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	For Emma

	and all survivors of organized abuse.

	You are valiant warriors whose light

	defeats the darkness every day.

	Keep going.

	
Brief Pronunciation Guide

	 

	Alois – Al-OYZ

	Bäbe – BAY-buh

	Braun – Brown

	Helena – Hel-AY-nuh

	Konstantin – KON-stan-teen

	Ludolf – LOO-dolf

	Preiselhof – PRY-zell-hoff (pry is pronounced like the English word pry)

	Seefeld – ZAY-feld

	Teutonica – Too-TAHN-ih-kuh

	Truhtein – TROO-tine (tine is pronounced like a fork tine)

	Waetari – VAY-tahr-ee

	Wuotan – VOH-tahn

	 

	You can find a full pronunciation guide and translations at the end of this book.

	
About the Book

	 

	A bond in peril. A community annihilated. A demon enraged because his servant dared to love.

	 

	Helena

	I never imagined loving a Black Priest would cost me my family. My friends. My entire hometown. Now the demon who controls Konstantin’s fate demands he renounce our partnership once and for all.

	 

	Destroy the mystic heart-bond that knits our souls together.

	 

	What that demon doesn’t realize is that I’ll love Konstantin whether he holds my heart or not. I’ll find a way to unite our destinies, even if he’s eternally damned. Even if choosing him costs me my soul.

	 

	Konstantin

	My glimpse of hope has dissolved. My demon master requires me to break my bond with Helena. To shield her from his insidious wrath, I can never see her again.

	 

	I should have known it couldn’t last. Her love embracing me with acceptance, despite my curse. A demon’s claws shackle my will, and now I must abandon the light and seize the hunter’s role.

	 

	I never expected my first target to be my own peer. A devious Black Priest who seeks to claim Helena as his blood slave, since our master tore her away from me….

	 

	~*~

	 

	Hunted by the Undead is a suspenseful slow-burn dark (mf) romantasy with witches and takes place from 1899-1900. It is the second book in This Earthen Cage saga and ends on a cliffhanger.

	
Notes and Triggers

	 

	All stories in the Teutonic Fantasy Realm take place in a world much like our own. This book is set during the timeline of the German Second Reich (1871-1918) and the Austro-Hungarian Empire (1867-1918). Major locales—such as Munich, Innsbruck, and the Alps—can be found in their actual locations.

	 

	However, all Teutonic history, customs, and magic, are utter figments of the author’s imagination. As far as she knows, no actual elemental witches roam Austria or Germany in secret, nor is it possible for outsiders to seize their magnificent gifts. And no, the demon lord Wuotan is not a real being.

	 

	We hope.

	 

	Preiselhof is a fictional village that does not exist in Germany. Businesses and locales in and around Preiselhof are fictional. Treffkreis is also a fictional town that does not exist in Austria. The Black Castle and its mountain cannot be found along the Austro-German border, no matter how hard we search. Nor can we find Melchior’s lighthouse in the northern Adriatic.

	 

	The events of this book take place from May 1899 to August 1900.

	 

	Words in the fictional Teutonic dialect are italicized.

	 

	~*~

	 

	This book includes content that might be triggering for some readers. There are instances of graphic violence and murder, death, ritual sacrifice, torture, kidnapping, social prejudices, profanity, grief, suicide, dissociation, and mature themes.

	 

	**Important** Chapters 33 and 35 of this book discuss dissociation formed by organized abuse during childhood perpetuated by adults involved in a fictional cult. These chapters might be triggering for survivors of organized abuse, so please read at your discretion. If you are not able to safely read about such topics, please skip Chapters 33 and 35.

	 

	This book includes an MF romance and ends on a cliffhanger.

	 

	Sign up for the author’s newsletter to download Gift of Light, a novella detailing how Helena and Konstantin first met.

	https://bf.clcarhart.com/xz1nwrvm72
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	Chapter One:

	Konstantin
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	The absence of life in the village before me coiled tentacles of despair around what remained of my soul. From brutal torment perpetuated by a fallen angel to this. A community once abounding with residents both human and animal now home to naught but an empty breeze sailing through the trees that framed the street. Light green leaves saluted spring’s renewal, but the insects and other creatures who once nested in the trees had gone away.

	Wuotan and his legions had taunted me for hours after Nemo’s fatal sorcery laid waste to Preiselhof. Forced to witness my peer’s ruthlessness from a realm set apart from the earth, unable to stop him, unable to save anyone. My master called Nemo back to his throne room after he and three other demon lords siphoned dark power from countless lives crossing eternity’s gates.

	Two hundred eighty-six humans.

	None of the demon lords bothered to announce how many animals had died. Despite the verve they could drain from any form of fading life, their hatred for humanity reigned supreme.

	To punish my infidelity, the demon lord to whom I owed my existence had ordered his obedient servant to end all life in the village closest to my fortress. The village where the witch I loved with every fiber of my being had lived with her father and half-siblings for eighteen years. That witch knelt before a corpse not twenty meters from where I landed when my master cast me back to earth. Her shoulders quivered with grief as her heartbeat echoed in the stillness.

	The only living heart visiting a town burdened with death.

	Well, technically one of two living hearts. Helena’s dappled horse, Hamlet, stood at the latched door to her family’s stable, pushing his snout against it. Inside lay his buddy Oberon’s body. I could smell the signs of decay seeping through the seams of the stable’s door, but Helena’s senses likely could not detect those as yet. The ever-present clock ticking in a side corner of my brain informed me this mass sacrifice had happened just over twenty-six hours ago.

