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			Preface

			†

			I remember the first time I watched Christopher Lee don the black cape for Hammer Studios in his full color and full-blooded portrayal of Bram Stoker’s titular character, Dracula, written in 1897. I first saw him resurrected from the ashes by his butler, Klove, in the wonderfully atmospheric Dracula: Prince of Darknes (1966) in all its blood-drenched (for its time) glory.

			I immediately fell in love with director Terence Fisher’s take on Dracula and how truly terrifying Christopher Lee was, made even more so by his distinct silence, uttering not a single word with his red bloodshot eyes, his exposed large fangs accompanied by menacing hisses. Along with the great Sir Christopher Lee, the movie has it all: the gothic Castle Dracula, looming high in the mountains, itself a character, and the distinctly noticeable uptick in onscreen violence this sequel managed to produce.

			Since then, I have watched it and every Hammer Studios’ Dracula film countless times, enjoying each one in its own unique way. The Dracula series ran from 1958 to 1974 with The Legend of the 7 Golden Vampires, although with 1973’s The Satanic Rites of Dracula, in my opinion the true closer in the long-running series, as this was Christopher Lee’s final performance donning the cape as the count for Hammer Studios.

			Along with Dracula, Hammer Studios produced a great number of wonderfully gothic films in their horror heyday of the 1950s, 1960s, and early 1970s. Films I came to love through the years, watching them over and over. Twins of Evil, Vampire Circus, Countess Dracula, The Reptile, The Devil Rides Out, Plague of the Zombies, and, of course, their own take on Universal’s Mummy as well as Victor Frankenstein, usually portrayed by the late great Peter Cushing.

			These films from a long-ago bygone era are the inspiration for this novel you hold in your hands. There’s something utterly iconic and creepy about old, cobweb-filled castles where dark and evil things lurk around every corner and, especially, in the dreaded dungeon. Far below the castle perched on the mountain is the requisite small town with fearful villagers and a pub (its owner usually played by the always reliable actor, Michael Ripper) where the locals gossip and fight about what might be lying up in the old, creepy castle with its nefarious history of violence and depravity. The Constable and the Bürgermeister, of course, find a spot in the story, and what Hammer film wouldn’t be complete without one or two lovely damsels in distress?  

			Well, it’s all here. The Amulet of Visimar is my love letter to all things “gothic horror.” I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it.
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			Part l: 

			†

			The Rising

			A Pricolici (pronounced /pri.koˈlit͡ʃʲ/) is a werewolf/vampire fusion in the ancient Romanian folklore. Similar to a Vârcolac although the latter can also symbolize a goblin whereas the Pricolici always has wolf-like characteristics, they have the ability to transform into ordinary people or animals. The Pricolici are undead souls that have risen from the grave to harm living people.

		


		
			Chapter 1: 

			†

			I Curse You

			Romania, 1774 

			Alfred Burns looked up at the castle in front of him as the night sky slowly gave way to dawn, then fixed his steely gaze on the man tied to a large stake in front of the foreboding stone structure. An empty coffin lay open near the bound man. A vampire hunter feared throughout Europe, Burns had heard rumors throughout this region of Romania about this castle built on a mountain overlooking the small village of Burnmere roughly eight kilometers away. He was here now with his executioner, Charles Schaus, to pass sentence on the very subject of some of those rumors.

			The information they were given would either free the parties in question or pass judgement on the condemned. The sentencings usually consisted primarily of burnings at the stake, drownings, or in some rare cases, beheadings, depending on what the guilty ended up confessing. While not as quick to pass judgement as the local superstitious townsfolk, their word was final. Once sentencing was brought down, there was no more discussion. They were, indeed, judges, jurors, and executioners. 

			A small group of ten townspeople had been ordered to follow the vampire hunter and his executioner up the mountain. And what a trek it had been. Wolves lurked in the shadows up the rocky, treacherous path, though none had attacked due to the townsfolk keeping watch with their torches, which the wolves stayed clear of.

			Several of the bolder townspeople had cautiously entered the castle and upon searching the various rooms, discovered the sleeping man in a casket and quickly taken him and the coffin outside. While still in a weakened state of slumber, the man was now bound to a large stake that had been erected earlier upon the vampire hunter’s arrival. 

			Alfred, a thin, stern man in black attire and a wooden crucifix around his neck, looked over the small crowd that had followed him to carry out the sentencing. The bound man, Antonin Visimar, had been taken by surprise but hadn’t attempted to flee, holding his head high when the townsfolk had him in their grasp, dragging him to the stake. 

			“He’s tied securely, your honor, and we’ve placed the proper kindling at his feet; it appears that this wasn’t the only body we found inside the castle,” Charles said quietly to Alfred, who had been tasked with finding Visimar. The townsfolk set one more coffin on the ground at Burns’ feet.

			“Well, Charles, my friend, it appears we have what we need here. Proof,” Alfred shot back sternly. 

			Walking up to Antonin Visimar who stared at him coldly, he saw a beautiful amulet hanging around the man’s neck. A round, smooth, shiny, solid-gold encrusted faceplate housed the beautiful glowing oval shaped gemstone inside. The gemstone reflected different colors depending on which side the light hit. Holding the amulet in place around the imprisoned man’s neck was an equally beautiful golden necklace. The amulet itself was roughly three inches around with the gemstone housed directly on top of it, the gold acting as a seal, keeping it locked in place against the outer housing. 

			Alfred took it into his hand, admiring its beauty. This would fetch a pretty penny back in England once his tour of Eastern Europe was complete. Better yet, it would make a lovely a gift for his beloved wife, Miriam. 

