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 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    Jack’s mansion was filled with good food, good friends, and great wine. He had a half empty glass, his second drink of the day, perched between his fingers. Mayor Stinson was already well on his way toward striding the line between tipsy and drunk, gesturing with a hand as he explained the layout of his current community passion project. 
 
    And yet, all Jack found himself able to think of was blood. He and Ryoko had spent most of the last two weeks directing the mansion’s renovations in the wake of the shooting and the brawl with Margaret. It had been Ryoko’s idea to throw a party afterward, and she’d put together a long list of guests, most of whom he hadn’t been familiar with. 
 
    “I hope that wasn’t one of your nice glasses,” said Mayor Stinson, with a smile. “You’re bound to lose two or three per party. I know from experience.” 
 
    Jack nodded, trying to make the direction in which he was paying his attention less obvious. There was nothing remarkable about the woman, beyond the fact that she was either clumsy or drunk enough to have dropped her wine glass. And then polite enough to attempt to sweep up the pieces with her hand, leading to a fresh cut on one of her fingers that glistened red with a drop of sweet, smooth blood. 
 
    “It’s fine,” said Jack.  
 
    He forced a smile, aware that he was lying through his teeth. It had barely been a day since he’d last fed, but his bloodthirst had been stronger than usual as of late. He was using his blood magic more freely. At times, almost casually. 
 
    “By the way, the renovations look amazing,” said Mayor Stinson. “It was about time this place received that sort of attention.” 
 
    “I have Ryoko to thank for that,” said Jack. 
 
    The walls had been repaired and repainted, including the entirety of the mansion’s exterior. They’d replaced the mansion’s damaged front door, and at Jack’s behest, the front and side ones, too, with heavy-duty versions likely to withstand any attacker. The only areas that still needed attention were the windows, which had been replaced but not upgraded. 
 
    He listed the improvements to Mayor Stinson like a child listing bullet points off a homework assignment, desperate to keep his mind off the smell of that fresh, delicious blood. Ryoko had arrived with the broom, and she shot a worried look in his direction as she began sweeping up the mess. Jack tried to reassure her with a forced smile and a quick moment of eye contact. 
 
    “She’s quite the model employee.” Mayor Stinson perked his eyebrows in a manner that had an edge of knowing to it. “Make sure you take care of that one.” 
 
    Ryoko was dressed in her black and white maid uniform, and though it was, admittedly, a very cute look on her, Jack found himself wishing that she’d been able to join the party as an attendee. She was loyal, almost to a fault, and she’d insisted on retaining her official role for the night.  
 
    Her hair was twisted up into a perfect, black bun, and she had her deep green eyes focused entirely on the task at hand. She was pretty, with soft facial features and a petite build that was very dainty and feminine. 
 
    There was no annoyance in her expression as she swept up the broken shards of glass, not even as some of the more inebriated men nearby made a show of admiring the way her uniform highlighted her figure. Jack scowled at them, knowing he couldn’t say or do anything without revealing their relationship. 
 
    “Has she been doing okay?” asked Mayor Stinson. “It’s only been a few weeks since that attack. And… the death of her uncle.” 
 
    “She’s strong,” said Jack. “Far stronger than she might seem.” 
 
    He watched as Ryoko stood up with the broom and dustbin in hand and headed off to dispose of the mess. They’d grown close over the past few weeks. Far closer than a maid and her employer had any right to be. Ryoko let Jack feed off her almost every night, and his bite almost always led to the two of them embracing in a more intimate capacity. 
 
    “She’s lucky to have someone like you in her life,” said the mayor. 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, though he wasn’t sure whether he entirely agreed.  
 
    “What were you saying before?” he asked, aiming to change the subject. “About the mine?” 
 
    “Oh, right,” said Mayor Stinson. “My focus right now is on attracting interested investors to get it up and running again. I never got a clear answer from my predecessor why, exactly, it was closed in the first place. There is still a tremendous amount of value in those remaining resources…” 
 
    Jack kept up the appearance of paying attention, but he felt his façade cracking as the woman who’d cut her finger made her way by him, in the direction of the bathroom. She smiled and let her eyes meet his for an instant. It almost felt like she was flaunting herself in front of him, with the smell of blood so thick and heady on the air, even from just a few drops. 
 
    Jack cleared his throat and held up a hand, feeling a throbbing headache pounding through his skull. 
 
    “Excuse me for a minute,” he said. “I think I need to use the bathroom.” 
 
    He slipped away from the mayor without giving him a chance for further questions. He’d been fairly confident about his ability to endure through the night without needing to sate his bloodthirst, maybe overly so. He headed for the kitchen, taking deep, calming breaths on the way.  
 
    Most of the symptoms of his bloodthirst were manageable, with the right attitude. Or with copious amounts of alcohol. Unfortunately, the latter option wouldn’t be something he could commit to at his own dinner party without making a scene.  
 
    “Sir?” Ryoko’s voice came from behind him, gentle and curious. “Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    Jack turned around, leaning against the kitchen counter and letting out a sigh. 
 
    “I’m holding out,” he said. “Mostly.” 
 
    She smiled at him, and he saw her feelings for him push through her professional demeanor. Jack held his hands out and she took them into his, drawing closer to him. 
 
    “I should have said something this morning,” said Ryoko. “I had a feeling this might happen.” 
 
    “So did I,” said Jack. “But I guess… I don’t like the idea of letting my instincts control me like that.” 
 
    He shifted his hand, bringing it up to cup the side of Ryoko’s cheek. She was still smiling, and she turned her head slightly to the side to kiss his thumb. Then she sucked on it, for a tantalizing, torturous instant. 
 
    “We’ve already eaten dinner,” she said. “It’ll only be an hour or two longer.” 
 
    Jack pulled her in close, feeling the tension in the kitchen skyrocket as his body made contact with hers. He could feel her breasts pressing against his chest, and he let one of his hands slide down to the small of her back as he embraced her. 
 
    “Nobody will start looking for me for another few minutes,” he said. 
 
    He kissed her, feeling her lips move against his with passion and a different kind of hunger. Ryoko had shown him her hidden side. A side of herself that was a contrast to the demure face she so often put on as a maid. Remembering just how involved she could get during their lovemaking sent a firm pulse of arousal through his body. 
 
    “Sir…” she whispered.  
 
    It was both a reprimand and a plea. Jack kissed her again, and then let his lips slip to the side, grazing across his favorite spot to bite on her neck. 
 
    “You wouldn’t mind…” whispered Jack. “Would you?” 
 
    He let his hand grope her buttock, his fingers teasing at the bottom hem of her skirt. Ryoko let out a low, tempted moan, and slowly shook her head. 
 
    “Later tonight,” she whispered. “You shouldn’t. Not right now.” 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    Ryoko took a step back. 
 
    “It’s why I came to find you, sir,” she said. “Katherine just arrived.” 
 
    Jack slowly shook his head, almost wondering if he’d misheard her. Katie hadn’t spoken a word to him since they’d returned from the island after confronting Emanuel and his thugs. He’d tried more than once to reach out to her, to mend the bridge and go back to the way things had once been. Hell, he’d sent the party invitations to her in an attempt to do just that. But he hadn’t actually expected her to show up. 
 
    “So what?” said Jack. “What does Katie being here have to do with anything?” 
 
    Ryoko frowned, looking unamused by Jack’s attempt to seem ignorant of her point. Katie had been the one Jack had fed off before he’d told Ryoko the full truth of his secret. In some ways, his and Katie’s relationship had been as close and intimate as he and Ryoko were now. 
 
    “We should wait,” said Ryoko. “And you should talk to her.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    Jack only reluctantly returned to the party after plastering a phony smile on his face for the sake of his guests. The two dozen or so people in attendance were mostly unknown to him, friends of the Mayor and other important members of the community that he didn’t share much in common with other than having lots of money. 
 
    He spotted Katie over by the snack table, standing alone. She had on a low-cut red dress that did a good job of presenting her above-average-sized breasts, and her brown hair was twisted into a fancy braid which hung between her shoulder blades. Her face was oval in shape, and a small smattering of freckles dusted the bridge of her nose. 
 
    She didn’t look over at Jack as he approached, keeping her attention entirely focused on a small cube of cheese on a toothpick that she held between two fingers. 
 
    “Katie,” he said. 
 
    “Jack.” 
 
    He fidgeted in the space of the uncomfortable silence that followed. In truth, he wasn’t sure what to say to her that would help. The last time they’d spoken, she’d basically called him a monster, and probably for good reason. 
 
    “No Bruce tonight?” he asked. “I would think your fiancé would take issue with you coming to a party that I’m throwing on your own.” 
 
    Katie finally glanced over at him, wearing her annoyance openly on her face. 
 
    “Bruce is finishing up his patrol,” she said. “He’ll be here soon.” 
 
    The silence began to stretch again, and Jack couldn’t help but scowl a little. 
 
    “You didn’t have to come,” he said. “I invited you to be polite. Not because I expected you to show up.” 
 
    “I know,” said Katie.  
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. Why did he let her get under his skin like this?  
 
    “I’m not going to apologize, if that’s what you want,” said Jack. “I don’t regret what I did.” 
 
    The men he’d killed had been modern day slavers and unrepentant about it. Jack had made a mess of them, and the only guilt he harbored was over how much he’d enjoyed it. It had felt good to snuff them out, even knowing how he must have looked in Katie’s eyes. 
 
    “An apology wouldn’t change anything,” said Katie, in a quiet voice. “It wouldn’t fix the stupid fucking mistakes we’ve both made.” 
 
    There was an edge to her tone that made Jack suspect that she wasn’t just talking about his actions against Emanuel’s gang. What was it then, he wondered? Was she referring to Jack’s mistake in coming to Lestaron Island in the first place? Or the massive blunder that had been letting Mira, a vengeful vampire, into the mansion? 
 
    Or was Katie talking about her own poor decisions? Not killing Jack immediately after he’d been embraced. Letting him feed off her as a band-aid solution for his condition. Letting him do more than just that, in the heat of the moment. 
 
    “So why are you here then?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie crossed her arms and let out a slow sigh. 
 
    “Another member of the Order of Chaldea knows about you,” said Katie. “He’s an old friend of mine.” 
 
    “An old friend of yours?” asked Jack. 
 
    “His name is Pierce,” said Katie. “We… studied together.” 
 
    “Pierce,” muttered Jack. “Where do I know that name?” 
 
    “Margaret… might have mentioned him,” Katie said, blushing a little. 
 
    Jack let out a small chuckle. Margaret was the last agent of the Order that he’d encountered. She’d come close to capturing him on behalf of the Order of Chaldea. So close that the only thing that had stopped her, in the end, had been a stray bullet intended for him. They’d visited her in the hospital while she’d been recovering from the wound, and Jack remembered the conversation Katie was talking about. 
 
    “Right, I remember,” he said. “Margaret made it sound like this guy was an old flame of yours.” 
 
    Katie’s face turned bright red, which made the freckles dusting the bridge of her nose stand out even more. 
 
    “That’s not… I mean… We were just…” She scowled and shook her head, trying to compose herself. “Look, my point is, I talked to him about you. I told him the truth of the situation, Jack. He’ll be here tonight.” 
 
    “You… what?” Jack stared at her, unable to believe what she’d just said. “You told him about me?” 
 
    “Margaret had already given him the gist of what was going on,” said Katie. “I just filled in the specifics.” 
 
    “The specifics?” Jack felt a sudden flash of anger. He reached out and grabbed Katie’s elbow. “What the fuck did you tell him, Katie?” 
 
    “Let go of my arm, Jack.” Katie’s gaze turned icy. Jack tightened his grip. 
 
    She still had one hand free, and she used it to slap him across the face. She put her strength into it, and it stung more than just his pride. A hush fell across the rest of the room as all of Jack’s guests discreetly turned their attention in his direction. Katie roughly pulled her elbow loose and stomped away, her heels clacking against the floor with each step. 
 
    Jack felt his face burn with embarrassment as he tried to think of what to say or do. Katie could be volatile at times, but it was clear enough that her anger was a hangover from the argument they’d had the last time they’d spoke, rather than just from him grabbing her arm. 
 
    He knew that, and she knew that, but the onlookers didn’t. Jack shrugged and held his arms out, trying to think of something, anything, that he could say to save face. 
 
    “Looks like she’s mad at me,” he said. A feeble attempt was better than nothing, he supposed. 
 
    “Furious is more like it.” Mayor Stinson grinned at Jack, and a few chuckles broke out across the room as the tension finally broke.  
 
    Two full glasses of wine later, Jack sat at the kitchen counter, considering his options. He’d told Margaret that he was willing to talk with the Order of Chaldea, provided that they didn’t show up on his doorstep intending to purge the “nightwalker threat” that he represented.  
 
    It was one thing to make an offer like that, and it was another to follow through with it. Jack felt on edge as he made his way back into the lounge, scanning the faces of his guests for anyone he didn’t recognize. 
 
    Bruce had arrived and was standing with Katie and one of her friends, telling a story with animated gestures. Ryoko was carrying a tray with a wine bottle on it and refilling the glasses of anyone who waved her down. Jack felt a little awkward, standing by himself and waiting for what was to come.  
 
    He didn’t have to wait for long. The doorbell rang, and Ryoko hurried off to let the late arriving guest into the mansion. He examined the man who entered through the foyer, sizing him up and receiving the same scrutiny in return. 
 
    The man Jack assumed was Pierce was tall, with short shaved black hair and dark skin. He was handsome and around the same age as Jack and Katie, with the type of build that would have been well-suited for contact sports. He wore a windbreaker and a pair of track pants with seemingly no shame at being underdressed for the occasion. He was already staring at Jack, even as he made his way toward Katie and Bruce. 
 
    Watching Katie react to Pierce’s arrival stirred mixed emotions within Jack. She smiled and immediately hurried over to pull him into a hug. Jack glanced over at Bruce, expecting Katie’s usually overprotective, jealous fiancé to react poorly to the situation. Instead, Bruce grinned at Pierce, pulling the man into a second hug as soon as he’d finished with Katie’s. 
 
    The fact that Bruce got along with Pierce, despite the things Jack had heard about his past with Katie, was a little galling. Jack sipped at his wine, feeling more like the odd man out than ever. He headed back to the kitchen, wondering what it said about him that his first reaction was to attempt to hide. 
 
    His head was still pounding, despite the amount of alcohol he’d downed in an attempt to mitigate his bloodthirst. The last thing he needed was an encounter with a suspicious wizard while he was strung out and craving a proper drink. 
 
    “Jack?” Ryoko followed him into the kitchen, stepping in close beside him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he said. “Just a little tired. Can you make sure the guests are tended to? I might be absent for a bit.” 
 
    Or far longer, depending on how the next few minutes played out. Ryoko stared at him for a couple of seconds before kissing him on the cheek and returning to the party. 
 
    Pierce didn’t take long to find him. He walked over to Jack without looking at him, as though his presence was incidental rather than the reason for him being there. 
 
    “You’re Jack, right?” asked Pierce. “Katherine told me about you. I’m Pierce.” 
 
    He smiled and extended his hand. Jack shook it, and he was a little surprised when Pierce opted to take the high road and not engage in the classic, alpha male, death grip standoff. 
 
    “She only told me that you were going to be here a few minutes ago,” said Jack. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Pierce. “I asked her not to give you any heads up. But I suppose she could have told you days ago, if she really wanted to give you time to flee.” 
 
    “Is that what you expect me to do?” Jack locked eyes with Pierce. “To run away?” 
 
    “I don’t know you, Jack,” said Pierce. “I don’t know what you’re capable of. Nightwalkers, in my experience, tend to be a little… unpredictable.” 
 
    Jack held the other man’s gaze, considering whether the judgment might be warranted, in his case. 
 
    “Is there somewhere more private we could go to talk?” asked Pierce. He flashed a perfect smile and shrugged, seeming totally comfortable in the situation. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack. “Follow me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    He led Pierce back through the party and into the foyer. Both Katie and Ryoko shot glances their way as they passed by. Ryoko looked concerned, but in a cautious, reserved kind of way. Katie looked like she was ashamed almost past the point of being able to hold it together. Jack tried not to think too much about what that meant. 
 
    He brought Pierce down into the basement and made sure the door was firmly shut behind them. Pierce didn’t hesitate for even a second before following him down the stairs. Jack wasn’t sure if that made him unusually brave or incredibly stupid. 
 
    Jack oriented himself so that he had his back to one of the wine racks, with Pierce standing across from him. The positioning would leave him able to slip into the darkness around the edge of the room using his Shadow Form spell if he needed to escape. And if he needed to fight, well, the basement was nearly soundproof, after all. 
 
    “I came here tonight to talk,” said Pierce. “I hope I was clear about that earlier.” 
 
    “I’m listening,” said Jack. “Start talking.” 
 
    “There’s no need to be hostile, honestly,” said Pierce. “This might be the first time we’ve officially met, but I know of you, Jack. I knew of you back before your current… predicament.” 
 
    “Katie told me that the two of you were old friends,” Jack said dryly. 
 
    Pierce grinned and gave him a knowing look. 
 
    “She told me the same about you when I talked to her earlier in the week,” said Pierce. “She certainly does have a type when it comes to her, ahem, old friends.” 
 
    “Get to your point,” said Jack. 
 
    “I knew your grandfather, too,” said Pierce. “I studied under Peter. I guess what I’m saying is, I understand the uniqueness of your circumstances. Why Katherine ended up in the role she did. It’s horrible, sure, but it does make a certain amount of sense when you can see the big picture.” 
 
    “You didn’t fly out to Lestaron Island to talk about how understanding you are,” said Jack. 
 
    “You are correct about that,” said Pierce. “Tell me, Jack. And be honest. How far gone are you?” 
 
    The question caught Jack a little off guard, despite how he’d pushed Pierce into asking it. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” he asked. 
 
    “How many people have you killed?” asked Pierce. “Katherine mentioned at least one incident with bodies. I need to know the full extent of the damage here.” 
 
    Jack glanced away from him. The question didn’t offend him or get under his skin. He wasn’t haunted by the lives he’d taken, not in the way that he felt like he was supposed to be. The only thing that bothered him about the question was that he didn’t actually know the answer to it. He’d done enough killing to have stopped keeping track. 
 
    “I’m not going to downplay it,” said Jack. “I’ve killed a fair number of people. They’ve all deserved it. At least, so far.” 
 
    The words felt strange as they left his mouth, almost as though someone else was speaking them. He’d felt the same sensation on a regular basis over the past few days. That feeling of looking in the mirror, or catching himself doing something, and realizing that he’d changed into someone he wasn’t sure he recognized anymore. Someone dangerous. 
 
    “I didn’t come here to judge you.” Pierce held up one hand, as though warding off the unspoken accusation. “You’ll understand soon enough. Now then. The maid upstairs. Katherine said you were involved with her on some level. Did you enthrall her?” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “I didn’t.” 
 
    He’d gone to great lengths to make sure of it, sending Ryoko to bug Katie for more anti-enthrallment potions on a weekly basis so that he could “safely” bite her. It felt almost like keeping contraceptives on hand for sex.  
 
    “That says a lot about you,” said Pierce, with a nod. “Right. The last thing I need to know before I explain why I’m here is who gave you the Embrace to begin with. Who is the vampire that turned you, Jack?” 
 
    Mira. His broodmother. Jack hesitated, feeling her name on the tip of his tongue. What loyalty did he owe the vampire who’d tricked him into letting her into his home and given him the Embrace against his will? None. So why did it still feel so wrong to reveal her connection to him? 
 
    “Relax, Jack,” said Pierce. “I already know the answer to this one. Katherine was rather forthcoming when I spoke to her. The fact that Mira is your broodmother is why I’m here.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth, feeling the frustration he’d felt toward Katie earlier bubbling back to life. She had no business telling his secrets to her “old friend.” 
 
    “I don’t like where this is headed,” said Jack. “If you expect me to betray her or lure her into a trap for you, you can fuck off.” 
 
    “If only it were that simple.” Pierce grinned and shook his head. “No, Jack. What I need from you involves deception and subterfuge, but no betrayal. Well, not really. My sources have informed me that Mira will soon be arriving on Lestaron Island. She’s coming to see you, and to ask you to travel with her to meet with the Jade Circle.” 
 
    Jack felt a few of the hairs stand up straight on the back of his neck. 
 
    “The Jade Circle?” he asked. 
 
    “They’re an ancient vampire clan,” said Pierce. “To be honest, I don’t know much about them. Nobody does. But the one detail that is of interest to me is the fact that sometime over the past year, they came into possession of Zedekiah’s Scepter.” 
 
    Jack slowly shook his head. 
 
    “This doesn’t mean anything to me,” he said. 
 
    “It’s a magical artifact,” said Pierce. “There are lots of rumors circulating about exactly what it can do and how powerful it is, but the only thing you need to know is that recovering it would be a huge boon for the Order.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here,” said Jack. “You need a vampire to infiltrate the Jade Circle and steal it.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Pierce clapped his hands together and threw a punch into the air. “See! We’re on the same page!” 
 
    “Not so fast,” said Jack. “This doesn’t sound right. From what Margaret told me, the Order of Chaldea has a zero-tolerance policy when it comes to ‘nightwalkers,’ or whatever you call us. You expect me to believe that the Order is willing to put their trust in me? When I could just go along with this plan, steal the artifact, and then decide to keep it for myself, if I wanted?” 
 
    Pierce scowled at Jack and rolled out one of his shoulders. 
 
    “Well… that’s the thing,” he said. “The Order of Chaldea doesn’t exactly know about all of this. Margaret technically reports to me in the hierarchy, and I wanted to have this little chat with you before reporting the details of her case further up.” 
 
    Jack stiffened at the implication of what Pierce had just said. He’d assumed from what Margaret had told him that the Order of Chaldea, as an entity, was aware of him as a threat. But Pierce had apparently kept the knowledge to himself. One of the most pressing problems in Jack’s life could be solved by simply making Pierce… disappear. 
 
    No. Pierce was technically innocent. And Margaret, who had left Lestaron Hospital and returned home a few days earlier, was also aware of Jack’s existence. It wasn’t that simple. But that didn’t mean that Jack didn’t still have a choice about how to play his cards. 
 
    “What if I said I’d rather take my chances?” he asked. “To be honest, I don’t trust you, Pierce. How do I know you won’t betray me once you’ve gotten this staff, or scepter, or whatever?” 
 
    “You don’t,” said Pierce. “Though with your devil-may-care attitude, I suppose that the threat of the Order of Chaldea storming through your front door doesn’t mean much. In that case, I ask that you think of Katherine.” 
 
    Jack narrowed his eyes and resisted the urge to clench his fists. 
 
    “Katie has nothing to do with this,” he said. 
 
    “She was both helping and hiding you, Jack,” said Pierce. “It’s part of the reason why I’m attempting to salvage this situation in the first place. If the Order of Chaldea catches wind of you, she’s going to be implicated in your crimes.” 
 
    Jack took a step forward, and then circled around to the side, blocking off Pierce’s sole escape route. 
 
    “That isn’t going to happen,” he said. 
 
    “I sincerely hope that wasn’t a threat,” said Pierce. “Jack. Think about what you’re doing.” 
 
    Jack reached his hand out to the side. Despite the brisk pace he’d been burning through his blood essence over the past few days, he still had enough left to fuel at least a couple of spells. He focused his essence, letting his will and intention shift into a specific form. He cast Spectral Sword, conjuring his ethereal, dark blade within his grip. 
 
    Pierce sighed. “So be it, then.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Pierce stomped his foot against the ground. Several of the cracks between the stones of the basement floor began to glow with bright white light. An instant later, Pierce’s entire right arm flashed as a spell rippled over the cloth of his windbreaker. 
 
    It looked as though he was wearing a turquoise-green sleeve of pure magic. Colors rippled across the outer shell of the shield spell coating his arm, shifting in a way that was reminiscent of the surface of a soap bubble. Pierce wiggled his fingers, demonstrating how the green shield moved to match the arm underneath. 
 
    Jack twirled his Spectral Sword in a side-to-side flourish that he’d learned from a Kendo website the previous week. It wasn’t the only thing he’d learned, and he felt confident as he fell into one of the basic stances and stared Pierce down from over the tip of his blade. 
 
    Pierce grinned. Jack got the distinct sense that he wasn’t opposed to fighting, despite his earlier attempt at securing Jack’s cooperation. He held his shielded arm out in front of him as though it was a weapon in and of itself, then pivoted forward. 
 
    Jack swung his sword in a quick downward slash as Pierce entered his range. The blade struck the turquoise shield on Pierce’s arm and reverberated back as though he’d tried to cut through a steel pole. Pierce surged forward, but he didn’t attempt to attack. 
 
    Instead, Pierce grabbed the edge of Jack’s sword with his shielded hand. Jack realized what the other man intended an instant too late to stop it. Pierce pulled the blade to the side and spun, swinging his left leg into a spinning kick that struck Jack hard in the ribs. 
 
    It was a powerful attack, but Jack was no ordinary human. He felt a stab of pain as Pierce’s shin bone connected with his rib cage, but it wasn’t enough to knock him off balance, or even steal his breath. Jack had the strength and speed of a vampire. He welcomed a brawl, if that was what Pierce had in mind. 
 
    He let his Spectral Sword dematerialize, which took away the control that Pierce’s grip on the blade had offered. Pierce spun back, still smiling. He dropped down to one knee before Jack could close the distance to him and extended his shield-covered palm in his direction. 
 
    “Sorry about this, Jack,” muttered Pierce. 
 
    The spell was instantaneous and didn’t appear to have any obvious visual component. A wave of force flung Jack directly backward with the strength of a runaway train. He struck the stone wall behind him hard enough to knock the wind out of his lungs. Hard enough to crack the stones, if the plume of dust that shot out to either side of him was any indication. 
 
    Jack felt his chest screech with pain as he took a breath. Pierce had caught him off guard, and now it was his turn. The spell had pushed him toward the edge of the room. Into the darkness that hugged the corners and walls. 
 
    He focused his blood essence, letting it flow through the tips of his fingers and toes, and cast Shadow Form. A wavering, dissolving sensation rippled across his skin as he went incorporeal, becoming a part of the shadows. 
 
    Pierce hesitated, though Jack now saw him through his silhouette in the darkness, rather than with his eyes. He watched as Pierce took an uncertain step forward and then spun around in a complete circle. 
 
    “Really?” called out Pierce. “I cast a single spell and you run away?” 
 
    Jack materialized in the darkness directly behind the other man. He waited for the span of a couple of heartbeats before dropping into a crouch and hurling himself forward. 
 
    Pierce let out a gasp of surprise as Jack wrapped his arm around his neck. He grabbed at Jack’s elbow with his turquoise-shielded hand, trying to use his magically strengthened fingers to pry the headlock loose. 
 
    “You should never underestimate your opponent,” said Jack. 
 
    “Ne—” choked Pierce. “Nei…ther… should you.” 
 
    Pierce’s other hand came loose from the pocket of his windbreaker holding a small object that reminded Jack of a wedding ring box. Pierce used his thumb to flick it open before Jack could stop him, and the room was flooded with obnoxiously bright light. 
 
    And not just any light. Sunlight. Jack felt his vampiric abilities being instantly stripped away from him. He tried to tighten his grip, but Piece slammed an elbow into his stomach before he could manage to put enough pressure on the other man’s neck. 
 
    Jack fell backward as Pierce spun out of his grasp. He felt another kick collide with his rib cage in almost the same spot as the one he’d endured earlier. He coughed, surprised by how much more it hurt this time around. 
 
    “It’s called a sunstone,” said Pierce. “A rare artifact in its own right. If the Order of Chaldea had more of these, enough to weaponize them, then your kind would have gone extinct a long time ago.” 
 
    Pierce took a step forward. Jack could barely see him through the painfully bright light of the stone. The fight would soon be over, and they both knew it. 
 
    The door at the top of the basement’s stairs opened. Surprisingly, Pierce swore under his breath and closed the box holding the stone. It took Jack’s eyes a moment to readjust to the illumination of the room, but when they did, he saw Mayor Stinson walking down the stairs with a frown on his face. 
 
    “Jack?” asked the mayor. “Is everything okay down here? We heard some noises from upstairs.” 
 
    Jack rose up to a sitting position and did his best to look casual. Mayor Stinson had a pensive expression on his face, and he shifted his attention back and forth between Jack and Pierce. 
 
    “Ah,” said Pierce. “Jack was just, uh, giving me a tour of his extensive wine collection. Right, Jack?” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly. A bottle had fallen loose on the ground next to him at some point, and he scooped it up in one hand and did his best to act as though it had been his purpose for being on the ground in the first place. 
 
    “We got into a few bottles,” said Jack. “I think both of us have had a little too much to drink.” 
 
    Mayor Stinson’s expression shifted into a curious smile. 
 
    “Is that so?” he asked. “Well, I suppose I’ll leave you boys to it, then.” 
 
    Jack waited until the mayor was upstairs and the door was closed behind him before turning his attention back to his opponent. Pierce looked as though he was waiting to see what Jack would do before making his own move. 
 
    Jack took a step over to the wine rack, found the old antique corkscrew he kept on the shelf above it, and opened the bottle in his hand. He took a deep swig from it and then held it out to Pierce. 
 
    “Let’s try this again,” said Jack. 
 
    Pierce shrugged and accepted the bottle from him. He took a long drink and grimaced slightly at the taste. 
 
    “I didn’t intend to make it sound like I was threatening Katherine,” said Pierce. “I was just explaining how the situation will play out if you refuse.” 
 
    “But you are threatening Katie,” said Jack. “And me. Whether it’s your intention or not.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s true,” said Pierce. He shrugged and held his arms out. “I’m not planning on being on your island for very long. Here’s my business card, Jack. Give me a call if you decide that my offer appeals to you. Trust me, it’s a far better option than making an enemy of the entirety of the Order of Chaldea.” 
 
    Jack accepted the card Pierce offered him, along with the bottle of wine. He didn’t say anything else, and after a couple of seconds, Pierce took the hint and headed for the stairs. He stopped as he set his hand on the railing and glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    “We’re similar, Jack,” said Pierce. 
 
    Something about his tone set Jack on edge. 
 
    “Are we?” he asked. “How many people have you killed, Pierce?” 
 
    The slightest hint of a smile flickered across Pierce’s expression. 
 
    “We are similar,” said Pierce.  
 
    He nodded to Jack and then continued up the stairs. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    Jack waited for a couple of minutes before heading back upstairs. The party had died down slightly in his absence, and only about half of his guests remained. He returned to his seat along the kitchen counter, sipping at the bottle of wine he still carried. 
 
    One by one, the remaining guests began to file out. Most of them were polite enough to find him and issue a proper goodbye, though Jack had to force himself to smile and seem unaffected. In their eyes, he was a young, wealthy member of the community. Somebody who could contribute positively to the future of their small, secluded island.  
 
    It was surprisingly hard for Jack to put on a mask and play that particular role. Mayor Stinson was the last out the door, and he seemed to sense some of the pressure on Jack’s shoulders, forgoing the chance to continue their conversation from earlier or pester him with parting questions. 
 
    “Sir?” said Ryoko, as she came back into the kitchen. “Are you feeling alright?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Jack. “Just tired.” 
 
    He set a hand on her shoulder, and she smiled at him. He let one of his fingers play across the sensitive skin of her neck. 
 
    “Katherine is still here,” whispered Ryoko.  
 
    Jack frowned. “Why? I didn’t see Bruce when I came back upstairs. Shouldn’t she have left with him?” 
 
    “She said she wanted to help clean up,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “Of course she did,” said Jack with a sigh. 
 
    He walked out into the lounge alongside Ryoko, and they found Katie in the middle of collecting abandoned wine glasses onto a tray. She met Jack’s gaze for a moment, her expression curious. 
 
    “Jack,” she said. “What did Pierce talk to you about?” 
 
    “It’s nothing that involves you,” said Jack.  
 
    “What do you mean it doesn’t involve me?” snapped Katie. “I’m a part of this situation, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    “You say that as though you haven’t been avoiding me for the past two weeks,” said Jack. “Why don’t you go back to doing that? I think it would be for the best.” 
 
    He let his anger edge into his voice. He hadn’t forgotten Katie’s slap, or how much she’d let slip to Pierce ahead of time. 
 
    “You’re a fucking asshole,” said Katie.  
 
    “I can help Ryoko clean up,” said Jack. “Goodnight, Katie.” 
 
    She glared at him, but didn’t object to the suggestion. After a couple of seconds, Katie stomped off toward the servant’s entrance and out to her car. Jack let out a slow sigh. He’d given in to an immature part of himself by treating her like that, and it hadn’t made him feel any better. 
 
    “You should try to be nicer to her, sir,” said Ryoko. She pulled in close, briefly hugging against Jack’s arm. 
 
    “I know,” he said. “But it’s easier said than done.” 
 