	Preiselhof met its end on Monday morning, the 8th of May. Now it was my duty to comfort Helena. Even if my hands dripped with the blood of two hundred eighty-six innocents, she must not face this tragedy alone.

	Booted feet carried me toward her, my muscles feeling as though someone else commanded their movements. The three demands Wuotan had imposed upon me days earlier resurfaced in my mind. Three tasks I must complete if I wanted my master to leave Helena in peace.

	Break our cherished heart-bond.

	Rape her in all three orifices and make her choke on the death in my semen.

	Slay her father in front of her—which implied he was not one of the victims of this bloodbath—and declare I no longer loved her.

	I could not force myself to commit any of those crimes. Not with the light of her spirit dimming into gray as I stooped to touch her back. The element I had wielded since my youth reached out to brush against her light, to assure her of my support. Immortal stone.

	Helena jerked, her light withdrawing from my stone as she raised her head to look at me. “Is this . . . is this the second task . . . Wuotan forced you to do . . . to protect me?”

	Her silver eyes glassy with tears, she shied away from me, breaking contact with my hand and my element. Staring back at her in muted horror, my devotion scratched at me from the inside out. As if it had become entropy itself.

	“I didn’t do this. It was Nemo.” The retort fell from my lips without any trace of irritation, stoicism binding darker reactions in a sealed enclosure.

	You can’t get angry at her, or at Nemo, I reminded myself. You’re in your physical body right now. If your anger escapes, your curse will murder Helena and her horse. And the insects feasting on the carcasses that litter this town. The vultures overhead too. No one here deserves to die just because you weren’t able to stop Wuotan from unleashing his wrath on this place.

	“Nemo?” Helena’s voice cracked. Wrapping her arms around herself, she scooted further away from me. “Madalene wasn’t enough for him?”

	Her right knee nudged her half-sister’s remains. Squeaking in a mixture of terror and dismay, my goddess pushed herself to her feet, her gaze traveling from my face to Dagmar’s body, her light shrinking inside her. She likely referenced our discussion late Saturday night, when I told her Nemo had captured a young maiden she knew—Madalene—and bled the truth of our relationship from her.

	“This had nothing to do with Madalene. Would you let me steady you? Your legs are shaking.” I held my hands out but did not approach her, fearing my status as a Black Priest might aggravate her swelling shock.

	Staggering toward the gate that opened to the path leading to her childhood home, Helena grasped one of its wooden posts and cowered, moisture leaking from her eyes. “Hamlet. Is Oberon—Papa’s horse. Can you bring Hamlet here? Hitch him to the fence?”

	“I can.” I halted beside where Hamlet continued to push at the stable’s door before Helena finished speaking, my clawed fingers seizing his reins.

	The dappled stallion did not appreciate the death permeating my aura. He snorted and tossed his head, his black eyes wild with panic. I murmured a song my once-mother used to sing at bedtime, my elemental stone seeking to offer Hamlet a touch of stability.

	While I led the horse toward where Helena propped herself against the post, a twinge I could not identify sought to distract me. There’s something wrong here apart from the fact that everyone and everything’s been slaughtered. Something in the atmosphere.

	Shooting a quick glance at the vultures circling below the clouds, I awakened my element to alter the hue of my vision and show me the spiritual realm alongside the physical. Sparkles of inhuman sorcery swirled in patches above the abandoned homes and businesses clustered beyond the Braun homestead, its flecks dissimilar to anything I could conjure. They did not match Nemo’s magic or Helena’s. Or that of any other Teuton I recognized.

	The vultures dispersed into the woods.

	Uh oh.

	“Papa,” Helena rasped when I stopped near her on the street, Hamlet’s reins tight in my hand. “Where’s Papa? Is he in—inside?”

	Her fearful gaze darted from me to the cottage’s shuttered front door. Just yesterday, her half-sister Dagmar had doubtless pulled it closed before striking out for Silberluchs, her hometown’s only inn. Her workplace. Never suspecting Nemo had marched past her abode moments earlier, preparing to cast his lethal anger upon every living being in Preiselhof.

	It would catch Dagmar mere steps from her gate. If it had caught her father, Herr Emil Braun, it had not struck him here. No signs of decay emanated from the cottage itself, though I knew Oberon lay dead along with the backyard chickens. Helena started fumbling with the gate’s latch, glazed eyes fixed on the door to her home. Acting without thought. Shock.

	“Wait.” The word had barely left my lips when an abrupt pop fractured the air in the center of town.

	Helena gasped, her eyes bulging as she spun to regard Wuotan’s next target. A fireball erupted amid a cluster of homes, flames engulfing each one in seconds. Their yellow-orange hue suggested the demon lord dared not invoke the fires that could not naturally appear on earth. Did he plan on incinerating the entire village to hide the evidence of Nemo’s massacre?

	Hamlet tugged against my hold, anxiety leeching from his essence as the church’s spire ignited in the distance. Cinders began to sprinkle the roofs, the sickly sorcery I had noticed moments ago fanning the flames. The light witch blinked in horror at the scene before us, the homes occupying the edges of Preiselhof kindling with fires too bright for mortal eyes to withstand. Absolute destruction crept ever nearer to where we stood.

	“He’s destroying everything,” I uttered, my perfected body feeling the effects of shock at long last. The carnage I had expected. Not this.

	“Papa’s inventions!” Out of nowhere, Helena careened through the gate into her front yard, sprinting like a racehorse even without elemental aid.