			He yanked the amulet and golden chain from the man’s neck and inspected it. It was mesmerizing. Almost hypnotic. He felt the slightest hesitation, as if the necklace itself was resisting his grasp. Nonsense, he thought. 

			Antonin cried out, seeing the shining amulet now in Alfred’s hand. “My amulet! Given to me by my master!” 

			“Silence!” Alfred shouted, and with his free hand he grasped the crucifix around his neck, raising it in front of the bound man. 

			Immediately, Antonin Visimar screamed, turning his face from the cross. 

			Alfred stared at the man with long black hair combed over his head, pale skin, and dark eyes. He was dressed exquisitely in what appeared to be expensive clothes, especially considering the meager village which the castle overlooked.

			He took his eyes from the young man tied before him to the young woman lying in the second coffin several of the villagers found inside the castle upon a further, extensive search of the lower level. Alfred peered down into the opened casket. She was pale skinned with brown hair past her shoulders and dressed in a white nightgown. She appeared to be sleeping but her lack of a heartbeat said otherwise. 

			“How in God’s name can she still look as though she just recently passed? She’s dead and cold as ice!” a heavyset villager with messy hair and a large belly said as he touched her pale, white dead skin.

			“Witchcraft!” an old woman toward the back of the crowd shouted. 

			Looking back up at Antonin Visimar, Alfred spoke loudly for them all to hear. “As all present know, I have been authorized by the holy Church of England to seek out and destroy witchcraft in its many forms, including the vampirism that has infested Europe. Antonin Visimar, for the crime of witchcraft and for what can clearly be seen as the murder of this young woman in front of us, you have been condemned to death by fire. Upon your death, your castle shall be razed to the ground. Does the condemned have any final words?”

			Silence fell across the courtyard.

			Alfred looked at the amulet he held in his hand and tightened his grip on it. A trophy. His trophy. 

			Charles Schaus held the torch high in the air for all to see but all eyes were on Antonin Visimar as Alfred gave the nod and the torch was tossed onto the kindling under his feet. 

			Flames immediately spread and quickly engulfed the man tied tightly to the post as he cried out for all to hear. “I curse your name, Alfred Burns! You invade my home and steal from me! This is merely flesh that you burn, but I will rise up from the grave to avenge myself and complete the work set about by my master, the Prince of Darkness! The legend of the Pricolici is true, as you will all soon see! In my absence, the creatures of this forest will do my bidding, and in one hundred years I shall return to complete my master’s work. And the town of Burnmere will burn! Mark my words!” 

			Antonin Visimar looked toward the forest at the yellow glowing wolves’ eyes peering out at him. He screamed in agony as the fire engulfed him, then quickly subsided as his body continued to burn until a shell was all that remained. 

			The villagers hung their heads at the grotesque display in front of them. 

			“It is done,” Alfred said loudly, looking over the crowd. 

			The woman lying in the coffin in front of the charred corpse of Antonin Visimar opened her eyes. The sun had begun to set and the little light that peered through the forest had dimmed. 

			She opened her mouth exposing two long, pointed fangs jutting out in place of her canine teeth. Quickly leaping up out of her coffin, she shrieked at the sight of the villagers and the burnt corpse. Under the skin on her back, a pair of large bat-like wings ripped forth and opened wide. She flapped them quickly, trying to escape the sunlight. 

			Executioner Charles Schaus was nearest to her and reached out, grabbing the flying creature by the leg. He was a strong man with large, muscular arms and had no problem pulling the woman back to the ground. Seeing what the man was doing, the increasingly powerful woman in the sheer nightgown turned on him, wrapping her large bat-like wings around him. 

			Charles carried a long blade on one side of his executioner’s pants and a large wooden stake to drive through the hearts of the infernal beasts known as vampires. Unfortunately, neither weapon was drawn and despite his strength, he was no match for a turned vampire once the sun set. Her superhuman strength was quick to overpower him. 

			Alfred immediately saw his traveling companion was in grave danger and ran over, ripping his crucifix from his neck and bringing it up in front of him. 

			“Get off of him, you cursed beast!” Alfred shouted but the damage was done. The vampire had bitten down into the open and vulnerable neck of Charles Schaus. Her two long, extended fangs pierced his flesh and instantly drew blood. She clung tightly to him while she drank. 

			The small group of onlookers began screaming, several jumping forward to help the flailing man along with Alfred, who touched his outstretched crucifix to the side of the vampire’s head and caused her to shriek in pain. 

			Her fair skin instantly began to sizzle. Alfred pulled the crucifix away as melted flesh came with it, sticking to his cross. Pushing his revulsion for this evil beast out of his mind, he, along with the several courageous villagers that came forward to help, grabbed hold of her and attempted to pull her off the dying man. 

			Glassed-over, white, dead eyes turned to stare at them. She released his throat from her sharp-toothed grip and hissed at her assailants. Blood poured out of her mouth onto her white gown. With her free right hand, she swung at Alfred, nearly connecting with his face. 

			Charles, with two large puncture wounds on the side of his neck, bled profusely as he tried to stop the flow of blood with his left hand, his right hand drawing his stake. The men attempting to pull her off of him gave him the precious few seconds he needed.  

			As she turned her face back to him, ready to bite down once more, Charles slammed the stake through her soft chest, driving it right into her heart. Blood bubbled up onto her white gown. The vampire shrieked in pain while Alfred and the men lunged forward once more, trying to pry her off of Charles who had now gone limp, the entire front of his shirt drenched in warm, crimson red.