    They set about finishing the job of cleaning up. There wasn’t all that much out of place, and none of the guests had gotten drunk enough to do any real damage. It only took them about ten minutes. Jack checked the time as they finished. Five minutes before two in the morning. 
 
    “Ryoko,” he said. “I’m going to go for a walk. Get some fresh air.” 
 
    “Alright,” she said, with a nod. “Be safe.” 
 
    He flashed a smile at her. She was so different from Katie in that regard. Announcing to Katie that he was going to take a walk, as a vampire, in the middle of the night, would have elicited an endless stream of accusations and questions. Ryoko trusted him. It was a trust that he both appreciated and occasionally wondered if he deserved. 
 
    It was cool and cloudy outside, with an indecisive wind that cut back and forth across the mansion’s lawn. Jack let his eyes adjust to the darkness and then slipped out through the front gate. He scanned the area around the road, spotting her next to one of the trees, not far from where he’d seen her for the very first time. 
 
    Mira turned around and waved to him as he approached. She wore tight jeans and a light green blouse with spiraling fabric and flared sleeves. It had a distinctly natural appearance to it, and it made her blonde hair look almost like the center of a sunflower.  
 
    The blouse also did a good job of presenting her assets, though Mira was lucky enough in her physical endowments that almost any clothing did. She slowly walked over to him, her hips swaying from side to side, drinking him in with her red-flecked, crystalline blue eyes. 
 
    Jack had been expecting her. They’d made a date through his dreams, or more specifically, through the Blood Sight. She’d told him that she was on her way back to Lestaron Island weeks earlier, but she’d suffered a few unexpected delays that she hadn’t elaborated on. Now, Jack wondered if they might have had anything to do with what Pierce had brought up. 
 
    “I was here early tonight,” said Mira. “And I saw cars leaving. You threw a party, dearest Jack? And you didn’t invite me?” 
 
    “Trust me, you would have found it boring,” said Jack. 
 
    “I would have made it more interesting.”  
 
    Mira took another step forward, drawing near enough to invade Jack’s personal space. She leaned in, letting her lips come within a hair of brushing his before pulling back. She loved to tease him like that, and as reluctant as he was to admit it, he loved it too. 
 
    “We have much to speak of,” said Mira. “And so little time. Otherwise, I would chastise you for not inviting me inside. The party is over now, is it not?” 
 
    “It is,” said Jack. “But I’m not sure how Ryoko would feel about me bringing you into the mansion.” 
 
    “So considerate.” Mira let out a purr and let her breasts brush against his shoulder. “I admire you for that.” 
 
    Jack winced and forced himself to pull back from her. They’d kept in contact through the Blood Sight, meeting every few days in their dreams. More often than not, Jack had found himself unable to resist Mira in those dreams.  
 
    It was one of the few things that he hadn’t been honest with Ryoko about. It felt a little like a betrayal of whatever their burgeoning relationship might be, even though the encounters with Mira were as physically substantial as an intense wet dream. He and Ryoko still hadn’t talked about what they were to each other. They would need to have that talk soon. 
 
    “You didn’t have to come all the way here, you know,” said Jack. “I’m alright now. The situation with the Order of Chaldea has cooled off. At least for the time being.” 
 
    “Has it?” asked Mira. “Or are you just waiting for the axe to drop?” 
 
    Jack gave a slight shrug. He felt a pang of guilt in not immediately telling her about his conversation with Pierce. But there was no way he could, regardless of what he did. Mira was powerful and unpredictable. There was no telling how she might react, and no chance of him stopping her if she decided to get violent. 
 
    “I’m managing,” said Jack. “You don’t have to watch out for me, you know.” 
 
    “You assume the only reason your broodmother came to visit was to clean up your mess.” Mira reached her hand out, cupping his cheek. “You do yourself no credit. Perhaps I came here just to see you. To be with you.” 
 
    She let out a low, satisfied, distinctly sexual noise and slid into an embrace against Jack. It took all the willpower he had to keep from taking things further, right there and then. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” he said, slowly. “But it’s like I said before. The situation has calmed down. You don’t have to worry.” 
 
    “But I do worry,” said Mira, with a sigh. “Which is why I have a proposition for you. No, not of that sort just now. Rather, I wish to present you with an opportunity. A way for you to secure your position in the supernatural world.” 
 
    This was it. This was what Pierce had been talking about. Jack felt oddly annoyed at the fact that the information had been good. That Pierce had known that Mira would make him this offer before he had. 
 
    “Explain,” said Jack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    “I’ve been in contact with one of the lesser vampire clans in Eastern Europe,” said Mira. “A group called the Jade Circle, led by a Valerian vampire named Volandar.” 
 
    “You’ve been in contact with them?” asked Jack. He raised an eyebrow and was a little surprised by the offended expression Mira shot back at him. 
 
    “Through the Blood Sight,” said Mira. “And no, not in the way you and I keep in contact, of course.” 
 
    She let one of her hands slide across Jack’s inner thigh. He hated how good it felt, and how badly it made him want to ravish her. 
 
    “They made me an offer,” said Mira. “An open suggestion. An opportunity for us to negotiate an alliance with them.” 
 
    “Us?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Yes, us,” said Mira. “You may not have realized this, my sweet Jack. But you and I, as Aquinian vampires, command a great deal of power and influence within the vampire world. There are precious few blood mages left that haven’t driven themselves insane with their magic.” 
 
    Jack winced at the last part. He felt himself frowning and could see Mira imploring him to keep an open mind with her eyes. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” he asked. “Could this Jade Circle, or whatever, be a group that we could actually trust?” 
 
    “This is exactly why we’d need to travel to meet with them,” said Mira. “I will not lie to you, Jack. There will be a significant amount of intrigue and potential for betrayal involved with doing business with Volandar. I know enough of him to know that.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” said Jack. “There has to be another way.” 
 
    He felt like he was talking more to himself, than to her. Pierce’s offer hovered in the back of his mind. Part of him wanted to warn Mira off and sabotage her plan for her own sake. Even if it meant leaving himself open to Pierce’s ire and the scrutiny of the Order of Chaldea. 
 
    “Well…” said Mira, in a thoughtful tone. “I suppose we could shore up the situation here on your sad little island. It is an option, though one that I suspect you would prefer even less. We could enthrall the people in power. The mayor, the sheriff. Kill anyone who stands in our way and turn Lestaron into a proper safe haven.” 
 
    Jack winced, and Mira let out a small laugh. 
 
    “See?” she said. “You’re so cute when you’re this predictable. We can always fall back on that particular strategy if the deal with the Jade Circle falls through. It is worth hearing them out, dearest Jack. Of this I am certain.” 
 
    Jack let out a slow sigh and closed his eyes. His head was pounding again, and thinking of Ryoko, waiting for him inside the mansion, sent a tremor of anticipation through him. 
 
    “You’re right,” said Jack. “We have to do something.” 
 
    The decision should have been so much simpler than it actually was. Agree to meet with the Jade Circle with Mira and use the opportunity to steal the artifact Pierce wanted, avoiding a confrontation with the Order of Chaldea. Betray Mira’s trust to save himself and Katie. It made perfect sense on paper. So why did it make him feel so rotten to agree to it? 
 
    He’d grown close to Mira. That much was undeniable. Hell, he’d been trying to track her down and kill her, back when she’d first turned him into a vampire. Killing her wasn’t in the cards any more, and it was as much because of his own feelings as it was about the difference in their relative strength. 
 
    “Trust me,” said Mira. “This opportunity could be exactly what you need to properly gain your footing in the supernatural world. I’ll inform Volandar that we’re on our way. We should leave as soon as we can. Tomorrow morning, if you’re able.” 
 
    “You told me you didn’t get along with other vampires once,” said Jack. “What’s different about this?” 
 
    Mira smirked at him, and then booped him on the nose with one of her fingers. 
 
    “You are adorably oblivious, at times,” said Mira. “You are what’s different about this, Jack. Your existence changes so very much.” 
 
    He wanted to press her on what she meant by that, but Mira kissed him before he could form his question. He moved his lips against hers without thinking, only pulling back when Ryoko entered his thoughts.  
 
    “Now,” said Mira. “You’re going to need to bring a thrall with you. Are you comfortable with taking that step with your maid? From what you’ve told me, she’s basically a thrall already.” 
 
    “Sure,” lied Jack. “I can do that.” 
 
    “Perfect,” said Mira. “Oh, this is going to be fun! Wait until you see the surprise I have for you. Meet me at the airport tomorrow, ten a.m. sharp.” 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    Mira took his hand into hers and gave it a squeeze. She looked at him, and the well of emotions that Jack saw in her expression caught him a little off guard. 
 
    “It makes me so happy that you’ve agreed to this,” she said. “I know how harrowing and confusing your life has been, as of late, given the changes you’ve been through. Changes for which I, of course, am entirely to blame. But this is your true path forward. Walking beside me.” 
 
    She kissed him again, and this time, Jack couldn’t stop himself from kissing her back. Her body felt so good against his, and he almost started to consider if there could be a way for him to sell Ryoko on letting Mira stay the night at the mansion. 
 
    She disappeared before he could let his thoughts run too far ahead of him, fading into the darkness. Jack had forgotten how unnerving it was to experience someone using Shadow Form as an outside observer. He glanced around, getting the distinct sense that Mira was still watching him from somewhere nearby. 
 
    Ryoko had finished the cleaning by the time Jack returned to the mansion. She’d changed out of her maid uniform and into a pink nightgown, and was waiting for him on the couch, half asleep. Jack took the spot next to her, smiling as he watched her sit up and yawn in an irresistibly cute fashion. 
 
    “I met with Mira tonight,” he said. 
 
    Ryoko nodded slowly, not seeming at all bothered by the revelation. 
 
    “You look troubled,” she said. “What happened?” 
 
    Jack explained everything to her, leaving nothing out. He told her about Pierce, and his plan to steal Zedekiah’s Scepter. He told her about Mira and her offer to ally with the Jade Circle. He even told her about how they’d been visiting each other through the Blood Sight and the intimate encounters that had occasionally transpired there. Ryoko was a good listener, and it felt liberating to not hold anything back. 
 
    “Thank you,” she said, when he finished. 
 
    “For what?” asked Jack. 
 
    “For telling me all of this,” said Ryoko. “I understand how Katie must have felt. The two of you had a falling out, and even though she wanted space from you, it still must have hurt her to lose your trust.” 
 
    She smiled at him, and Jack put an arm around her shoulder. 
 
    “You aren’t mad about any of it?” he asked. “I thought… I mean, Mira and I did take things further than we should have through the Blood Sight.” 
 
    “Do you want me to be mad about that?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure how to answer that question. He didn’t say anything for a while, and let himself enjoy Ryoko’s soft, warm body against his own. 
 
    “Is this the right choice for me to make?” he asked. “To agree to help Pierce? To betray Mira?” 
 
    “I trust you, Jack,” whispered Ryoko. “I have faith in you.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed him. Her lips felt so soft and gentle, so much more reserved than Mira’s against his own. Then, she pulled back, bringing one hand up to her dark hair, which she’d let down after the party ended. 
 
    Slowly, Ryoko pulled her hair back, revealing the nape of her neck as though it was the finale of a sensual striptease. And in a way, it was. 
 
    Jack felt a thrill go through him as he saw her offering herself up to him. It was impossible to fully separate his bloodthirst from his erotic desires. 
 
    He pulled her to him, giving her an aggressive, urgent kiss. Ryoko leaned back on her elbows and parted her legs. Jack felt clumsy as he hurried to get out of his clothes. He climbed onto her in only his boxers, feeling a primal thrill surge through every inch of his body.  
 
    He kissed her lips and then her neck. He took a couple of seconds to let the anticipation build in Ryoko, enough to make her tense and twist. Then he sank fangs in.  
 
    Her blood was so sweet. It had a taste that reminded him of mint-flavored candy, except infinitely more nuanced and appreciable. It was a flavor that he felt like he never could get sick of. It hit the pleasure centers of his brain deeper than junk food ever could, in a manner that satiated his very being. 
 
    Ryoko let out a pleasured gasp and bucked her hips upward, a movement which made her crotch grind against his. She was wearing silk panties, and Jack ran an exploratory hand across them as he continued to sip from her neck. They were soft and smooth, and he could feel a hint of the hot, wet excitement that lay underneath them. 
 
    He took a breath through his nose and continued sucking on her sweet blood. It was such a strange sensation. Childish in a way. Like trying to drink from a juice box with a missing straw, except Ryoko was a person, and her blood was something with real value to him. Vital essence. 
 
    He was still drinking her blood as he multitasked with one hand, pulling his boxers down and her panties to the side. Ryoko was more than ready for him, and the fingers that he probed into her came out slick and sticky. He pressed his shaft into her without breaking the tight seal of his lips against her neck. 
 
    His first few thrusts were shallow, almost gentle. He was taking so much from her that he felt a little guilty. Her blood, all the pleasure she could offer him, and the strange, intangible privilege that came from the intersection of the two. 
 
    Jack’s thrusts steadily increased in both depth and speed. He felt Ryoko’s body trembling from the intensity of the experience. He was almost trembling himself, drunk on the heady euphoria of her sweet essence. 
 
     “Oh…” she moaned. “Oh god…” 
 
    He had to force himself not to take too much of her blood, but luckily, her body was there to distract him as soon as he pulled his fangs out. He wiped the back of his hand across his lips, and then brought his focus back to where it belonged. She was his lover. She was his maid. And so frequently, she was also this. A thrall in all but name. She was exactly what he needed. 
 
    Ryoko let out a high-pitched, pleasured squeal as Jack began to thrust faster. He pinned her knees up, admiring both her flexibility and the awesome angle it gave him. He kissed her deeply, and then let his forehead press against hers, moving faster and faster. Feeling her warmth and softness. 
 
    Her breasts mashed into his chest as he started pumping into her deeper and more aggressively. Ryoko started tensing against him, writhing lustfully against his onslaught. He heard her breath catch in her throat, and then felt her melt against the couch. Jack kept going, shifting his pace to meet his own pleasure, and within a dozen thrusts, he felt himself lose control. 
 
    He almost collapsed onto her as he finished. Whenever he fed off Ryoko, the experience went both ways. She reacted in a visible, obvious manner to his bite. Her blood, likewise, stirred something within him. It primed him for pleasures of lust and desire, and it made his release that much more intense and sweet. 
 
    He hugged her against him in the afterglow of their mutual orgasms, basking in the warmth and softness of the moment. Ryoko ran her hand through his hair as he rested his cheek on top of one of her petite breasts. They spent several, timeless minutes like that. Lovers entwined within each other’s embrace, suspended outside of the world at large. 
 
    “About tomorrow,” she whispered, breaking the silence. “I’ll have to stop by Katherine’s to get more of the anti-enthrallment potion before we leave.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Of course. Just make sure that she doesn’t catch wind of the plan. I wouldn’t put it past her to try something stupid if she found out about it.” 
 
    “I’ll think of something to tell her, sir,” said Ryoko.  
 
    Jack lifted his head up to scowl at her. It annoyed him a little when she fell back into her role as his maid during their intimate time. From the smile on her face, he could tell that she was doing it to tease him, at least in part. 
 
    He cuddled with Ryoko for a while longer, until her breathing slowed and she fell asleep. Jack carried her to her bed in the servant’s chambers. She’d slept in his bed more often than not over the past few days, but it seemed a little presumptuous to bring her up to his room without asking her first. 
 
    Before heading to bed, he sent a text to the number on the card Pierce had left with him. The response back was almost immediate. 
 
    PIERCE: Tell me as soon as you know where this plane is headed. Stall for time once you arrive at your destination. I’ll meet you there before you make contact with the Jade Circle. 
 
    Jack frowned as he read the words. He still didn’t know if he was making the right choice. Unfortunately, now he was committed to it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    Ryoko came into his room the next morning and woke him up with a soft kiss on the lips. Or rather, she tried to. Jack was surprisingly tired, and he felt a little guilty as he watched her rifling through his wardrobe and assembling his luggage for him. 
 
    “Sir,” said Ryoko. “You’ll be late if you don’t start getting ready now. I already prepared breakfast for you downstairs.” 
 
    She kissed him again, and Jack finally managed to summon the will to get up. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. “I can handle packing the rest of the things I’ll need.” 
 
    Ryoko nodded. “I should get going. I need to get to Katherine’s early so she’ll have time to prepare the potion.” 
 
    Jack hugged her and said his goodbyes, then set about the process of going through his morning routine. Half an hour later, he was devouring the last bite of a bagel and egg sandwich as he sat in the back of a taxi on the way to the airport. 
 
    He felt an odd, persistent sense of foreboding as he paid the driver and hauled his suitcase up the airport’s stairs. The last time he’d been at the airport with Mira, they’d been enemies. Now, he wasn’t sure what they were, especially given the deal he’d agreed to with Pierce behind her back. 
 
    The airport’s interior wasn’t large, but there were so few travelers about that morning that the emptiness created the illusion of wide open space. Jack checked in at the one open security line and then scanned the hall for Mira. 
 
    She was waiting for him off to the side, and she smiled and waved as soon as she saw him. She had on a white and yellow sundress with a matching jeweled choker, and her blonde hair hung loose across her shoulders. Jack walked over to her slowly, frowning as he noticed that she didn’t have any luggage of her own. 
 
    “I thought you said we’d be gone for a couple of days?” asked Jack. “You aren’t bringing anything?” 
 
    “It’s already on the plane,” said Mira. “That was the surprise I’d mentioned. I enthralled the owner of a private jet, and he was kind enough to lend it to me for my purposes.” 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow at that. He didn’t like the idea of Mira enthralling people to get what she wanted, but a selfish part of him was glad that they wouldn’t have to endure the drudgery of a regular plane flight. 
 
    “So where exactly are we going, anyway?” asked Jack. 
 
    “You’ll see soon enough,” said Mira. “The Jade Circle is an old vampire clan, and as such, they’ve remained closer to The Origin over the years.” 
 
    “The Origin?” he asked. 
 
    “It’s an old term,” said Mira. “It references the area in Eastern Europe that served as the hotbed for vampires throughout most of history. It holds no real significance or meaning outside of the fact that there was a time when vampires were powerful and organized enough to form their own communities there. Cities, even.” 
 
    “Are there any members of the Jade Circle from around that time?” asked Jack. “Given how long vampires can live?” 
 
    Mira flashed a smile at him. 
 
    “That’s a very good question,” she said. “I do not know, precisely. I am still considered to be rather young, by the standards of our people, and knowledge of vampires older than myself is difficult to come by in accurate detail. But I would keep that thought in mind, moving forward.” 
 
    Jack was about to ask another question when he felt a tug at the side of his suitcase. A slim teenager with a shaved head and androgynous features was trying to take his luggage from him. Jack furrowed his brow, unsure of how to react. 
 
    “Oh, where are my manners?” said Mira. “This is Aiden. My primary thrall.” 
 
    “Uh…” Jack let go of his suitcase, letting Aiden take it from him. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Aiden gave a small smile and a nod of the head. It was hard for Jack to tell whether the person he was dealing with was male or female off of appearance alone. He assumed male, given that Mira was primarily interested in men, as far as he knew.  
 
    She’d explained to him how vampires were only able to force themselves to feed on those they weren’t physically attracted to under desperate circumstances, and even then, it was an act with a threshold of shame involved with it. 
 
    “Aiden doesn’t speak much,” said Mira. “I found him trying to sell his body for drugs on the streets of Miami and just couldn’t get his boyish face out of my head.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though “boyish” was probably the last adjective that would have come to mind when describing Aiden’s face. 
 
    “Do you just feed on him?” asked Jack. “Or are the two of you, well, you know…?” 
 
    Mira let out a small, girlish chuckle, clearly amused by his reaction. 
 
    “Aiden is not attracted to women,” said Mira. “It’s how I prefer my thralls, in case you were wondering. It helps me keep a tighter handle on my impulses while I’m feeding.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. 
 
    “Where is your thrall, anyway?” asked Mira. “We need to leave soon.” 
 
    “She had to run an errand,” said Jack. “She’ll be here any minute.” 
 
    He turned and scanned the airport’s entrance, expecting to see Ryoko at any second. There was someone heading through the security checkpoint, and as she drew nearer, Jack felt his breath catch in his throat. 
 
    Katie was walking toward Jack and Mira, pulling a small, wheeled suitcase behind her. She had on black yoga pants and a loose grey blouse, and her brown hair was tied back in a simple ponytail. She didn’t make eye contact with him, which only served to annoy Jack even more. 
 
    “Katie!” he snapped, as soon as she was within earshot. “What are you—” 
 
    “Ryoko still isn’t feeling well,” Katie said, cutting him off. “But I made sure that she was comfortable, just like you asked.” 
 
    Jack gaped at her. Mira made a curious humming noise and tapped a finger against her lips. 
 
    “You’ve enthralled this one, as well?” asked Mira. “I was under the impression that you valued her for her feistiness?” 
 
    Mira glanced over at Jack, raising an eyebrow. He had to work to keep his anger from showing in his expression. He couldn’t let himself think too much about whatever trick Katie must have played on Ryoko to usurp her role in their plan. He couldn’t react to that. At least, not now. 
 
    He couldn’t tell the truth, either. Katie had the power to sabotage not only Pierce’s plan, but Jack’s entire relationship with Mira. She was too clever for her own good, and Jack wasn’t entirely sure that he knew the full extent of what she was capable of. 
 
    “I didn’t exactly have a choice about it,” Jack said, forcing the words out. “It was unexpected. It just kind of happened.” 
 
    “Yes, well, that’s the way of things with thralls,” said Mira. “If you’d taken her as one back when I’d first suggested the idea, you would have saved yourself a great deal of time and exhaustion.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. He thought better of pointing out that he and Mira had still been enemies when she’d made that particular suggestion. She’d also gone so far as to steal their supply of anti-enthrallment potion ingredients in order to force the issue, which had very nearly worked as intended. 
 
    “Come now,” said Mira. “We need to get moving. Aiden, would you please be a dear and help Jack’s thrall with her luggage?” 
 
    Aiden moved to take Katie’s suitcase from her and headed for the door ahead of them. It led directly out onto the runway, which had a surprising amount of wind and noise. Jack used the opportunity to slip in closer to Katie and pull her just out of Mira’s earshot. 
 
    “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he hissed. 
 
    “Looking after myself,” whispered Katie. “And cleaning up your mess.” 
 
    Mira glanced back at them, and Jack tried to wipe the annoyance from his face. He followed her up the retractable stairway leading to the small jet they’d be flying on. A single pilot and a flight attendant waited off to one side, the former smoking a cigarette and the latter fixing her makeup in a small hand mirror. 
 
    “It’s so much more convenient to fly on a private jet,” said Mira. “I don’t think I’ll ever go back, now that I’ve made the switch. Oh! Sit here, dearest Jack. Right next to me!” 
 
    Each side of the aisle only had two adjacent seats, though they were larger and more comfortable-looking than the airline standard. Mira pulled him into the one next to her, keeping her arm linked with his and briefly letting her lips graze across his cheek. 
 
     “It’ll be a long flight,” said Mira. “But we’ll have the entire plane to ourselves. And plenty of time to get comfortable.” 
 
    From the seat behind Jack, Katie cleared her throat loudly. He gritted his teeth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    Aiden and the rest of the flight crew made their way on to the plane, and the stairs slowly began to retract. Mira stood up and pulled an overhead screen down from the ceiling of the seat in front of them. 
 
    “We can watch a movie on the way,” she said. “Or five. It is a long flight, as I said.” 
 
    “And the plane will wait for us?” asked Jack. “To bring us back, once we’re finished?” 
 
    “I’ll let them know the day before we depart, and they’ll return to meet us,” said Mira. “Relax. I know you still might harbor some… mild suspicions about my motives. But I don’t intend for us to stay amongst the Jade Circle for longer than a few days, regardless of how our negotiations go.” 
 
    “That’s reassuring,” said Jack. “I guess.” 
 
    Mira gave him a knowing smile that made him question if she knew more than she was letting on. 
 
    “We still have a few minutes before takeoff,” said Mira. “Now would be a good time for us to feed.” 
 
    She waved a hand to Aiden, who immediately hurried over to her. He slid by Jack, sitting on top of Mira’s lap in her seat. Aiden was scrawny, and more than a little bit smaller than Mira, but it still looked ridiculous for her to have a grown adult in her lap. 
 
    Jack watched as Mira sank her fangs into Aiden’s neck. Aiden shivered, his eyes rolling up into the back of his head, and his muscles tensing slightly as Mira began to feast on his blood. She let out the occasional moan as she drank, which combined with the wet sucking noises of her lips and tongue made the process sound incredibly lewd. 
 
    “Jack,” said Mira, in between sips. “You’re amongst friends. There’s no need for you to hold back. Otherwise, you won’t get a chance to feed until the jet reaches altitude.” 
 
    “Uh…” Jack frowned and glanced at Katie, who didn’t look overly thrilled by the idea. “Is there a private place I can take her?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just adorable,” said Mira. “You’re shy about feeding. I sometimes forget just how young and precious you still are. Very well. There is a bathroom through the door in the back. The space is a little cramped, but it will give you the privacy you desire.” 
 
    “Perfect.” Jack stood up, grabbed Katie’s hand, and unceremoniously pulled her down the aisle and into the bathroom. 
 
    It was more than a little cramped. Jack barely managed to get the door closed, and the restrictive space squeezed their bodies tight against each other. He tried to remember his anger and ignore the sensation of Katie’s soft breasts pressing into his shoulder. 
 
    “Unbelievable…” muttered Jack. “You are fucking unbelievable.” 
 
    “I could say the same about you.” Katie set her jaw and glared at him. “You were going to bring Ryoko, of all people, to face off against an entire vampire clan.” 
 
    “I’m not facing off against them,” hissed Jack. “And what the hell did you do to her, anyway? She’d better be okay.” 
 
    “I didn’t hurt her, Jack,” said Katie. “Jesus, who the fuck do you think I am? All I did was slip a sedative into her tea.” 
 
    “Against her will,” said Jack. “Don’t try to spin this like it’s no big deal.” 
 
    “If you’d been honest with me about what was going on last night, maybe the situation would have played out differently,” said Katie. 
 
    Jack scowled at her and tried to pull back. The movement only served to grind their bodies into even closer contact. One of Katie’s legs shifted past his, putting them in an undeniably compromising position. 
 
    “This isn’t on me, Katie,” said Jack. “Don’t try to pretend like it is.” 
 
    “This involves both of us, in case you forgot,” said Katie. “If Pierce decides to tell the Order of Chaldea about what he knows, I’ll be in nearly as much trouble as you’re currently in.” 
 
    “That doesn’t justify you taking matters into your own hands,” said Jack. 
 
    “What choice did I have?” asked Katie. 
 
    Jack exhaled through his teeth and shook his head. 
 
    “How did you even find out about the plan?” asked Jack. “Did you force Ryoko to tell you before you drugged her?” 
 
    Katie jutted her chin out at him, a motion that put their lips in dangerously close proximity. 
 
    “Pierce told me,” said Katie. “Without hesitation. Amazing, isn’t it? I hadn’t spoken to Pierce in over three years, and he still trusted me more than you did.” 
 
    “Well maybe he shouldn’t have,” said Jack. “And maybe, just maybe, you shouldn’t be so quick to trust him, either. He’s basically blackmailing us for our cooperation, Katie.” 
 
    “He’s just doing his job,” she said. “He won’t be able to justify pushing the Order of Chaldea for leniency on our behalf without something to show for it.” 
 
    Jack shook his head, even though he knew that she had a point. He just couldn’t help being frustrated with her. He wanted to keep arguing, even if it was pointless now that they were basically at the point of no return. 
 
    “What about Bruce?” asked Jack. “We’re going to be gone for days, Katie. Is he really alright with letting his fiancée disappear like that?” 
 
    “For your information…” Katie hesitated, and blinked a couple of times. An edge of vulnerability entered her expression, and she had to clear her throat. “Bruce and I… are taking some time apart.” 
 
    “You’re… what?” 
 
    “We have been for a little over a week now,” said Katie. “It was his idea, not mine. We’ve still been living together, but we haven’t… we haven’t been sharing a bed.” 
 
    “Uh…” Jack wasn’t sure what to say. His anger felt suddenly useless in light of Katie’s shifting emotional state. 
 
    “We were at the party last night as friends,” she said. “Or maybe just for appearance’s sake. Bruce has even… Well, he’s been talking with someone else.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    Katie made a face of disgust. 
 
    “Do you remember my friend Synda?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh, that bitch,” said Jack. “Uh… Sorry, I guess?” 
 
    “What do you have to be sorry about?” she asked, with acid in her voice. “You and Bruce fucking hated each other.” 
 
    “Jesus, Katie,” snapped Jack. “Do you have to be like this about everything?” 
 
    “When it comes to you, apparently,” she said. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Because it was none of your fucking business,” said Katie. 
 
    “Oh, and I’m the one with trust issues?” asked Jack. 
 
    A knock came at the bathroom door. Jack and Katie flinched in unison, accidentally banging their foreheads together at a punishing angle. 
 
    “Is everything alright in there?” called Mira, in a singsong voice. 
 
    “We’re fine,” said Jack. “Just… enjoying each other’s company.” 
 
    Mira laughed, and Jack waited until he heard her footsteps fade from earshot before turning his attention back to Katie. 
 
    “Look,” he said. “Let’s save the arguing for later and get back to the practical concerns of our situation. When we get to our destination, we’re going to need to stall Mira for as long as we can to give Pierce time to catch up with us.” 
 
    “I’ll fake like I’m tired,” said Katie. “Or sick. I can do it convincingly.” 
 
    “Good,” said Jack. “Alright. We should probably head back now, before Mira gets too suspicious.” 
 
    “You aren’t going to force your fangs into my neck?” asked Katie. 
 
    “Nope,” said Jack. “You sound a little disappointed.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” she replied. 
 
    Jack sighed and shook his head. 
 
    “I’m not a monster, Katie,” he said. “Or at least not as much as one as you make me out to be. I won’t bite you against your will. But I will have to feed eventually.” 
 
    “I’m not stupid,” said Katie. “I knew that when I decided to take Ryoko’s place.” 
 
    “Good,” said Jack.  
 
    He hesitated, wondering if anything else needed to be said between them, and then opened the tiny bathroom’s plastic door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    The plane lurched into motion as Jack and Katie found their way back into their seats. Mira was as she’d been before, with one major addition. She held a medium-sized silver revolver in one hand and was slowly sliding a cleaning rag up and down the length of the barrel, bringing a polish to the metal. 
 
    “Do I want to imagine how you got that thing through the airport’s security?” asked Jack. 
 
    “It wasn’t as uncomfortable as what you’re thinking.” Mira yawned and arched her back, letting her sundress tug dangerously low against the edge of her breasts. “I sneaked into the airport. Even during the day, the task poses no challenge to someone such as me.” 
 
    “I thought most firearms were ineffective against vampires,” said Jack. 
 
    “When wielded by normal humans, that’s true,” said Mira. “When wielded by a blood mage, capable of appearing and disappearing at will and binding opponents in place with magic, a single silver bullet can turn a fight. Alas, I must admit that the negotiation mission we’re on might prove to be more dangerous than the impression I might have given you.” 
 
    “You don’t say,” said Katie, in a sarcastic tone. “Chatting with a vampire clan about forming an alliance on their turf is going to be dangerous? That’s news to me.” 
 
    Mira’s gaze turned cold and deathly as she stared at Katie in the wake of the joke. She still held the gun in her hand, and it only added to the tension building in the confined cabin. 
 
    “I’m surprised you allow your thrall to act so insolent,” Mira said, turning toward Jack. 
 
    “That’s actually a good point,” said Jack. “Katie. From now on, don’t speak until you’re addressed directly, unless it’s just the two of us alone.” 
 
    Katie blinked, her expression flickering from amusement, to annoyance, to seething anger in the span of a few seconds. She closed her eyes for a moment and pressed one of her fingers against the freckled bridge of her nose, as though attempting an old trick to ward off a headache. 
 
    “Yes… master,” she said, forcing the words out. 
 
    Jack enjoyed her reaction more than he probably should have. It was revenge, but it was also relatively harmless. Katie had put herself into the position of pretending to be his thrall. If he really wanted to get back at her, there was almost no limit to what he could force her into doing. 
 
    He pushed a couple of particularly mean ideas out of his head and leaned back in his seat next to Mira. She’d put the pistol away, though Jack hadn’t seen where, exactly, and was now watching the clouds pass by her seat’s window. 
 
    “This will be dangerous,” Mira said, continuing her previous thought. “The town the Jade Circle is based out of is poor, lacking any real governmental authority or law enforcement. The Jade Circle is the most powerful organization for miles around.” 
 
    “Has it been that way for long?” asked Jack. “You said the Jade Circle was an old vampire clan, right?” 
 