	Dropping Hamlet’s reins, I dashed after her, setting propriety aside to snag her waist. She shrieked, fury boiling in her eyes as they locked with mine. Three paces from her threshold, Wuotan’s sorcery constricted around us, sweltering heat bearing down from the sky. With effort, I dragged Helena back to the street as the outer walls of her family home crackled and exuded smoke.

	“Let me go, Konstantin!” Helena struggled against my grip, her heart racing between my spiritual hands.

	“This is my master’s doing. Neither of us can quench these fires. You need to take Hamlet and get away from here,” I told her.

	“Light is fire too! I can’t let Papa—”

	“Your light is a power from Wuotan, just like these fires. Do you think he’d grant you the authority to walk through them and come out unscathed?” Blistering heat wafted at my back when I forced Helena through the gate, trying to shield her body from hell’s blaze.

	Then to my surprise, she slapped me across the jaw, her irises and braided hair a scorching sun.

	Everything froze for a tenth of a second. Her blow had not physically hurt me, but it crushed my soul. A dark beast stretched its limbs within, and I let go of her to concentrate on one task. Expanding my elemental stone from my blood to solidify my body and release my spirit from its undead cage.

	Helena stared at the ground, regret slaking into my spirit through each beat of her heart, secure next to my own beneath translucent robes of marble. She wet her lips and opened her mouth to speak; but I sent my thoughts into her mind first, working to quell my annoyance at her disrespect.

	Let me help you mount Hamlet, Helena. Look at him. He’s pushing at the stable’s door again, looking for his brother. Her body trembling, Helena managed to raise her head to observe her horse’s angst. Oberon’s dead. My master wants to singe every memory of life from this town, and I know he’d be thrilled to take you and Hamlet too. I can’t let that happen. Come.

	Taking hold of her waist again, I lifted her with the strength of a Teuton spirit, setting her into the saddle before Hamlet realized what was happening. The stallion withdrew from the stable’s door as Wuotan’s sorcery lit its walls and roof into searing yellow-white. Helena loosed a loud sob, knuckles blanched where she clutched Hamlet’s neck. Recognizing her momentary loss, I took the reins and led the horse to the middle of the street and then to the right, toward the forest.

	“Papa’s—Papa’s—writings.” Light glistened in my companion’s tears as she peeked at my spirit, her heart weeping a desperate plea.

	I’ll get everything I can salvage and carry it to the castle. Drifting toward her, I touched my right hand to her left arm, seeking to impart what strength she needed to leave her hometown to its fate.

	In order for me to do that, I need you to take these reins and fly into the forest. Follow the road as far from here as you can. My master has draped this valley in his seething sorcery, but that doesn’t extend to the mountains. Nodding toward the road that wound through the Alps and across the Austrian border, I slipped a hand into my robes and touched my consort’s heart. Go, Helena. You can go.

	“Save the grandfather clock. He made it himself,” she whispered fiercely, her hands steadying as she took the reins. “The copper jabbers. His schematics and writings. Everything that seems important.”

	I’ll meet you on the road. I imparted my vow to the heart of her soul, then used my intent to transform reality around me, sending my spirit straight into the parlor of the Braun cottage.

	Wuotan’s fires seemed confined to the outer walls at present, but the dense smoke required my ethereal eyes to adjust to darkness. There was the grandfather clock, straight across from where I appeared in the middle of the parlor. Three chains capped with ornamental pinecones hung within its glass case, its pendulum stilled. No one had adjusted its weights since yesterday morning.

	Yellow-orange flames licked toward the rafters. Placing my spiritual hands firmly on each side of the clock, I altered my location again, this time sending my spirit—and the clock—to Helena’s chamber in the Black Castle. I made sure it sat sturdy against the stone floor, swirling my spirit all the way around it in search of errant flames or sickly sorcery. Nothing.

	The clock was secure.

	Everything that seems important, Helena had begged me. So I focused my intent upon her family’s home again, my spirit reappearing in the parlor. In only eight seconds of my absence, the fires had spread, sparks falling from the rafters as ravenous flames scaled the inner walls. The rest of Herr Braun’s gadgets would be in his workshop, a place I had seen only once. He had brought me there on the morning of Flora’s wedding to show me how he had bent energy to his will, even though his magic hovered beyond his reach.

	Once inside the workshop I ceased breathing, for thick smoke irritated my lungs, ghostly though they were. Roving my gaze around the room, I determined that the wooden objects proved to be beyond recovery. Four shafts poked from the top of a bulky battery pushed against the far wall. Those were the copper jabbers. Herr Braun charged them—and the battery that held them—through a modified lightning rod.

	Acting in haste, I snatched the entire battery and brought it to my fortress in a poof of spirit. After setting it in an empty stone chamber so any fires it might harbor would find no further combustibles, I returned to the workshop and dove for Herr Braun’s desk. Several drawings upon it were up in flames, but I grabbed a leather-bound notebook large enough to be a tome. Clasping it against the wispy robes at my chest, I barreled through smoke, cinders, and floating sparks to collect items at random.

	An obsidian-bladed dagger resting in a case inlaid with velvet. Some sort of pyramid made from copper bars. A light fixture with a bulb resembling Edison’s construct; I had seen sketches of those in newspaper articles about the Chicago World’s Fair. The roof creaked right before I popped back into the stone chamber of my fortress, casting my bounty onto the floor beside the battery.

	Two seconds later my spirit reemerged inside Herr Braun’s workshop. The sagging rafters scraped the horns atop my head as I sought to pinpoint what more I could save. What Helena might deem important.