			Still shrieking, the vampire woman leapt forward, attempting to grab anyone near her. All, however, had backed away once she relinquished her grip on Charles. She cried out in pain and dropped to her knees, her wings flapping slowly, trying to take her up and away from her assailants, but it was no use. She was dying, for good this time. 

			She saw her end nearing, her thoughts traveling back to when her master had turned her centuries before and the countless nights of hunting that had followed. She looked over at the charred body of Antonin Visimar then at Alfred Burns who still gripped the amulet. This was her master’s amulet! She hissed at him then fell to the ground. 

			Choking on her own blood and the blood of Charles Schaus, she attempted to speak but was cut off by the blade that had been at the executioner’s side and now resided in Alfred’s hands. Slicing through her neck, it instantly severed her head from her body. 

			With his foot, Alfred kicked her head away and pulled the stake out of her chest. Silence fell across the villagers. 

			“Help me with the bodies,” Alfred said coldly. 

			A few men moved forward, helping Alfred carry both bodies to the burn pile below Antonin’s smoldering remains. The bodies were tossed on top of the flames and ignited. 

			The headless female vampire went up in flames immediately, much like Antonin Visimar had minutes earlier. It was well known and documented in and around Eastern Europe that vampires, while essentially immortal if left undealt with, burned quickly and were susceptible to death if beheaded and pierced through the heart by a sharp wooden object.

			The vampire’s severed head was tossed onto the rekindled flames as well, instantly exploding into a ball of fire. 

			“Now, burn this castle and let’s make haste to leave these cursed woods,” Alfred said, sounding defeated at how horribly wrong this series of events had gone, leading to the death of his executioner. 

			Several torches were thrown into the castle, quickly igniting it. As smoke and fire spread and began pouring out of the castle windows, Alfred looked at the burnt bodies in front of the burning castle. 

			Satisfied at finally completing his mission, even at the cost of losing Charles, Alfred shouted to the listening townsfolk in front of him, “It is done! Henceforth, this land is forbidden. It has been tainted by Satan and his evil minions. Do not think just because Antonin Visimar has been vanquished that evil is gone from this place. Stay clear of this place, spread the word far and wide!”

			In his coat pocket, safe and sound, the glowing warmth of the amulet whispered to him again, a mere thought, barely acknowledged, embedding itself deep in his subconscious like a weed that would go unattended. Take me, keep me safe, and in one hundred years, I shall return. 

			Little did the man realize that he and his linage were now marked and under its control. 

			There had been ten townspeople with Alfred Burns and Charles Schaus that day, entering the forest and traveling to the castle to exact vigilante justice. Only five exited the forest back in Burnmere. The rest had been taken by the now significantly more aggressive and hostile wolves that stalked them through the miles of treacherous terrain back to the relative safety of the village. Of the remaining five, none would live longer than one year, all succumbing to the ever-present threat of wolves and the harsh elements surrounding their small village.

			Safety would be a fleeting thing henceforth. The ancient evil had been disturbed and vengeance would follow, for the Burns family line and the unfortunate souls of Burnmere. 

			†

			Two individuals remained hidden in the nearby forest, watching the horrible events unfold, the day Burns and the townspeople had visited the castle. The young man biding his time had watched the burning of his master from deep in the woods, watched as Sophia Brassard was awakened from her slumber, staked through the heart, beheaded and burned.

			He watched as the castle he had served his master in for centuries went up in flames, though he knew it could be fixed back to its former glory. But there was nothing he could do for the woman, and good riddance to the brutish man she had killed. 

			His master, though, needed him. Once the invading, thieving murderer and townspeople of Burnmere had departed, Marcel made his way to the charred corpses, dragging out the remains of Antonin Visimar, unrecognizable in his current state. Bundling up the body in a sheet, he carried the body back to the castle. 

			Looking toward the tree line, he saw Ingrid had returned from hunting at night in a distant village, no doubt enjoying the thrill of new scenery. She moved quickly, avoiding the ever-creeping sunshine. 

			“What has happened here?” the beautiful blond woman said, rushing toward Marcel, looking down in horror at the burnt carcasses on the ground. 

			He ignored her, focusing on his master, and walked into the still burning castle. 

			Behind him, he heard the seductive and ferociously evil Ingrid Brassard scream in fury at realizing the charred remains of her sister were spread out in front of her. 

			The smoke, while thick inside the main great room, was manageable as Marcel quickly made his way down a long walkway to the altar room near the rear of the castle. He took note that while much had been burned, numerous rooms were left untouched.  Furniture and drapes throughout the large castle, however, had been incinerated and were keeping the fire burning. 

			Once he got to his master’s altar room, he heard distant screaming inside the castle as Ingrid flew through the tunnel down one of the towers to the murky depths of the dungeon floor below where she called home. 

			Many will suffer at her hands for this grave misdeed, Marcel thought, for once thankful the evil woman had been turned by Antonin Visimar many years prior. 

			His master’s room was sparse but lit up by a random torch thrown inside earlier by one of the townspeople. A large stone altar sat in the middle of the room. Many had given their lives on this very altar. Some willing, most not. A pentagram smeared in blood had adorned the front but now cast a burnt ashen image from the fire that had spread. The mark of the Beast. 

			He placed the body of Antonin Visimar on top of the altar, uttering, “Master, a mortal took your amulet. But you will live again. And you shall have your revenge.”