    “I did,” said Mira. “Though, their leader is young. Older than me, but still young. Volandar is both the reason why the Jade Circle is willing to speak with us in the first place and the reason why they might be a little… unpredictable.” 
 
    “What do you know about him?” asked Jack. 
 
    “A fair bit,” said Mira. “He’s a Valerian vampire, as are most of those that he brought into the Jade Circle with him when he seized power. He is, or was, an American. Most importantly, he is an Orphan.” 
 
    “An Orphan?” asked Jack. “Why does that matter?” 
 
    “You may have perceived this already, but vampires tend to be an ambitious lot,” said Mira. “Most vampires die at the hands of another vampire. There is an extreme selection pressure on young vampires born directly into clans that keeps them docile, or gets them killed if they attempt to challenge for dominance.” 
 
    “But Volandar was an Orphan?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Mira. “The term in this context merely means a vampire who was given the Embrace but never brought under the wing of their broodsire or adopted into a clan. It may sound detrimental, but being an Orphan can be an advantage, for some.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Volandar was able to continue living a fairly normal life as a human,” said Mira. “He was a military man and managed to secure jobs out of the sunlight, night security and underground duties. Valerian vampires are less tolerant of the sun than we are, I should point out. Volandar had ample opportunity to feed and grow in strength, with the bulk of the United States Army in between him and any vampires who might see him as a resource.” 
 
    “How did he end up with the Jade Circle?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Eventually, he grew curious of the vampire world and traveled to The Origin to seize power, as many vampires do,” said Mira. “And he was successful at it. The Jade Circle, at the time, had grown stagnant and docile. He killed all those who wouldn’t bend to his will and replaced them with loyal vampires of his own creation.” 
 
    Jack nodded, frowning as he considered the implications of Mira’s story. 
 
    “How do you know all of this?” he asked. 
 
    Mira flashed a wicked smile and flicked a few strands of blonde hair back behind one ear. 
 
    “It’s not the first time he’s tried to recruit me,” she said. 
 
    “Were the two of you… friendly?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Not in any sense of the word,” said Mira. “But he did attempt to take a special interest in me. For my power as a blood mage, and also because I’m like him.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I’m an Orphan, myself,” said Mira. 
 
    Jack had never stopped to consider why it was that Mira hadn’t been allied with other vampires before. She’d mentioned, in passing, that she didn’t get along with most of her own kind, and that had always seemed like enough of an explanation for him. 
 
    “Why didn’t you let yourself be recruited?” asked Jack. “I mean, if you’re an Orphan, too, it kind of makes sense.” 
 
    “Because of your grandfather,” said Mira. “I was worried about what he might think.” 
 
    Katie made a scoffing noise in her seat across the aisle. Jack glared at her, hoping she would pick up on the silent warning. 
 
    The flight went on, and time began to trickle by. Mira picked out a few movies for them to watch on the pulldown screen, and Jack was surprised by how much of a shared sense of humor she and Katie seemed to have.  At some point, Mira sent Aiden to fetch a blanket out of the overhead compartment, which she then stretched out over herself and Jack. 
 
    “It will make it easier for us to get a little more… comfortable,” Mira whispered. 
 
    Jack felt her hand sliding across his leg, her fingers exploring as she searched for something interesting. She leaned her face in close to his, and Jack let himself kiss her. For a couple of minutes, they acted like horny teenagers, making out and molesting each other under the blanket. Jack only pulled back from where things were headed when Mira’s hand slid down his pants, and he noticed the haughty look Katie was shooting in their direction. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” whispered Mira. “Are you feeling shy again? You could escort me to the bathroom, if you prefer.” 
 
    “Just tired,” said Jack. 
 
    “This doesn’t feel tired.” Mira let her hand cup the bulge that had been forming in his pants. Jack let out a cough and pulled his side of the blanket further over him, feeling an unexpected flush of embarrassment over what she was doing. 
 
    She unzipped his jeans to make it easier for herself. Excitement and nervousness flooded through Jack in equal parts as he tried to play it cool. Mira fished his hardening shaft out from his boxers and gave him a smile that was evil and seductive. 
 
    “It’s such a long flight,” said Mira, running a finger along his length. “We’ll have to pace ourselves.” 
 
    She started stroking with slow, subtle movements that were made all the more pleasurable by how small and hidden they were. Jack focused on his breathing, trying to keep his face from giving them away. He heard Katie clear her throat loudly from where she sat across the aisle, and he made the mistake of glancing in her direction. 
 
    For a second, Jack made eye contact with Katie while Mira’s hand continued its soft, intimate caressing. Katie had her brow furrowed, and her lips were turned down into a slightly confused frown. Jack felt Mira’s hand spiral upward, and he had to do his best to hide an involuntary shiver of pleasure. 
 
    “I’ve missed you, dearest Jack,” whispered Mira. “This is just the first touch of things to come.” 
 
    She said the last word with such illicit emphasis that Jack almost did, right there and then. She started pumping her hand up and down faster, and planted a soft kiss on his cheek, and then his neck. She made it obvious, and Jack heard Katie clear her throat a second time, even more deliberately. 
 
    “Mira…” he said, a little urgently. “Maybe you should… slow down a little.” 
 
    She didn’t. Jack shifted to the side slightly, but she kept her grip. Jack rested his hand on her knee and gave it a warning squeeze. The last thing he wanted to do on a long plane flight was, well, exactly what he was about to do. 
 
    Right as he approached the cusp of losing his cool, Mira made a show of accidentally knocking one of the magazines in the seat in front of them to the floor. She bent forward to pick it up, sliding her head under the blanket. Jack realized what she was about to do an instant before it happened. 
 
    Bliss. Perfection. Mira’s lips formed a perfect seal, hot and wet, with a tongue that knew how to move in incredible ways. It took no more than five seconds, but the sensation hit Jack with such intensity that it seemed to stretch out into an eternal, heavenly moment.  
 
    He shuddered, gripping the seat in front of him as he passed beyond his threshold for pleasure. Mira made sure that there was no mess left over for him to worry about. And Katie glared at him with folded arms while it happened, clearly aware of what was going on.  
 
    The flight continued with less fanfare once all was said and done, and the hours passed at an even rate. Eventually, the sun set over the horizon, and the flight attendant dimmed the overhead lights, giving them the opportunity to sleep if they wanted. Jack was too preoccupied with considerations about what the next few days would hold to get any real rest. 
 
    Or so he thought. He must have fallen asleep, because Mira was gently shaking him awake. It was still dark outside his window, and it took him an embarrassingly long time to notice that the plane was no longer in flight. 
 
    “We’re here,” whispered Mira. “I hate to wake you, but I doubt that Aiden will be up for the task of carrying you.” 
 
    Jack forced himself to think through the remnants of sleep fog. 
 
    “Where is here, exactly?” he asked. 
 
    “Preluca, Romania,” said Mira. “It’s a small village. You’ll see it for yourself when we set out in the morning. Come, now.” 
 
    She was already heading down the aisle, gesturing for Aiden to follow her. Jack glanced over at Katie, and she gave an almost imperceptible nod. As discreetly as he could, Jack pulled his phone out of his pocket and began forming a text to send Pierce. 
 
    JACK: We’re in Preluca, Romania. Not sure how long we can stall for. At least until morning. 
 
    The reply was almost instantaneous. 
 
    PIERCE: No need. Snuck into the cargo bay of your jet. Distract the slutty vampire so I can slip out. 
 
    Jack frowned, unsure of how he felt about Mira being characterized as a “slutty vampire.” He tilted the screen of his phone into Katie’s face as he stood up in the aisle, letting her read the exchange before deleting it. She nodded again and followed behind him as he hurried to catch up with Mira. 
 
    Jack stepped off the retractable staircase onto a runway that felt more like packed dirt than a proper tarmac. He couldn’t see much other than a few lights illuminating a tiny, ramshackle building that didn’t bear the slightest resemblance to any airport he’d ever seen. 
 
    “This is where we landed?” he asked. 
 
    “I told you,” she said. “It’s a very small and very poor town. Like your island, in some ways. Except it never had the resources or the tourist appeal to modernize itself. Most of the people here are farmers or sheepherders.” 
 
    She turned to head in the direction of the cargo bay. Jack grabbed her hand before she could. 
 
    “Hey,” he said. “I wanted to thank you.” 
 
    “Thank me?” Mira’s mouth formed a surprised circle, and she furrowed her brow. “Oh, you need not thank me, though I do appreciate the thought.” 
 
    “I think I do need to.” Jack pulled her in a little closer, letting his body come into contact with hers. “And I think I need to show my full appreciation.” 
 
    Mira licked her lips and hummed with pleasure. 
 
    “Your full appreciation,” she whispered. “I’m interested in seeing that. We’ll have plenty of time before setting out. The few hours left of night, and most of the morning and afternoon.” 
 
    “Good.” Jack tried not to glance away from her face as he saw a figure stealthily roll out of the cargo hold and sneak off into the night. “Maybe I’ll show you my appreciation more than once.” 
 
    Katie let out a disgusted groan from behind them, and Mira laughed. 
 
    “We’ll have to involve her, somehow,” said Mira. “Jealousy is not a good look, especially for a thrall.” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” said Jack. “We’ll see about that.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 10 
 
      
 
    The airport, as Jack quickly figured out, was more of a private runway than a proper facility. There’d been no taxis or means of transport waiting for them outside, but it hadn’t proved to be much of an issue, given how localized the area was. They walked alongside the road for a quarter of a mile before reaching Preluca itself. 
 
    At Mira’s suggestion, she and Jack had given their luggage over to their thralls so they could walk unhindered. He could only take so much pleasure in watching Katie suffer, given the venomous looks she shot at him. 
 
    Preluca was, as Mira had explained, a village stuck outside of time. There were only a few street lamps running along the main road, and every other light was either flickering or burned out. Most of the buildings Jack could see were ancient and made of paint-chipped wood or weather-worn brick. The sidewalk was heavily cracked, with plants and grass growing through wherever they could. 
 
    Mira led them to a small motel, which appeared to be one of the most modern buildings around but still looked half a century out of date. The clerk was an elderly woman asleep at the check-in desk, and she squinted at them through thick glasses as she stirred awake. 
 
    Mira exchanged a few words in Romanian with the woman before paying her in cash and accepting two motel room keys. She nodded to Jack and handed him one of the keys. 
 
    “Can you manage on your own for a time?” she asked. “This town is too small to have a car rental facility, so I had to rent one ahead of time from a private citizen. It’s waiting for me to pick it up, but it’s a bit of a walk.” 
 
    Jack resisted the urge to glance over at Katie. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fine,” he said. “I’ll probably just get some more rest.” 
 
    He hadn’t seen Pierce during their walk into town, but that wasn’t surprising. Jack suspected that Pierce was watching them from somewhere nearby, likely waiting for an opportunity to meet with them while Mira and Aiden were occupied. 
 
    “It shouldn’t take long,” said Mira. “Then we can rest until the afternoon.” 
 
    “Why not head out to meet with the Jade Circle in the morning?” asked Jack. “Did you not get any sleep on the plane?” 
 
    “They would not have us,” said Mira. “Valerian vampires are allergic to sunlight in a way that makes us Aquinian vampires seem positively suited for it. The doors to the Emerald Keep will only open for us during the evening.” 
 
    “The Emerald Keep?” asked Jack. 
 
    “The primary base of the Jade Circle,” said Mira. “Fitting, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It certainly paints a mental image,” said Jack. “Alright. Well, I’ll be here when you get back.” 
 
    Mira nodded to him. She gestured for Aiden to walk to her room so they could drop off their luggage before heading out. Jack and Katie’s room was the one directly next to it. He unlocked the door, frowning as he surveyed their accommodations. 
 
     There was only a single bed, and while the sheets looked clean enough, the rest of the room did not. Cobwebs hung from the corners of the room. A damp, browning stain darkened the ceiling near where the door led to a small, bare bones bathroom with a tiny shower. 
 
    “We’ll only be staying here for the rest of tonight,” said Jack. “And some of tomorrow, I guess.” 
 
    “Hmph.” Katie tossed down both her and Jack’s suitcases a little harder than she needed to. “I don’t enjoy being treated like your fucking servant, you know.” 
 
    “Maybe you should have considered that before drugging Ryoko and taking her place,” said Jack. He sighed, feeling his concern toward Ryoko return in full force. He briefly considered what time it would be back on Lestaron Island before deciding that it didn’t matter and pulling out his phone to call her anyway. 
 
    “She’s not answering,” Jack muttered, after hearing the mansion’s phone and then Ryoko’s cell phone both go to voicemail. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that?” asked Katie. “She’s fine, Jack. I promise I didn’t secretly murder her or anything.” 
 
    “Tell me again why you thought any of this was a good idea?” he asked. 
 
    “What else is there for me to say?” asked Katie. “I already told you. It’s for my own sake. My future is on the line here too, after what I did to help you as a vampire.” 
 
    “That almost makes sense,” said Jack. “Except Ryoko is far better suited for the role of playing my thrall. If you were really worried about your future, you’d have tried to help in some other way.” 
 
    Katie scowled at him, but before she could say anything else, someone knocked on the motel room door. Jack hesitated, glancing over at the door and considering who it could be. 
 
    “Mira wouldn’t be back so soon,” he said. “Be ready. Just in case.” 
 
    Katie nodded. The annoyance in her expression had been replaced by a determined resolve. Jack had to admit that there was at least one advantage of having her there over Ryoko. If it did come to a fight, she would be able to take care of herself. 
 
    Jack opened the door and found Pierce standing on the other side of it. He’d changed out of the relaxed clothing he’d had on at the party and into an all-black outfit with various equipment pockets. He carried a long wand in one hand and scanned the room with it as soon as Jack stepped aside to allow him in. 
 
    “How long will your broodmother be gone for?” asked Pierce. 
 
    “Not that long,” said Jack. “Maybe ten minutes? Maybe longer, but she’ll be back within the hour, for sure.” 
 
    “Then we’ll have to make this quick,” said Pierce. “I’m here to explain the rest of the plan to you, so listen carefully. I’ll explain both what’s a part of it, and what’s not.” 
 
    Pierce pointed his wand directly at Katie as he spoke the last part, and she made an offended noise in response. Jack let out a small chuckle, feeling a little surprised that Pierce agreed with him on something. 
 
    “Hey!” snapped Katie. “I’m useful, and I can help here. You of all people should know that, Pierce.” 
 
    “I know what you’re capable of,” said Pierce. “Katherine, you’re smart, and you’re resourceful. But I’m not sure that you’re suited for this kind of job. If we execute our plan properly, it won’t come to a fight.” 
 
    “I need more detail about what, exactly, you’re expecting,” said Jack. 
 
    “Nothing heroic,” said Pierce. “There’s an acronym for it. LOW. Listening, observing, waiting. Listening involves you trawling for information, but discreetly. Talk to the vampires. Don’t ask about Zedekiah’s Scepter directly, but get a few of them warmed up to you enough for them to speak their minds freely.” 
 
    “I can do that,” said Jack. 
 
    “Observing means watching for anything we can use,” said Pierce. “This includes getting a feel for the layout of wherever the vampires are holed up and figuring out what their guard patrol routes and schedules are. It’s more about patience and finding excuses to explore than doing anything special.” 
 
    Jack nodded.  
 
    “And waiting, of course, is exactly what it sounds like,” said Pierce. “Once you’ve figured out where Zedekiah’s Scepter is, and you have an idea about when the best time to get to it would be, get in contact with me and don’t do anything else. My role will be to make a distraction before meeting back up with you so we’ll have one more thing working in our advantage.” 
 
    “Listen, observe, wait,” said Katie, in an annoyed voice. “What part of that do you have doubts about me being able to do?” 
 
    Pierce cleared his throat and scratched at the back of his head, looking a little uncomfortable. 
 
    “Katherine, it’s very likely that Jack will need to feed off you at some point during this mission,” said Pierce. “In fact, it’s almost certain. A vampire’s bite, while generally painless, has certain unwanted effects associated with it. It can provoke responses from your body that you might not be entirely comfortable indulging in.” 
 
    “I know that,” said Katie, glancing downward. “He’s… bitten me before.” 
 
    Pierce’s jaw fell open in surprise, and he blinked several times. 
 
    “He has?” asked Pierce. 
 
    “You left that part out, Katie?” asked Jack. “I thought you told him everything? You said you’d explained the situation.” 
 
    “It wasn’t relevant!” stammered Katie. “I mean, not really. And it’s not like it’s a big deal. I always take an anti-enthrallment potion to block the negative effects.” 
 
    “Katherine,” said Pierce. “If you’d learned alchemy through the proper channels, you would know that those potions are not a long-term solution. How many times has he bitten you? More than ten times? More than twenty?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. Katie blushed and refused to look at anyone or attempt to answer the question. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell me about this?” asked Pierce. 
 
    “It’s not a big deal,” Katie muttered again. 
 
    Pierce exhaled through his nose and held a hand up. 
 
    “Never mind,” he said. “There’s no time. Remember what I explained about what I’m expecting from you both. I’ll send a text to one of your phones about where we’ll meet next, but it won’t be until after you’ve made contact with the Jade Circle.” 
 
    “Got it,” said Jack. 
 
    “Be careful,” Pierce said, looking at Katie. He turned to face Jack with his jaw set and held his gaze. “That goes for you too, Jack. You be careful. Especially when you’re feeding.” 
 
    “I always am.” Jack smirked at Pierce, making no attempt to keep from seeming smug. He couldn’t help but enjoy the way it deepened Pierce’s scowl. 
 
    Pierce slipped out of the motel room, closing the door softly behind him. The silence left in his wake was tense, and more than a little awkward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    “I guess… we should get this over with,” said Katie. “You’ll have to feed eventually.” 
 
    “Katie, if this is a problem for you, you should have thought about that before—” 
 
    “I know!” snapped Katie. “It’s fine. I’m an adult, Jack. I can handle the consequences of my own actions.” 
 
    She sighed and sat down on the bed, letting her hands rest on top of her thighs. She didn’t look nervous, but Jack could sense the emotional storm raging inside of her.  
 
    She was still Katie, the little girl he’d known so long ago. Jack felt more than a little guilty for how much he’d put her through over the past few weeks. None of it had been his choice, other than returning to the island in the first place. But Katie had been there with him for almost all of it, suffering the consequences alongside him, even if only reluctantly. 
 
    “Have you taken the potion already?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Obviously,” said Katie. “And I brought the handcuffs with me. Just in case you get rowdy.” 
 
    “Of course you did,” said Jack. 
 
    He smiled as he watched her rifling through her suitcase to find them. 
 
    “Don’t be snarky about it,” said Katie. “It makes sense.” 
 
    “I wasn’t being snarky,” said Jack. “It’s just…” 
 
    He stretched out on the bed, setting his wrists against the headboard so Katie could loop the handcuffs through one of the bars. 
 
    “It’s just what?” snapped Katie. 
 
    “You and Ryoko are so different when it comes to this,” said Jack. 
 
    “What is that supposed to mean?” asked Katie. “Wait, let me guess. You think her blood tastes better than mine, or something?” 
 
    “Do you have to be like this?” asked Jack. “Just as a reminder, you put yourself in this situation.” 
 
    Katie scowled at him, but when she spoke again, her tone was more controlled and less annoyed. 
 
    “I want to know,” she said. “What did you mean by that?” 
 
    She spread out on the bed next to him, pulling in closer, but still not turning her head to give Jack access to her neck. 
 
    “Ryoko leans into the experience,” said Jack. “She lets herself enjoy it. She’s not afraid.” 
 
    “You think this scares me?” asked Katie. 
 
    In response, Jack let his cuffs rattle against the wood of the headboard. Katie glared at him and slapped one of her hands against his bound wrist. 
 
    “I’m not afraid of you, Jack,” she said. “I wouldn’t be here if I was.” 
 
    “I know that,” said Jack. “And that’s not what I meant. I think you’re afraid… of this.” 
 
    He leaned in closer, allowing his lips to briefly brush against the nape of Katie’s flawless neck. She shuddered and jerked slightly, orienting her body toward him, but also pulling away. 
 
    “I’m not,” said Katie. 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack. “Move your neck in closer, then.” 
 
    Katie hesitated for a breath before wiggling toward him on the bed. She was facing away from him, and Jack felt her butt briefly mashing against his crotch. Katie pulled her ponytail out of the way, and Jack could see the movement in her throat as she swallowed nervously. 
 
    He kissed the spot he was going to bite, first. Katie’s body shivered just from that, and a flush came to her cheeks. Jack took his time, a part of him enjoying her reactions. He let his warm breath tickle her neck and dragged his lips across her sensitive skin. 
 
    “Jack,” whispered Katie. “You’re being mean.” 
 
    “Am I?” 
 
    “Just… hurry up,” said Katie.  
 
    “I thought it would be easier for you if I went slow,” he said. 
 
    “Jack!” snapped Katie. 
 
    “Fine.” 
 
    He opened his mouth wide and let his fangs press into Katie’s neck. Her reaction was almost instantaneous. She grabbed onto his waist with one hand and pressed herself back into him. Tiny, pleasured noises escaped her lips as Jack began to drink. She tasted so sweet, like fresh-squeezed lemonade, and he felt instant relief from the headache that had been building over the past few hours. 
 
    He’d missed Katie, and as horrible as it was for him to admit, he’d missed feeding off her. He had to be careful not to take too much, for her sake. It wasn’t like feeding off Ryoko at night, when he knew that she’d be able to sleep and recover her energy without risk. 
 
    He pulled back after just a sip, but Katie continued moving against him. She rolled over and wrapped her arms around him, grinding her hips into him. Her eyes were closed, but she still found his lips for a kiss. 
 
    He’d missed this, too. Katie kissed him in a way that was more than just a kiss. Her body moved with her lips and tongue, undulating against Jack in a manner that made him curse the fact that his wrists were still secured. 
 
    She stopped, but only for long enough to run her hands down the length of his chest. Jack saw Katie’s expression shift as she came to a decision, and then he felt her fingers on his jeans, unbuttoning them and pulling the zipper down. 
 
    She hesitated, meeting his eye. Jack resisted the urge to smirk at her. She kissed him again, and Jack let his lips trace across her neck as it ended, eliciting a shuddering, uncontrolled moan from her. 
 
    “Jack…” she whispered. “I… I…” 
 
    “Katie,” he replied. 
 
    Against his better judgment, he let his fangs drag against her skin again. Katie let out a wispy, involuntary squeal. Jack let his fangs sink in again, even though he knew that it was a bad idea. Her blood tasted so good, and it had been a while since he’d experienced the flavor. 
 
    This time, when he pulled back, Katie’s movements weren’t hesitant. She wiggled out of her yoga pants as though the starting gun had been fired in a race to take them off. His jeans were already down, and he blinked in surprise as he felt Katie freeing his shaft from his boxers. 
 
    She pulled her panties to the side and mounted him. They both let out gasps in unison as the tip of his shaft slid in. Katie was shuddering more than she would have if she’d been naked in the middle of winter, and she had to lean her hands on Jack’s chest to hold herself where she was. It almost seemed like she was afraid of what the pleasure would do to her if she took too much of his length in, too fast. 
 
    “Fuck,” whispered Katie. 
 
    Jack strained against his cuffs, again wishing that his hands were free. Katie slowly rocked forward and back, and side to side. Each of her movements were tiny and small, as though it was all she could handle without overdosing on pleasure. Each of her movements only served to tease Jack, emphasizing just how tight she really was. 
 
    She took a shuddering breath, leaning her head forward and letting her ponytail fall across her face. Jack lifted his hips upward, spearing into her. The movement clearly caught her by surprise, as Katie let out a tiny, squeaking sound as he pushed his shaft deep. 
 
    She bit her lower lip, set both hands on his chest, and slowly began to ride. She rode him as though he was her first, and watching and listening to her reactions brought Jack an untoward amount of satisfaction. 
 
    “That’s it,” said Jack. “Just like that.” 
 
    Katie sped up a little. She didn’t make eye contact with him, but it was hard to tell whether it was out of embarrassment or overwhelming pleasure. There was only so much Jack could do to be involved, with his hands out of the equation, but he watched and savored each of Katie’s movements. She started breathing more heavily and let herself get into the rhythm. 
 
    It wasn’t the first time that he and Katie had crossed the line into intimacy. Jack had dreamed of having her so often in his time away from Lestaron Island, but never like this. As pleasurable as it was, it didn’t match up with the way they’d made love in his dreams. It felt illicit and dirty, as though the tension of their circumstances had boiled over, rather than an encounter born from mutual, intimate choice. 
 
    That didn’t stop him from kissing Katie’s breasts through her blouse as she leaned forward. It didn’t stop him from hooking one of his legs around hers to give himself a little more leverage to participate with. And it didn’t stop either of them from bucking and grinding into each other with as much intensity as they could as they reached a simultaneous eruption of pleasure. 
 
    “Oh god!” cried Katie.  
 
    Jack let out a low grunt as he released inside of her. He really hoped she was on the pill. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It took a minute or two for both of them to come back to their senses. Katie blinked her eyes open and seemed surprised by the fact that she was still on top of Jack, with one of her hands laced through his hair. She cleared her throat and rolled herself off him, cleaning herself up in the bathroom before pulling her panties back on as quickly as she could. 
 
    “Well,” she said. “I’m glad that we got that out of the way.” 
 
    “Did we?” asked Jack. He winked at her, and couldn’t help but smile when Katie let out a nervous sigh.  
 
    She unlocked the handcuffs and put them away in her bag. She walked around the motel room with her arms folded, glancing back at Jack every few seconds. 
 
    “That’s the first time I haven’t felt bad about it,” she said. “I guess there’s at least one upside to the break that Bruce and I have been on.” 
 
    Her words instantly made Jack remember Ryoko, and he felt a little disgusted with himself. He’d gone way too far with Katie, and Mira as well, earlier. Even though he and Ryoko had never talked about whether or not their relationship was officially exclusive, it still made his skin crawl a little to think about how he’d been fooling around with other women behind her back. 
 
    “Damn it,” he muttered. “Katie, can you give me a second? Alone?” 
 
    Katie frowned. She started to say something, and then seemed to realize what was on Jack’s mind. 
 
    “Right,” she said. “I think she’ll understand, Jack. Can you tell her that I’m sorry? For drugging her?” 
 
    “I will, but you’re going to eventually need to apologize yourself,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie rolled her eyes. She slipped out of the motel room, giving Jack the privacy he’d asked for. 
 
    He tried calling again, to no avail. Despite Katie’s reassurances of Ryoko being okay, he couldn’t help but start to worry. 
 
    He was left with no other option than to use his Blood Sight. He stretched out on the bed, taking slow breaths and allowing himself to enter the relaxed, trance-like state. By focusing his blood essence, he could observe anyone who had a recent blood connection to him, Ryoko included. 
 
    He’d gotten enough practice through using it to reach out to Mira, that it only took a moment. Jack felt the motel room fade away, revealing the familiar walls of one of the mansion’s servant’s rooms behind it. He let out a sigh of relief, glancing down at Ryoko curled up in the sheets of her bed. He sat down next to her and gently stroked her cheek with one hand. 
 
    “Sir?” she whispered. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “I’m not actually here,” he said. “I’m using one of my spells. I just wanted to make sure that you were okay.” 
 
    Ryoko smiled and set her hand on top of his. She kissed one of his fingers and nodded. 
 
    “I’m alright,” she said. “I was caught off guard by what Katherine did. When she gets back, I will be giving her a piece of my mind.” 
 
    “She says she’s sorry,” said Jack. “For what that’s worth.” 
 
    He ran a hand through Ryoko’s hair and let out a sigh. 
 
    “What is it?” asked Ryoko. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    “I don’t want to lie to you, Ryoko,” he said. “I fooled around with Mira. And with Katie, while I was feeding off her. Part of it was unavoidable. I mean, I don’t want to upset Mira and jeopardize Pierce’s plan. But another part of it is just… confusing.” 
 
    Ryoko didn’t say anything for several seconds, long enough to make Jack wonder if she’d heard him. 
 
    “And you were worried that I’d be upset?” she asked. 
 
    “Well, yeah,” said Jack. “You’re allowed to be. To be honest, it upsets me a little. I don’t want them, Ryoko. I want you.” 
 
    “Are you planning on coming back?” whispered Ryoko. 
 
    “Of course!” he said. 
 
    “Then… I’m not worried.” She laced his fingers through his. “I trust you, Jack. And I know what you are.” 
 
    He stared down at her pretty face, wondering what she meant by that, but a little afraid to ask. 
 
    “Does her blood taste better than mine?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    The hairs on the back of Jack’s neck stood up straight.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Does her blood taste better than mine?” Ryoko repeated. 
 
    For some reason, Pierce’s words from earlier about the anti-enthrallment potion came back to him. And Katie had asked him almost the exact same question just ten minutes earlier. Was it a coincidence? Or did it point to a symptom of something greater? 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “But, uh, I don’t really see why it matters…” 
 
    Ryoko and Katie’s blood tasted different, but Jack enjoyed the flavor of both. It was more like comparing cookie dough ice cream to rocky road than ranking one over the other. He watched as Ryoko let out a breath that he hadn’t noticed she’d been holding in. 
 
    “Good,” she said. “I’m sorry. That was a weird question, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Kind of,” said Jack. “But it’s okay.” 
 
    “I’ll keep the mansion safe until you get back,” she said. “I… I’ll miss you.” 
 
    “I’ll miss you, too,” said Jack. 
 
    He leaned in close and kissed her. Ryoko was still half asleep, and her lips only made small movements against his.  
 
    “Goodnight, sir,” she whispered. 
 
    “Goodnight.” 
 
    He let his Blood Sight fade, and his vision snapped back to the motel room. The exchange had left him more uncomfortable than he’d expected it to, and for all the wrong reasons. Ryoko’s unquestioning obedience. The way she always called him “sir.” The enjoyment she seemed to get out of him feeding off her. 
 
    Had the potion been doing what it was supposed to? Had he enthralled her, by accident? 
 
    An even more painful question pushed its way into his thoughts. 
 
    Did she really care for him as a person? Or was it all because of his bite? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    The door opened, and Katie came back into the motel room. She walked over to the bed and shook his shoulder, assuming that he’d fallen asleep. 
 
    “Jack,” she said. “Mira is on her way back. I saw her parking the car she rented while I was waiting… Hey? Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” mumbled Jack. “Just tired, I guess.” 
 
    He ran a hand through a hair and forced a smile onto his face. He was still thinking about Ryoko. Still wondering if their burgeoning relationship was based on their real emotions, or if it was just a function of his addiction to her blood, and her addiction to his bite.  
 
     “You don’t look fine,” said Katie. “Pull it together. Mira might get suspicious if you start acting moody.” 
 
    “I said I was fine.” Jack widened his fake smile. “See?” 
 
    “Don’t do that,” said Katie. 
 
    “Jeez, make up your mind,” said Jack. 
 
    The door to their motel room opened, and Mira stepped into the room. She moved slowly and didn’t look directly at Jack and Katie. Rather, her eyes had a distant, vaguely pensive quality to them. 
 
    “It’s been taken care of,” she said. “Take some time to rest for what’s left of the night and the morning. We shall set out late tomorrow afternoon.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Mira’s gaze finally focused on him properly. She let out a sigh and brought a hand to her head, as though trying to cope with a migraine. 
 
    “…Yes,” she said. “It’s been a long journey. We should all get some sleep.” 
 
    She smiled at Jack and Katie, and then left the room without another word. Jack stared at the closed door for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “She’s acting weird,” he said. 
 
    “You’re both acting weird,” said Katie.  
 
    They took Mira’s advice, climbing into the motel room’s singular bed for the night. Katie only had a few minor objections to sharing it with him, and soon enough, they were both drifting off to sleep.  
 
    He was apparently more tired than he’d realized, for when he woke up, it was well past noon. Katie was sitting in the corner, peering into her phone screen as it charged through the cable plugged into the wall. 
 
    The motel provided a meager brunch for them, which they found arrayed across a table in the main lobby. Jack stuck to nibbling on fruit and a few other things that looked edible. Neither he nor Katie said much, and it felt more like the aftermath of an awkward hookup rather than a meal shared between a vampire and his temporary thrall. 
 
    “I’m going to head into town after,” said Katie. “Take a look around. See if there’s any heads-up information available about the Emerald Keep.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” said Jack. “Let’s just check in with Mira, first.” 
 
    Mira did not come to the door when Jack knocked, and neither did Aiden. He frowned, trying a second time and wondering if the silence on the other side had anything to do with her mood the previous night. 
 
    “She’s probably tired,” said Katie. “She was telling us to get lots of rest for her own sake.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Jack frowned. He tried to accept it as just her sleeping in late, rather than a foreshadowing of what might be to come. 
 
