”

      “And yet, who do you blame for her death?”

      His expression hardened, and he glanced up toward the stone steps. “Go,” he demanded.

      The coven members scattered. They moved so fast they appeared to simply vanish. I marveled at their skill.

      The King sat in a dark blue, upholstered chair and signaled me to the other. Relone stood beside me with his arms crossed in front of his chest.

      “The only reason you are alive is because of your coward of a maker.”

      I knew he meant Relone, but neither of us corrected him.

      “Who are you?” he asked in a whisper.

      “Nobody,” I said. “I never intended to steal Elenore from anyone. I didn’t know who she was. It is not my fault she fell for me.”

      “I hold no anger or resentment toward you,” he said.

      I was taken aback for a moment. “What?”

      “I came to the house to save her, but I was too late. I would have saved you too had I realized this was not your doing. I hope you can forgive me for that.”

      “It wasn’t your doing either, was it?”

      I glanced at Relone, and his expression hadn’t changed.

      “No,” Verarsoe said. “It wasn’t my doing. It was them—my followers. They were doing what they thought I wanted. Fools.”

      I didn’t know what to say, so I remained silent.

      “You know, you can move like them.”

      “I don’t care,” I retorted.

      “You know you have dark powers too? You defy the dark ways, live like mortals, ignoring your vampiric nature.”

      Again, I didn’t know what to say, so I remained silent, glancing again at Relone who was still a statue. Finally, I spoke. “I want nothing to do with your coven.”

      “Nor do I,” he said. “How I despise them. The very thought of them makes me sick.”

      “Then why do you stay here?”

      “These are the only beings who even care whether I exist or not. Everyone else hates me. They loathe me, and they fear me. I cannot understand why you are not screaming at me in rage.”

      “Neither can I,” I answered. “I feel no fury toward you. I thought I would hate you. I thought I would scream and weep and sink my teeth into your skin—I did not!”

      He sighed. “Christ, how I despise them!”

      He blinked suddenly, and it startled me. I shook off the shame of my so human reaction.

      I didn’t bother to hide my alarm when I saw we were once again surrounded by those bloodthirsty creatures.

      Relone’s expression had still not changed. I stood up from the chair.

      The King was silent. His clan stared at him, but he did not move. They listened hard, but he did not speak.

      I saw a strange fire lighting in The King’s eyes—a flicker of some foreign illumination I had never before seen. He raised his hands, glancing at me. He thrust his hands down, and Relone covered my eyes.

      A loud, hissing tear erupted through the crypt. Then came the screams—the loud, piercing wails of pain. I felt the fear and disgust almost suffocating me.

      Relone released me, and I turned away from the burning creatures. The King led us past the torching vampires and toward the entrance. He let the coven members burn, along with most of the mansion.

      Relone made hard eye contact, and I saw something in his mind—the image of a thick book with a black leather cover. I knew it must be The Book of Shadows that concerned him. If it were to be destroyed, those answers would be lost forever.

      “Do not fret,” Verarsoe said in response to my thoughts. “Do you think I would let that happen?”

      “I cannot believe you did that!” I yelled.

      “I told you,” he yelled back, “I hated them. I still hate them. I want them to burn. I want them to.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I walked through the night with the pain of my loss embracing me. The cold didn’t bother me. It took my focus off the pain in my heart.

      I wondered about Verarsoe. He was a very complex creature. I could see a goodness in him, a goodness he would deny. After all, it was not his fault Elenore was dead, and he had destroyed those who were truly responsible.

      When I arrived home, I walked down the stone steps as quietly as possible, trying
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