		


		
			Chapter 2: 

			†

			The Beginning 
of the End

			Burnmere, Romania 1874

			Lily-Rose Burns walked through the field near the cottage she was staying in on the outskirts of Burnmere, deep in the heartland of Romania. The beautiful golden-haired young woman, twenty-four, had been staying in the cottage rented out to her by a pleasant elderly woman named Rozalia Sitek for several weeks since arriving in Burnmere, against her sister Juliette’s wishes. 

			Upon her arrival, Rozalia Sitek had met her merely by chance, stopping the clearly lost new arrival to Burnmere and asking if she could be of any assistance. When hearing her reason for the unannounced visit to a town no one ever visited, Rozalia took pity on the girl and offered her cottage at the edge of town as a place to stay while she did her research and history on the castle high in the mountain above. 

			For the next few weeks, Rozalia kept a watchful eye on Lily-Rose, who was preoccupied with a troubled look most of the time, and clearly there for reasons more elaborate than just research. Rozalia continually warned Lily-Rose about the perils of the castle. “Stay away from that place where evil still lives!” she told the girl whenever they ate meals together. 

			Lily-Rose knew the old woman was watching her and wanted to keep as low a profile as possible. She slipped in and out of the cottage silently, not wanting to be seen. 

			On most days, the fog covered the nearby castle up the mountain, but today it had broken through. Almost as if it were calling to her. 

			Today was the day. 

			The castle, of course, was the reason she was here in Burnmere in the first place. Staring up at it now, she gripped the gold encrusted amulet around her neck tightly. It was warm to the touch. Her long, pale blue dress flowed in the breeze, a gift from her sister back when Lily-Rose was still living in England. 

			She had traveled lightly, with numerous eyes raised at the oddity of a young woman such as herself traveling alone. She carried with her a suitcase full of clothes, a few personal belongings, and of course, the amulet that now adorned her neck, given to her on her eighteenth birthday. Her mother had passed it on to her, having received it from her own mother, passed down generations since Lily-Rose’s great-grandfather took ownership of it.

			Each generation told the same tale of how the amulet came into their possession, as well as its importance to this particular region. The amulet had come to their family from this part of the world one hundred years prior, in the very town of Burnmere. And now it had returned Almost by its own will, Lily had thought more than once since she first felt the pull toward this strange little village. 

			She had arrived in Burnmere by train and then horse-drawn carriage from an older man who said little other than issuing a warning about their destination and the bad omens that had haunted Burnmere for centuries. 

			Lily-Rose had made a few friends in the small town, one of them a man named Caspar Voit, an attractive and kind man who forged horseshoes for the population of Burnmere. The friendship might have blossomed if she had accepted Caspar’s advances, but a love interest had been the furthest thing from her mind since leaving England. 

			She had even attended a Sunday morning Mass, something she had gotten out of the habit of doing back in her hometown of Summerhost, England. She considered going to Confession for what she was about to do, what her better judgement kept telling her not to do. Sitting through Mass had been nearly unbearable for the young woman, but she knew this could be her last time inside a church, close to the presence of God. 

			Since arriving in town, she had heard the rumors about the castle from the townspeople. About women, some as young as thirteen, having vanished under unknown circumstances through the years, never to be seen or heard from again. Rumors that a demonic entity still lived within the walls of Castle Visimar. Rumors that someone, or something, would come down to the village at night and steal girls for their own nefarious purposes.

			No one dared to visit the castle. Even the authoritarian bürgermeister of Burnmere and his constable would not visit the castle to investigate these strange disappearances. It had been deemed off-limits permanently, with the bürgermeister claiming that wolves from the hills were responsible, which was likely true. The hills were littered with them. No matter how many were killed, more would spring up. It was as if the castle itself continually produced more of the infernal beasts.  

			Rumor had it that a vampire once lived in the castle, or something similar to a vampire. Lily Rose knew what had occurred one hundred years prior, when her great-grandfather had been here. Of the man put to death for witchcraft and the amulet taken from around his neck upon death. The amulet that had allowed the man to live for one thousand years if the rumors were to be believed.

			Now, as she looked up at the ominous castle with its high towers and dark stone exterior, she thought back to what had caused her to take the long journey to Burnmere in the first place.

			†

			She had been shopping for a dress with her sister Juliette in Summerhost, England on a sunny Wednesday afternoon. Their father had died in a construction accident when they were both little and their mother, Hannah Burns, had passed away several years prior due to a sudden illness. Dress shopping was something they had both enjoyed doing together when their mother was still alive, and was a way for Lily-Rose to remember her.

			She missed her mother dearly and wore the amulet she had given her around her neck nearly every day. Juliette had made it a point to let her mother know she had no interest in an amulet that seemed somehow, evil. Even if it was a thing of true beauty.

			“Excuse me, but that is a lovely amulet you have around your neck, I must say! Where did you come into contact with such a beautiful item as this?” a well-dressed man that appeared to be in his thirties said respectfully. 

			Catching Lily-Rose by surprise, she stumbled over her words. “Um, why, thank you, sir. It was a gift from my mother.” 

			“Ah, a gift from your mother. What a thoughtful gift. What a thoughtful mother you must have,” the man, dressed entirely in black, said softly with the slightest hint of malice. 

			Looking at the man’s dark eyes then up to his large top hat, she suddenly felt alone. Even in this store where other women mingled around shopping for themselves. Lily-Rose continued to stare at the man. Stare into his eyes, much like he was doing to her. 

			“May I be so bold as to ask where your mother got the amulet?” 

			The noise of the shop faded. Women still mingled and talked, but no sound could be heard. The only sound was the dark man’s voice. His handsome demeanor had suddenly changed. His eyes turned darker, his skin paler. 