    He and Katie walked down the street from the hotel, slowly taking in the full breadth of Preluca. Though, there was not very much to take in. It was a small village, with most everything within walking distance. The buildings were old, and so were most of the people they saw. 
 
    Preluca felt isolated, though not in a geographical sense like Lestaron had been. If Lestaron Island was isolated from the world by hundreds of miles of ocean, Preluca was isolated by the march of time itself. The village had been left behind at some point, and instead of eventually snapping forward to catch up, it remained where it was. 
 
    “This is so sad,” said Jack. He and Katie had found a small park just across from an old church near the village’s center. 
 
    “It is sad,” said Katie. “Especially because this didn’t happen by accident.” 
 
    She walked over to a bench and sat down on it. Jack remained standing, frowning a little. 
 
    “What do you mean by that?” he asked. 
 
    “Look at this place,” said Katie. “Small, rural, and undefended. Think about what having a nest of fucking vampires within striking distance would do to a place like this. Or rather, has done to it.” 
 
    Jack chewed on his lower lip, taking another look at the decaying church across the way.  
 
    “Maybe,” said Jack. “It could just be regular poverty. We don’t know enough about this village’s history.” 
 
     “There’s a reason why your grandfather’s code had no tolerance for vampires,” said Katie. 
 
    “You went against that code,” said Jack. “So did he, at times, if what Mira has told me is true.” 
 
    “And look at how I ended up.” Katie smiled weakly at Jack, and he had to look away from her. 
 
    Neither of them said much for the next few minutes. Katie rubbed her hands together and exhaled into them. It was a little colder in Preluca than it had been back on the island, and neither of them had anticipated that when they’d packed their clothing. 
 
    They slowly made their way back to the motel, arriving as the afternoon began to flow into the evening. Jack was hungry, and he doubted that there would be an evening meal provided by their lodgings. 
 
    He knocked on Mira’s motel room door again. Nothing happened for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Come in,” called Mira. 
 
    Jack opened the door, and he and Katie stared at the sight within. Mira was sitting in bed, dressed only in a nightgown, with Aiden lying across her lap. Two small trails of dripping crimson ran from the corners of her mouth, and Aiden’s skin tone was clammy and pallid. 
 
    “He’s fine,” said Mira, before either Jack or Katie could ask. “I know what his limits are. I’ll be needing all the blood essence I can get before we head to the Emerald Keep. We will be heading out very shortly.” 
 
    “Are you worried about how this might play out?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I would be a fool if I didn’t have doubts,” said Mira. “But we should be okay. In this case, the blood essence is similar to a contraceptive. It’s better to have it and not need it than to need it and not have it.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Okay. When are we going to leave?” 
 
    “Within the hour,” said Mira. “You should attend to any preparations you might see fit to take.” 
 
    She shot a deliberate look at Katie, who winced slightly in response. 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack. “Any chance we can eat before we go?” 
 
    “Oh, they’ll provide us with food,” said Mira. “Of that, I am sure. They will be welcoming hosts for us.” 
 
    There was an edge to her tone that Jack really didn’t like, but he nodded and led Katie out of the motel room.  
 
    “Are you going to need to feed again?” asked Katie. 
 
    “I should be fine,” he said. “I’m not planning on doing with you what Mira was doing with Aiden, if that’s what you’re worried about. She treats him like a blood bank.” 
 
    “I’m not planning on letting you do that,” said Katie. “Come on. Let’s get our stuff together.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    The car Mira had rented for them was a fairly nice BMW, which surprised Jack, given the impoverished state of the village. He loaded his and Katie’s suitcases into the trunk and climbed into the front seat next to Mira, with Katie and Aiden climbing into the back. 
 
    She drove them through the village and then along a winding road that led up a rocky hillside. The interior of the car was dead silent, which added a certain amount of tension to what was to come. 
 
    “It’s just up ahead,” whispered Mira, as she angled the car around a sharp turn along one of the narrow, rocky cliffs. 
 
    “We’ve barely been on the road for ten minutes,” said Jack. “We could have just walked, you know.” 
 
    “No, we couldn’t have,” said Mira. “Appearances matter, dearest Jack. Especially here.” 
 
    Jack nodded, though he wasn’t entirely sure he knew what she meant. The Emerald Keep appeared in the distance as they reached the top of the hill. It was a massive, rectangular structure, with two windows larger than the rest midway up its wall that looked like empty, gaping eye sockets. 
 
    The Emerald Keep, true to its name, looked distinctly green from a distance. The stones it had been built from were a muted white and grey, but thick moss and hanging vines had grown to cover almost the entirety of the structure’s walls over the years.  
 
    It was surrounded by a deep trench that appeared to have once been a moat. The wooden bridge that stretched across it to the keep’s front entrance, likewise, seemed like a drawbridge that had fallen into disrepair and become permanently stuck down. Most of the entrance it had once closed into had been blocked with rough stone mortar to fill out the empty gaps around the smaller wooden door the drawbridge had been replaced with. 
 
    Mira parked the car off to the side a short distance from the drawbridge. There were no other cars surrounding the Emerald Keep, which along with the lack of illumination showing from within made it seem abandoned. Mira was the first to get out, and she had a worried frown on her face as she examined their destination. 
 
    “We’ll need to wait for a few minutes,” she said. “The Jade Circle won’t arrive to greet us until just after sunset.” 
 
    Jack glanced at the horizon. The sun had just dropped low enough for its light to take on red and purple hues against the cloudy sky.  
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “It’s not like we’re in a hurry to get inside, is it?” 
 
    He’d meant it as a rhetorical question, but still felt a little unnerved by the lack of responses from his companions. He leaned against the car, standing alongside Mira. Katie came out and joined them, folding her arms across her chest and shivering slightly from the cold. 
 
    The sun dropped over the horizon at a slow, arduous crawl, but when the last of its direct light faded from view, Jack almost wished it had taken longer. Wisps of mist and fog settled over the area, with the bulk of it pooling within the dry moat as though in mockery of its intended purpose. 
 
    Mira suddenly tensed and stood up straight. The Emerald Keep’s front door creaked open, revealing a deep blackness within. Jack watched as members of the Jade Circle slowly began to pour out. It was just dark enough to obscure any details beyond their general silhouettes. 
 
    There were a little less than two dozen of them present. Mira gestured for Jack, Katie, and Aiden to follow her as she started toward the bridge. She shook her head when Jack gestured toward their luggage. 
 
    “Not yet,” she said. “If we need our things, the Jade Circle’s thralls can fetch them for us.” 
 
    Her voice had taken on a cold, commanding quality that would have unnerved Jack if not for the fact that she was on his side. He followed alongside her as she walked over to the bridge, drawing to a stop at the edge of it. 
 
    One of the vampires stepped forward to greet her just as a cloud finished passing over the moon, providing a minimal amount of illumination. He was half a head taller than Jack, and more muscular by far. His hair was jet black and cut close to his scalp, and it seemed oily despite how short it was.  
 
    His skin was almost pale enough to be true white, and as he smiled, Jack saw a pair of outsized fangs at least twice the size of his own. He wore a rough cotton shirt, dark grey trousers with a red sash, and a voluminous black and green cloak. 
 
    “Mira,” called the vampire. “It is… good to see you again.” 
 
    “Volandar,” said Mira. “It’s been a while. Decades, at least.” 
 
    “Yes…” Volandar let out a deep, grumbling noise. “I was a little surprised, to say the least. You’ve refused my offer of cooperation so many times that I doubted if you’d ever consider it.” 
 
    Jack was surprised by Volandar’s accent, which sounded more like an American from an old movie than what he would have expected from a Romanian vampire. Though, he remembered Mira telling him that Volandar had been a soldier in the United States Army before he’d been turned. 
 
    “The circumstances have changed,” said Mira. “Some of my enemies have grown more bothersome since we last spoke.” 
 
    “The mages…” Volandar said, drawing out each syllable. “I am aware of them. Though there have been times in which they’ve been even more powerful than they are now.” 
 
    Mira didn’t say anything, and the silence set Jack on edge. He tried to keep the tension from showing in his posture as he examined the rest of the vampires on either side of Volandar. Most of them were men with the same tall, burly physique as their leader. And most them wore clothing that looked centuries out of date: robes, cloaks, and even tunics. 
 
    “We both know why you are here,” said Volandar. The leader of the Jade Circle turned his full attention to Jack. His eyes glinted in the moonlight and were the color of fresh blood. “Is he weak? Or stunted, in some fashion?” 
 
    Jack felt his heart rattling against his ribcage. He opened his mouth to answer and felt Mira give his elbow a hard squeeze. 
 
    “He is anything but weak,” said Mira. “Which makes him an even greater target for the Order of Chaldea. We did not come here seeking protection, Volandar. Merely to have an open discussion in regard to what we can do for each other.” 
 
    Volandar smiled. His teeth looked like an exaggerated version of a wolf’s, massively threatening and bulging out from under his lips. He waved a hand to the side, and a female vampire that Jack hadn’t noticed before stepped in close to him. 
 
    She was short, with dark brown hair and a petite build. In appearance, she didn’t quite seem as mature as a fully grown adult, though Jack knew that it was impossible to know her true age. She leaned in to confer with Volandar, who frowned as she offered a response to his muffled question. 
 
    “My daughter seems to agree with you,” said Volandar. “Perhaps we can find a way to reach a mutually beneficial arrangement. But I will speak with the newblood, first.” 
 
    Jack perked up and took a cautious step forward. He tried to keep his body language confident, reminding himself of what he could do if the situation devolved into violence. He had his blood magic. He wasn’t defenseless. 
 
    “I’m listening,” he said. 
 
    “As you should be,” said Volandar. “For the words I speak are ones that you, Jack Masterson, are likely in need of hearing.” 
 
    Jack resisted the urge to glance back at Mira. Had she told Volandar his full name? 
 
    “What is it that you want to say?” asked Jack. He couldn’t help but let a little of his annoyance slip into his tone. 
 
    “I know who you are, boy,” said Volandar. “And I know your father, as well. If you come planning treachery, know that you will pay your life in price for it. You may be a blood mage, but you enter my realm and will be in my power.” 
 
    Jack nodded slowly, working to keep his reaction from showing on his face. His father. Volandar had just said that he knew Jack’s father. 
 
    Not that he had known him. But that he currently knew him. 
 
    Mira grabbed Jack’s elbow again, and he was aware of what she was trying to tell him. No, he wouldn’t let himself fall into the trap Volandar had just set. He wouldn’t ask any further questions, or even let himself seem curious. 
 
    Not yet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    “You waste our time with these threats, Jade Fang,” said Mira. “I expect you to change to a more amenable tone if you truly expect an alliance from us.” 
 
    Volandar let out a low, growling chuckle. 
 
    “Of course,” he said. “My apologies. Where in the Underlord’s name are my manners? Please, allow me to invite you into my home. We shall eat, drink, and discuss this further in good, mutual company.” 
 
    Volandar clapped his hands together twice. From the darkness of the keep’s entrance, half a dozen slouching, emaciated figures appeared. They wore simple clothing, and most were barefoot but not dirty. If anything, they were better groomed than most of the members of the Jade Circle. 
 
    They were thralls. Jack only needed a single glance at their sunken eyes and soulless expressions to understand that. Most of them were thin and bony, as though the sustenance was being sucked out of them to such a degree as to decay and stunt their growth. 
 
    Was this the natural end stage for a thrall? Was this what would happen to Ryoko, and maybe even Katie, if the anti-enthrallment potions ever stopped working? 
 
    The potions. Jack tensed slightly as he realized that Volandar had sent the thralls past them, down to the car, to fetch their luggage. It was a polite gesture, but it was also a chance for Volandar to search through their things, if he decided to. And if he found those potions, it might be enough to trigger the breadth of his scrutiny. But there was nothing that Jack could do, at least not without making the situation worse. 
 
    “Thank you,” said Mira.  
 
    “I would speak more with you in private, Lady Mira, if you would allow it,” said Volandar. “My daughter Vyara can show your companion to his room, in the meantime.” 
 
    Mira hesitated, shooting a glance over at Jack. He wasn’t sure what she was asking of him, but he gave a small nod, and she exhaled. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” said Mira. “Jack. I’ll meet up with you again later.” 
 
    She reached over and pulled him into a quick embrace, quietly speaking a few more words intended just for him. 
 
    “Use your Blood Sight to contact me if anything happens,” she whispered. “I’ll do the same.” 
 
    Jack gave her body a squeeze in response. Then, Mira pulled back from him and fell in step with Volandar, heading ahead of the rest of the group and into the keep. Jack made sure Katie was still nearby and then looked around for the female vampire Volandar had said was his daughter. 
 
    She was behind him. Directly behind him, in fact. Sniffing his hair. 
 
    Jack flinched away in surprise when he noticed her, trying to keep the disgust he felt from showing on his face. 
 
    “Smells…” she whispered. “Like soap. Very clean.” 
 
    “Uh, right,” said Jack. “You must be Vyara.” 
 
    Vyara didn’t say anything. 
 
    Jack hadn’t noticed when he’d first seen her before, but her eyes were huge. They were too big for her face and protruded slightly further than they should have from their sockets. They were brown, unlike most of the other vampires in the Jade Circle that Jack had seen, but bloodshot and striped with red. 
 
    “I will show you to your room,” said Vyara. She spoke at them, but not to them, as though the words were a reminder for herself, alone. 
 
    Jack looked over at Katie as they walked after Vyara. The thralls carrying their luggage followed at the back of their group, but most of the other vampires of the Jade Circle had disappeared now that their new guests had been welcomed into the keep. Katie drew nearer to him as they passed through the keep’s shadowed entrance, and Jack felt his heart pounding faster. 
 
    He shouldn’t have anything to be afraid of, he reminded himself. He was a vampire, too. It wasn’t as though they could drink his blood or enthrall him. As long as he kept Katie close… 
 
    The keep seemed only slightly more hospitable from the inside than the impression the exterior had given off. There were torches hanging from holders along the hallway’s wall, but set at distances from each other that left broad, shadowed gaps in between sections of illumination. 
 
    The air was cold and humid, with a coppery scent to it that Jack hated himself for recognizing. Mold grew on the walls in places, and he spotted a section of it where five parallel, clawing lines hinted at someone having been recently dragged through the area by force. 
 
    Vyara slowed as they reached an intersection. Jack did his best to ignore the blackened stain around the rusted metal grate in the center of the floor ahead of them. 
 
    “This way,” she muttered, in a singsong voice.  
 
    Jack and Katie kept pace with her as she led them down a path to the right. A scream echoed from one of the other paths they could have taken, immediately followed by a bubbling, sinister laugh. Katie took hold of his arm and squeezed it almost tight enough to hurt, and Jack was glad that she did. 
 
    “Here we are,” said Vyara, stopping outside a wooden door. “Your room…” 
 
    She opened the door for them. The room on the other side was lit by a small oil lamp perched on a large rock in the corner that apparently passed for a table. There was a bed, though it barely looked large enough for two people. Blessedly, the sheets were clean, though the blanket on top looked to be spun from rough wool. 
 
    Katie hugged her shoulders as she made her way inside. The thralls hurried past Jack to deposit their luggage by the bed, hunching and keeping their heads low as though they were afraid of being seen.  
 
    As Jack started to step into the room, Vyara moved to block his way. She reached out with her hands, cupping his cheeks, pinching his nose, and then forcing a finger into his mouth. Jack flinched back, spitting as his revulsion reacted to the invasive gesture. 
 
    “I have questions,” whispered Vyara. “And you… have answers.” 
 
    “You have a lack of respect for other people’s personal space,” said Jack. 
 
    “Perhaps…” whispered Vyara.  
 
    Jack furrowed his brow and looked past the tiny girl. Katie seemed to be amused by the interaction, and she slowly shook her head, smiling. 
 
    “Will you…” muttered Vyara. “Ahahaha… Will you be my… experiment?” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “Absolutely not.” 
 
    “Very well.” Vyara leaned her head from side to side, popping her neck. “The feast shall begin shortly. My father’s thralls will bring wash water… for you.” 
 
    She slipped past Jack, disappearing into the hallway’s darkness after just a few steps. He let out a breath that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding and shuddered. 
 
    “There’s something wrong with that girl,” said Jack. 
 
    “There’s something wrong with this place,” said Katie. “Really fucking wrong.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Jack.  
 
    “How long is this going to take?” asked Katie. “I don’t want to stay here for a moment longer than I have to.” 
 
    “I guess that depends on Mira,” said Jack. “And on us. But complaining won’t make it go any faster.” 
 
    “Shut up,” said Katie. “I know you’ve just been dying to say I told you so, but it’s really neither the time nor the place.” 
 
    “I’m actually glad that you’re here, in Ryoko’s place,” said Jack. “Just judging from what we’ve seen so far… I don’t think this would be her cup of tea.” 
 
    “Oh, but you think it’s just fine for me?” Katie scowled at him, and Jack couldn’t help but chuckle. 
 
    “Let’s just keep moving forward,” he said. “They’re throwing a feast for us. That doesn’t sound so bad.” 
 
    “You think they’ll actually be feeding us food for humans?” asked Katie. “It’s probably going to be raw meat. And cups of blood.” 
 
    “I doubt that’ll be the case,” said Jack, though he felt a little unsure.  
 
    A knock came at the door. Jack opened it, and a disheveled woman hurried past him into the room, carrying a bucket of steaming water. She placed it down next to their bed and left without a word. 
 
    They washed their hands and waited, neither of them saying much. As far as Jack could tell, the Emerald Keep didn’t have any electricity, and though he was tempted to waste time on his phone, he felt a little anxious about whether he might need to put the battery power to better uses later on. Namely, getting in touch with Pierce to coordinate his plan. 
 
    After ten minutes, there was another knock on the door. Jack opened it to find Mira and Volandar, along with Aiden and two other thralls.  
 
    “Jack,” said Mira. “Volandar has requested that we join him for dinner. Does that sound amenable to you?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack, nodding slowly. He started to follow them out of the room, as did Katie. Mira cleared her throat as they entered the hallway. 
 
    “I’m afraid thralls eat a separate meal,” said Mira. “Aiden can keep Katherine company in your absence.” 
 
    Jack hesitated, noticing the nervous expression on Katie’s face. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Katie, either wait here or stay with Aiden until I get back.” 
 
    She nodded slowly, still looking uncomfortable. Jack hated having to split off from her, but they didn’t have a choice if the two of them were to keep playing their roles. 
 
    “You look thirsty, boy,” said Volandar. “And your thrall… You must give her plenty of time to recover between feedings. She has a very nice figure.” 
 
    “Uh, thanks,” said Jack. They’d started down the hallway, but a glance over his shoulder at the entrance to his room told him that Katie had still been in earshot for the comment. 
 
    “Volandar and I were discussing your situation,” said Mira. “Namely, Lestaron Island, and how it could potentially serve us, if given the right amount of attention.” 
 
    Jack felt his heart start to beat a little faster. He didn’t want his sleepy little island to have anything to do with whatever deal Volandar was interested in making. The fact that Mira had spoken to Volandar about it in the first place felt like a minor betrayal. He was about to make an attempt at changing the subject when a new vampire stepped out into the intersection ahead of them and saved him the time. 
 
    Volandar and Mira continued past the new arrival, but the vampire moved to place himself directly in front of Jack. He had dark skin and dreadlocks but still managed to look pale, almost grey. 
 
    “Are you strong?” asked the vampire. 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure how to answer the question. 
 
    He didn’t get a chance to. The vampire slammed his face forward, headbutting him before he could get a word out, their foreheads connecting with a loud, painful crack.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 15 
 
      
 
    The force of the blow was enough to knock Jack several paces backward, and he felt blood trickling from a fresh cut on the edge of his scalp, along his hairline. He reacted without thinking, shooting his hand out to the side and channeling his blood essence to summon his Spectral Sword. 
 
    The other vampire hesitated in the middle of pressing forward, his eyes lingering on the dark, ethereal blade in Jack’s hand. The vampire fell back a pace, then launched forward, apparently intending to rely on his dexterity to find a way past the weapon.  
 
    Jack was ready for him. He’d spent enough time browsing Kendo tutorials online to understand the value of a sword against an unarmed opponent. Instead of attempting a slash or strike in the relatively narrow hallway and giving the vampire a chance to sneak past his guard, he brought his blade in close to him, snapping out with the base of the hilt. 
 
    He caught the vampire in the cheek with the strike, but it wasn’t enough to kill his opponent’s momentum. The vampire’s shoulder slammed into Jack’s chest, almost knocking him off his feet. He panicked, spinning and slashing, managing to land a shallow cut on the vampire’s wrist. 
 
    The vampire let out a snarl and whipped his entire arm downward. Jack readied his sword to block the strike and then watched, dumbfounded, as the blade shattered into a puff of ethereal red energy as his opponent’s blow carried through it. 
 
    He managed to react quickly enough to keep from being overwhelmed by the loss of his weapon, however. As the vampire surged forward, Jack struck out with a punch, slamming a blow into his opponent’s temple.  
 
    He followed it up by conjuring a Spectral Hand tendril and wrapping it around the vampire’s ankle. A single, hard pull tripped him neatly, and Jack conjured his Spectral Sword a second time as he prepared to dispatch his fallen opponent. 
 
    “Enough!” snapped Volandar. “Babish. This is our guest. You overstep your bounds.” 
 
    The vampire on the ground snarled and bared his fangs at Jack, snapping at him like an anxious hound. 
 
    “He fights with no honor,” hissed the vampire. “He is weak.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Jack pressed the tip of his Spectral Sword against the vampire’s neck. He felt a smile creeping onto his face. His entire body was pounding with excitement, and as much as he hated to admit it, he was tempted by the prospect of slicing open his enemy’s neck, just to make a point. 
 
    “Jack.” Mira moved to his side, setting her hand over the one in which he held the sword. “The fight is over. We’re here to make friends, remember?” 
 
    Jack took a slow breath, forcing back his own dark desire to follow the violence to its inevitable conclusion. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Of course.” 
 
    He closed his hand, letting his Spectral Sword dematerialize. Volandar helped Babish, the other vampire, to his feet. For a couple of tense seconds, it still felt as though the fight might continue, but this time with Mira and Volandar being pulled into the fray. 
 
    “Smell that?” Volandar made a show of sniffing the air. “I instructed my chefs to cook their finest tonight. It seems as though they took my command to heart.” 
 
    “I smell something else,” said Babish. “I smell fear.” 
 
    Volandar frowned and let out a sigh. 
 
    “I’m going to have to insist that you take some time to cool down, Babish,” he said. “Thralls.” 
 
    Several emaciated thralls appeared from the shadows and took Babish by the arms. Jack thought for a second that the vampire might overwhelm them and make a scene, but he followed along as they led him in another direction down the hall. He ran a hand over the spot where Babish’s head had collided with his, only to find that it was still bleeding. 
 
    “Now,” said Volandar. “Where were we?” 
 
    The Emerald Keep’s dining hall was a large, open space with high ceilings and ample illumination, compared to the rest of the stone structure’s interior. There were four long wooden tables that reminded Jack a little of a school cafeteria, if not for the dark stains that littered their surfaces. 
 
    A circular, polished stone slab stood apart from the rest in the center of the room, and that was where Volandar led them over to. Numerous red candles were scattered across it, giving it a wavering ambience and a slight waxy smell. 
 
    Jack took a seat next to Mira and watched as Volandar slowly found his own spot across from them both. He flashed a wolfish smile and tapped his fingers against the stone, letting the silence grow oppressive before he finally spoke. 
 
    “He’s quite insane,” said Volandar. “Babish. It’s tragic, really.” 
 
    Jack felt Mira’s hand settle on his knee and give a small, reassuring squeeze. She seemed nervous, maybe even more than he was.  
 
    “There’s a thin line between insane and berserk,” said Jack. 
 
    “Very true,” said Volandar. “In Babish’s case, it stems from his early years. He was part of a rich, ruling family in his home country. Fell for a vampire and was given the Embrace by her, much to his surprise. The classic story. I’m sure you’re familiar with it, are you not?” 
 
    As Volandar spoke, more vampires began to enter the dining hall, all of them taking seats at the outer wooden tables. A couple of thralls arrived and began serving food off wheeled carts. Jack was half expecting Katie’s earlier doubts to be prophetic, but the food looked good. Better than good, even. 
 
    He felt his mouth start to water as one of the thralls loaded his plate with a roasted chicken breast, mashed potatoes and gravy, several fresh biscuits, and green bean salad. A goblet of deep red wine was also placed in front of him. Jack began eating immediately, trying to stay focused on the situation in between delicious bites of chicken and potatoes. 
 
    “Babish,” said Volandar, continuing from where he’d left off. “Was not the kind of person who could just become a vampire. His family was superstitious, but they also harbored a great love for him. What do you think happened next, Jack?” 
 
    Jack glanced up at Volandar from over his plate. 
 
    “Well, they obviously didn’t kill him,” he said. “Judging from the way he was acting before… Did they try to help him and end up getting hurt? Or killed?” 
 
    “Good guess, but no,” said Volandar. “Oh, they did help him, alright. The help they gave to Babish involved locking him inside their private dungeon and, well, basically ignoring the problem. Ignoring it for years. They knew he was a vampire, and they still managed to sate his need for blood essence, on occasion. But poor Babish basically spent a decade in the clutches of his bloodthirst. As a feral vampire, no less.” 
 
    Volandar hadn’t touched his own food, and he steepled his fingers as he watched Jack and Mira, as though expecting them to take something away from the tale. 
 
    “If a tragic backstory was all it took to inspire empathy, half the conflicts in the world would never have come to be,” said Mira. “It is as sad as it is irrelevant.” 
 
    “Oh?” Volandar let out a small chuckle. “I don’t empathize with Babish. I pity him. Perhaps there is a lesson for the two of you to learn from him. You are here in your time of need, after all.” 
 
    Mira almost didn’t react in a visible way. Jack knew her well enough to pick up on a slight tension in the set of her shoulders, and the way she leaned a little closer into him. He didn’t like that Volandar was starting to view their circumstances as desperate, even if it was partially true. 
 
    “Jack,” said Volandar. “What do you know about your father?” 
 
    The question caught him off guard. Jack took a long sip of wine, as much for the sake of building up his liquid fortitude as to hide his expression for a few seconds. He frowned and gave a small shrug, trying to seem indifferent to whatever information Volandar might have to offer. 
 
    “He was a good man,” said Jack. “And he died. Along with my mother, in a car crash.” 
 
    It was a lie, but it was the one he’d been told, the one he’d believed for so long. Jack’s memories of the time around the crash were hazy and shallow. Most of what he knew had been explained to him by his aunt and uncle. 
 
    He’d remembered a scene from the incident after a fight a few weeks earlier. A fight which had left him on death’s doorstep, in basically the same condition he’d been in after the crash. The most important detail of what he’d remembered was that he’d been sitting in the front passenger seat. His father hadn’t been in the car with him and his mom, which left a question. One that Volandar seemed to be offering to answer. 
 
    “Your father isn’t dead, Jack,” said Volandar. “Anything but. If you ally yourself with my cause, I’ll tell you exactly where he is.” 
 
    Jack stared across the polished stone table, drawn in by Volandar’s offer. How could it even be possible? If his father hadn’t been killed in the car crash, why hadn’t he heard anything from him in the following years? And how would Volandar be in a position to know anything relevant? 
 
    “You aren’t negotiating this alliance with Jack, Volandar,” said Mira, before he could respond for himself. “You would do well to remember that.” 
 
    She glanced over at Jack, letting concern enter her expression. 
 
    “What authority do you claim over him?” asked Volandar. “I’m merely presenting him with an option, in much the same way I have with you in the past, Mira.” 
 
    “Tell me what you know,” said Jack. “If you tell me, I’ll—” 
 
    Mira dug her fingers into his leg hard enough to make him wince, effectively cutting him off. Volandar was grinning, but he looked past his two dinner guests, toward one of the side tables, where a vampire was waving to get his attention. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse me,” said Volandar. “We can continue this conversation in just a moment.” 
 
    Volandar left the table. Jack slowly shook his head, looking over at Mira and feeling a little angry at the way she’d interrupted him when he’d been so close to getting answers. 
 
    “He might be telling the truth,” said Jack. 
 
    “It’s a possibility,” said Mira. “But certainly not one worth pledging yourself to his side for just yet. We came here to form an alliance on our terms, Jack. Not on his.” 
 
    “But…” Jack shook his head, taking a breath. He was aware enough to recognize that he’d slipped into an emotional state of mind. “Could he be telling the truth? Mira, have you ever heard anything about this?” 
 
    Mira let out a sigh and gave a single shake of her head. 
 
    “I wish I had answers for you,” she said. “I knew of your father, James, but only in passing, and only because of his relationship with your grandfather’s daughter. I wasn’t close enough to Peter when the car crash happened to hear about the events that followed. I’ve never heard of anything that suggested your father might still be alive.” 
 
    “Do you think he might be lying?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira didn’t respond immediately. She shot a glance in the direction that Volandar had disappeared off into, as though she could judge his trustworthiness just by getting a look at him.  
 
    “Maybe,” said Mira. “I’ll go talk with him. See if I can get him to let something slip. I should at least be able to establish whether he’s being sincere in his claims.” 
 
    “What makes you think he’ll tell you anything?” asked Jack. 
 
    “He’s fond of me,” said Mira. “Though it might not always seem like it.” 
 
    Jack must have let his reaction show on his face, but Mira immediately smiled and set a reassuring hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “Not in the manner you might be thinking of,” said Mira. “Volandar… He had a family once. Before he became a vampire. And several daughters. He has a sweet spot for young, female vampires and is always trying to play the role of the magnanimous father figure.” 
 
    “That’s… a little weird,” said Jack. 
 
    “Undeniably,” said Mira. “You’ve seen Vyara, have you not? She is not his daughter by birth or blood. Volandar tends to attract vampires like that to him. Those of the most damaged variety.” 
 
    “You said he took an interest in you, though,” said Jack. “Were you…?” 
 
    He cut the question off, realizing how it came across. Mira chuckled quietly and pushed a few strands of blonde hair back into place. 
 
    “I was damaged, Jack,” she said. “I still am. But that’s neither here nor there. Let me speak with Volandar on the behalf of both of us. It will let us negotiate from a more powerful position.” 
 
    She gave his shoulder a squeeze and then stood up from the table. Volandar was near the dining hall’s entrance, and he fell into step next to Mira as the two of them disappeared back out into the hallway. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 16 
 
      
 
    Jack was left alone at the central table. He sipped at his wine, feeling disinterested in what remained of his food. Volandar’s words echoed in his head. Those words had come close to reopening the old wounds the crash had left him with, and Jack suspected that they’d been intended to. 
 
    He felt conspicuous, by himself, in the center of the dining room. And it wasn’t just his imagination. Most of the vampires left in the room were watching him, and at least a few were even pointing in his direction and discussing his presence openly. It reminded Jack a little of sitting alone in the school cafeteria as the new kid, except with the tension and danger amplified by magnitudes. 
 
    Someone did eventually approach his table. Jack felt his shoulders stiffen and then relax as he recognized who it was. Vyara sat down in Mira’s spot, disdainfully pushing a half-finished plate out of the way so she could rest her elbows. 
 
    “Curious…” murmured Vyara. “You don’t look like one of us. But you smell… like one of us.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. There was a fairly pronounced difference between himself and Mira and the other vampires. He and Mira looked basically human, aside from having slightly paler skin, and the way their eyes shifted red while they were using their powers. Volandar and most of the other vampires in his flock straddled the line between man and monster. So did Vyara, in her own, unnerving way. 
 
    “You don’t look like the other vampires here, either,” said Jack. “Is that why you’re so curious about me?” 
 
    “I am different,” said Vyara. “But you… are unusual.” 
 
    The way she spoke sent a chill down Jack’s neck with each syllable. But it was still preferable to sitting at the table alone. 
 
    “How are you different?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I…” said Vyara. “I am… a Mithridian vampire. My father and his clan… are Valerian vampires.” 
 
    “I’ve heard of Valerian vampires before,” said Jack. “But what is a Mithridian vampire?” 
 
    Vyara blinked, and her eyes were out of sync to an unnerving degree. 
 
    “I am… a creature of curiosity,” said Vyara. “Fascinating. I’ve never studied an Aquinian vampire before.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. 
 
    “Have you allied yourself with my father?” asked Vyara. 
 
    He hesitated for a couple seconds, sneaking a glance to one side at the rest of the vampires in the room. He was still being watched. 
 
    “No, I haven’t,” said Jack. “At least, not yet.” 
 
    “Do you plan to ally yourself with my father?” 
 
    He wasn’t entirely sure how to answer the question. Answering in the affirmative seemed like it would make him open game for Vyara’s interest and experiments. After all, as her father’s ally, how could he refuse? 
 
    “I’m not sure yet,” Jack said. He tried to make the words sound as gentle as he could. 
 