	A flat, stringed instrument lay beneath a burning bookshelf.

	A crash resounded as the ceiling caved in, my magic bursting forth to swath the instrument in a net of colorless death. When my spirit reformed itself inside that stone chamber, I acknowledged the harsh truth, my memories aflame with a demon lord’s insidious wrath.

	I could not stay with Helena any longer, even though she had agreed to be my consort. She would not be safe anywhere in this world if I did not set her free from my influence. Give her a chance to live a peaceful life, instead of shouldering the demonic oppression that shadowed my destiny. Break the heart-bond we had fashioned from our ardent love.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two:

	Helena
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	Somehow Hamlet knew where to go, his instincts guiding us along the forest road without my hands directing the reins. A dusting of embers tainted the atmosphere, arousing a dark muse within me. Those ashes might include human remains. The Zelders’ goats. My father’s chickens.

	Everyone. Everything. All mingled together in drab dust.

	My tears had run dry in the wake of what I had confronted in the past half-hour. But my heart bled wordless cries to heaven, petitions for divine mercy. That God might carry the souls of those I had known my whole life into eternal peace. Wuotan would not celebrate a grand victory if the majority of his sacrifices sailed to heaven rather than hell. Right?

	I tried to make myself believe it, my fingers clutching Hamlet’s reins in an attempt to keep my mind in the present. Everything I had planned to accomplish upon my return to Preiselhof had passed beyond my reach. I could not reconnect with Dagmar and wish her well on her adventure into the city. I would never speak to Flora again, never bless her unborn child. Never mourn with Ottilie on account of Madalene’s disappearance. Never learn Father Friedrich’s insight on the fate of Konstantin’s cursed soul.

	Had my father also fallen prey to Nemo’s death magic? I should have asked Konstantin to look for his body, not blathered about his inventions. What were they to me, anyway? Things. Tokens of a shattered past. Impermanent.

	“He can’t be gone. Papa can’t be gone,” I murmured half to myself and half to Hamlet, his hooves carrying us ever further from my former hometown. “That’s right. He brought you to Kufstein so we could travel together. Papa rode you there and then took the train somewhere else. Maybe to visit his family.”

	I rambled on, my senseless words granting me some degree of comfort. My father had not visited his family since he moved to Preiselhof with my siblings and me in the summer of 1880. He had sent my sisters and brother to spend weeks with their mother’s relatives from time to time, but none of us had ever met any of the Braun family. They lived in a town called Holzkirchen. He had mentioned that right before I moved out of my family’s cottage to stay in the Black Castle of the Cursed Ones.

	Konstantin said Nemo had slain everyone in Preiselhof. What had prompted him to do such a thing? A mayor from centuries past had inked a deal with a Black Priest named Konrad, a bargain that protected my hometown from the schemes of Wuotan’s undead servants. Not five months ago I learned my presence in town as a Teuton annulled the bargain. Due to my ignorance, a Cursed One could kidnap, sacrifice, and murder everyone I considered friends and family.

	Had they all died on my account?

	Or was there something more behind this tragedy?

	Closing my thighs around Hamlet’s midsection, I adjusted my weight in the saddle and slowed him to a halt at a portion of the road some distance above the valley’s floor. From there we could see the flames consuming Preiselhof through the trees and brush to our left, the smoke dissipating unnaturally into heavy cloud cover. The demon lord must wish to obscure this desecration, ensuring none would spread word of unholy infernos.

	The fires stopped short of the woodlands surrounding the valley on all sides. Apparently Wuotan deemed nature worth preserving. Or perhaps God did not give him permission to spread his wrath that far. According to the Bible, Satan had to ask permission to oppress Job. That implied Wuotan must do the same.

	A dangerous notion to explore.

	Shuddering, I surveyed the distant flames, elemental light casting my vision in a veil of white-gold. How long had it been since Konstantin advised me to flee, instructing Hamlet to carry me to safety? He had promised to meet us on the road. Had he been able to rescue the grandfather clock? What about the copper jabber I had left on the street outside the cottage?

	Aside from my magic, I had no weapons with me besides my dagger. Why had I let my father’s energy rod fall from my hands? Idiot.

	Something else occurred to me as I sat in silence, remembering Konstantin. He had held me back from charging into my home when Wuotan’s sorcery landed upon it. We had argued. He had leaped to spirit form after—

	After I slapped him across the jaw.

	I rubbed my forehead and shut my eyes as remorse scorched me like a blaze from Wuotan’s fires. What were you thinking? You know it’s fatal to argue with Konstantin when you’re both in physical form. Death magic is interwoven with his anger, and you struck out at him. You’re lucky he had the foresight to let go of you and jump to the spiritual realm before things got worse.

	“This isn’t exactly the best place to linger.”

	My eyelids shot open as the Black Priest’s voice interrupted my reflection. Hamlet did not tense beneath me, having deemed the black-robed male no threat. Maybe Konstantin had assured Hamlet of his trustworthiness using magic beyond my purview. Averting my gaze from the burning village to the Cursed One standing several meters away, his hood lowered to reveal wavy cocoa locks tangled around two marble horns arching over his crown, I cleared my throat and said the most important thing.

	“I’m so sorry, Truhtein.” Using the Teutonic term that designated the priest who guarded the heart of my soul, I looked him squarely in his dark blue eyes.

	His brows bristled, and I felt a questioning touch on my spiritual heart. “Ah. Apology accepted.”