			She couldn’t look away from him, only answer his question. “My grandmother gave it to my mother. My grandmother received it from my great-grandmother who received it as a gift from my great-grandfather,” Lily-Rose answered in an almost trance-like state. 

			“Ah, yes. Passed down through generations of Burns. And what, may I ask, was your great-grandfather’s name, my dear Lily-Rose?” the man said icily.

			“How did you know my—?” Lily-Rose began but was cut off. 

			“That’s no concern of yours. Answer me, now,” the man said in his now entirely threatening tone. 

			“Alfred Burns was my great-grandfather,” Lily-Rose uttered, staring into the man’s now black eyes, seemingly under his spell.

			The man leaned forward and whispered into her ear, “You will bring the amulet to my master near a town called Burnmere in Romania, in the Carpathian Mountains. You will leave immediately. Find a way and do it. You will come up with a reason, do you understand?”

			Lily-Rose was getting lightheaded staring into the evil man’s eyes. She felt as though she might faint under his hypnotic, icy stare. “Yes,” she began to say as she started to stumble over backwards as the amulet around her neck emanated a low heat.

			Before she hit the ground, the dark man reached out a long and bony hand. His fingernails were pointed, and the skin seemed to be stretched over the bones. He caught her arm and turned her hand palm up. With his index finger, he plunged his sharp fingernail into her exposed hand, causing blood to immediately gush from the slice he had made. He was so close she could smell him. He smelled like black liquorish, a cross between anise and fennel. It was pungent to her nose and was the last thing her mind processed.

			Just before Lily-Rose fell unconscious, she thought she saw the man take a vial from his black suit coat and touch it to her bleeding palm. Then, in her hypnotized state, she fell backwards, hitting her head on the floor. 

			Later, she woke to a group of women standing over her and Juliette on her knees gently shaking her. She was still inside the dress store, but the mysterious man was nowhere to be seen. 

			“Did you see him? Did you see the man in black?” she asked her sister. Her eyes darted from Juliette up to the group of women and store owner that had gotten a handkerchief to stop her cut from bleeding out onto his floor. 

			“Lily, what are you talking about? The only man in this store is the manager,” Juliette answered softly, tenderly running her hand through her younger sister’s long hair.

			The women looked at her puzzled before one of them cleared her throat and said, “Ma’am, your sister is right, there was no man in here. You seemed to be talking to yourself over here. I noticed you. Looks like you dug your fingernail into your palm.”

			Juliette helped her sister to her feet. “Come on, my dear sister, let’s get out of here. You need to rest.”

			Nodding in reply, Lily-Rose looked at her palm then over to her bloody finger. No! I saw him, he was here! She looked around the room once more then hurried out of the store with her sister’s arm wrapped around her. The owner and the onlookers watched them leave with skepticism before quietly talking to each other in hushed tones about the odd incident with the confused young woman and her sister.

			†

			Continuing to stare at the castle that she had watched since arriving in Burnmere almost two weeks prior, Lily-Rose knew it was time to pay it a visit. It had beckoned to her shortly after her odd incident in the dress store. Haunted her dreams. During many nights of restless sleep, she had seemingly been transported to the very castle she was staring at now, traveling up the dangerous mountain on horseback with the man from the dress shop.

			Come to Burnmere, come to me, bring me my amulet now! Those same words echoed through her subconscious not only in her dreams but her waking hours. They haunted her, but more importantly, beckoned her and commanded her continually. Until seeing no other option but to obey its call, she had set off on her trek to Romania. 

			She looked down at her left hand where a small scar remained from the mysterious man’s sharp fingernail that had pierced it nearly one month ago. 

			Right after it happened, she had begun making plans, bought her train ticket, and told her older sister where she was heading. A fight ensued as Juliette pleaded and begged her younger sister not to go to Romania on a wild goose chase. But Lily-Rose insisted that she would return safely with answers about what had happened to her great-grandfather and the true mystery of the amulet she wore around her neck. 

			The well-educated and more reserved Juliette tried to talk sense into her head-strong younger sister, but it fell on deaf ears. Argument after argument, day after day, as Lily-Rose continued preparing for the long journey to Burnmere, distraught, her sister Juliette did the only thing she knew to do. She wrote to their uncle, Henry Burns, brother to their now deceased and much-loved mother and one of the most unpleasant people they knew, offering to pay him to travel part of the way with Lily-Rose. He reluctantly agreed, much to Lily’s dismay, but she also begrudgingly agreed. 

			The large, heavyset man in his mid-fifties with a thick mustache and too-tight suitcoat for his figure wasn’t much for conversation and was none too impressed with the girl’s insistence on traveling, but he looked after her as best he could. Money was money, something Henry had precious little of, so being a chaperone on a train for a disobedient relative was good enough for him. 

			The Burns family had dwindled down to only a select few relatives after Lily and Juliette’s parents both passed, something the sisters had always found strange, people never lived to a ripe old age in the Burns family. Accidents and illness seemed to plague many of them. Those who remained no longer lived in England and had moved on to the United States, setting up shops in the various boroughs of New York City.  

			Lily-Rose had tried to steer clear of the rather unpleasant man and once the train arrived in Bucharest, he was happy his time with her had ended. He did as Juliette had instructed, however, and found her a carriage ride to Burnmere. And that was the last Henry would have to deal with the disobedient Lily-Rose; he took the same train back to Summerhost as soon as boarding began, thankful for the money Juliette offered. 

			Henry Burns himself wouldn’t live to see his fifty-sixth year, dying later that same year from a massive heart attack. 