    Vyara gave a small nod, keeping her big eyes focused on Jack. Then, without another word, she stood up from the table and left the dining hall. 
 
    As creepy as she’d been, sitting with her had still been better than being at the central table by himself. Jack took a bite of chicken and a deep sip of wine, trying to ignore the glances and gazes of the other vampires in the room.  
 
    Now that he was actually within the Emerald Keep, the audacity of Pierce’s plan was almost galling to him. It seemed rather hard to imagine there being an artifact of enough value within the moldy ruin worth risking his and Katie’s lives to obtain. 
 
    And Mira’s life, too. She would, of course, be open to Volandar’s reprisal if he discovered the theft while she was still his guest. The thought annoyed Jack, especially since he hadn’t considered it earlier. He wasn’t supposed to be concerned about Mira’s welfare. 
 
    He took another sip of the wine and almost choked on it. His coughs echoed conspicuously through the dining hall, but as much as Jack tried to reel his body’s reaction in, he found that he couldn’t. He stumbled to his feet after a couple of seconds, feeling his head begin to throb and pound. 
 
    Was it his bloodthirst? No. It felt too sudden, and he was hot all over, but cold at the same time. 
 
    Jack forced himself out into the hallway, not wanting to appear weak in front of the Jade Circle vampires, if it could be helped. He managed to make it past the first intersection before falling to one knee in the shadows. 
 
    He felt like he needed to vomit, but at the same time, he couldn’t. His vision was marred, fluttering black in time with the rhythm of his pounding head. He shivered but also felt so overheated that he wanted to rip his shirt off.  
 
    It wasn’t his bloodthirst. That left sickness or poison. He wasn’t sure whether vampires could develop a sickness through the natural course of events. Maybe a delayed concussion from the headbutt that Babish had delivered to him in their earlier fight? 
 
    Jack’s body seized, and he fell off balance, collapsing entirely to the ground. 
 
    It was poison. He was sure of it now. He’d attacked his food and wine like a starving man, and he’d reaped what he’d sown. He’d been poisoned in Volandar’s keep, but by whom? 
 
    Jack forced himself to keep moving forward, alternating between stumbling steps and crawling on all fours. The path from his guest room to the dining hall had been simple enough for him to remember. He needed to get back immediately. He needed to get to Katie. 
 
    He was wavering in and out of consciousness when he found her. She was outside their room, headed in his direction amidst a small group of thralls that included Aiden and several emaciated members of Volandar’s herd.  
 
    “Katie!” he gasped, forcing himself upright. 
 
    Katie’s eyebrows shot up when she saw him. The rest of the thralls and Aiden scampered away like scared mice, but Katie only hesitated for a second before rushing over. She slipped under herself under his arm and supported him toward their room. 
 
    “Your bloodthirst?” she asked. 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “Poison.” 
 
    “Which poison?” asked Katie. “Do you know? What does it feel like?” 
 
    Jack could barely move his tongue to form words. He suddenly felt so light all over, and it was hard to keep his thoughts traveling in a coherent direction. Katie pushed him to the side, and he flinched in panic for an instant before realizing that they were at the bed and collapsing forward onto it. 
 
    “Headache,” muttered Jack. “Cold and hot at the same time. My stomach feels upset.” 
 
    “That could literally be a hundred fucking things,” said Katie. “I need more than that.” 
 
    She pulled out her phone and turned on the flashlight in the back of it. Jack tried to be as cooperative as his body would allow as she examined his eyes and the inside of his mouth. She pressed her ear against his chest, listening for a couple of seconds, and then hurried into motion. 
 
    “Jack,” said Katie. “The most important thing right now is for you to stay conscious. Can you focus on doing that?” 
 
    “Sure,” he muttered. It was easier said than done. Jack could already feel the allure of slipping away. His body felt like it was undergoing a personal form of torture, and if he just closed his eyes and relaxed, maybe… 
 
    “Jack!” snapped Katie. “Look, I have a guess as to what it is. I might be able to make an antidote potion, but… to stay… possible.” 
 
    He could barely hear her now. The scene was playing out for him in skipping frames. Jack watched as Katie disappeared and then was back in the room. She’d grabbed one of the torches off the wall in the hallway, and she was now using its flame in place of the Bunsen burners she relied on for her alchemy back home. 
 
    “It’s Kavendish seed poisoning,” said Katie. “I think it is, at least. Try to keep your body relaxed, Jack. This poison causes severe seizures, along with heavy swelling of the throat, which is the part that usually kills.” 
 
    Jack could only groan in response. His breathing had grown shallow, and he could feel the swelling that Katie was talking about. He tried to watch what she was doing with her potion vial over the flame, but in addition to the flickering black spots, he now had double vision. 
 
    “Jack?” said Katie. “Stay with me. You’re going to have to drink this in a few minutes, so don’t…” 
 
    The pain was unreal. 
 
    It felt like a snake moving through him, slithering around his muscles as they tensed and burned. His skin felt like it was separating from the rest of the body, as though he’d chafed so uniformly that he’d created a blister that covered him completely. 
 
    He couldn’t think through the pain. He could barely keep existing through it. 
 
    The next thing Jack was aware of was Katie shaking him by the shoulders as hard as she could. He found that he was barely able to still breathe, and it took several seconds for his eyes to steady enough for him to see her holding the vial to his lips. 
 
    “We only get one shot at this,” said Katie. “Come on. You have to fucking focus. Try to relax your throat, because you have to swallow this, and it isn’t going to taste very pleasant. Swallow, no matter what. I won’t have time to make a second dose if you spit this up.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Jack, forcing the word out. He cleared his throat and nearly gasped at the pain. It felt like he’d inhaled hot shards of glass. 
 
    “I can’t risk you passing out again,” said Katie. “Ready? Down the hatch!” 
 
    She pressed the vial to his lips and tipped it into his mouth rather forcefully. The taste had an awful, bitter quality to it that triggered a powerful sense of wrongness in both his mouth and stomach. 
 
    Katie was already straddling his chest, apparently to hold him still amidst his convulsions. She clamped a hand over his mouth and held it there. Jack felt his gag reflex as he tried to swallow, and only the skin of Katie’s palm kept the potion from exploding out of his mouth. A faint voice in the back of his mind suggested that he remember to thank her for all of this, later on. 
 
    “Swallow it, Jack,” said Katie. “For the love of fucking god, swallow the potion!” 
 
    Jack leaned his head back as far as he could, forcing gravity to do the job that his throat muscles could not. The potion finally went down, though Katie kept her hand where it was for a good minute afterward, just to make sure it couldn’t come back up. 
 
    “There,” she said. “Good. I should say, we aren’t out of the woods just yet. Kavendish seed poisoning is one of those ailments where the cure is nearly as bad as the illness. Jack… I’m concerned that you might not be strong enough to survive this without a little extra help.” 
 
    “Ugh…” groaned Jack. “The taste… sucks.” 
 
    “Oh, I bet it does,” said Katie. “But that’s not important. Do you think you could feed off me right now? The extra blood might give you the strength you need to get through this.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. The idea of trying to put anything more down his throat, even the sweet nectar that was Katie’s blood, seemed impossible. 
 
    “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see, then,” said Katie. 
 
    He found that at the very least, his thoughts were beginning to flow normally. He thought back to where he’d been at the central table in the dining room, remembering Mira and how she’d disappeared with Volandar. Had she been poisoned, too? 
 
    “Mira…” Jack tried to force himself to his feet, only to feel a sudden rush of vertigo as soon as he lifted his head up. He took a breath, trying to focus on using his Blood Sight to reach out to her. It was like trying to tune a car radio into a channel outside of range, fuzzy and full of static. 
 
    “She’s probably still in the dining hall,” said Katie. “I’ll go see if I can warn her. Try not to move too much while I’m gone.” 
 
    Katie was up and out the door before Jack could think of an objection. How long had he been under the effects of the poison for? If the other vampires were still eating, it was unlikely that Katie would run into any trouble. 
 
    Except, not all of the vampires had been in the dining hall. Babish had been sent to his room by Volandar. And Babish had a grudge against Jack, along with a strong enough sense of smell to identify Katie as his thrall. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 17 
 
      
 
    Jack stumbled to his feet. It took a herculean effort just to force the first step forward. He stumbled, falling to one knee as he spilled out of the door and into the hallway. 
 
    It was eerily silent in the section of the keep he was in. The thralls that had been mingling around the rooms earlier were nowhere in sight, which annoyed him. If Jack had at least been able to spot Aiden, he might have been able to send him ahead to do something, anything, to help with the situation. 
 
    He moved at the pace of a crippled man, supporting himself as much as he could with one hand braced against the wall. Each step sent pain pounding through his temples, and each breath made his throat feel like it was being stabbed with white hot needles. He was almost on the verge of collapsing when he spotted Katie, along with Babish. 
 
    The vampire already had her in his clutches. He had one arm wrapped around Katie’s shoulder and neck, in an embrace that would have looked almost intimate if not for the expression on Katie’s face. Babish was rubbing one of his fingers along the nape of her neck, gently stroking the spot that Jack had so often plunged his own fangs into. 
 
    He took another step forward, and the dark-skinned vampire glanced up at him. He flashed a smile, running his tongue across his oversized fangs like a doctor preparing a needle for insertion. 
 
    “She is your thrall, is she not?” called Babish. “She smells good. Like a blood mage.” 
 
    “Don’t… touch her,” said Jack, forcing the words out. “Don’t you fucking dare!” 
 
    Babish leaned his face in, sniffing Katie’s hair. Jack saw a flash of disgust in her expression, and she slammed her elbow back into his ribs. Babish didn’t even react, as though the blow had been a toddler’s slap. 
 
    “Would you like to discover how my fangs feel in your neck?” whispered Babish. “You might like it. It would give you a new perspective. A better perspective.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth, feeling his anger struggling to rally his body against the symptoms of the poison. He took a slow breath and stood upright fully, only to immediately break out into a fit of coughs. Each one felt like a burst of fire through his throat and lungs. Babish laughed. 
 
    “You can barely even stand,” he said. “What’s the matter? Has it been so long since you’ve fed on this one? So be it. Her blood will taste that much sweeter.” 
 
    Katie screamed as Babish bared his fangs and moved his mouth into position. Jack let out a snarl, throwing his hands forward and channeling his blood essence. He might not be able to attack Babish and overwhelm him physically, but he still had his magic. 
 
    Spectral Hand tendrils burst forth from each of Jack’s palms, spiraling toward Babish like strands of windblown silk. The vampire hesitated, pulling Katie to stand more in front of him, like a human shield. Jack’s tendrils were fully within his control, and it was easy to maneuver them around her and toward his targets: Babish’s face and eyes. 
 
    The vampire screamed. Only one of Jack’s tendrils had struck true, but from the way Babish was clasping at his eye socket, the damage had been done. Babish threw Katie aside, and she struck the wall at an odd angle before collapsing to the cold stone floor. 
 
    “You…!” screamed Babish. “I will break you! Then I’ll make you watch what I do to your thrall.” 
 
    He sprang forward, flying through the air toward Jack, who made a feeble attempt at trying to strike at him a second time with his tendrils. Jack realized an instant too late that the smarter move would have been to conjure his Spectral Sword, but Babish was already inside its effective reach. 
 
    Babish tackled Jack, which sent pain reverberating through every inch of his body as the effects of the poison echoed in response. He felt his head hit the stone as the two of them fell to the ground, and then Babish’s fist collided with his cheek. 
 
    It was all Jack could do to cover his face and head with his arms as the blows rained down. It felt like a schoolyard fight, except Babish hit harder than any child or student. Harder than any human could. Jack’s body was durable, but he could already taste his own blood trickling into his mouth from a fresh cut on his lip. 
 
    Babish worked him over, punching not just his head but his stomach and legs. Babish even tried to slam a knee into his groin, though he managed to roll to keep the blow from striking true. Jack felt his consciousness slipping as Babish got another blow off, bouncing his skull back against the hard stone. 
 
    The fight was a foregone conclusion. He was going to lose, and Babish would follow through with his earlier promise. 
 
    Then, quite suddenly, Babish was knocked to the side. A figure in a hooded cloak had intervened for an instant, kicking the vampire across the face before disappearing further down the hall. Jack seized the opportunity more through reflex than intention, conjuring his Spectral Sword and slamming it forward. 
 
    “Ugh…” Babish let out a pained gasp as the blade impaled him through the stomach. Jack gave the sword a single twist to the side, then let it dematerialize.  
 
    “Fight’s over,” said Jack, in a rasping voice. “I won’t kill you. I’m merciful.” 
 
    “You…” Babish grimaced, holding his hands over the gash in his stomach. It had already started to heal, and the vampire flashed a resolute, though obviously pained, smile. “You can’t kill me, you mean. Not if you want this alliance.” 
 
    The dark-skinned vampire let out a weak laugh. Jack glared at him, but Katie had recovered enough to get to her feet, and she was already helping him back toward their room. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Jack asked, as soon as they were around the corner. 
 
    “I’ve been better,” said Katie. “What about you?” 
 
    “Same,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie pulled down on his arm, taking a little more of his weight onto her shoulder. Jack could feel blood matting in his hair from where Babish had repeatedly smashed his head into the stone. It was hard to tell where the pain from that injury stopped and the headache from his poisoning began. 
 
    They opened the door to their room, and Katie started to carry him back inside, before freezing in place. Someone was waiting for them. The same someone who’d intervened during the fight. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” muttered Jack. 
 
    Pierce pulled back the hood of his cloak, flashing a flat smile as he took them both in. 
 
    “Saving your life, apparently,” he said.  
 
    Katie let go of Jack and furrowed her brow. 
 
    “How did you even make it inside?” asked Katie. “It’s not safe here! Are you insane?” 
 
    “I stole the cloak of one of the thralls while they were shopping for food in town,” said Pierce. “The vampires won’t be able to smell the difference. It wasn’t that hard to make it inside, with my magic and the fact that all of their attention is currently focused on their new potential allies.” 
 
     “A better question is why you snuck in here,” said Jack. “We have phones. You could have called us easily enough.” 
 
    “I needed to make sure that we were still on the same page,” said Pierce. “With my own eyes. Judging just from that little hallway scuffle, I’m not so sure.” 
 
    Jack scowled at Pierce. He tried to put as much strength into the expression as he had left. 
 
    “That fight wasn’t exactly my choice,” he said. “I couldn’t leave Katie in that monster’s clutches.” 
 
    “You’re supposed to be mingling,” said Pierce. “We need more information about where the artifact might be and how to get to it. I can’t move freely around the castle as easily as you two can or interact with anyone. You should be making friends, not fighting.” 
 
    “And who says I’m not?” Jack shrugged. “I spent most of tonight’s dinner at a table with Volandar’s daughter. At the very least, she seems to have taken an interest in me. Enough to tell me that she’s a Mithridian vampire, even.” 
 
    Pierce flinched visibly at the last few words. 
 
    “A Mithridian vampire?” Pierce shook his head. “Here? You’re sure?” 
 
    “Positive,” said Jack. “Why?” 
 
    Pierce swore and brought a hand to his forehead. 
 
    “What?” asked Katie. “What is it?” 
 
    “Mithridian vampires are… unpredictable,” said Pierce. “They’re insanely smart, or I guess it would be more accurate to say insane and smart. And they aren’t as sensitive to the sunlight as Valerians.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound so bad,” said Jack. 
 
    “There’s more,” said Pierce. “Mithridian vampires are descended from Mithridates the Great, the ancient King of Pontus. He was a shadowy figure, good at killing and adept at intrigue, and he passed that lineage down to all of the vampires of his line.” 
 
    “I can handle her,” said Jack. 
 
    “Can you?” asked Pierce. “If Aquinian vampires are blood mages, and Valerian vampires are more traditional warriors, then the Mithridians are the rogues and assassins. You’re more likely to be stabbed in the back when you aren’t looking, or poisoned, than you are to see an attack from her coming.” 
 
    Jack froze at the implication of his words. He looked over at Katie, who seemed equally concerned. 
 
    “My point is, the two of you need to be careful,” said Pierce. “Stop making enemies and try to fit in. This is a game that rewards the patient, not the—” 
 
    The door handle jiggled. Pierce immediately cut off and threw himself toward the far wall, pressing his back into the corner that the door opened into. It effectively hid him from view as Mira strode into Jack’s room, frowning and glancing him over. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” she asked. “That look on your face… and the color of your cheeks. What’s happened?” 
 
    Jack hesitated, trying not to glance in Pierce’s direction. Pierce deftly slipped out from behind the door and out of the room behind Mira’s back, moving with footsteps so quiet that Jack couldn’t help but be impressed. 
 
    “I was poisoned,” said Jack. “I barely made it back to my room, and I only survived because of Katie’s help.” 
 
    Mira’s eyes went wide, and she brought a hand to her mouth. Jack saw her slowly shake her head, and then a cold scowl came across her face. 
 
    “Damn it,” she said. “I should have expected this to be more complicated than it initially seemed. This… is not good, Jack. This will make things difficult.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me that,” said Jack. He could still feel the effects of the poison on his body, the burning on the inside of his throat and the sapping of his energy. 
 
    “What could this mean?” whispered Mira. “Volandar would not make a move like this. He’s no fool. He would know that if anything happened to you, I would never agree to an alliance with him.” 
 
    “What about his daughter?” asked Jack. “Vyara. She is a Mithridian vampire.” 
 
    “It’s possible,” said Mira. “But what motive could she possibly have?” 
 
    Jack shrugged. Given the vibe he’d gotten from her earlier, he wasn’t entirely sure that she needed a reason beyond her own simple curiosity. 
 
    “You poor thing…” Mira sat down next to Jack on the bed and pulled him halfway into an embrace. He was surprised by how nice her body felt against his. 
 
    “Anyway,” he said. “What about you? Did you manage to learn anything from Volandar about my father?” 
 
    Mira gave him a small squeeze. 
 
    “He evaded my questions,” she said. “It’s clear that Volandar intends to use the information as leverage over you in an attempt to influence me.” 
 
    “Why would he think that I have any influence over you?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira didn’t say anything for several silent seconds. 
 
    “You sweet, foolish boy,” she whispered. 
 
    She cupped his cheek with her hand and gently kissed him on the lips. Jack felt a little ashamed at how exhausted his body was and could barely muster the effort to kiss her back. 
 
    “You are weakened,” said Mira. “Rest for tonight and regain your strength. I will further our cause on my own.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” asked Jack. 
 
    “We need more information,” said Mira. “The Jade Circle vampires are, quite obviously, nocturnal. This is the time of day in which they go about their lives. If I make myself useful and keep my ears open, I may be able to learn something to put us back on equal footing with Volandar.” 
 
    Jack was a little unnerved by how similar Mira’s tactics sounded to Pierce’s plan. He nodded, letting one of his hands gently stroke the side of Mira’s face and her soft blonde hair. 
 
    “Alright,” he said. “Just be careful.” 
 
    “Oh, but of course,” she said. “You get plenty of rest. Don’t hesitate to take advantage of your thrall, either. That’s what she’s for.” 
 
    Mira kissed him again and then slipped out through the door, closing it behind her. 
 
    “You aren’t getting any weird ideas, are you?” asked Katie. She’d been silent for Jack’s conversation with Mira, and he faintly remembered the order he’d given her earlier to not speak unless spoken to. He was surprised that she’d stuck to it. 
 
    “Relax,” said Jack. “I still don’t feel strong enough to feed just yet. Maybe in the morning.” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean,” said Katie. 
 
    “Then what do you mean?” 
 
    “When your broodmother’s around,” said Katie. “You act like you trust her. It almost seems like it’s for real, instead of just for the sake of the plan.” 
 
    Jack looked at Katie, letting his eyes linger on hers. Her expression was a mixture of concern and frustration, and a cute pair of vertical wrinkles creased her face just above the freckled bridge of her noise. 
 
    “I do trust her,” said Jack. 
 
    Katie closed her eyes and looked away from him. He trusted Katie, too, more than he could put into words. Enough to tell her the truth, even if it wasn’t what she wanted to hear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    There was no obvious indication of the arrival of morning in the cold, unwelcoming room that Jack and Katie shared for the night. Katie had made a show of dividing the bed with a pillow, and Jack had slept soundly, if more due to his recovering state than because of the lumpy mattress. 
 
    “You should do it now, if you need to,” said Katie. “We might not have the opportunity later today.” 
 
    “Have you taken the potion already?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Obviously,” said Katie. “Come on. Hurry the fuck up. Don’t make it weird.” 
 
    Katie leaned back on one elbow, pulling her hair aside to reveal her neck. She’d slept in her underwear, which was a fact that Jack had only been able to ignore due to his weakened state. She was still in her underwear, and one of the sheets had slipped low enough down to reveal her bra-clad breasts. 
 
    “I might have to take a little more than usual,” said Jack. He straddled her, placing an arm on either side of her body and leaning forward. Katie hadn’t brought up using the handcuffs, and Jack didn’t see a need to remind her. 
 
    “Just… be gentle,” said Katie. 
 
    “I always am,” said Jack. He leaned his face forward, letting his mouth draw near to her neck.  
 
    The image of Babish embracing Katie the night before came to the forefront of his mind. She’d been scared, but Jack had seen something else in her expression, on top of the fear. He wasn’t normally in a position to see Katie’s face when he was feeding off her, but for once, he’d seen it from an outside perspective.  
 
    Her eyes had been fluttering between being open and closed. She’d been biting her lower lip. Arching her back. She’d looked scared, but there had been excitement there, too. Even a hint of arousal, despite the fact that a monster like Babish had been the one about to bite her. 
 
    “Ready?” whispered Jack. 
 
    “I’ve been ready,” hissed Katie. 
 
    “Have you, now?” 
 
    He kissed her neck. Katie shuddered, and one of her hands clenched the side of the mattress. Jack let his fingers trace the length of her bare arm and kissed her neck again. 
 
    “Jesus, Jack,” whispered Katie. “What… what are you doing?” 
 
    “Biting you,” he said. He pressed his fangs against her neck hard enough for her to feel it, but not quite hard enough to pierce the flesh. Katie let out a pleasured gasp. 
 
    He kissed her neck again, then her cheek, then her lips. Katie kissed him back hungrily. Jack had a brief, fleeting thought about the fact that the girl he was kissing was not Ryoko, and only barely managed to pull himself back from the brink. 
 
    He sank his fangs into Katie without giving himself room to wander further astray. She let out a pleasured cry and bucked her hips up into him. It was really hard for Jack to ignore the way that felt, and how open her body was to him. Katie wrapped her legs around Jack as he sipped on her blood, kicking the sheets aside and putting their bare bodies in direct contact. 
 
    The poison had done a number on him, and only by exhausting his reserve of blood essence had he managed to mostly recover overnight. He could feel Katie’s blood restoring his reservoir, filling it up again, one sip at a time. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to take as much as he wanted, and after a couple of seconds, he forced himself to stop. 
 
    Katie shuddered. She took heavy breaths and let her hands run across Jack’s back. He let his body press down on hers, briefly letting a dangerous amount of contact happen between certain parts of their bodies. She stared him, biting her lower lip, and practically daring him with her eyes to try to take it further. To see what would happen. 
 
    And against Jack’s better judgment, he did. He kissed her again, and felt her lips immediately stirring to life against his. Katie all but forced her tongue in his mouth, despite her earlier objections. Jack knew that it was primarily because of the effects of his bite, but he didn’t care. 
 
    He seized Katie by the thighs, sliding her toward the center of the small bed. She let out a tiny, fluttering moan as he groped one of her breasts through her bra. She’d gone to great lengths to take Ryoko’s place on their trip. Jack felt like it was only fair to show her just exactly what that meant. To give her a taste of how he fucked Ryoko on a regular basis. 
 
    He all but tore his boxers off and was in too much of a rush to do more than pull Katie’s panties to the side. He made eye contact with her as he pressed the first few inches of his shaft into her, though Katie’s eyelids were fluttering so much that it almost defeated the gesture. 
 
    There was no soft lead up, or gentle foreplay. Jack thrust deep into her, bottoming out and immediately falling into a fast, punishing pace. Katie let out low moans in time with his movements, and the bed groaned underneath them as its frame was put to the test. 
 
    It sometimes felt to Jack as though their relationship was more antagonistic than friendly. They spent so much time bickering with each other and letting the tension and frustration build. This was a form of release for Jack, and from the way Katie was moaning, he could tell that it was one for her, too. 
 
    He held onto her shoulder with one hand, and the other squeezed one of her buttocks. He gave it to her hard, feeling a strange, intoxicating mixture of emotions. Katie had been the object of his unrequited affection for so long. He felt a little possessive, as though with each rough thrust into her, he was marking his territory. He wanted to bite her again. He wanted to stay in bed all day and repeat the intimate process, over and over again. 
 
    “Oh, god, Jack!” cried Katie. “Oh, fuck!” 
 
    Her legs wrapped around him tightly. Jack pulled her breasts out of her bra and sucked on one of her nipples. Was this just a result of the intense emotions that his feeding on her stirred within her? Was it something more? Could he and Katie finally grow to be something more? 
 
    He let his forehead press against hers as he continued at his punishing pace. She kissed him deeply, sucking on his lower lip as their mouths parted. Jack felt her fingers pressing into his bare shoulders, and then her fingernails scraping skin as she let out a shaky gasp and tensed up, reaching her climax. 
 
    Jack didn’t slow down. He pressed his upper body down onto her, letting his hips find the perfect angle for his own enjoyment. Katie was shuddering, and she almost looked as though she was overwhelmed by his continued sexual onslaught. Jack let his pace build until he was going too fast to hold out, and squeezed her tightly against him as he unloaded. 
 
    They stayed like that for a minute, sweaty and still draped in the aura of early morning. Katie’s hair was a tangled mess, and Jack brushed a few strands of it back from her forehead. She had recovered enough to recompose her expression, and she had a small, wary smile on her face.  
 
    “That was… intense,” she whispered. 
 
    “What can I say?” said Jack, with a shrug. “Morning sex brings out the best in me.” 
 
    Katie didn’t say anything. She made her way over to her luggage and began pulling out a new set of clothes. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting it to go like this,” she said. 
 
    “You came along to play the role of my thrall,” said Jack. “Just pretend that it’s method acting.” 
 
    “Fuck you.” Katie threw her dirty panties at them, but Jack swatted them away in midair. “Aren’t you supposed to be dating Ryoko, anyway? How much does she know about this?” 
 
    Jack chewed his lower lip, picturing Ryoko back home in the mansion. It made him feel guilty to think about her, even though she’d all but told him that she didn’t mind him straying as long as he came back. Things would be different. Once he got back. 
 
    “I’m honest with her,” said Jack. “I’m not keeping any secrets.” 
 
    “Do you think she’s being completely honest about how she feels?” asked Katie. “About whether or not she’s jealous? Because if that’s what you think, then you really don’t know how women work.” 
 
    Jack scowled, but still found it hard to look away as Katie bent over to finish picking out her outfit, still bottomless. 
 
    “Anyway, we should get to work,” said Katie. “No sense in wasting time if it means staying in this godforsaken place any longer than we fucking have to.” 
 
    “Agreed,” said Jack. He sat up on the bed and winced, feeling an ache pound through his head that reminded him of a hangover, except worse. 
 
    “I’m going to see if I can get friendly with some of the other thralls,” said Katie. “They’re heading into town to purchase food this morning. I’m not sure how much they know, but they let their guard down around each other and speak pretty openly.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “Be careful. I guess I’ll start looking around the keep. See if I can find out which section seems the most likely to be where they’ve stashed Zedekiah’s Scepter.” 
 
    “Don’t do anything stupid,” said Katie. She started wiggling into a pair of black sweatpants, the movement causing her bra-clad breasts to jiggle with delicious little movements. 
 
    “Trust me,” said Jack. “I’m trying not to.” 
 
    Katie settled on sweatpants, a white blouse, and a grey zip-up sweatshirt. She hesitated as she approached the door, and Jack could understand why. 
 
    “I can go with you,” he said. “Make sure you reach the other thralls safely.” 
 
    “I don’t need a bodyguard,” said Katie. 
 
    “Really?” he asked. “Even after last night?” 
 
    “It’s daytime,” said Katie. “The vampires will all be asleep.” 
 
    “Not all of them,” said Jack. He frowned, considering if he needed to be as concerned about Vyara as Pierce had seemed the night before. If she was the one who’d tried to poison him, perhaps he needed to be even more concerned. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” said Katie. “I’ll have my phone on me with an emergency text queued up and ready to go if I run into trouble.” 
 
    “Good,” said Jack. “Be careful.” 
 
    Katie nodded, and then slipped out through the door. Jack rested his head back on his pillow, half tempted to sleep in a little later. He was still recovering, but there was also work to be done. 
 
    He dressed slowly, feeling through the extent of the leftover effects of the poison on his body. Moving around wasn’t overly difficult, but Jack doubted that he’d be able to fight at full strength in his current condition. His head also felt light, and his thinking was fuzzier and slower than usual. 
 
    A cart with various breakfast foods had been left waiting outside the room. Jack grabbed an apple and three linked sausages, wolfing the food down as he realized how hungry he was.  
 
    He paused to consider the possibility of the food having been poisoned again before coming to the conclusion that it was a risk he would inevitably have to take. It wasn’t as though he could just forgo eating for the next few days.  
 
    Once he was finished, Jack went to Mira’s room and knocked softly, but she didn’t come to the door. He was content to let her rest, given that she’d been active through the night. 
 
    The Emerald Keep was much quieter during the day than it had been when he’d arrived the previous night, to an almost unnerving extent. A lot of the torches had been allowed to burn themselves out, but the keep had open window slats along its outer walls, which allowed natural illumination to come through in stripes. 
 
    Jack made his way through the ground floor slowly, stopping at each door to get a sense of what was on the other side. It didn’t seem as though any members of the Jade Circle actually slept on the first floor. There were the guest rooms where he and Mira were currently staying, along with the dining hall, several dark and musty storage rooms, and a large training room filled with mannequins and ancient-looking weapon displays. 
 
    He found the stairs in the center of the hallway furthest from the entrance leading to both the upper and lower floors. Jack expected the lower level to be where the vampires slept, as it seemed to flow logically, but a quick canvass of the upper floor revealed the main sleeping quarters.  
 
    Jack cracked open one of the doors, peering into a surprisingly normal-looking room on the other side. The Valerian vampires didn’t sleep in coffins, or on top of stone slabs, or in another fashion that would have fit with the old cliché. They slept in beds, like everyone else. Jack only risked watching the vampire in the room he was spying on for a couple of seconds before returning to the stairs. 
 
    He headed to the lower level next. At a glance, it seemed more active during the day than the rest of the keep, with a few of the hallway torches still burning and providing some much needed illumination. 
 
    There were fewer intersections and offshoot rooms than there had been in the upper keep. The first doorway that Jack came to had a foul smell behind it, even with the door firmly shut. He hoped that whatever he was looking for wasn’t in that direction and continued on. 
 
    The soft sound of a girl’s humming reached him from one of the rooms ahead. Jack slowed to a sneaking pace as he came upon an open doorway. Carefully, without revealing more of himself than he needed to, he peered around the edge of the door and into the chamber on the other side. 
 
    Vyara was standing next to a large stone table, with wide eyes and a smile on her face. Her arms were covered in blood up to the elbows, with streaks of another disgusting, yellow fluid mixed in. She was in the middle of dissecting a corpse, though Jack couldn’t begin to guess what the monstrosity in front of her had once looked like during its time alive. 
 
    It had a dozen or so long arms, but Jack could also see the shape of a human torso. The front of its face was covered in dozens of tiny eyes. At least a few of them appeared to still be moving. 
 
    “What is this…?” muttered Vyara, in a childish, singsong voice. “Oh… and what is this?” 
 
    Jack saw the creature contort slightly as Vyara slid the scalpel up the length of one of its arms, flaying off part of his skin. He had to look away. 
 
    There didn’t appear to be any doors leading elsewhere from within Vyara’s lab, so Jack didn’t feel that bad about moving on. He could see an open archway at the end of the hallway in front of him, though whatever lay inside had not been lit by torches, which gave the appearance of an awaiting abyss of true darkness. 
 
    Jack plucked one of the lit torches off the wall from where he was in the hall and carried it toward the mysterious archway. The hairs on the back of his neck stood up straight as he passed beyond it. He swung the torch in a wide arch, only then discovering that he was in a large, open chamber with two rows of pillars running parallel with the door. 
 
    He walked forward slowly, frowning as he tried to determine what the chamber was used for. It was relatively clean, and he didn’t get the impression that it was an old storage room or an abandoned space. 
 
    Jack extended the torch in front of him, spotting the far wall as his circle of illumination reached out to include it. There was a large, circular engraving on it, as wide in diameter as he was tall, if not a few inches more. The engraving consisted of three concentric circles, each one decorated with strange patterns and writing in a language Jack didn’t understand. At the very center of the engraving was a small indentation. 
 