	“I really shouldn’t have slapped you. That’s not something people in serious relationships should ever do. I saw Warda Ebling smack her husband once on their way out of mass. I don’t want to be like her. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ll try my hardest to never, ever do that again, even if I don’t understand what you’re doing. I promise.”

	Slightly horrified at the torrent of words spewing from my mouth, I clamped my teeth shut and wrenched my gaze away from his. How could he look at me with such adoration in his eyes, after I completely disrespected him as a person?

	“No need to grovel, my darling. Neither of us was thinking clearly. Now we should move on. Preiselhof will be a pile of ashes by sundown, and that’s no place for a living witch. Especially with my master’s sorcery lingering in the shadows.” The Black Priest grimaced and gestured for me to direct Hamlet onward.

	Our grim situation weighed upon my shoulders as we continued along the forest road, Konstantin having no trouble keeping pace with Hamlet’s trot. In some ways it would be useful to be an undead Teuton resurrected by Wuotan’s authority. No need to sleep, eat, or drink. Muscles that never grew weary. Intellect expanded to contemplate infinite possibilities at once.

	“So were you—did you find—Papa’s body in the cottage?” I forced the words out after a protracted silence, grief gnawing along the edges of my nerves.

	“No. There were no dead beings of any sort inside your family’s home. I can’t be sure of Herr Braun’s ultimate fate.” Sweet tingles of relief tightened into dread at my partner’s next statement. “My master forced me to watch Nemo’s massacre through an enchanted glass. Several people I knew—friends of yours—faded in and out upon the glass when that wretch released his anger. Your father was not one of them.”

	My heart stuttering, I cut a glance at Konstantin out of the corner of my eye, where he jogged by the road’s edge. “Wuotan made you watch?”

	“He did. Considering he had not instructed his sirens to remove said glass before he cast me onto the street where you mourned Dagmar, it might be better if we keep our opinions to ourselves for now. He’ll likely watch us both until he grows bored. Seeking ways to punish me. Ways to torment you.”

	“Oh.”

	Wonderful. Now I had to subdue my anxieties and try to appear unbothered by the demon lord’s attention. My Truhtein seemed to have no trouble projecting a stoic façade. But his anguish seeped into me through our heart-bond.

	The bond Wuotan ordered him to break.

	“What about our—”

	“Not now,” he interrupted, closing the subject.

	I took a deep breath and shut my eyes for a moment, my hands loose upon Hamlet’s reins while I sought to regain my composure. We could not discuss how Wuotan’s animosity would affect our relationship until we had absolute privacy. Tonight we needed to dream together and formulate a plan in the sphere no others, living or dead, could invade.

	Alone with our thoughts, we ascended the mountain pass without speaking for a long interval. When I caught sight of the overgrown road leading to a lower entrance of the Black Castle, I had to ask, “Can we spend the night at your fortress? I’ve missed it.”

	“My turret has missed you too. It’s much bleaker and emptier without you there,” Konstantin admitted in a somber tone. “But it wouldn’t be safe for you or Hamlet to stay anywhere near that castle until my master ceases his hunt. If Nemo returns and senses life anywhere on the grounds, he’ll set his anger free at random. He’s done that eight times in the few weeks we’ve both been present there.”

	“To Kufstein then,” I translated in an undertone, not particularly happy with that idea.

	I could travel anywhere in the German Empire or the Austrian Empire from the Kufstein train station. But something told me my Black Priest would remain at his fortress without me, seeking to modify a terrible bargain with a fallen archangel to spare my life. Wuotan had already ordered Konstantin to break our heart-bond and do two other tasks my Truhtein had yet to share with me. In our dreams tonight I would urge him to tell me more. His haunted demeanor squeezed at my efforts to appear calm.

	No one had the right to demoralize the most valiant man I had ever known.

	Not long after we passed the unkempt road to the Black Castle, Konstantin paused, his eyes narrowing. “Someone is headed this way at a fast pace.”

	My body tensed all over again, and I eased Hamlet to a halt near the weeds. “Should we slip into the forest and try to avoid them? Nobody should be coming this way unless word has spread about . . . .”

	My voice trailed off as I recalled my brief meeting with the mailman earlier today. He had bolted from Preiselhof before the fires ignited with his horses at a gallop. You don’t need to see what’s happened there, he had told me. Though the clouds hid the sun and I wore no watch, by now it must be midafternoon. Had the mailman informed the Kerndl family of Nemo’s butchery?

	“His spirit seems young. Slight trace of elemental air. An outsider riding one horse and leading another.”

	Konstantin remained poised beside a small boulder, arms crossed beneath his outer cape, his senses fixed on the road ahead. At last I heard the thudding of distant hooves, my mind working to identify who approached. Young outsider. Two horses. Not the mailman, or my priest would have mentioned a carriage.

	“It might be one of the Kerndl sons. You know, the family who owns the hut at the Austrian border? Herr and Frau Kerndl have three sons and two daughters. If the mailman stopped at their hut to tell them what he found in Preiselhof, they might have sent one of their sons to look for me.”

	The Black Priest snorted and shook his head. “Your mailman acted in panic when he rode into town and discovered Dagmar’s body. After noticing others here and there, he scurried to the telegraph office and sent out multiple messages. My master’s glass did not reveal what he did inside the office, but on his way out he blubbered about having to move the operator’s corpse to work the machine. We can be certain word has spread. Maybe the Kerndl son will mention what excuse your mailman used to justify what he saw.”

	“People said it was a sickness with your hometown, right? They’ll probably assume the same thing now. If it weren’t for the fires.”