			Lily-Rose sighed and walked to the edge of the field where wheat flowed back and forth in the breeze. She wasn’t entirely sure why she hadn’t gone immediately to the castle when she had arrived. Fear? Yes, but not just that. She felt as though she was being made to wait. Whatever beckoned her to Burnmere did things on its own time. Ever since the incident, she knew her destiny lay behind whatever the castle walls held. Why? Why must I go to this ominous place? She didn’t know. She just knew she couldn’t stop its draw back in England and she surely couldn’t now. 

			Since meeting the strange dark man back in Summerhost, and even more since arriving at Burnmere, the amulet around her neck had begun feeling warm. She couldn’t explain it, the supernatural aura of the amulet and the strong pull it had on her, bordering on obsession. She desperately feared the beautiful gem adorning her chest and, at the same time, she felt inexplicably drawn to it and to whatever it wanted from her. 

			She knew she was here to deliver this artifact back to its rightful owner, up in the castle on the mountain. It was only a matter of time before she would be required to travel up there, and though the ominous feeling of her ultimate demise loomed large, there was nothing she could do about it but wait for the call to come forth. 

			The kind and chatty Rozalia Sitek had continually warned her about traveling past the field and up into the mountain behind the last house in the village. Lily-Rose agreed, knowing full well what her true intentions were in this dying village in the middle of nowhere. 

			She clenched the amulet around her neck tightly. As though emanating its own power, its supernatural warmth on the bare skin of her chest seemed to possess her. She knew from the moment her mother had put it around her neck for the first time that it was special. Her mother had informed her upon gifting it to young Lily-Rose that she herself had never worn it, but had kept it safe until she felt beckoned to gift it to one of her daughters. Once it had passed on to the next generation of Burns descendants, Hannah died. 

			One hundred years later, Lily-Rose would soon be tasked with traveling back to its home. And nothing she could do would stop it. She was called forth and could only obey. 

			Suddenly, her eye caught a dark-suited man sitting atop a black horse at the entrance to the woods where a small path led up to the castle. How long had he been there? Why had she not heard the horse’s hooves on this rocky terrain? 

			The man looked toward her, but his face remained shrouded in darkness. He didn’t utter a word, just stared. Without thinking of any potential consequences for her actions, Lily-Rose moved toward him, glancing up again at the looming castle in the distance. The fog was back and nearly covering it in its entirety. 

			When she looked back at the man, he was in front of her holding out a long bony hand, sharp fingernails adorning each finger. The same hand that had grabbed her and cut into her palm some weeks earlier.

			His grotesque hand waited, outstretched. She put her delicate, warm hand into his. It was cold as ice, but strong. In an instant, the man pulled her up onto the horse behind him. Glancing back, he uttered, “Hold me tightly.”

			She did as he commanded, and barely had time to clasp ahold of the stiff man as he kicked back on his horse and took off into the forest up the winding mist covered trail leading toward the castle. 

			The man felt cold, even through his black suit, and Lily-Rose was instantly shivering. But she didn’t let go, she couldn’t let go, this was her destiny unfolding before her. She felt instantly repulsed by the faint hint of anise or fennel on the man. She and her sister grew up teasing each other about black liquorish. They both hated it and would dare the other to eat a small piece when visiting the local candy store. It was as if the smell he cast was warning her, you aren’t going to like this one bit. It dawned on her that this was the same smell that hit her nose as she passed out in the dress shop one month prior. 

			Farther up they went, the trees covering the little sunlight there was until it appeared as if night had fallen like a thick blanket over the entire mountain. Howls from wolves could be heard through the tree cover. Lily-Rose held onto her rider’s waist tightly, looking into the forest as he continued galloping up the treacherous trail leading up to the castle. She saw yellow eyes peering out at the them as they passed, eventually losing count of how many she saw on their trek upwards.

			Lily-Rose wasn’t sure how long she was on the back of the horse with the man in black, but her cold body could barely take it any longer and his strong smell repulsed her more and more the longer she was near it. She shouted up to the man, “How much farther?”

			The man didn’t acknowledge her but kept moving forward, the horse breathing heavy as rocks and dirt crunched under its hooves. Numerous times she was sure he would lose control of his steed and they would both fly off, smashing into one of the nearby trees surrounding their winding path with their sharp branches. They rounded another bend where the tree cover appeared to be thinning out and the branches were barren. Thorny vines grew along the path they rode. 

			Over one more steep incline lay the castle in front of them. The rider charged up it and before long the front gate came into view. He rode through it, then pulled back on the reins, slowing then bringing the horse to a halt. Gravel and dirt shot forward then slowly fell back to the ground. All was quiet. It was as if the animals, if there were any nearby, were too scared to make a sound for fear they would meet the same fate as the young woman who had been brought to this infernal, hellish place. 

			The man climbed off the horse and once more held out his bony hand to Lily-Rose. She took it begrudgingly and was pulled off the horse quickly, landing on her feet roughly onto the ground. 

			He released her hand then began walking toward the castle entrance. Lily-Rose clenched the amulet tightly around her neck, glancing back, somehow knowing she wouldn’t be seeing the village, or anything in her old life, again. She followed the dark man toward the large doors of the castle. 

			Hearing fluttering and a squeaking noise, she looked up at the dark sky to see hundreds of bats circling over the ominous castle. The closer she got to the massive doors, the louder the noise seemed to get, as if they were excited by the presence of their latest guest.