    He got the distinct sense that the edges of the engraving weren’t just carved lines but the edges of an opening on which the circle might slide forward and back. Jack took another step forward and heard the sound of a metal chain scraping across stone. 
 
    He spun toward the source of the noise, holding his torch out as far as he could without taking a step in that direction. The silence held for long enough to make him aware of his pounding heartbeat. The sound came again, but from another direction, followed by a low, raspy moan. 
 
    Jack didn’t need to move closer to discover what was making it this time. A vaguely humanoid figure stumbled into the range of his torch’s illumination. A chain ran from the nearest pillar to the figure’s leg, and noticing that made his breath catch in his throat. 
 
    Several other forms appeared from the darkness, stumbling toward him. It was easier for him to hear where they were than see them, given how the chains restricting them to the chamber rattled against the stone. They looked almost human, and their odd proportions and staggering gaits matched with an example he could pull from his own memory. 
 
    He was in a room guarded by ghouls. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 19 
 
      
 
    Jack still remembered his first encounter with a ghoul, the undead monsters created through a process of necromancy that most vampires were capable of. He’d fought and killed the ghoul that had once been Bert, not once, but twice, each time requiring him to inflict grievous injuries on the monster to make it go down. 
 
    He could see at least six ghouls stumbling toward him now. Each one was shackled to a pillar, but the chain left enough leeway to allow them to move freely within the chamber. The one nearest to him was already reaching out with its grotesque arms, trying to grasp at whatever had created the disturbance which had awoken them. 
 
    Jack resisted the urge to conjure his Spectral Sword. Fighting the ghouls would risk alerting Vyara to his presence. Even if he managed to be completely silent, the evidence left behind by the mess would remain for Volandar or one of his clan to find later. 
 
    Three of the ghouls were headed toward him now, and two of those three moved eagerly, stomping and swinging their arms as they approached. Jack couldn’t run back by them without veering too close. They’d moved to fill the center of the room, and one on either side cut him off from being able to hug the outer wall. 
 
    He did have a way to get by them, but he disliked what it involved. Lacking any other options, Jack dropped his torch to the stone and snuffed it out, leaving him in the darkness with half a dozen hungry monsters. A small, orange-red afterimage from the torch pulsed in his field of view as he tried to relax and focus on what came next. 
 
    Entering Shadow Form was still a new sensation for Jack. It required him to relax and be aware both of his body and his surroundings, and that was something that he found difficult to do under pressure, especially in his current condition. He had the required blood essence for the spell, but his body was still fatigued from the poison. 
 
    It almost felt like trying to find a word on the tip of his tongue. The scratching of the chains against stone only served to distract him further, and as it drew closer, he felt his heart beating faster and his muscles tensing up. The pressure of needing to cast the spell immediately only made it harder to do. 
 
    Jack heard one of the ghouls let out a wet snarl, and an instant later, something collided with him. He was on the ground, fighting to hold back the monster’s snapping jaws as it attempted to take a bite out of him. He could hear the others moving in the direction of the struggle. If they all piled onto him, he would be dead in seconds. 
 
    He took a few quick breaths and leaned his head forward slightly, pouring his attention inward. He needed this spell. Life or death. Either he made it happen, or he died in that chamber, breaking the promise he’d made to Ryoko to return home. 
 
    That was what did it. Jack let go of his body, letting his physical form dissolve into shadows and darkness, expending some of his blood essence to lubricate the passage. The ghoul that had been on top of him let out a small, surprised grunt. Jack was everywhere and nowhere at once, flowing through the pitch-black shadows of the room. 
 
    He took his time instead of rushing to safety, inspecting the circular doorway once more. There was a mechanism that needed to be triggered for it to unlock, and it seemed to have something to do with the indentation in the center. Jack flowed into it, committing every intricate groove of its shape to memory. 
 
    He finally coalesced near the chamber’s entrance and stepped back out into the torchlit hallway, breathing heavily. His head felt like it was about to explode. Jack had survived the poison, but its effects still hampered him and probably would continue to for days to come. He’d need to be careful when it came to relying on his blood magic. 
 
    Vyara wasn’t in her laboratory when Jack snuck past, and he worried for a moment that she might have caught on to some of the disturbance between him and the ghouls. Jack headed back upstairs and returned to his room. As soon as he was back inside and within its relative safety, he pulled out his phone and typed out a text to send to Katie. 
 
    JACK: Found a strange door guarded by ghouls in the keep’s basement. Think it has to do with artifact. 
 
    A minute went by before his phone vibrated with her response. 
 
    KATIE: Sounds likely. Pierce is with me now. He says to avoid it until we have more information. 
 
    Jack frowned, wondering if he should ask Katie if it was safe for them to be meeting. The more he thought about it, the more anxious it made him, though he knew he was being ridiculous. Katie wasn’t a child, and she was probably smart enough to avoid risking their cover. Probably. 
 
    He stretched out on his bed, feeling his exhaustion catching up with him so quickly that it felt like it had never left in the first place. It only took him a couple of minutes for sleep to seduce him completely. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “You make the cutest faces when you’re napping, my sweet,” whispered Mira. 
 
    Jack mumbled a few words that even he couldn’t understand in response. 
 
    “I’m glad that I caught you alone, though I must say,” whispered Mira, “you get so stifled when you’re around your thrall. It ruins all of my fun.” 
 
    She had climbed into his bed and embraced him from behind. Jack felt his heart beat a little faster as Mira’s hands slid across his chest, under his shirt, and then into his boxers. 
 
    “Oh, what’s this?” whispered Mira. “It’s as though you were expecting me. Or perhaps I caught you in the middle of a pleasant dream.” 
 
    She hugged him tightly, kissing him on the neck as her hand began to make wonderful, soft movements. Jack rolled over, trying to find her lips with his. Mira was more than willing to close the distance. She kissed him passionately and shifted herself on top of him. She was wearing her white nightgown, and a quick brush of his fingers across her butt revealed that it was all she had on. 
 
    “It’s been too long,” said Mira. “Our trysts through the Blood Sight have been nice, but there is something about embracing you in person that really takes me over the edge.” 
 
    She gave him a deep kiss, and Jack felt his desires neatly sliding in to take the place of his drowsiness. He groped at one of Mira’s breasts and flipped her underneath him, which elicited a beautiful, girlish squeal from her lips. He had his boxers down and was rushing to pull her thighs to the side when the room’s door opened, and Katie walked in. 
 
    “One of the thralls mentioned…” Katie trailed off in mid-sentence as she took in the scene. Her expression shifted from surprise to irritation as her eyes flicked back and forth between Jack and Mira. 
 
    “I do believe you need to learn how to knock,” said Mira. 
 
    Jack reluctantly extricated himself from between Mira’s legs and tried to look respectable as he sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Mira,” said Katie, in an annoyed voice. “I would appreciate it if you let me speak with Jack alone for a couple of minutes.” 
 
    “I would appreciate the same from you, as it happens,” said Mira. “If you wouldn’t mind waiting in the hallway while we finish up?” 
 
    Both women looked at Jack, who winced at the situation they’d somehow forced him into. He ran a hand through his hair and exhaled through his teeth. 
 
    “Oh, for heaven’s sake,” sighed Mira, standing up from the bed. “It’s nearing sunset, anyway. We should be getting ready. Volandar told me yesterday that he has something special in store for us tonight.” 
 
    “Something special?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I haven’t the faintest clue what he meant by that,” said Mira. “But I suppose we’ll discover for ourselves, soon enough.” 
 
    She stood up from the bed slowly, making a small show of stretching for Jack before heading for the door. Katie shot daggers at Mira with her eyes as she slipped out through the door, blowing Jack a parting kiss. As soon as the door was shut, Katie redirected her ire toward Jack. 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” said Jack. “She came in while I was sleeping and decided to wake me up in, uh, a sensual manner. It wasn’t exactly like I had a chance to resist.” 
 
    “Right,” said Katie. “I’m sure she forced you into grabbing her boobs and laying on top of her.” 
 
    “She’s right about one thing,” said Jack. “You really do need to learn how to knock.” 
 
    Katie scowled at him and stomped over to her bag.  
 
    “Come on,” she said. “Hurry up and get dressed. The thralls told me that Volandar has planned an early dinner for us tonight, so we have plenty of time for the event.” 
 
    “The event?” asked Jack. “Was that what Mira was talking about?” 
 
    “I think so,” said Katie. “But I’m not sure what it is, either. Whenever I pressed the thralls for details, they got quiet and uncomfortable. More so than they are normally.” 
 
    “Well, that’s reassuring,” said Jack. 
 
    He pulled on a pair of jeans, a t-shirt, and his leather duster, which he finally felt like he could wear openly without angering the fashion gods amongst the equally dated outfits of the vampires.  
 
    “Did Pierce have anything new to say about the situation?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie shrugged. 
 
    “He thinks you’re right about the door,” said Katie. “He wanted me to see if I could get any of the thralls to divulge anything. None of them did. They seem scared about doing anything that might set off one of their masters.” 
 
    “Probably for good reason,” said Jack. “We’ll just have to figure it out ourselves.” 
 
    A knock came at the door. Jack opened it and let Mira inside, who smirked in Katie’s direction. She’d changed into a long-sleeve blouse and jeans and had pulled her hair up into a slightly messy bun. 
 
    “One of Volandar’s thralls brought a message,” said Mira. “We’re to wait for him at his table in the dining hall.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “What are your thoughts? Is this something we need to be on guard for?” 
 
    Mira frowned and folded her arms. She seemed uncharacteristically unsure, and it took her a few seconds to formulate her answer. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said. “We should always be on guard around him. I made an attempt at pressing him into ironing out the details of our alliance last night, and he refused to discuss anything concrete. He said that he wanted a better sense of our capabilities. I would not be surprised if he had a test of some kind prepared for us tonight.” 
 
    Jack nodded. Mira’s thrall, Aiden, joined them outside the room, and the four of them headed down to the dining hall as a group. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 20 
 
      
 
    Only a few members of the Jade Circle were there already, along with their thralls. The soft rule about thralls eating separately apparently did not apply on all nights. Jack wondered if it might have something to do with the test Mira had been speculating about. 
 
    He furrowed his brow when he noticed the food that some of the thralls were bringing out and placing onto the tables. A dozen or more boxes of pizza were stacked on a dining cart, giving off a smell that seemed ridiculously out of place within the antiquated keep. 
 
    Mira led him over to Volandar’s table but signaled for Katie and Aiden to take a seat off to the side with some of the other thralls. Jack and Mira sat down, neither of them helping themselves to the food right away. Instead, they sat patiently, waiting for their host to arrive. 
 
    They weren’t waiting for long. Volandar entered with Vyara trailing a step behind him. Jack tried to keep his reaction from showing on his face as he watched them both make their way over, all too aware of the fact that one of them had very likely poisoned him the previous night. 
 
    “You need not stand on ceremony for me,” said Volandar, as he took a seat. “By all means, go ahead and eat. Our meal tonight will be somewhat truncated.” 
 
    He flashed a sardonic grin and opened the pizza box, taking a slice for himself. Jack hesitated as Volandar slid the pizza over to him and Mira. He waited for Volandar to take a bite before deciding that it was probably fine and helping himself to a piece. 
 
    “Does this have something to do with the surprise you mentioned?” asked Mira. 
 
    “It has everything to do with it,” said Volandar. “But we’ll talk about that in due time.” 
 
    They ate in near silence. Volandar and Vyara carried on a whispered conversation between themselves, but nobody else at the table said much of anything. Jack took stock of the dining hall while he ate. Anticipation bubbled amongst the vampires, who all seemed to be excitedly waiting for what came next. 
 
    “Ah,” said Volandar. “There we are. Our entertainment for the night should be arriving momentarily. If you would follow me, please.” 
 
    “Are you going to tell us what it is?” asked Jack. 
 
    Volandar’s smile had an edge to it that Jack didn’t like. 
 
    “You’ll see, soon enough,” he said. 
 
    Volandar and Vyara led the group, followed by Jack, Mira, Katie, and Aiden. The rest of the vampires, including Babish, to Jack’s dismay, followed a short distance behind them. They headed through the keep’s entrance and stood out on the drawbridge, staring down at the nearby road. 
 
    A large transport truck of the variety used for livestock came to a stop in front of the keep. Jack felt a surge of disgust as he saw a human face poking through one of the open wooden slats along the side. Volandar’s smile grew even broader, and he gestured for a few of his underlings to head over to the truck to unload it. 
 
    “Tonight,” said Volandar. “We shall have a Night Chase.” 
 
    Mira let out a small sigh next to Jack and shook her head slightly. 
 
    “A Night Chase?” asked Jack. “What is that, exactly?” 
 
    “Think of it as a chance for me to see your potential in action,” said Volandar. “The Night Chase is an honored tradition passed down amongst the oldest of our kind, those who came from The Origin.” 
 
    “It’s a hunt,” said Mira, sounding a little ashamed. “A manhunt.” 
 
    “The local towns send us their worst,” said Volandar. “The killers. The cheats. The rapists. A few orphans, here and there. We put them to good use.” 
 
    “And what is that supposed to mean?” asked Jack. 
 
    He already knew, but he needed to hear it said out loud. He needed to confirm that he truly was amongst monsters. 
 
    “We’ll release them into the woods,” said Volandar. “Then we’ll go after them.” 
 
    Babish and another of Volandar’s underlings were already opening the doors on the back of the truck and corralling a group of thirty or forty people out of it. Most of them were adult men and women, and most of them showed signs of hard living. Faded tattoos, missing teeth, disheveled clothing. Most of them, but not all. 
 
    A young girl no older than thirteen or fourteen had to be physically dragged out of the transport truck. She didn’t scream, but with the terrified expression on her face, there was almost no need for it. Babish gestured to her and said something that Jack couldn’t make out, and the group of vampires nearest to him burst out in laughter. 
 
    “This…” Katie was standing alongside Jack, and her body was tense with anger. “You can’t do this. Jack, you can’t let them fucking do this!” 
 
    “Shhhh!” Jack set a hand on her shoulder, hoping that Volandar and Vyara hadn’t overheard her. “Katie…” 
 
    What could he even say to her? Even if he managed to talk his way out of participating in the Night Chase himself, it wasn’t as though Volandar would call the sadistic event off. Jack could make a stand on principle, but to what end? 
 
    “No,” said Katie, pulling her shoulder free from his hand. “Fuck you, Jack, if you think this is okay. Fuck. You.” 
 
    She took a step forward, and Jack had to grab her again. Her hand immediately seized his wrist, and the look she shot him was full of defiance and disgust. 
 
    “Katie,” said Jack. “Head back to our room and wait for me there.” 
 
    He raised his voice, intentionally issuing the command loud enough for Volandar and Mira to overhear. Katie blinked a couple of times, knowing that if she refused him, then and there, it would reveal that she wasn’t actually his thrall. 
 
    Slowly, she walked past Jack and back into the keep. He would have worried about her walking around alone, if not for the fact that most of the vampires appeared to already be outside. Jack watched her disappearing through the entrance and then turned his attention back to Mira and Volandar’s conversation. 
 
    “It seems a bit of a waste,” said Mira. “Why not enthrall these people, instead?” 
 
    “We have enough thralls,” said Volandar. “These are the dregs. They are not suitable to serve in that capacity.” 
 
    “At least a few of them look healthy, fit, and attractive,” said Mira. “Those ones, at least, would make good thralls.” 
 
    Volandar laughed. 
 
    “Oh, Mira,” he said. “You truly are an Orphan. And I don’t mean that as an insult. Just an observation.” 
 
    Mira scowled at him, glancing over at Jack. She immediately seemed to notice the conflict on his face and drew in a little closer to him. 
 
    “Relax,” she whispered. “We don’t have to play this little game by his rules. We’ll catch one or two, perhaps have ourselves a drink, if it’s appropriate, and then turn them loose again. As long as we give Volandar a show using our blood magic, it should suffice.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack, feeling much less convinced. “Sure.” 
 
    Vyara was moving amongst Volandar’s flock, placing something into each person’s hand. She let her overly large eyes lock on to Jack’s as she reached him, pressing several small, orange flags into his palm. 
 
    “What’s this?” he asked. 
 
    “Place them through each body you leave in your wake,” she said. “It will make them easier for our thralls to find and dispose of come morning.” 
 
    Jack resisted the urge to throw the flags as far away from him as he could. He glanced back over at the people about to be hunted. The girl he’d noticed before was looking at him, and for a couple of seconds, they locked eyes. 
 
    There was no sense of pleading in her expression. She had a dull, terrified, and ultimately defeated look on her face. She let her gaze slip from Jack’s, staring at nothing in particular, as though her mind had completely checked out from the situation. 
 
    “You may want to change into any spare clothes you brought with you,” said Volandar. “In case things get messy. We’ll meet back here to begin in ten minutes.” 
 
    Jack walked alongside Mira back into the keep, feeling nearly as numb as the young girl had looked. Mira glanced over at him as they headed toward their rooms. 
 
    “I know this isn’t pleasant for you,” she said. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “What’s the point of any of this?” asked Jack. “Is it worth trying for an alliance with Volandar if he and his clan truly are monsters?” 
 
    “It is,” said Mira. “This is necessary, Jack. Because even if we aren’t monsters in the same way as Volandar, our real enemies will not grant us the distinction. We will be hunted like monsters. By the Order of Chaldea and by others. So we might as well become comfortable amongst them.” 
 
    She took Jack’s hand and gave it a squeeze. He gritted his teeth, still feeling the conflict raging inside of him. They reached their rooms, and Jack frowned when he saw that the door to his had been left open. 
 
    “Katie?” he said, as he entered.  
 
    She wasn’t there. Jack ran a hand through his hair, feeling his heart race as a few scary possibilities filled his mind. Had one of the other vampires abducted her? 
 
    No. He knew where she was. She was waiting, watching, somewhere nearby, and preparing to do something incredibly stupid. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 21 
 
      
 
    “Fuck!” muttered Jack. “Katie, you fucking idiot.” 
 
    He turned around and started toward the door of his room. Mira was blocking the way, with her arms folded. 
 
    “The door to my room was also left open,” she said. “And my revolver is missing.” 
 
    Jack shook his head, feeling his anxiety double as the situation went from bad to worse. 
 
    “It’s Katie,” he said. “She’s—” 
 
    “Not your thrall,” said Mira.  
 
    Jack stared at her, unable to find any words. 
 
    “You ordered her to go back to your room,” said Mira. “If she was actually your thrall, the compulsion would have been enough to keep her here.” 
 
    She stared at him with an unwavering gaze. She didn’t look angry or offended. She looked hurt. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “You’re right. She’s not my thrall. We’re still using the anti-enthrallment potions.” 
 
    “But you agreed to come with me?” said Mira, shaking her head. “I thought… you were finally coming around?” 
 
    “Mira,” said Jack. “You don’t understand.” 
 
    “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t understand. I trusted you, sweet Jack. That’s not something that I do very often anymore. I even thought, for a while, that I’d forgotten how to do it. To really trust someone.” 
 
    Her words struck him like a slap in the face, and he knew he deserved it. But he also knew that he didn’t have time to make an attempt at repairing the damage he’d done. Not unless he wanted everything to go down in flames. 
 
    “I have to go after her,” said Jack. “Mira, I’m sorry. But there’s no time. She’s going to get herself and maybe even the two of us killed if I don’t stop her.” 
 
    “Is there more to this?” asked Mira. “Have you been lying to me about anything else?” 
 
    How was he supposed to answer that? Jack opened his mouth, but couldn’t think of anything to say. He couldn’t find a response. He couldn’t answer her question about his lies with another lie. And in a way, that was an answer in itself. 
 
    Mira took a slow breath and pulled her arms across her body as though she was hugging herself. She blinked, and a single tear slipped from the corner of her eye, leaving a trail as it descended across her pale cheek. 
 
    “Mira…” Jack reached out to put a hand on her shoulder. She disappeared before he could, her body dissolving into the shadows behind her.  
 
    He swore under his breath, feeling torn between trying to find her and explain himself and going after Katie. It wasn’t much of a choice. Mira wouldn’t let him find her if she didn’t want to be found. At least with Katie, he could make an attempt. 
 
    Jack sprinted down the hallway. His feet pounded out a rhythm against the stone, and his leather duster trailed behind him like a cape. Outside the keep, the rest of the vampires were already taking off into the surrounding forest in pursuit of the humans, who had apparently been given their head start already. 
 
    Volandar nodded approvingly as Jack stormed by him, obviously mistaking the purpose behind his haste. Vyara watched him with those oversized, curious eyes, and it made him worry that she might decide to try to follow him. He didn’t have time to take any counter measures if she did. 
 
    Jack broke into the forest at a dead sprint, ignoring his body’s pains and the fuzzy feeling it brought to his head. He almost immediately discovered that trying to move that fast through the trees was a bad idea as a sharp branch slashed a cut into his cheek. He slowed down and took a breath, feeling the cool air resonate with the thin layer of sweat he’d earned from his exertions. 
 
    The forest was quiet, despite the chaos currently taking place within it. The sounds of the wind whistling through the grass and the rattling of leaves and branches served as background noise for the occasional scream from one of the humans being hunted. Or the occasional laugh from a vampire as they gained on their target. 
 
    He forced himself to move slowly and quietly, entering the mindset of a hunter despite having no interest in the hunt itself. He needed to find Katie as soon as possible. He sincerely doubted that any of the vampires who managed to catch up with her would care if she was technically supposed to be his thrall, in the heat of the moment. She was in as much danger as any of the other humans. 
 
    Jack pushed forward, fighting his anxiety as he considered the difficulty of the task he was taking on. He had no idea where to even begin looking for her, and it wasn’t as though she even wanted to be found. 
 
    He did have one option, however. The fact that he’d bitten Katie before allowed him to access her through the Blood Sight. Jack pushed forward and pressed his back to a nearby tree. He took a breath, trying to force calm in the place of his roiling emotions. 
 
    It was tough, and even just attempting to channel the amount of blood essence he needed for the spell served as an instant reminder of his weakened state. He forced himself to focus harder and closed his eyes. Katie wasn’t far from him. He caught a glimpse of her in the woods, clutching Mira’s pistol tightly in both hands and moving quietly. 
 
    Someone let out a roar from nearby. Jack felt a surge of panic as he watched Katie, oblivious to the danger, continuing forward. Then the scene dissolved in an instant as something slammed into the side of his head. 
 
    He was the one who’d fallen victim to the ambush, and he’d been too busy trying to see through his Blood Sight to make the slightest attempt at defending himself. Jack’s eyes refocused to the dark. He was on the ground, flat on his back. Someone was standing over him, shouting words in a language he didn’t understand and lifting a large wooden club up to strike him a second time. 
 
    He rolled out of the way just as the attack came down. Stumbling to his feet, he held up a hand, trying to use his body language to disengage from the fight. His attacker was a man, not a vampire. He was tall, with a muscular build and tattooed arms, and he didn’t look like he was going to listen to reason. 
 
    The man snarled and hurled himself forward, swinging the club in a powerful arc toward Jack’s head. Jack ducked under it and tried to throw his shoulder into the man’s chest. He ended up taking an elbow to the face instead. 
 
    “Hey!” shouted Jack. “Stop! I don’t want to fight you!” 
 
    His opponent couldn’t understand him, and even if he could have, Jack doubted that he would have believed him. He hopped out of the way of another attack, recognizing that what he’d thought was a wooden club was really just a large tree branch.  
 
    Jack conjured his Spectral Sword and neatly sliced the branch in half as the man brought it down for another strike. The man let out a shout of surprise and stumbled backward. Jack let his sword dissolve into shadow and also took a step back, hoping the encounter would end there. The fight wasn’t fair, even though he was still weakened by the poison. He had no interest in defeating a terrified opponent with a makeshift weapon in a hopeless situation. 
 
    The man stayed where he was. Jack nodded to him slowly and backed off further. He was about to turn around and start searching for Katie again when the man grunted and charged him at a full sprint. 
 
    He felt a mixture of pity and frustration. He couldn’t imagine how desperate and scared the man must be, given his circumstances. But he also couldn’t waste any more time if he wanted to find Katie before she landed herself in trouble. 
 
    Jack lashed out with an open hand, striking the man in the temple with the bony edge of his palm. The man dropped to the ground instantly, jerking once before slipping unconscious. Jack turned to leave, then hesitated. He quickly kicked as many fallen leaves on the man’s body as he could, mostly obscuring him from view. 
 
    “If you can hear me,” said Jack, “then stay where you are. Stay hidden. Wait until daylight, and then you’ll be safe.” 
 
    He turned and hurried deeper into the forest without looking back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 22 
 
      
 
    Jack had seen a single landmark when he’d reached out to Katie with the Blood Sight. She was near the edge of a clearing, with an old, shoddy barn at its center. There had been a dirt road leading off from it. He’d seen that same road on their way to the Emerald Keep, and knew that it meant that she was somewhere north of where he was. 
 
    It wasn’t much to go off, but it gave him a general sense of direction. He hurried through the dark forest, giving a wide berth to the screams he heard in the distance. Trying to help anyone else would only slow him down, as would ending up in another fight with a desperate person. 
 
    Jack pushed past a tree branch and almost ran directly into a hunched over figure. He took a step back, noticing that there were actually two, one crouched over the other. One feeding off the other. 
 
    The vampire glanced up at Jack. It was a woman, and her lips and cheeks were smeared with blood and bits of loose flesh. She flashed a smile at him, revealing her crimson-stained teeth. 
 
    “You should hurry,” she whispered. “There’s always fewer females than males. You don’t want to end the chase without getting a taste.” 
 
    Jack felt a surge of revulsion, along with pity for her victim. But there was nothing he could do to help. He turned away from the scene just as a high-pitched, feminine scream came from nearby. A teenage girl’s scream. 
 
    It had to be the one he’d seen at the start. Jack had no doubt that she was the one who Katie would want to save the most. He took off through the trees, moving as fast as he could while dodging branches. 
 
    He reached a small clearing with a massive boulder at the center of it, and he found what he’d been looking for. Katie was with there, along with the girl. The girl was struggling, trying to pull away, while Katie was desperately trying to get her to calm down and be quiet. Jack took the last step out of the trees and in their direction. Katie whirled toward the noise, letting go of the girl in order to aim her stolen gun at him. 
 
    “Katie,” said Jack, raising his arms. “It’s me.” 
 
    She didn’t lower the gun. And why would she? Jack had seen that expression on her face before, the last time Katie had seen his darkness. It wasn’t about whether she could trust him or not. It was about what Jack was and what precautions were fair to take with a monster during the middle of a dark, haunted night. 
 
    The girl let out a scream behind Katie and took off. Katie swore under her breath and glanced back and forth between Jack and the direction the girl had gone in. 
 
    “You aren’t going to try anything, are you?” asked Katie. 
 
    “I’ll try to salvage the mess you’ve made,” said Jack. “Let’s just pretend that’s what you meant by that question.” 
 
    “Fuck you, Jack,” said Katie. “I couldn’t just stand by and watch.” 
 
    And the fact that it seemed like Jack could, from her perspective, was probably why she still had the gun pointed at him, he realized. 
 
    “She’s going to get herself killed if we don’t go after her,” said Jack. “You can bring her to safety once we find her. I won’t stop you, but I also won’t let you risk your life by doing it alone.” 
 
    “Vampire knight in shining fucking armor,” said Katie, rolling her eyes. “Fine. We don’t have time to argue about it.” 
 
    She lowered the revolver and took off after the girl. Jack followed at a jogging pace. It would have been hard to find the girl in the dark, if not for the obvious path she’d left through the woods. Broken branches, imprints of her knees in the dirt from spots where she’d tripped… 
 
    It was easy to follow, and they followed it straight to where she’d been found. 
 
    Babish stood in front of a fallen tree with the girl in his clutches. He had one arm wrapped across her shoulder diagonally, ensuring that she couldn’t break free and giving him an easy position to sink his fangs in from. He glanced up as he heard Jack and Katie approaching, flashing an evil smile.  
 
    “I’m surprised you’d bring your thrall with you on a Night Chase,” said Babish. “Though clearly it means that you won’t be needing this one. She is a wonderful specimen. Pretty, delicate… and that smell…” 
 
    He pressed his nose into the girl’s hair and inhaled, eliciting a shudder out of her. 
 
    “Jack,” hissed Katie. “Please. We have to do something.” 
 
    She was right. Jack had to do something. The question was what. Attacking Babish and attempting to save the girl would be foolhardy, at best. It could snuff out the alliance between Mira and Volandar before it was ever official. It could potentially lead to Jack’s own death, along with Katie, if Volandar decided to hold him accountable. And he did have a choice. 
 
    Jack could grab Katie and get her out of there. He was stronger than she was, and anyone who heard her shouting would just assume that it was part of the Night Chase. Was it fair for him to risk everything for the sake of a teenage girl that he didn’t know? A girl that was as good as dead, anyway? 
 
    “Let her go, Babish,” said Jack. “She isn’t yours.” 
 
    “Oh, I was hoping you’d say that.” Babish’s smile grew even wider. “Now, I can kill you and have both of them.” 
 
    He threw the girl aside. No sooner than she’d hit the ground did Katie unload with the revolver, firing three bullets in quick succession. 
 
    They all struck true, and Babish reacted to each one, but he didn’t go down. He let out a low groan and straightened his shoulders, shrugging off the damage in a literal sense. Katie had explained to him once that regular bullets were ineffective against vampires, and Jack had survived worse salvos of bullets before. But seeing it from an outside perspective was a little more unnerving. 
 
    “Pathetic,” muttered Babish. “You’re barely worth my time.” 
 
    He exploded forward at Jack, and the real fight began. Jack pushed Katie away from him, not wanting to leave Babish with an opportunity to take a human shield, if he could help it. Babish slammed a fist into Jack’s chest, and he went flying. 
 
    There was a thick tree trunk directly behind Jack, which kept him from going too far. He felt his head impact against the hard wood with enough force to give a normal human a concussion. For him, it was barely enough to make his vision waver, though it did make him aware of how ragged his body still was after his poisoning. 
 
    He took a staggering step forward and raised his arms to block Babish’s next strike. It was a feint, and Babish punched him in the stomach instead. Jack retaliated with a quick jab to Babish’s chin, but the Valerian vampire dodged out of the way easily. 
 
    They circled each other, both surveying their surroundings without glancing entirely away. Babish had an advantage in that he didn’t have to care about Katie or the teenage girl. Jack’s positioning was as much oriented to keep Babish from having a direct path to either of them as it was to maneuver for an advantage in the fight. 
 
    Jack shifted onto the offense, launching a quick salvo of punches which he followed with a kick to the leg. Babish smiled as he blocked each of the blows. It was so different from his fight with the man wielding the branch, and the consequences for him losing would extend beyond just himself. 
 
    He left himself open with a punch that went a little wide, and Babish seized the advantage. Jack felt a fist slam into the side of his temple and his jaw. He tasted his own blood as he fell to the ground, and Babish kicked him hard in the ribs and then the groin. The pain was as bad as anything he’d experienced before. 
 
    He tried to rise to his knees. Babish grabbed him by the neck and scooped him into the air as though he was a child. Jack gasped for breath, clawing at Babish’s hand as he felt the grip tighten and begin to squeeze close his windpipe. 
 
    “You’re weak,” said Babish. “That’s the worst thing one of our kind can be. You have no instinct for killing.” 
 
    Killing. The word echoed in Jack’s head. He hadn’t been trying to kill Babish, and that was where he’d gone wrong. Babish tossed him back, throwing him into a thick section of bramble bushes and laughing as Jack tried to contort away from their jagged, needling points. 
 
    He needed to kill Babish. It wasn’t as simple as defeating him in a fight, as his opponent was not going to surrender under any circumstance. Jack took a breath and gathered his blood essence for a spell. He conjured his Spectral Sword, whipping the ethereal blade in a quick cut to clear the space nearby of brambles. 
 
    “Go ahead and cast your spells, blood mage,” said Babish. “They’ll do nothing for you.” 
 
    Babish hurled himself forward as soon as Jack was on his feet, clearly hoping he could get within the effective range of Jack’s sword. Jack cast another spell, unleashing a Spectral Hand tendril from his palm and wrapping it around Babish’s ankle. He gave it a jerking pull to the side, neatly tripping the enemy vampire. 
 
    Babish was only on the ground for an instant, but it was long enough to give Jack an opening to fly forward. He sliced downward with the sword, missing Babish’s shoulder by less than an inch. Babish punched him in the ribs and attempted to grab Jack’s head with his other hand. Jack’s sword came up into one of the Kendo blocks he’d practiced, almost taking Babish’s hand off. 
 