	Wincing, I straightened in the saddle, pushing stray strands of hair beneath my cowl. Rain had started to fall before we reached the side road toward the Black Castle, so I had raised the hood of my scarlet cloak to shield my face from the chill. Hopefully whichever Kerndl son approached would not treat me like a long lost maiden. Konstantin melted into the trees, his horns dissolving as he went. Leaving me to handle our visitor’s concerns.

	Typical.

	Eventually my vision discerned a slender youth bending over the neck of a tawny steed with a broad streak of white cresting down its snout. He shouted out a Whoa when he saw me atop Hamlet, his horse and the one beside him obediently slackening their pace. As they drew closer, I recognized the youth as Ignaz Kerndl, the middle son. Twelve or thirteen, his flaxen hair lay tucked beneath a feathered Tyrolean cap—a symbol of his homeland. Austrian, not German.

	“Fräulein Helena! And Hamlet! Thank God you’re both safe!” The youth’s relief shone in his pale green eyes as they measured my countenance. “Would you like a blanket to protect you from the cold? Your cloak is sopping wet.”

	“No, don’t worry about it. This cloak is thick and keeps the water off.”

	Plus, my elemental light granted me sufficient warmth from deep inside. Not that I could explain that to the Kerndl youth. I chanced a glimpse toward where Konstantin had disappeared into the shadows. No obvious signs of his nearness, but sturdy hands surrounded the heart of my soul, assuring me of his protection.

	    “Thank you for coming to meet me, Ignaz,” I said, turning my attention back to my latest companion. “Hamlet and I are making our way to your parents’ hut right now. We’ll likely spend the night. It’s been a trying day.”

	“Would you like a milk roll? Mutti wrapped four into a bundle before I left. They’re in my saddlebag. I can get them out.” After nudging his horses to follow as I instructed Hamlet to resume his trot, Ignaz twisted around to dig into the bag behind his saddle.

	One of Konstantin’s fingers traced its way along my heart, hinting I ought to accept Ignaz’s offering. He had a valid point. I had not eaten since breakfast. My stomach growled at the scent of the youth’s rolls, their latent heat summoning my hunger from calamity’s pit. With a grateful smile, I accepted a roll from him, our hands brushing against each other for an instant in the process.

	“Herr Fink said something bad happened in Preiselhof,” Ignaz noted while I sank my teeth into the roll, its buttery softness a whisper from heaven. “He came back to our hut early and talked to my parents for more than an hour! Then Mutti sent me to find you. She was afraid you might have lost Hamlet. That wolves might get you on the road since you’re traveling alone.”

	The youth rattled on, his curiosity prodding at the fresh wounds in my soul. Tuning him out to focus on the roll, I sighed at the realization of what awaited me once we reached the Kerndl hut. Caroline and Baldwin would expect a report on all I had seen. Maybe I should present myself as exhausted by shock, to give me time to figure out what I could say and what I ought to hold close.

	The first village north of your home has been burned to the ground by an enraged demon. One of the undead priests from the mountaintop fortress killed everyone there before it burned. Wuotan has his sights set on me, a Teuton witch who loves a man who didn’t deserve the filial curse.

	I could not express my pain to outsiders or even to other Teutons. Not when my people believed Black Priests beyond redemption.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three:

	Konstantin
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	After Helena met Ignaz, I concealed myself amid the trees and brush, altering my route to the Kerndl hut while keeping my beloved within earshot. Now that she and Hamlet no longer traveled alone, I let my uncertainties to flow through my muscles. Scaling boulders, leaping over ditches with chattering brooks, and darting around trunks and brambles reinvigorated my confidence.

	No one but Nemo or Wuotan could threaten my gallant light witch. As Black Priests, Nemo and I were evenly matched. In fair combat I should be able to force him to yield to my will. Until this point, Wuotan had manipulated our conflicts to guarantee my defeat, but that would change the next time Nemo dared to show his face at the Black Castle. That fortress was my domain, not his; my peer had stated that at our first meeting. If he refused to leave Helena in peace, I would make the castle a miserable place for him.

	The demon lord was another matter. His three requirements revolved in my brain while I climbed a granite cliff a half-kilometer from where my consort rode with Ignaz. Break the heart-bond. Violate her trust in three abhorrent ways. Slay her father before her eyes and renounce your love for her.

	I knew I had to set her free from my sway within a day or two. No matter how desperately I yearned for a future torn from my reach, Helena deserved the chance to lead a normal life. Match herself with a living Teuton. Raise children and train them in their magic. Cultivate a home for her family in a place far removed from the darkness of my curse.

	Our love had been impossible from the start. I should not have encouraged it. When I first saw her that night in the dungeon, defending her father and half-brother to my face, I should have let all three of them go. Not taken her in exchange for their freedom. Not allowed her gentleness to touch my soul.

	The immortal cognizance Wuotan had gifted me should have predicted this would happen, if I let a Teuton witch stay in my turret. I should have known better. And as much as I longed to believe otherwise, I had not claimed her as a result of mere lust.

	Her physical beauty meant nothing compared with her multifaceted nature. My mind had sensed its equal—and more, its superior. Irresistible.

	I had to smother my frustrations at my once-father, the bastard who signed me over to Wuotan. Not far enough away from Helena, Ignaz, and their horses to indulge in fury, I reminded myself while I crested a ridge and turned my gaze to the south. The lights of the Kerndl hut glimmered through a mist of rainclouds, its location maybe two hours’ ride from where the forest road rounded an embankment before starting a descent.