		


		
			Chapter 3: 

			†

			The Town of 
Burnmere

			Below the castle where Lily had just been delivered on horseback by the dark man sat the small town of Burnmere. It lay deep within the forests of the Carpathian Mountains in the heart of Romania. Shrouded in fog, sitting near the peak of a particularly large mountain, the castle sat ominously overlooking the small village whose population was now just slightly over one hundred. 

			Even several miles from the village, the castle was still much too close for the villagers and was the source of much hushed gossip. The looming dread and stories the townsfolk shared kept everyone uneasy. 

			People didn’t get along much in the village of Burnmere. It was as if the fog-enshrouded castle on the mountain that overlooked them held them in a grip of fear and paranoia. Most of the townspeople that had the means to leave did so years earlier. The rest lived a solemn and depressing existence, fearful of each other and of what had once lived inside the castle. Hours bled into days, days bled into weeks, months, and years. 

			The town of Burnmere was small enough that most people walked from their homes to their destinations. An occasional horse-drawn carriage made its way through the cobblestone streets, and sometimes bicycles were used as transportation, but with the road conditions continually deteriorating, walking was usually the best option. 

			One tiny schoolhouse was all that was required for the twenty school-age children that lived in Burnmere. 

			Most of the town’s news was discussed and gossiped over in the village pub, aptly named “The Pale Horse,” in reference to the book of Revelations. Though most everyone in and around Burnmere were farmers, there were also several small shops in town, including a general store where most groceries were purchased, a dentist office, doctor’s office, post office, iron working mill, butcher shop, horse stables belonging to a grumpy old man named Maxwell Murrey and his wife Jane, and a small shoe repair shop. 

			St. Joseph’s, a small Catholic church in the town square, had stood there since the town’s creation several hundred years prior. Mass was held every day at 6:30 AM and on weekends. A vigil Mass was held every Saturday at 10:00 PM followed by two Sunday morning Masses at 8:00 AM and 10:00 AM. The village of Burnmere was a religious town. It had to be, considering the rumors that continually swirled around the castle and what evils lie within its walls. Too many unexplained deaths had made everyone painfully aware of their own mortality and the approaching afterlife. 

			Father Jannick Gustloff was nearing fifty. While he tried to keep in shape, he always struggled with a bit of a larger stomach, due to his “occasional” heavy beer intake at the Pale Horse. The townsfolk had come to respect the large, graying man with a well-groomed beard. He was certainly rough around the edges with a bit of a drinking problem, but very much a man of the cloth that would give his life for his meager flock if called to do so. 

			The frail, old bartender and owner of the Pale Horse, Armin Falck, often teased Fr. Gustloff when he brought a large beer over to his usual table. “Did ya hear about the priest that got stuck in the backwards little village?” 

			To which Fr. Gustloff typically replied, “Yep, he heard the beer was free.”

			But jokes like this were not uttered today. Today was more solemn than many others in their small town. The pub, usually a lively place in Burnmere, was solemn for those sitting around its roughly ten tables. 

			The priest was absent, as he was presiding over the funeral of young thirteen-year-old Aline Koltz at the local cemetery beside St. Joseph’s several hundred yards from the Pale Horse. The recent death of the minor, coupled with the mysterious disappearance of the outsider, Lily-Rose Burns, had everyone on edge, more so than usual. 

			Marco Seiler took a long swig from his beer stein and wiped the foam off of his top lip. The thirty-five-year-old, nearly six-foot tall, broad-shouldered brutish man with chiseled features was a regular fixture at the Pale House after working his field just outside of town. Marco used to be a handsome, strong man, but the years in Burnmere hadn’t been kind to him and neither had his wife. He had always expected that good things would come to him if he was a good husband and worked hard, but neither his marriage nor his work seemed to have panned out as the years ticked by. He ran his thick hand through his black, messy hair and slammed his beer down on the old, wooden table. 

			Several nearby patrons glanced up in surprise at the loud thud that echoed through the pub. When several noticed it was Marco, they quickly looked back at their own beer steins in silence, not wanting to engage. 

			“What is it, Marco?” Falck asked from behind the bar while filling up Nick Schoeler’s beer stein from a large keg behind him. Once the mug was filled to the top with the golden colored ale, Falck picked up a nearby beer comb and wiped excess foam from the top of the mug, handing it to Nick then looking toward Marco’s table close to the bar. 

			“This town, that’s what, no one wants to talk about what happened. You realize each year more and more people move out of this god-forsaken place? That or they just vanish. The town is dying, in more ways than one it seems, and no one gives a flying fuck!” Marco grumbled. 

			Several patrons got up and left the pub quietly. Noticing this, Falck called out, “See you guys tomorrow, have a good night.”

			The door closed behind the customers and once more a hush fell across the solemn pub. 

			Marco picked up his beer, taking another large swing, then set it down and looked up to see Nick Schoeler had turned around on his bar stool and was staring at him. 

			“Well, what the hell are you looking at? Huh?” Marco all but shouted at the middle-aged thin, white-haired man in old, tattered clothes before adding, “Mind your business, you damn drunk!”

			At this, Nick swiveled around on his bar stool to face Falck once more and mumbled, “Look who’s calling who a damn drunk.”

			“What did you say? Speak up, you sonofabitch!” Marco shot back. 

			“Guys, come on. Today? Of all days to cause trouble in my bar, not today. Show some respect. A girl is about to be buried over at Gustloff’s parish. Snuffed out in the prime of her life!” Falck called out, glaring at both Nick and Marco. 

			He knew the men had no love for each other. They were relatives, as were most people in the small village, but their great-grandparents had disliked each other, and it trickled down to the kids and then grandkids. That was how it had been ever since he could remember. 