    “You’re still slow,” said Babish. “You don’t know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Jack felt a cold smile spread across his lips. For once, Babish was wrong. He knew exactly what he was doing. 
 
    He only had so much blood essence available, given how long it had been since he’d fed on Katie that morning. He let himself focus on his surroundings, entering the calm state he needed to utilize Shadow Form. Babish let out a snarl as Jack evaporated into the darkness. He threw a punch into the empty space where he’d just been. 
 
    “Coward!” shouted Babish. “Show yourself! Fight with honor, you stupid—” 
 
    Jack materialized behind Babish and slammed his Spectral Sword through the vampire’s back. He let his hand settle onto Babish’s shoulder as he slowly pulled the ethereal blade out, inch by inch. 
 
    “You’re right about one thing,” whispered Jack. “There is no honor in killing. It’s all about instinct.” 
 
    Babish let out a bloody gurgle and fell to his knees. He clutched at his stomach where the blade had come out in front. Blood continued to gush from the open, unreachable wound in his back. 
 
    “This won’t kill me!” shouted Babish. “I’ll heal. And when I do, your bitch thrall will be who I’ll take revenge on first.” 
 
    Jack wrapped his fingers through Babish’s hair. The vampire tried to lash out with his hands and claw at him. He leaned out of the way and whipped his Spectral Sword in a hard, cleaving strike. It barely slowed down as it went through Babish’s neck. 
 
    Killing was all about instinct. It was messy and oftentimes chaotic. But the space left in the wake of a fresh death was something that Jack enjoyed. He felt guilty at how much he enjoyed it. Guilty at how much pleasure it brought to know that Babish would never bother him, or anyone else, again. Guilty at how soothing it was to look down at the freshly spilled blood, the unmoving body, and the severed head. It wasn’t clean, but in a way, it was as neat as anything could be. 
 
    Katie and the teenage girl were watching him. Jack let his Spectral Sword dematerialize and wiped his bloody hands off on his leather duster. 
 
    “Get her to safety,” muttered Jack. “If you can. But be careful, and don’t let any of the vampires get near you.” 
 
    Katie had that look on her face again. The one that made Jack feel like the monster that he probably was. But this time, she was trying to force it back. Trying not to react to the horrible thing he’d just done, probably because she knew that it was necessary, this time. She probably also knew that he’d done it for both their sakes, even if he’d enjoyed it. 
 
    She took the girl by the elbow and pulled her off into the forest without looking back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 23 
 
      
 
    Jack stared down at Babish’s bloody body and severed head. It was a little unnerving how quickly Babish had gone from being a person to being just a mess to clean up. And he would have to clean it up, or at least hide the incriminating pieces. 
 
    “You fought well,” came a voice, from behind him. A voice Jack recognized. He swore under his breath and turned around to find Vyara staring at him amidst the trees. Her huge eyes looked like tiny, bottomless pits, and her face was completely expressionless. 
 
    “He attacked me,” said Jack. 
 
    “You gave him a reason to,” said Vyara. “This death… was not in the spirit of the Night Chase.” 
 
    “The spirit of the Night Chase?” Jack shook his head and let out a dark chuckle. “Chasing after innocent people? Trying to inspire as much terror as you can?” 
 
    “They… are not all innocent,” said Vyara. “Are you going to try to kill me?” 
 
    “What would be the point of killing you?” asked Jack. 
 
    Several more vampires stepped out of the nearby forest, moving to encircle him. Jack sensed the instant when they’d effectively cut off his escape. He’d passed up on his only chance to get away, and he wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because he would be as good as dead, anyway, if he failed to follow his role in Pierce’s plan to fruition. 
 
    “My father would speak with you,” said Vyara.  
 
    “Speak with me?” asked Jack. “Or execute me?” 
 
    “Speak with you,” repeated Vyara. 
 
    More rustling came from the nearby trees, and another vampire appeared, dragging Katie along by the arm. She caught Jack’s eye for a moment and gave a small nod, assuring him that at the very least, the girl had managed to escape. Jack exhaled, feeling a small amount of his nervous tension release. At least he hadn’t taken a stand and killed Babish for no reason. 
 
     “Fine,” said Jack. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He tried to stay as close to Katie as he could as the two of them were escorted back to the Emerald Keep. As soon as they were across the drawbridge, Vyara and the vampires around Jack immediately pulled him off in a different direction. 
 
    “Hey!” he said. “I’m not leaving my thrall alone!” 
 
    “Do not worry,” said Vyara. “They will place her in your room.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t exactly reassured, after dealing with Babish and getting a sense of how often the vampires in Volandar’s flock seemed to take what they wanted. But he didn’t have a say in the matter. He tried to keep himself focused as Vyara led him up the stairs to the second floor. 
 
    Volandar was waiting for them in the hallway. He smiled at Jack, though there was a cold and hollow element to the expression. Volandar gestured to the door next to him, opening it and waiting while the vampires escorting Jack roughly pushed him through. 
 
    He’d been expecting a jail cell, but the regal décor of the room that greeted him was about as far away from that as he could have imagined. Volandar followed him in, closing the door firmly behind the two of them after a few minutes of hushed conversation with Vyara. 
 
    “Have a seat, Jack,” said Volandar. He gestured to a small sitting table near the side of the room. A bottle of wine and two goblets were already set out on top of it. 
 
    Jack lowered himself into the chair, frowning as he took stock of the space. A couple of bookshelves lined the walls, along with a small, mostly empty wine rack. The room looked more like a private reading room than anything that seemed in line with what a vampire would need. 
 
    Or was it? Volandar wasn’t an animal. He wasn’t Babish, enslaved by his impulses. He was a vampire, sure, but so was Jack. 
 
    “Vyara tells me that you killed Babish,” said Volandar. “Is that true?” 
 
    Jack didn’t see anything to gain in lying. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. 
 
    “Why?” asked Volandar. 
 
    He didn’t have anything to gain in lying, but perhaps he did have something to lose. Telling the truth about why he’d stopped Babish from treating the teenage girl as his own personal feast would reveal too much. It would make him seem weak, or at the very least, bad at controlling his “thrall.” Which, he had to admit, he was. 
 
    “I’d caught one of the participants of the Night Chase,” said Jack. “A teenage girl who had a nice scream. She managed to slip away from me, and Babish tried to steal her for himself.” 
 
    “There are no official rules to the Night Chase,” said Volandar. “He didn’t do anything wrong. She was not yours just because you saw her first.” 
 
    “Babish said something similar,” said Jack. “I said something back. And the situation got violent.” 
 
    He tried to shrug as casually as he could. The last thing he wanted to do was let Volandar know that he was afraid. And he was afraid, more for Katie and Mira than for himself. He’d put their lives into Volandar’s hands through his own carelessness. There were a dozen choices he could have made along the way that would have led to a different outcome. 
 
    “So you killed him.” Volandar flashed another ambiguous smile and let out a low chuckle. “He was strong. Not the strongest vampire who serves me, but capable. Full of potential. Not unlike you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I appreciate the comparison,” said Jack. “Babish was erratic. I didn’t kill him. I put him down.” 
 
    He felt his heart pounding in his chest. He needed to present at least a veneer of strength. He needed to leave Volandar wondering if he had something up his sleeve. 
 
    “You’re spirited,” said Volandar. “I do like that. Your father has… similar personality tendencies. He’s unpredictable these days. Just like you.” 
 
    Jack hated Volandar for bringing up his dad. It was not what he needed to be thinking about under the circumstances, but he could already feel the foolish hope of potentially discovering the truth of what had happened to him sapping away at his resolve. 
 
    “Do you still want to know about your father?” asked Volandar. “Or have you changed your mind? Do you think I’m lying to you?” 
 
    “To be honest, I don’t know what to think,” said Jack.  
 
    “Then let me tell you a story,” said Volandar. “We’ll come back to the topic of your patronage later. But for now, let me tell you about how I was, when I was around your age. As a vampire, that is. I was in my thirties when I received the Embrace.” 
 
    Volandar leaned back in his chair. He noticed the wine on the table, and quickly poured some into each of their goblets. Jack waited for Volandar to take a sip before trusting that his own probably wasn’t poisoned. 
 
    “I lived a double life,” said Volandar. “I was a reserve sergeant in the United States Army. This was back after the First World War, mind you. It was a different time, back then, but even still, vampires were hunted and hated. I had to be careful. 
 
    “I didn’t lack for victims. I lived on a military base, just outside of a major city, and I always went outside of my own area to feed. More often than not, I waited until I almost couldn’t bear the bloodthirst. I was ashamed of what I was in those days, and it was almost my undoing.” 
 
    Volandar smiled and tapped his fingers on the table. He shot his eyebrows up at Jack. 
 
    “Have you ever drained a victim before, Jack?” he asked. 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “It leaves a… very interesting style of corpse,” said Volandar. “After a while, the local police chief began to catch on. His name was Michael, and one evening, I paid him a visit in his home. 
 
    “Michael was a smart man. He and I were able to come to an arrangement. At his suggestion, I began leaving clues on my victims. Tiny little things, notes, scraps of torn clothing, cufflinks. Bits of evidence that pointed toward specific people. Those clues let Michael hunt down the criminals he couldn’t otherwise capture, and in return, he made sure that I was never put under any real pressure.” 
 
    Volandar sighed and shook his head, letting the silence build. 
 
    “All through my life since then, I’ve looked for Michaels,” said Volandar. “People, who for one reason or another, I can enter into mutually beneficial agreements with. Jack… you are like Michael. We can help each other. Truly, we can.” 
 
    Jack didn’t say anything. The way Volandar was continuing to court him as an ally felt wrong, especially after what he’d done to Babish. 
 
    The worst part was that it was working. He wanted to know what Volandar could tell him about his father, and given how the situation seemed to be on the cusp of collapsing, it felt as though it was now or never. 
 
    “We are a dying breed, Jack,” said Volandar. “Individually, we are strong, but as a supernatural race, vampires are weak. We aren’t the warlords and tyrants anymore, not as we were a millennium ago. It’s part of the reason why I returned to The Origin. It should be the most compelling reason for you and Mira to both join with me.” 
 
    “Tell me about my father,” said Jack, “and you’ll have yourself an ally.” 
 
    The words felt damning, though he wasn’t sure why. Volandar seemed to be treating him fairly, even after what had happened with Babish. But something felt off about it. 
 
    “Were it still that easy,” said Volandar. “No, Jack. I need more from you than just that. From my discussions with Mira, it’s become clear that she… is not like Michael was. Not like you are.” 
 
    Jack tried to control his expression as he bristled at the characterization. 
 
    “I don’t mean to offend you by saying that,” said Volandar. “I just mean to say that you are in a position to help me. What I need from you is to convince Mira to swear herself to my cause. I want her to take a blood oath in my name. I want you to tell Mira that if she does not do this, I’ll allow one of those who mourns for Babish to issue a death challenge against you.” 
 
    Jack frowned and shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t know what that means,” he said. “Blood oath? Death challenge? You’re going to have to—” 
 
    Volandar exploded forward in a rush of movement, leaning over the table and slamming his hand into Jack’s neck. He stood up, lifting Jack into the air as easily as a person might carry a kitten by the scruff of its fur. Except his grip was crushing Jack’s windpipe. 
 
    “Jack,” said Volandar. “Don’t ask questions. Be like Michael. Do you understand?” 
 
    Jack couldn’t breathe, let alone answer. He tried to focus and channel his blood essence, but the fight with Babish had already exhausted him. He could already feel the panic setting in as his body tried and failed to muster a desperate response. His consciousness began to slip away, the blackness and terror taking him somewhere new. 
 
    Then he was on the ground, gasping and coughing. Volandar finished his own goblet of wine and then began sipping on Jack’s. He shouted something toward the door, and Vyara entered. 
 
    “Take him back to his room,” said Volandar. “Remember, Jack. Be like Michael. For your sake. For Mira’s sake. And for your thrall’s sake.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 24 
 
      
 
    Volandar’s threat echoed in Jack’s head as he followed Vyara back downstairs. He silently cursed himself for all the mistakes he’d made that had led to his current circumstances. This wasn’t the same as being the sole vampire on Lestaron Island. He wasn’t the predator here, or at least if he was, he’d recently been shackled. 
 
    Mira was waiting for him in the hallway outside his room. She was frowning slightly, and her arms were folded over her breasts. It was hard for Jack to meet her gaze without feeling the weight of the guilt he harbored for lying to her.  
 
    “Mira,” he said. “I need to talk to you.” 
 
    Mira glanced over at Vyara, who shrugged her shoulders stiffly. 
 
    “Do not attempt to flee…” said Vyara, in her weird intonation. “You will be restricted to this floor of the keep until my father… decides what to do.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “Thanks for letting me know.” 
 
    Vyara drew in close to Jack as she continued down the hall, inhaling through her nose and thoroughly creeping him out. Mira waited until she’d disappeared around the corner before looking at Jack again. 
 
    “Let’s speak inside my room,” she said, stiffly. “Yours has your thrall in it, and I’m not interested in hearing her input.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “I know the feeling.” 
 
    He followed Mira into her room. It was basically the same as the one he shared with Katie, except with slightly nicer-looking sheets on the bed. Aiden was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “We should probably talk about what happened before, first,” said Jack. “About how Katie isn’t really my thrall.” 
 
    “If by we, you mean you, then I agree,” said Mira. Her tone was cold, and her expression was even colder. Jack felt like a fool for abusing her trust, especially after the way things had gone during the Night Chase. It was time for him to come clean. 
 
    “I had an ulterior motive for agreeing to come here with you,” said Jack. “As you probably guessed. A few members of the Order of Chaldea know about me, Mira. One of them… wants me to help steal an artifact that’s supposedly located within the Emerald Keep.” 
 
    “You didn’t feel the need to trust me with this?” said Mira. “From the sounds of it, you’re being blackmailed. And you, being the stupid, foolish boy that you are, thought the best course of action was to go along with it?” 
 
    “I didn’t know how you’d react,” said Jack. “And it’s not just about me. Katie would be in trouble too if I hadn’t agreed to this.” 
 
    Mira glared at him. Jack had only seen her like this once before, and they’d still been enemies at the time. He ran a hand through his hair, knowing that there was nothing he could say to salvage the situation. 
 
    “So you thought you’d take advantage of my trust,” said Mira. “I presume that if I hadn’t discovered the truth about your ‘thrall,’ you would have continued this farce?” 
 
    “Mira, please,” said Jack. “I’m sorry. I really am.” 
 
    “I’ve heard those words so many times before,” said Mira. “From you, and from Peter. You’re an echo of who he was, in so many ways.” 
 
    There was a sharp, reprimanding tone in her voice, though it sounded like it was meant as much for his grandfather as it was for him. Jack exhaled through his teeth and tried to step closer to her. Mira shot him a sharp glance that made him stop in place. 
 
    “There’s more,” he said. “During the Night Chase, I killed Babish.” 
 
    “So I heard,” said Mira. 
 
    “Volandar is trying to use me to get what he wants from you,” said Jack. “I’m not sure what he meant, though. He said he wants you to swear something called a blood oath to him? And if you don’t, he’ll let a death challenge be issued against me.” 
 
    Mira’s expression darkened. She massaged her temples with her fingers and gave a small shake of her head. 
 
    “Perhaps we’re both fools,” she whispered. “I suspected he’d try something like this, but I’d thought… I’d hoped that this time could be different. It’s very likely that he engineered this situation, my sweet Jack. He probably pushed Babish to take an aggressive approach with you, knowing that this would be the outcome.” 
 
    “What does it mean?” asked Jack. “I can guess at what a death challenge is, but what’s a blood oath?” 
 
    She walked over and sat down on the bed. Jack resisted the urge to sit down next to her, but only just barely. 
 
    “The death challenge is what it sounds like,” said Mira. “Volandar is threatening to let one of the members of the Jade Circle force you into a duel to the death. A duel that you would almost certainly lose.” 
 
    “I managed to kill Babish,” said Jack. “I think I could handle another Valerian vampire.” 
 
    “Babish was one of the weaker members of Volandar’s flock,” said Mira. “No, he would have someone capable issue the challenge. Someone who you wouldn’t stand a chance against, my sweet thing.” 
 
    She glanced up at him. There was still irritation in her expression, but it was mixed with the genuine concern that Jack so often saw her directing his way. 
 
    “Volandar wants me to swear a blood oath to him,” said Mira. “It’s a ritual spell rarely used amongst modern day vampires. It would, in essence, grant him the same control over me that I have over my thralls.” 
 
    “What?” Jack scowled and shook his head. “That’s insane. There’s no telling what he might force you to do if you take that route.” 
 
    “No,” said Mira. “There isn’t. Volandar… is a man of his word, however. The one thing that I am reasonably certain of is that he would spare your life in exchange for my servitude.” 
 
    “You’re not actually considering it, are you?” asked Jack.  
 
    Mira didn’t say anything. He was a little surprised by how much her silence upset him. They’d been enemies before, and lovers, but most importantly, she’d become his friend. He didn’t want to lose her, and he especially didn’t want to see her sacrifice herself for his sake. It wasn’t something he could live with. 
 
    “You and your grandfather,” sighed Mira. “I wish I could adequately describe the way you make me feel. You stupid, foolish boy.” 
 
    “Mira,” said Jack. “Let me face the death challenge. It’s a better option than having you sacrifice your freedom. I’m strong. I’ll win.” 
 
    Mira smiled slightly, the first one Jack had seen from her in a while. She gave him a complicated look. 
 
    “I’m uncertain about what to do,” said Mira. “Or if anything even needs to be done. This is your mess, dearest Jack. Perhaps I’m just being naïve in trying to clean up for you.” 
 
    She stood up and walked over to the door. A couple of seconds passed after she’d opened it until Jack finally took the hint and realized that she was politely asking him to leave. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said, as he walked out. “And you’re right. This is my mess, Mira.” 
 
    She didn’t meet his eye as she closed the door. 
 
    The hallway was deceptively empty outside the room. Jack knew that he probably wouldn’t make it much further than around the corner if he tried to run. He took a breath, fighting off a shiver of claustrophobia at being trapped within the moldy, ruined keep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 25 
 
      
 
    Jack opened the door to the room he and Katie shared and froze when he noticed that she wasn’t alone. She was sitting on the bed next to Pierce, and the two of them were talking in quiet, serious voices. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” hissed Jack. He hurried to close the door behind him. 
 
    Pierce smiled and gave an animated shrug. 
 
    “I’m trying to salvage the situation,” said Pierce. “I’ve already heard the details from Katherine and a few of the chattier thralls.” 
 
    Jack ran a hand through his hair. He wasn’t a fan of Pierce’s attitude oftentimes, but having him around right now could be useful. 
 
    “Volandar is using the threat of the death challenge to pressure Mira,” he said. “But that goes out the window if I can manage to win. Any chance you still have that sunstone on you?” 
 
    Pierce winced. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I haven’t gotten a chance to charge it since our little scuffle,” he said. “It’s a very temperamental toy. As the name would suggest, it needs a lot of time out in the sun in between usages.” 
 
    “That’s too bad,” said Jack. He tried not to let how much that disappointed him show on his face. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be wise for you to pull out something like that, anyway,” said Pierce. “It would cause damage against a Valerian vampire, but it would also strip you of your abilities. Oh, and of course, Volandar would likely murder you immediately just for possessing it.” 
 
    “Right.” Jack took a slow breath. He glanced over at Katie, but she wouldn’t hold his gaze for longer than an instant. She looked uncomfortable, but there was resolve in her expression. 
 
    “Besides,” said Pierce. “The death challenge, as grisly of a predicament as it is for you to have gotten yourself into, poses an opportunity for us. All of the vampires will be there, watching on. Including Volandar and his Mithridian daughter.” 
 
    Footsteps sounded from outside the room, moving along the hallway and echoing against stone. Jack froze and held his breath as someone passed by the door and kept going. 
 
    “This is helpful,” he said. “But you could have texted it along. Coming here in person so often is suicidal, Pierce.” 
 
    “I have my ways,” said Pierce. “It was also necessary. I’m also here to get Katherine to safety.” 
 
    Katie fidgeted on the bed. She seemed unwilling to offer much to the conversation, and it reminded Jack a little of the way she’d take a step back whenever he was dealing with her ex-fiancé, Bruce. 
 
    “Katie isn’t in danger,” said Jack. “Well, at least not that much. And I need to have a thrall here with me, for appearances and for practicality’s sake.” 
 
    “Jack…” Katie said, in a soft voice. 
 
    “She’ll… be in danger after the death challenge,” said Pierce. 
 
    It took Jack a couple of seconds to realize his implication. 
 
    “Why, because I’ll be dead?” he said. “You’re assuming that I’ll lose?” 
 
    “Do you think you’ll win, Jack?” asked Pierce. “Are you willing to bet Katherine’s life on it, along with your own? She’ll be an orphaned thrall in the aftermath, at least to the eyes of Volandar’s flock. One of them will claim her, and… it won’t be pretty.” 
 
    “Are you planning on getting her out of here?” asked Jack.  
 
    “I’m planning on finding Zedekiah’s Scepter,” said Pierce. “Given that we already know about the door it’s likely behind, the distraction of your death challenge will provide the perfect cover.” 
 
    “So that’s a no, then?” asked Jack. “You really expect me to trust that you’ll be able to keep her safe while leading her even deeper into the keep?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Pierce. “I trusted you to do the same, almost against my better judgment. You’re a nightwalker, dangerous to yourself and those around you. Hell, I—” 
 
    “Enough!” snapped Katie. “I don’t need the two of you arguing over who can protect me better. Jack, this makes sense. It really does.” 
 
    “Why?” asked Jack, trying to keep the petulance out of his voice. “Because you agree with him? You think I’m about to walk into my own death?” 
 
    “No,” said Katie. “I don’t. I’ve… seen what you’re capable of.” 
 
    Her words felt like tiny needles, stabbing into his heart. She had seen what he was capable of, and from the tone of her voice, it still scared her. 
 
    “Well,” said Jack. “If that’s the case, then why not stay?” 
 
    “Because this is a chance we have to take,” said Katie. “A chance to follow through with what we came here to do and complete the mission.” 
 
    Jack had thought that Katie had been his partner. His pretend thrall, to watch his back and help him stay at his full potential. He suddenly realized something that he should have seen earlier. Something that really hurt to say out loud. 
 
    “You didn’t go through all the trouble of drugging Ryoko and swapping into her place just for my sake,” said Jack. “Did you?” 
 
    Katie gave him a pitying frown, and Jack felt those tiny needles stabbing into his heart again. 
 
    “The Order of Chaldea is recruiting, Jack,” she said. “I’m going to join them.” 
 
    It was amazing how much the short silence that followed felt like it belonged to him. But what was he supposed to do? Was he supposed to congratulate her for joining up with the group that had a policy of imprisoning and executing vampires, regardless of their guilt? Or should he yell at her, call her a traitor, and lean into the complicated emotional storm raging within him? 
 
    He didn’t say anything. He just looked at her. She looked so sad, and it just didn’t seem fair. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Jack,” said Katie. “I’ll still try to help you, when I can. In fact, why don’t you feed off me, one last time? So that you’ll have enough for the challenge.” 
 
    One last time. How ominous those words sounded. 
 
    Jack gave a small nod of his head. Pierce cleared his throat and stood up from the bed, moving to the other side of the room. Jack took his place next to Katie, wondering if he’d even be able to get any of her blood past the painful lump in his throat. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to dump all of this on you right now,” said Katie.  
 
    Jack brushed some of her hair out of the way of her neck. 
 
    “It’s alright,” he said. “It does… make sense, in a way.” 
 
    Katie shivered as he ran his finger along the nape of her neck. She looked over at Jack and leaned back on the bed. He slid into place next to her, and she shifted her shoulder back, opening her body to him. 
 
    Jack draped an arm across her chest and stomach as he brought his mouth in closer to her neck. He let his lips tickle against her neck, and took a deep breath through his nose, savoring her smell for possibly the last time. Katie’s eyes fluttered shut, and she let out a half-stifled moan. 
 
    He kissed her neck, and then waited, drawing the moment out. He felt Katie fidget impatiently under his arm. He wanted to make that moment last for as long as it could, even if it wasn’t fair to her. But he knew that he couldn’t. 
 
    Jack sank his fangs into her neck, feeling his body relax as the sweet nectar that was her blood flowed into him. Katie shuddered and dug her fingers into the mattress. Jack rubbed his hand along the side of her body as he drank deep. He really wished that they could have been alone, away from Pierce’s invasive presence. 
 
    He selfishly let himself take more from her than he usually did. If he did manage to make it through the death challenge, he might not have a chance to feed off Katie again, regardless. There was something deeply sad about that fact, and he tried to push it away before the full implications of it could take hold. 
 
    Almost as soon as Jack had pulled his mouth back from Katie’s neck, her lips were against his. He’d fed off her for longer than normal, and it seemed as though the lustful, feverish emotional effects of his bite had hit Katie harder than normal, as well. He kissed her back and felt a surge of desire as Katie ground her hips against his. 
 
    “Oh…” she whispered, as the make-out finally drew to a close. “Jack…” 
 
    She cupped his cheek, holding his gaze for an instant. Jack saw the same little girl he’d known in his childhood staring back at him. Except, this time, there would be no fantasy betrothal. This time, the two of them were aware of the reality of their parting. 
 
    From the other end of the room, Pierce cleared his throat loudly. Jack looked over at him, noticing the disgust and anger vying for dominance on his face. Was it his natural reaction to watching a vampire feed? Or were those emotions tied to the kiss, and the small moment of intimacy Jack and Katie had just shared? 
 
    “We should get going,” said Pierce. “The window in which I can move freely through the keep is about to close.” 
 
    Jack and Katie were still entangled with each other. Jack ran a hand through her hair. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay?” he asked. 
 
    “I should be,” she said. “They won’t stop me from leaving, as a thrall. Jack…” 
 
    She shook her head slightly, and the expression on her face made him feel the lump in his throat again. 
 
    “I’ll be okay,” he said. “I’m not going to let some punk vampire take me out.” 
 
    Katie forced a smile. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she said. She blinked a couple of times, and a few tears snuck their way past her eyelids. “I wanted to help you. So bad. And I failed.” 
 
    “You did help me, Katie,” said Jack. “I’m not going to die here, so quit acting like I am.” 
 
    He slid his hand across her cheek, and then kissed her again. Katie hesitated for a moment, and then moved her lips against his, letting her resolve submit to her emotions. It was as sweet as it was painful, and it went on for longer than it probably should have before they finally pulled back from one another.  
 
    “Katherine…” Pierce came over and helped Katie to her feet with a familiar hand on her upper arm. “We need to go.” 
 
    “Right.” Katie stood up a little straighter. “Goodbye, Jack.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Katie,” he said. “For now, at least.” 
 
    This time, Katie didn’t manage to force a smile. 
 
    “For now,” she said. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    Katie and Pierce left, and a new challenge faced Jack in the wake of their departure. The challenge of nothing. He stretched on the bed, unable to sleep, but lacking anything else to distract him. He had no choice but to wait and try to focus on his breathing to keep his growing anxiety in check. 
 
    Hours passed by. Jack came to the conclusion that the death challenge wouldn’t be happening in that same night fairly quickly. It meant that he’d have to wait out the day until the Valerian vampires could come out and administer the challenge. 
 
    It certainly wasn’t ideal. The blood essence he’d taken from Katie would slowly begin to burn off of its own accord, even if he didn’t use his blood magic. He wouldn’t be going into the fight with a full reservoir, which would only amplify the challenge. 
 
    Jack did manage to get a few hours of sleep, though he wasn’t sure how many. A knock at his door awakened him. He groaned as he stood to his feet, feeling a rush of despair as he reacquainted himself with his circumstances. 
 
    Vyara was standing outside his room with a wheeled cart loaded with food in the hallway next to her. She was a Mithridian vampire, capable of moving through the daylight, and that, on top of the bacon and eggs and toast on the cart, confirmed to Jack that the morning had arrived. 
 
    “Thanks,” he said. 
 
    “May I come in?” asked Vyara, blinking her huge eyes and looking past him into his room. 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t see why not,” he said. “It’s not as though I have much to gain by refusing guests, at this point.” 
 
    Vyara wheeled the cart in with her. She didn’t seem to mind as Jack began helping himself, loading a plate up with food. He knew that he needed to eat, even if his throat and stomach were still choked with anxiety. He was still a little worried about being poisoned, but it seemed pointless for whoever the perpetrator was to try again, given his current circumstances. 
 
    “Your death challenge will be set for tonight,” said Vyara. “My father… will have you face Pine.” 
 
    “Pine?” Jack furrowed his brow. 
 
    “His right hand man, as you might say,” said Vyara. “He is very strong. Second only… to my father.” 
 
    “Do you think I can beat him?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I do not think you can beat him or kill him,” said Vyara. “That is why… I have come here.” 
 
    Jack sat up a little straighter. He took a bite of one of the strips of bacon on his plate and nodded to Vyara. 
 
    “You have a plan, then?” he asked. “Some way of helping me get an edge against this guy?” 
 
    “No,” said Vyara. “I came to ask… if I may study you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Your death will be a waste,” said Vyara. “A pity. Let me at least… see you, first. Let me test you.” 
 
    It was a little hard for Jack to believe and accept what she was saying to him. It seemed like such an incredibly insensitive request to make, but Vyara’s expression made him think that she was being sincere. She seemed to lack any real understanding of his emotions, as though that part of her social awareness had never developed or possibly been stunted by her unique vampiric condition. 
 
    “I’m not really in the mood to let you experiment on me,” he said. 
 
    “Once you’re dead…” said Vyara. “May I have your body?” 
 
    Jack let out a slow breath, trying to keep his response measured. She didn’t seem to realize how offensive the question was, and he tried not to blame her for it. 
 
    “Thank you for bringing me this food, Vyara,” he said. “And if I die, it’s not as though I’ll have much say in what happens to my remains, anyway. You can do whatever you want with my body afterward, assuming I don’t survive the death challenge.” 
 
    Vyara nodded slowly. Without another word, she stood and made her way out of the room, closing the door behind her. Jack slowly ate what was left of the food on his plate, trying not to let the grim conversation he’d just had weigh too heavily on his psyche. 
 
    The day passed at an agonizingly slow pace. Jack had nothing to do. His phone would have normally been his default source of entertainment, but he was torn over whether to try to save what was left of its battery. If he made it through the death challenge, he might need it to get in touch with Katie or Pierce. Using the last of his phone’s charge felt almost like admitting that he didn’t see himself surviving the day. 
 
    He spent most of the time thinking. About his life. About Ryoko, back at the mansion. About how he could imagine himself pulling off an upset, and how best to use his blood magic to give himself a fighting chance. 
 
    It was hours later, late in the afternoon, by his guess, when a knock finally came at his door. Jack stood up, taking a breath to steady himself, and expecting it to be Volandar on the other side, ready to lead him to his fate. 
 
    It was Mira. She stared at him without saying anything for a couple of seconds. Her hair was messy, and she looked like she hadn’t slept much over the course of the past day, despite the fact that she was dressed in her white nightgown. 
 
    “I cannot leave you to your fate,” she said. “I cannot stand back and watch you die.” 
 
    Jack smiled at her, surprised by how comforting those simple words were to him. He gestured for her to come into his room, and she did. 
 
    “With any luck, I won’t be the one dying tonight,” he said. “I’ve been in fights before. I’m scrappy.” 
 
    He forced a smile and pretended to flex his biceps. Mira didn’t smile. She walked past him and sat down on his bed, and Jack found a spot next to her. 
 
    “Not like this,” she said. “You will not win this fight as you are, my sweet Jack.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” he said. 
 
    The look she gave him was a reminder of the grim truth.  
 
    “You are my responsibility,” whispered Mira. “You have been ever since that very first night, when I made that impulsive decision to give you the Embrace. You would be justified in hating me. But you don’t.” 
 
    Jack shrugged. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess I don’t,” he said. “It’s funny how that works. Even right after you’d turned me into a vampire, when Katie explained that killing you would break the curse… I never really hated you. I did try to kill you, of course. But it almost made me feel selfish, as strange as that probably sounds.” 
 
    He looked down at his hands. 
 
    “The truth is,” he said. “I don’t mind being a vampire anymore. I like what it lets me do, when I’m in control enough to help people instead of just being a glorified human parasite.” 
 
    Mira smiled slightly, but her eyes still looked sad. 
 
    “Do you hate the vampire that bit you?” asked Jack. “Whoever it was that gave you the Embrace, in the beginning? I’ve never asked you about that, have I?” 
 
    “No, you have not.” Mira sighed and brushed her hands through her hair. “I don’t hate my broodfather. But that’s a long story.” 
 
    Jack chuckled and gestured to the room. 
 
    “Well, I’ve nothing but time right now,” he said. “Will you tell me? It would be a nice distraction.” 
 