	Helena would want me beside her when she met the hut’s owners. She might ask me to spend the night with her beneath the rafters, or wherever guests slept. Whether I agreed to that or not, she would expect me to meet her in her dreams, so she could put her insight to work devising a shared destiny for us.

	I needed to break our heart-bond tomorrow, or Thursday at the latest. If I let her goodness take further root within me, Wuotan would torture her to death before my eyes. Or possess me and force me to watch my own hands kill her. I could not dream with Helena tonight. A silent sentinel would stand guard over her and the others inside the hut instead.

	 

	~*~

	 

	The clouds began to break up not long after nightfall, the storms moving on from the mountains at last. I spent most of the evening upon the hut’s roof, its primary chimney sending up a thick flag of smoke while Helena and the Kerndl family ate dinner. Two middle-aged hikers had arrived earlier and occupied a pair of chairs on the porch. One played folk songs on a harmonica, while the other added tobacco to his pipe every fifteen minutes. Their presence would have brought cheer under normal circumstances, but tonight it raised the number of human souls in the hut from eight to ten.

	Ten people I had to watch over to ensure they would greet the dawn.

	Helena’s heart pined for me as she spoke with Frau Kerndl before retiring to the corner gable. My own heart shriveled into a kernel since I could not answer her. I could not rest on a night when Wuotan and my cursed peer stalked the shadows, seeking to humiliate me.

	While Helena’s heartbeat drifted towards sleep, it occurred to me that Nemo was a coward. Not once had I seen him act against our master’s expectations. My predecessor Kasimir had labeled him devious, and he had known Nemo since the early days of his curse. A wimp of whirlwind who reveled in what glory he could glean from hurting others, from Wuotan’s greed.

	Unlike him, I had a precious witch to defend.

	The two hikers climbed into the loft before Helena’s heart rate dropped to a resting pace. My internal clock informed me midnight had come. After casting one final glare over the entire sky, I leaped to the ground and sprinted into the woods. Once the sounds of snoozing people and animals faded, I pulled my elemental stone out of my core and separated my spirit from my body.

	First I made a wide loop around the Kerndl property, checking for any signs of magic or spiritual distortion. Everything appeared untarnished, the dark of the moon rendering the starlight a radiant argentine. Now I must visit the only living Teuton priest I trusted, the man who mentored me long before I learned the truth about the filial curse. The only human left in my former hometown.

	“Still trying to surprise me after all these years.” Ludolf’s voice scratched at my ears a second and a half after my spirit appeared in his yard, the door to his hut swinging open to reveal him clad in a nightcap and pajamas.

	I ogled him in silence, my ethereal feet settling into the ashes within his fire pit. Do you ever sleep? I found myself wondering.

	“Do you?” From where he stood on his threshold, Ludolf raised one bushy eyebrow, his irises glinting ruby.

	A wry smile formed upon my lips, and I looked down at the patterned robes swirling around my feet. Sometimes. But not tonight. I need your guidance, if you have the time to offer it.

	“I thought you might. Come inside.” He opened his door wider, revealing the warm glow of the woodstove.

	As much as I wanted to accept his invitation, I sent another proposition into his mind. Actually, I was hoping you might walk with me in spirit form. There’s somewhere I need to be this night. Someone I need to protect.

	“Helena, I take it?” Ludolf retreated into his hut to tend the stove and shut off the electric lamp hanging from the primary rafter.

	The witch whose heart rests beside mine for just—just a little longer. My thoughts stumbled over bleak reality, my undead heart pounding rebelliously next to Helena’s, her heartbeat quick and serene in slumber.

	“I see. Where do we need to go?” My mentor stepped out of his hut, having thrown a jacket over his pajamas, his gaze catching mine for an instant before he pushed his front door closed.

	The Kerndl hut at the German border, not far from the Black Castle. Do you know it? I asked him.

	“I do.” That surprised me, the other priest’s awareness of lands far outside the Southern Tyrol ever surpassing mine. “I’ll race you there.”

	I blinked, bemused, as Ludolf tossed me a smirk from where he had planted his feet several steps from the fire pit. Solid ruby raced along every centimeter of his body, covering his hands and face and hardening his coat and soft trousers into his preferred gemstone. I fixed my thoughts on the night sky above the Kerndl hut, sending my spirit there in a flash.

	Ludolf’s spirit, attired in shimmering ruby robes, manifested about twenty meters from where I hovered with my toes skimming the treetops, his grin as wide as his face. Beat you, I informed him, lifting my chin in pride.

	You had a head start. Seems peaceful at the hut for now. He glanced at the smoke curling from its chimney before drawing his spirit closer to mine. Shall we patrol the area? What sort of trouble do you expect?

	Just keep your senses peeled for unusual magic. Anything that seems too dark to be natural. I began to float toward the northwest, stretching my elemental sense in a wide arc as I caught sight of the Black Castle’s central spire and turrets in the distance. It’s possible my master might capture me for further torture at some point. If that happens, please keep watch over Helena as she leaves the hut in the morning.

	What has happened, Konstantin? Ludolf matched my pace, his spirit taking the inner loop, his narrowed eyes crimson fires that scoured the treetops.

	The ease with which my chosen name slipped out of my mentor’s thoughts heartened me, my need for human connection welling to the forefront of my urges. At the sacrifice last month, my master learned of my love for Helena. Nemo bled the truth from a girl Helena knew. An outsider from Preiselhof. He brought her to the altar and informed our master of my—my infidelity.