			Looking away from Nick, Marco shook his head. “We never get outsiders here. And when we do, they vanish. While we continue to die off and then we bury the truth along with more bodies!” 

			“Now’s not the time, Marco,” Caspar Voit said calmly from a nearby table, glancing over at him. The strong, blue-eyed man in his early thirties forged iron in his small shop in Burnmere, primarily for horseshoes. Unlike Nick, Caspar could handle himself. 

			Marco looked at the blond-haired man who was pulling apart a piece of bread at his table. A half-drunk beer sat in front of him. The sound of several glasses being set down could be heard as more patrons got up and moved for the exit.

			Falck shot Caspar a look that said, Please, no trouble. 

			Looking from the frail old bartender to the large, brutish man in a stained white buttoned shirt and a tattered pair of brown pants, the same thing he wore nearly every day, Caspar picked up his beer stein and took a gulp then stood to his feet and cleared his throat. 

			“You got something to say, lover boy? When exactly is a good time? When the entire village has been completely depleted of life, maybe then?” Marco shot back, taunting Caspar. Jealousy of the budding relationship between Caspar and the now missing Lily-Rose Burns boiled in his veins.

			Ignoring him, Caspar looked toward the bar at Falck and nodded before turning to leave. 

			“Hey, I’m talking to you! You don’t get to tell me to shut up! You, of all people, you hear me!” Marco shouted, standing to his feet and wavering a bit from the copious amounts of beer he had drunk. 

			Caspar attempted to ignore him, but Marco wouldn’t desist, now making his way toward the cool-headed man.  

			“Marco, no!” shouted Falck as Nick and the few remaining patrons watched the scene unfold.

			Stumbling forward, Marco took a large swing at Caspar, but the completely sober and significantly quicker Caspar easily ducked away from the heavy man’s haphazardly flung fist. 

			Due to the alcohol and power Marco had put into the missed punch, he fell off balance, tripping over himself and crashing onto the table Caspar had been sitting at seconds earlier. The table’s legs gave way under the two hundred and fifty-plus pounds, causing it, along with Marco, to come crashing to the ground, Caspar’s half-drunk beer spilling on top of him.

			Standing back and looking down at the pathetic man in front of him, Caspar offered his hand to help him up. Several chuckles punctuated the embarrassing stand-off that Marco was losing, mostly from Nick Schoeler.

			Shaking his head, Falck quickly came around from the back of the bar over to the broken table and a very humiliated Marco, now rolling over onto his back. He shook away both Caspar’s attempt at help as well as Falck’s, then shot Nick a look of pure unadulterated hatred. 

			“You get the hell away from me, both of you, damnit! I’m no cripple!” Marco shouted, pulling himself up to a sitting position. His shirt was covered in beer. Angrily, he got to his feet awkwardly on his own. Falck stepped back to give the large man room while Caspar continued on to the door. 

			Shaking himself off, Marco fixed his angry gaze on Caspar and shouted out, “You little shit! I’m the only one that sees what’s going on here! That damn thing that lives inside the castle, whatever it is, is not dead! It’s getting stronger and it’s going to eventually kill us all, mark my words! That’s where your precious Lily-Rose is!” 

			The room fell silent. Caspar stopped moving toward the opened door where Bürgermeister Samuel Hartjenstein now stood, taking off his hat that resembled a kind of makeshift crown. Dressed in his official uniform, the law in Burnmere played the part well. In his early forties, the man was large and imposing with a thin beard and mustache and slightly graying hair combed back over his head. His piercing eyes darted from Caspar to the pathetic looking Marco then over to the bar’s owner. 

			He walked through the doorway into the now silent room, a flintlock pistol at his right side and a thick wooden club attached to a belt loop on the other. He hefted up his well-ironed blue military pants and adjusted his military suitcoat adorned with several self-awarded medals as a way to command authority. 

			He ran a hand over his mustache before speaking. “What’s going on in here?’ Bürgermeister Hartjenstein asked calmly. 

			No one spoke. Not even Marco. 

			Caspar kept his eyes peeled on the proud man as Bürgermeister Hartjenstein moved toward an obviously ashamed and nervous Marco, looking him over with an air of contempt. 

			“What happened here?”  Hartjenstein asked again, with a hint of impatience. 

			“That little blond-haired bastard was trying to start a fight!” Marco said, trying to control the volume of his voice. 

			Falck attempted to interject a comment about it not being a big deal, but Hartjenstein raised his hand for silence. A hush fell over the bar once more. 

			“Today we bury a young Aline Koltz, snatched before the prime of her life at the age of thirteen and here you are getting drunk at the pub and starting fights!” Hartjenstein said, raising his voice. 

			Marco, trying to bite his tongue, couldn’t resist. “And how did she die, Bürgermeister?”

			Swiftly, Hartjenstein slid out the club at his left side from its loop, raised it and brought it down against Marco’s neck before he had a chance to defend himself. Marco immediately dropped to the floor once more, this time crying out in pain at the abrupt blow. 

			The Bürgermeister stepped back to look down at his handiwork, then across the  room at the few patrons still remaining until his eyes fell on Caspar who was now stone- faced, glaring back at Samuel Hartjenstein. 

			He hated the bürgermeister. The man had let the power given to him go to his head. More of an authoritarian than an actual keeper of the peace, he ruled over the town with an iron fist. 

			Hartjenstein seemed to delight in throwing his authority around the small village. Even overrunning the town constable, Theodor Hecht
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