	I hesitated to call it that, although Wuotan had accused me of much worse during his torture. He had bled every private moment I had shared with Helena from the memories stored in the channel between my brain and heart, the organs where the human soul resided. The demon lord knew our cherished dreams, and he planned to tear my consort from me by any means necessary.

	Nemo snitched on you to prove he’s worthy of Wuotan’s praise. From what little I’ve heard of him, I can’t say I’m surprised. Ludolf scowled as our path took us toward the southeastern peaks, our course counterclockwise.

	Devious. Untrustworthy. A Cursed One who spends his hours away from the Black Castle. No matter how much he claims to be hunting the Brotherhood, I’m starting to think he wreaks havoc in Wuotan’s name beyond perception. If Nemo’s main pastime was to hunt the cultish Teutonic Brotherhood, he would have eliminated them by now. A coward he may be in front of the demon lords, but no mortal could defeat an undead wraith.

	I can’t begin to guess how a Black Priest like Nemo occupies his time. Many of your past peers were known for their sinister ways. Or misanthropy. A mental snort breezed through my nostrils at Ludolf’s opinion. How did Wuotan respond to the news?

	He tormented me in ways I’d rather not discuss. I forced my expression to remain stoic, but the black splashed upon my translucent robes began to overtake the white of my preferred stone—marble. Ultimately he requires me to complete three tasks if I want to spare Helena from his oppression. We both know he’ll try his hardest to bring her days on earth to an early end.

	As they always do. Ludolf’s observation resembled a murmur, the carnelian waves of his spiritual hair churning restlessly upon his head as our course shifted northeast. When I peered more closely at him, it stunned me to see him blinking away what resembled a tear.

	Out of the three tasks, there’s only one I can force myself to do, I went on, propriety squelching my itch to pry into the other priest’s experiences. He wants me to break our heart-bond. Doing that will destroy my hope, but—but maybe—maybe if I give Helena the chance to build a life apart from me, maybe the demon lord will turn his attention somewhere else.

	Ludolf’s severe mien suggested he did not expect Wuotan to give up his hunt that easily. And the other two tasks?

	They are—they are too vile for me to ever do. My master wants me to be a soulless thrall, like you said last year. But I refuse. I won’t obey him when his demands are a betrayal of who I am. I exchanged a solemn look with my mentor, who nodded, encouraging me to continue.

	The white marble of my robes thinned into veins flecking obsidian when I managed to admit, Wuotan wants me to violate Helena’s body. She’s a virgin, and we’ve promised each other to wait until we seal our partnership. She’s not ready to explore sexuality yet, and I can’t take advantage of her. I won’t.

	I would expect no less of you, Ludolf responded, his approval strengthening my spirit.

	Staring toward the Black Castle’s spire and turrets as our path brought us near to where we would turn westward, I revealed the final task. The last step that would seal him away from oppressing Helena might be the worst of all. He wants me to kill Herr Braun in front of Helena and declare I no longer love her. Helena is devoted to her father. If I do that, I don’t think she’d ever forgive me.

	That’s a very interesting requirement. Ludolf folded his hands behind his back as his face grew contemplative. Why does the life of Helena’s father mean so much to Wuotan? When it’s your love that defies his rules.

	He’s trying to hurt Helena as viciously as he can, I predicted, pressing my lips together and tearing my gaze away from the dark fortress. Give her a chance at a normal life matched with a Teuton man, maybe even a priest, a heart-bond, children who wield magic. Then disrupt her happiness with memories of a ghoul brutalizing her body, killing her father, renouncing commitment.

	A fair assessment, but you might be forgetting something. Ludolf lifted one finger and then sniffed, an odd look creasing his features. Is there a forest fire burning somewhere out here? Wildfires in May, and after a rain?

	I winced at the realization that my mentor perceived the stench of Preiselhof floating along the breeze. I had hoped the living would not detect it from here, but maybe his spiritual senses were as sharp as mine. While the rain’s aftermath coated the leaves and grass, I had smelled traces of ash mingling with the atmosphere’s inherent life throughout our entire circuit.

	My master sent Nemo to slay every living being in Preiselhof on Monday morning, I told Ludolf. Helena arrived to visit her family on Tuesday. The demon lord cast an inferno spell upon every building while she grieved. She has no home to return to. No friends or family. All because I dared to love her.

	Oh Konstantin. The other priest’s empathy poured into my lamenting spirit, his stone and mine braiding an invisible cord around us. There are no words that would properly express my sorrow. I do think Wuotan will have to answer for this massacre you describe. He likes to imagine himself the only demon lord who moves human pawns across earth’s chessboard. But he is not.

	I can’t give in. Not after he orchestrated a mass sacrifice on my account. My right hand slipped beneath my robes of its own accord to smooth its fingertips along my goddess’ snoozing heart. I can break our bond if I must, allow Helena a chance to love someone who deserves her. But I need to take her somewhere safe, somewhere warded against my master’s schemes.

	If it’s your plan to guard her while she journeys to Kufstein in the morning, I’d advise you to buy her a train ticket to Innsbruck, and from there to Seefeld. If anyone, priest or forest witch, has the ability to shield Helena from Wuotan and his minions, Bernadette—or Lady Bäbe as her enclave calls her—could do it.

	My gut had told me Ludolf would recommend Helena’s return to the Seefeld crone. Since I did not know the exact location of her property, my master might not know it either. Helena had left her trunk with the forest witch before she took the train to Kufstein on Monday. Fate seemed to be leading her back to Seefeld . . . and breaking her away from an undead Truhtein.

	I needed to make sure she would thrive in her new life without me.
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