     He watched as she considered his request, and a far-off expression took hold on her face. 
 
    “It’s as I said,” she began. “I never hated my broodfather. I was given the Embrace when I was young. Five or six years younger than you are now. Vampires do age, despite our reputation. Just far more slowly than regular humans.” 
 
    Mira brought one of her hands to her chin, letting a finger slide across her lips. 
 
    “I went to school with Peter,” she said. “Did I ever tell you that?” 
 
    Jack shook his head, feeling his curiosity pique at the mention of his grandfather. 
 
    “He was popular,” she said. “And athletic. And handsome. And I… well, let’s just say that my flower didn’t come into bloom until long after I’d already become what I am now. He barely noticed me. Few of the boys did, at the time.” 
 
    Mira gave a small, embarrassed shrug. Jack slid in a little closer and put an arm around her. 
 
    “I wanted so desperately for him to notice me,” she said. “But, he never really did. I’m not sure if we ever even said more than a word or two to each other in passing, but I was still so infatuated with him. I was too shy to approach him outright. At least until near the end of my junior year. 
 
    “There was a formal dance in which it was customary for the girls to ask the boys out,” said Mira. “I finally mustered the courage I needed to, well, leave him a note. It was the best I could do. I was very much a silly, awkward girl back then. I left a note in his locker, and if you can believe it, he left me one back.” 
 
    She grinned and blinked a couple of times. 
 
    “He agreed to go to the dance with me,” she said. “I was on the top of the world when I read his response. It’s hard for me to adequately describe the feeling. It was intoxicating. I didn’t sleep at all that night. The note he left me had all the details in it. The restaurant where we’d meet up ahead of time. Even the color of dress I should wear. It seemed almost too good to be true… and of course, it was.” 
 
    “He didn’t write the note, did he?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira shook her head. 
 
    “I was a popular target for the girls that enjoyed bullying at my school,” she said. “As it turns out, Peter was sharing a locker with one of them, and she got her hands on the note before he did. As far as I know, he never saw it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Jack. 
 
    “Don’t be,” said Mira. “It’s been so long since then, it almost feels as though it happened to someone else. I showed up at the restaurant and waited for Peter to sweep me off my feet. He never showed up, and I was left waiting there long past when the dance was supposed to start. I started crying at one point. I finally left when it became clear that he wasn’t going to show up.” 
 
    Jack nodded, giving her a small squeeze with the arm he had around her. 
 
    “I’d barely made it a block or two down the street when a man approached me,” said Mira. “He asked me why I was crying, and that only made me cry harder. He brought me to his apartment, and… no, no, it’s not what you’re probably thinking. He was a vampire, of course, but one that was… very diligent about his boundaries. He fed off me, and when he saw that I was still upset afterward, he asked me if I wanted to feel better. I said yes, without really knowing what I was agreeing to. And that was that.” 
 
    “He gave you the Embrace?” asked Jack. “Just like that?” 
 
    “Just like that,” she said.  
 
    “Seriously?” asked Jack. “Did you ever seek him out afterward? Or run into him again?” 
 
    “Your grandfather was the one who turned me into what I am,” said Mira. 
 
    Jack’s stunned expression must have been more pronounced than he’d thought, judging by the way Mira immediately scowled at him. 
 
    “Not like that, you silly boy,” she said. “Peter didn’t bite me. But that night was what set me on the path that I’m on. I barely gave a thought to that vampire, who’d bitten me so casually, basically on a whim. But Peter, and what happened that night… it stuck with me. And it was only the start of our complicated friendship. Fate conspired to bring us together many times beyond that night.” 
 
    Jack exhaled, feeling a little floored by her story. It was so hard to imagine her, blonde, beautiful, and confident, as an awkward schoolgirl, too shy to approach her crush. 
 
    “Wow,” he said. “My grandfather was kind of a jerk.” 
 
    “He was not,” said Mira. “Trust me on that.” 
 
    She reached her hand out and cupped his cheek. For a couple of seconds, she was looking at him, but Jack got the sense that he wasn’t the one she was seeing. 
 
    “Our time runs short,” said Mira. “If you are to survive the next few hours, we’ll need to proceed with my idea.” 
 
    “Right,” said Jack. “What’s the plan? Do you think we can fight our way out of here?” 
 
    “I am sure that we cannot,” said Mira. “Volandar and his flock would overwhelm us. Even if they didn’t, they would give pursuit in a manner that makes what the Order of Chaldea is capable of seem lazy.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “What should I do, then?” 
 
    Mira licked her lips. 
 
    “You will make it through the death challenge,” she said. “With my help.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 27 
 
      
 
    “There is a ritual in blood magic known as the Sacrificial Gift,” said Mira. “It’s a powerful essence transfer technique that would, for a time, allow you to fight and cast spells at a level far beyond your current capacity.” 
 
    “The Sacrificial Gift,” muttered Jack. “That sounds a little ominous.” 
 
    Mira licked her lips and slowly. She looked contemplative, but there was resolve in her expression as well. It made her look almost regal, even though she was still clad only in her thin white nightgown. 
 
    “The spell does take a toll on the one casting it,” said Mira. “But while you’re under the effects of it, you’ll be more powerful than either of us.” 
 
    “And you’ll be…?” 
 
    Mira smiled slightly. 
 
    “I’ll be resting,” she said. “It will exhaust me and strip me of my magic, though I’ll still have my physical advantages. But I’ll be okay. I’ve already provided Volandar with an excuse for my absence during your challenge.” 
 
    “What did you tell him?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira’s cheeks reddened slightly. 
 
    “It is unimportant,” she said. “We have little time. If this is to happen, it needs to happen now.” 
 
    Jack frowned, considering the implications of what she was telling him. 
 
    “What happens after the death challenge?” asked Jack. “How do you regain your strength?” 
 
    “You will have to come back to me,” said Mira. “And perform the Sacrificial Gift in return, on me.” 
 
    “You’re basically trusting me with your life, then,” said Jack. “That’s crazy.” 
 
    Mira reached over and intertwined her fingers through his. 
 
    “Is it?” She shook her head, dismissing his answer before he could give it. “There is more that I must tell you. The Sacrificial Gift oftentimes transfers more than just pure essence. You may experience flashes of my memories, or adopt some of my tendencies at random.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” said Jack. “Let’s hope that it’s not anything too out of character.” 
 
    He felt a small surge of paranoia at the idea that he might pick up Mira’s disregard for consequences or some of her obsessive nature. 
 
    “We must begin, my sweet,” whispered Mira. “The spell’s base begins with a bite, just as the Embrace does.” 
 
    “A bite?” said Jack. “As in, you biting me?” 
 
    Mira nodded. “Through that bite, I’ll will my essence into you. It’s different from the Embrace in that I’ll be pushing out life essence, rather than blood essence. You must make that distinction yourself when you cast the spell in return. Be very careful.” 
 
    There was a slight tremor in her voice that made Jack’s worries double in intensity. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” he asked. “I’m starting to get a bad feeling…” 
 
    Mira cupped his cheek, and silenced him with a tender kiss. Her eyes were wet when it ended, and Jack felt annoyed at how little it seemed like he could do about it. 
 
    “I am sure,” whispered Mira. “If this does not work, both of our lives are forfeit.” 
 
    “Then let’s not do it,” said Jack. “I can face the death challenge with my own strength, alone.” 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” said Mira. “If you died tonight… I would soon follow in one fashion or another.” 
 
    She’d made her decision, and the resolve Jack saw in her expression made him doubt that anything he could say would change her mind. Mira pressed a hand against his chest and leaned him down onto his back on the bed.  
 
    Jack felt a mix of emotions as Mira straddled him and ran her hands across his chest. She let a finger trace the nape of his neck and flashed a small, teasing smile. 
 
    He’d forgotten just what it felt like to be on the receiving end of a vampire’s bite. He felt nervous and fluttery, though that was interlaced with a sense of anticipation, as he still vividly remembered the ecstasy of the first time Mira’s fangs had pierced his neck. 
 
    Was this what Ryoko and Katie felt each time he fed off them? There was an element of submission to it, of accepting and trusting another person completely. Jack had been so surprised back when Mira had first bitten him. Violated, but in a manner so utterly pleasurable that he couldn’t force out an objection. 
 
    Mira kissed him on the lips, briefly letting her hips undulate against his crotch. She planted another kiss on his cheek, and then one on his neck. Jack shivered with electric anticipation as her breath tickled her neck. Then she sank her fangs in. 
 
    It was the briefest flash of pain, followed by free-flowing pleasure. Followed by the distinct sensation of accepting the essence of another person inside of him. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “It’s okay, Melvin,” said Mira. “This isn’t a trick. Really. I’ve been infatuated with you for ever so long now.” 
 
    Mira was leading a teenage boy with thick glasses by the hand. They were in a small gymnasium, and she was pulling him toward the corner. She was sixteen years old, and she was wearing a dress she hated, one of her older plaid ones that didn’t do much to flatter her gawky figure. But at that moment, it was a secondary concern. Everything was secondary compared to the dry, scratchy feeling in her throat. The overwhelming compulsion of her bloodthirst. 
 
    “I… didn’t know,” muttered Melvin. “I thought… well, you were… and that’s why, uh…” 
 
    “You don’t have to explain, Melvin,” cooed Mira. “I understand completely, and soon, so will you.” 
 
    She pulled him through a door and into an empty locker room. Melvin gaped at her in disbelief as she pulled him behind a wall of lockers and into an embrace. She almost felt bad for what she was doing to him, or at least, she would have if she hadn’t been so thirsty. 
 
    “But… but this is the boy’s locker room,” he stammered. 
 
    “You’re a boy,” whispered Mira. “And I’m a girl. And we’re alone.” 
 
    She ran a hand through his hair, smirking as she saw the blush it drew to his cheeks. She hesitated for only a moment before planting a seductive kiss on his lips and then pulling his neck to the side. 
 
    Melvin let out a high-pitched gasp as her fangs sank in. Mira took deep sips, as though she’d finally found an oasis after stumbling through miles of desert. She drank deep, barely noticing when the locker room door slammed open and another person stormed into the room. She only pulled back when the footsteps drew too close for her to ignore. 
 
    Peter Masterson did not look intimidated by the scene he’d walked in on. He was tall, with dark hair, dark eyes, and a strong jaw. His hands were in his pockets, and there was no confusion or fear in the way he stood facing her.  
 
    Mira hurriedly wiped a hand across her lips, but that only removed the last drops of Melvin’s blood, and not the mortified expression on her face. Of all the people who could have found her, it had to be him. She hated him for it, even as she scrambled to come up with a less than damning way to frame the situation. 
 
    “Peter…” she said. “We were just, uh…” 
 
    Melvin had collapsed to the ground next to her and let out a drunken, moaning gurgle. Mira clasped a hand over her mouth, blushing even more deeply than Melvin had been. 
 
    “A vampire,” said Peter. “I never would have expected you to be one, of all people…” 
 
    His tone was full of judgment and scorn, enough to shift Mira’s embarrassment into anger. She folded her arms and narrowed her eyes. 
 
    “No,” she said, bitterly. “Of course you wouldn’t have suspected me. You would have had to notice me, first.” 
 
    A cold smile spread across Mira’s lips. Maybe this was the inevitable conclusion of all those years she’d harbored her unrequited crush. 
 
    “The only reason I didn’t try to enthrall you first was because I was worried about what you might think of me,” she whispered. “But now, I guess you’ve left me with no option.” 
 
    Peter chuckled and ran a hand through his hair. He looked confident and assured, despite the circumstances. 
 
    “Really?” asked Peter. “I would have thought it was because you knew I was a mage. Unless, of course, that’s something you didn’t know.” 
 
    He took a step forward and flipped one of his palms to face upward, muttering an incantation under his breath. An instant later, he held a fireball in his hand. The two of them stared at each other, letting the tension build until it was thick enough to cut with a butter knife. 
 
    Then they hurled themselves at each other, enemies for the first time. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “We’re still in the process of becoming more welcoming to tourists,” said Mayor Blake. “But soon enough, Lestaron Island will be a prime location for sparkling young women such as yourself! So much more civilized than some of the other vacation islands…” 
 
    Mira smiled and nodded along as she took another sip of her wine. The Mayor’s mansion was nice, even by mainland standards. He’d generously offered it up to host a party for one of the first groups of high-class tourists Lestaron Island had accepted in its short time as an economical travel destination.  
 
    Most of the island’s residents had come out for the party, and it only took Mira a minute to spot the man she’d come to find. 
 
    Peter Masterson. The man who’d exposed her, and hunted her, and then, infuriatingly, returned to ignoring her. He was married now, and he had his arm around the woman who Mira assumed was his wife. But his attention was fully focused on Mira. Finally. 
 
    It felt so good. It made all the work she’d gone through in tracking him down and making the trip across the ocean feel vindicated. The mayor made a lame joke, and Mira made a show of laughing and setting a hand on his shoulder. She saw the way it made Peter tense up, and she wondered how he’d react if she decided to invite the mayor off to the powder room with her as her next victim. 
 
    And just like that, Peter was making his way over. The mayor frowned slightly as he approached but still made a show of playing the part of a polite host. 
 
    “Er, Madam Mira,” said the mayor. “This is Peter Masterson. He settled on the island recently and has been extremely active in the community ever since.” 
 
    “Oh, we know each other,” said Peter, flashing a fake smile. “We went to school together, if you can believe it.” 
 
    “Did we?” Mira frowned and shook her head. “Perhaps you’re mistaking me with someone else. I don’t recall anyone by your name…” 
 
    “Would a dance would refresh your memory?” Peter extended his hand, forcing his intense eye contact onto her. Mira chuckled and pursed her lips. It had most definitely been worth making the trip out. 
 
    “Perhaps it would,” she said. “Mayor Blake, if you’d excuse me for a moment?” 
 
    The mayor frowned, but he didn’t object. Mira took Peter’s hand, and then the two of them were on the dance floor, moving together amongst the other partnered pairs. 
 
    “Just what, exactly, do you think you’re doing?” hissed Peter. 
 
    “I’m making sure one of my oldest enemies is no longer a threat,” said Mira. “Given how much trouble you gave me when we were younger, you can’t be surprised.” 
 
    Peter lifted his arm and let her spin under it. For a moment, their bodies were in close contact before returning to a safe, respectful dancing distance. 
 
    “You’re trouble,” said Peter. “But you aren’t evil. I figured that much out right away. My offer still stands.” 
 
    “Your offer?” Mira rolled her eyes. “Please. Why do you waste my time with this nonsense?” 
 
    “We can find the vampire who bit you,” said Peter. “It makes as much sense now as it did then. We were never that close in school, Mira, but I do feel like I’ve come to know you a little in the time since.” 
 
    “You know less about me than you think,” said Mira. 
 
    “Do I?” asked Peter. “Would it be so bad? You already came all the way out here. Stay a while. We’ll find a way to handle your… needs. I can make a few phone calls, see what some of my contacts know about the man who bit you.” 
 
    It was tempting. It was beyond tempting. Mira stared into Peter’s eyes, and suddenly felt like a shy little girl again, all dressed up and waiting for a boy who would never show. She glanced past Peter and saw his wife shooting daggers at them with her eyes. 
 
    “No,” said Mira. “Sorry, Peter. It was good to see you, though.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Mira weaved through the moonlit trees, trying to put as much distance as possible between herself and Peter. She’d gone too far this time, and she knew it. He was here to hold her accountable. He was here to put an end to what he considered to be his greatest mistake. 
 
    A fireball struck the ground a few feet away from her, splashing flames across her left arm. Mira dove to the side, cushioning her fall with a cloud of darkness through her Shadow Levitation. Peter was sprinting after her, another fireball already conjured in his hand. 
 
    Mira rolled to her feet and lashed out with her Spectral Hand tendrils. Peter dodged most of them, but one tendril managed to snake around his ankle and pull him off balance. He fell onto his back, and Mira hesitated instead of pressing on her advantage. 
 
    It had always been a cycle of extremes with Peter. They’d been friends, and they’d been enemies, but seldom in between. And each time the cycle began anew, the swing to one side or the other would happen with even more volatility. Peter blamed himself more and more for each of her evil acts, precisely because of all the times he’d let her off the hook. 
 
    Peter clambered to his feet. He looked enraged at the fact that Mira hadn’t killed him when she’d had the chance. Mira smiled and waved at him with her fingers. He let out a furious snarl. 
 
    She had all of his attention, and she hated it. And she loved it. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “It is an option, you know,” said Mira. “Don’t act like it isn’t.” 
 
    Peter let out a quiet chuckle. He was older than her now, at least in appearance. Gone was the handsome man with the thick, dark hair. Peter was aged, wrinkled, bald, and somehow, more confident than ever. 
 
    “I appreciate the thought that goes into your offer,” said Peter. “But you already knew what my answer would be. We’ve known each other for too long for you to claim otherwise.” 
 
    They were sitting on a park bench by a small pond. Peter had a handful of bread chunks, which he was slowly tossing off one by one into a crowd of eager ducks. It was just cloudy enough outside to hint of rain to come, and there were only a few other people mingling nearby. 
 
    “I wasn’t even sure whether or not you’d let me come close enough to talk to you,” said Mira. “So no, I did not presume to think that I knew you’d say no. I hoped you’d say yes.” 
 
    “I’m an old man,” muttered Peter. “I had a family. I still have a grandson. As appealing as beginning a second life as a nightwalker might sound on paper, it just wouldn’t work for me.” 
 
    “Nightwalker,” muttered Mira. “You use the Order of Chaldea’s word for what I am, now.” 
 
    “I suppose I do,” said Peter. 
 
    “The fact that you’re so old is even more reason for you to consider setting your biases aside,” said Mira. “You could still live a mostly normal life. It would save you from the cancer, at least.” 
 
    “A mostly normal life.” Peter chuckled. “Is that how you’ve lived for all these years, Mira?” 
 
    Mira didn’t have an answer for him. She’d strayed into the darkness, more than once, and he was probably the person with the most right to call her out on it. He’d come after her so many times, and he’d come close to having to kill her on more occasions than she could count. 
 
    “Besides,” said Peter. “I think my time is coming to a close. I have an apprentice, and she’ll be able to fill my shoes without attracting too much attention to herself, given what I’ve taught her. It’s time for me to accept the inevitable.” 
 
    “And what about the other people who care about you?” asked Mira. “Have you given much thought to them?” 
 
    “The other people who care about me?” Peter smirked at her, adding a dozen extra wrinkles to his already aged face. “I suppose young Katherine will take my passing rather hard. Perhaps some of my hired staff, as well.” 
 
    “Peter…” Mira felt a lump the size of her heart forming in her throat. “All this time, all these years… since even before I was what I am now… I’ve cared about you. I’ve loved you.” 
 
    Peter was still smirking, and it seemed to take him a couple of seconds to realize that she was sincere. Mira set her hand down on the area of the bench between them, passively putting it within his reach, if he chose to hold it. 
 
    “Mira,” said Peter. “You haven’t loved me. That can’t be true. You were intrigued by me, and by our history, I’m sure. But love…?” 
 
    Mira just stared at him. 
 
    “You never realized it?” she asked. “I was sure that you…” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Peter. “I just never thought that much about you. Not like that, at least. That’s the honest truth. We’ve grown to be something of friends, over the years, but… Oh, don’t look at me like that! I’m an old man. You can’t possibly give a care for what a wrinkled old toad like me might think.” 
 
    He smiled at her, and Mira forced herself to smile back, even as her face and eyes burned with the heat of rejection. How long had she been harboring these feelings? Sixty years? Seventy? Would it have hurt any less if she’d acted on her feelings and gotten rejected back when she’d been that awkward, mousy teenage girl? 
 
    She didn’t know. She just knew that it hurt. It hurt almost too much for her to bear. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    The island felt empty. Mira wasn’t sure why she’d come back. Looking at Peter’s grave hadn’t brought the sense of finality that she’d been looking for, and at this point, she wasn’t sure that anything would. 
 
    The sun had begun its slow march past the horizon. It was fairly warm weather, suitable for walking. Mira took her time on her way up the hill. She thought about the good times and the bad. She thought about everything she’d said to Peter in life and how much she wished things could have gone differently. 
 
    And then, she saw him. Standing on the front lawn, in front of the old mansion. That same dark hair, and those same dark eyes. He had an expression on his face that seemed as lost as she felt. The resemblance was almost uncanny. 
 
    He glanced up and saw her seeing him. Mira felt a sudden flush of awkwardness, right up until he smiled at her. 
 
    “Hi,” called out Jack. “Are you looking for someone?” 
 
    This was it. This was fate. It could be nothing else. Mira felt her heart beating for him, a sensation that she’d forgotten how much she enjoyed. She wanted him. And unlike with Peter, she could have him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    Jack kicked one of his legs as he snapped out of the dream. No, not a dream. He blinked a couple of times, feeling certain that all of what he’d just seen had actually happened. 
 
    He was still lying on the bed. He sat up, noticing Mira next to him. He felt a stab of panic as he realized that she wasn’t moving. 
 
    “Mira!” He shook her gently by the shoulder. “Hey! Are you okay?” 
 
    Mira only slowly stirred awake. She blinked a couple of times and then smiled at him. 
 
    “Jack…” she whispered. “Sweet Jack. I almost thought you were…” 
 
    She trailed off, her eyelids falling closed before she could finish her sentence. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay like this?” asked Jack. “You’re more exhausted than I was expecting.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t even sure if exhausted was the right word. Mira’s skin had gone from its usual healthy pale color to a tepid grey. Her breathing was slow and slightly ragged, and she felt cold to the touch. 
 
    “I’ll… be fine,” she said, in a voice barely above a whisper. “More importantly… you will be too.” 
 
    She reached a weak hand up and caressed Jack’s cheek. He pressed his own hand over it and then kissed her finger. 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “Just… promise me that you won’t fall asleep for good before I’m done fighting for my life.” 
 
    “I… prom…” Mira trailed off before she could finish. She had a small, satisfied smile on her face, and for some reason, it made Jack’s heart hurt to see it. 
 
    He took a few calming breaths. His body didn’t feel any different, and even as he reached out to take stock of his blood essence reserves, Jack didn’t notice anything new or special about his capabilities. He tried to keep his anxiety in check as he wondered if Mira had performed the ritual for naught. 
 
    “Just get some rest,” he whispered. “I’ll make you a promise, since you didn’t get a chance to finish yours. I’m going to survive this stupid death challenge. Then we’re both going to get out of here.” 
 
    He kissed her softly on the lips. Her mouth barely moved against his, and Jack had to check again to make sure that she was breathing. He wasn’t sure if she’d be able to last for long in her current state. He needed to get the fight over with, sooner rather than later. 
 
    Jack made his way to the door and headed out into the hallway. Through one of the keep’s window slats at the end of the hall, he could see that the sun had finally set. He started off in the direction that would take him back toward the keep’s entrance on the assumption that somebody would try to stop him.  
 
    Volandar himself was on his way toward Jack’s room as he came around the corner. The Jade Fang had a thin-lipped smile on his face, and he shot his eyebrows up for an instant when he saw Jack. 
 
    “Well, well,” said Volandar. “I wasn’t sure you’d be up to it, but you’re already on your way.” 
 
    “I just want to get this over with,” said Jack.  
 
    “A death challenge is a rare event,” said Volandar. “You should savor it. Enjoy it as though each instant might be your last.” 
 
    The implication was crystal clear, but Jack was in no mood for banter.  
 
    “Where is it taking place?” he asked. “Is there some kind of ceremony? Let’s get on with it.” 
 
    Volandar frowned at him. He had two members of his flock to either side of him, and he glanced at them both before waving a hand toward the keep’s entrance. 
 
    “It will take place in front of the keep,” said Volandar. “You will be fighting my trusted friend Pine. He is already undergoing his own preparations.” 
 
    Jack nodded. Volandar and his lackeys fell into step around him, standing close enough to grab him if he tried to make a break for it. He had no intention of running, though he could feel his anxiety building with each step he took forward. 
 
    There was still nothing noticeably different about his physical, mental, or magical condition. Jack chewed on his lower lip as he tried to think through what Mira had said to him earlier. She’d given him some of her own essence, and as she’d explained, some of her memories had come along with it. What was he missing? 
 
    “Here,” said Volandar. “Stand within the circle and await your challenger.” 
 
    The circle was composed of vampires who stood a few feet apart from each other, creating a large combat arena that would actively deny escape. Jack felt all of their eyes on him as he slipped through one of the gaps and made his way to its center. 
 
    The full moon was out, in all its silver majesty. The vampires surrounding Jack were completely silent, and it added an eerie ambiance to an already tense situation. He was still in the middle of trying to feel for the essence Mira had lent him when Volandar returned with his opponent. 
 
    Pine was a fitting name for the tree trunk of a man who slowly made his way across the keep’s drawbridge. He was tall and muscular, with close-cropped red hair and a physique that was only comparable to lifelong bodybuilders. He wore a black leather vest and grey jeans, and his muscles bulged out wherever they could. He didn’t stop as he reached the circle of vampires, pushing his way through and coming to stand only a few feet from Jack. 
 
    “Jack Masterson,” boomed Volandar, in a loud, ceremonial voice. “As the Jade Fang, patriarch of the Jade Circle, I have given Pine permission to issue a death challenge against you on behalf of his friend Babish, if he so chooses.” 
 
    “I issue the death challenge,” growled Pine. 
 
    “So be it,” said Volandar. “You may take his life in place of the lost. Jack, if you kill Pine, the murder of Babish will be recorded as an honorable slaying.” 
 
    Jack nodded. A part of him hated the idea that the only way to justify killing Babish was by killing another. But a different part of him hungered for the fight. 
 
    He was scared, though admitting it to himself felt almost like a form of surrender. He still couldn’t feel whatever the effects of the Sacrificial Gift were supposed to be. He could only hope that he’d be able to notice a difference once the fight began. 
 
    “This is a fight to the death,” said Volandar. “Any attempt at fleeing the challenge circle will be punished. Are you both ready?” 
 
    Jack nodded. Across from him, Pine flashed a sneering grin and gave a small flick of the head. 
 
    “Begin,” said Volandar. 
 
    Jack immediately whipped his hand to the side and conjured his Spectral Sword. The dark, ethereal blade appeared within his hand in a puff of shadows, some of which continued to hover around the weapon, like curling smoke. He’d been expecting Pine to attack him immediately, but the giant of a man didn’t even raise his guard. Instead, he slowly began to walk forward, watching Jack as he repositioned himself. 
 
    His blood magic had been the key to defeating Babish. Jack knew it was what he’d have to rely on to take down Pine. He licked his lips, wishing that Mira had been cognizant enough to answer more questions. He briefly considered trying to reach out to her quickly with his Blood Sight, but Pine rushed forward before he could. 
 
    Jack swung his Spectral Sword at Pine’s head and cleaved through nothing but thin air. A fist slammed into the small of his back hard enough to make his spine screech with pain. He had no choice but to fall forward with the momentum of the blow, rolling across the ground and back to his feet. 
 
    Pine was already moving to attack him again. He was faster than Jack’s eyes could follow, and smart enough to know better than to attack from an angle that Jack could clear with his sword. Pine appeared to Jack’s right and swept his leg out from under him with a kick. Then he kicked him again, this time in the head. 
 
    It felt like the ringing of a bell, except his head was the instrument and pain was the music. The blow struck hard enough to briefly deafen him. It kept him from being able to hear his own scream. 
 
    Jack used Shadow Form on reflex, fading into darkness and out of the way of the follow up stomp that would have ended the fight. He was in too much pain to focus for long enough to maintain the ethereal state. When he rematerialized, he was across the combat circle, but Pine was already sprinting toward him like a linebacker with a vendetta. 
 
    He needed to keep him away. He needed time, time for him to focus past the dizziness and mental fog that the kick to the head had saddled him with. Jack swung his sword in a furious, desperate arc, cutting to the side and then around behind him. If he could just keep Pine from getting close enough to hit him again… 
 
    Another punch, this time to his stomach. Jack retched on the moment of impact, and a portion of the food he’d eaten earlier spilled out onto Pine’s shoulder. Seeing the vampire react to the bile was a slight victory for his morale, but he only had an instant to appreciate it before another punch came, slamming into his temple and knocking him to the ground. 
 
    They continued like that for two or three more engagements. Pine was too fast. To Jack, it felt like trying to fight two or three opponents at once, never managing to attack or defend properly as he was surprised from impossible angles.  
 
    He would attack, and be immediately slammed into the ground, or against the vampires around the edge of the circle, who would toss him back into the fray. Jack felt like a child trying his best to hold his own against a full-grown adult. 
 
    His face was bloody and swollen. He’d started breathing through his mouth, panting almost like a dog, as one of Pine’s punches had somehow clogged his nose. Most of his blood essence had already been expended, wasted on attempts to use Shadow Form to sneak around Pine and surprise him, or trying to hold him in place with Spectral Hand. His opponent was just too fast and too mobile. 
 
    Pine was laughing at him. He’d slowed his pace, more out of a desire to draw the fight out than for the sake of strategy. He was joking with the vampires that formed the edge of the circle, and pantomiming the attacks he planned to execute next. 
 
    What could he do against a vampire who outclassed him so completely? He was desperate for an idea, and completely distraught over what a waste Mira’s Sacrificial Gift had been. She’d said it would give him some of her strength. So why was it that he still felt so weak? 
 
    He thought back to the memory he’d witnessed of Mira fighting against his grandfather. She hadn’t summoned a spectral weapon. And she hadn’t bothered trying to evade with Shadow Form. That had never been her style. 
 
    “That’s it…” muttered Jack. “Of course…” 
 
    He let his Spectral Sword dematerialize. He was down on one knee, and Pine had finally made his way over. The hulking vampire seized him by the collar of his shirt and let out a laugh as he tossed him across the arena. Jack fell toward the ground headfirst. 
 
    And then, he caught himself. He’d seen Mira do it in the memory, and the spell came to him naturally. The shadows amongst the grass rose up to catch Jack, holding him aloft. Shadow Levitation. Leveraging the darkness for extra mobility. 
 
    He could sense what Mira had given him, now. It wasn’t power, and it wasn’t raw essence. It was more like understanding, an echo of her magical memory. Jack used Shadow Levitation to lift himself into the air, floating five or six feet above Pine’s effective attacking range on the ground. 
 
    The spell didn’t allow him to fly, at least not really. The catalyst for it was the shadows along the ground, which billowed upward to lift his body under his legs and shoulders. It reminded him more of being in a wind tunnel than defying gravity in the sense of physics. 
 
    Pine looked surprised, but his expression shifted into a dark glare after a couple of seconds. Jack smirked at him, feeling an idea of how to approach the fight crystallize in his head. Pine snarled and threw himself into a powerful leap, intent on tackling Jack back to the ground. 
 
    That was exactly what he’d been hoping for. Jack rolled to the side easily, the shadows underneath him swirling to amplify his own movements. He conjured his Spectral Sword again and slashed at Pine. The hulking vampire had no means through which to change the path his momentum had set him on and could only make a feeble attempt at twisting out of the way. 
 
    Jack’s sword cut through Pine at the shoulder, separating the muscles and tendons without slowing down. And he wasn’t finished there. He thought of what Mira would do, in the same situation, and immediately began casting a follow-up spell. 
 
    Spectral Hand tendrils burst into existence out of Jack’s chest and shoulders, double the number he normally would have been able to maintain with his own essence. He wrapped them around Pine like a spider spinning silk, and slowly pulled him in. Pine started shouting, and the sound of it was so different from his earlier joking and taunting. 
 
    “You should have killed me,” said Jack, turning Pine so he was speaking to his face. “You had your chance.” 
 
    He slammed his Spectral Sword forward directly through Pine’s face. He held the ethereal blade in place as he gently released his Shadow Levitation and lowered them both to the ground. Pine’s feet hit first, and for a moment, it seemed as though his body would remain standing despite the weapon protruding through the back of his skull. 
 
    Jack let his Spectral Sword dematerialize, and Pine crumpled to the ground in a bloody heap. The silence that had hung on the air earlier returned, only interrupted by the wind whistling across the grass. 
 
    “The… death challenge is over,” said Volandar. He looked visibly shaken and took a few seconds to survey his flock, as though reassuring himself that he still had the advantage of numbers, at least. 
 
    A few of the vampires gathered around Pine’s body. Volandar waved a few more over to him, where they began conversing in whispered tones. Jack walked back into the keep, not waiting to see if anyone would bother to stop him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 29 
 
      
 
    The halls of the Emerald Keep were empty. Jack couldn’t help but wondered if Pierce and Katie had successfully managed to get into the vaults. A part of him still worried a little over Katie’s safety, but he knew that the best way he could help her now was to act normal and not give Volandar any reason to feel suspicious beyond what he already had. 
 
    He slowed as he approached the door to his room. It was open, and he was sure that he hadn’t left it like that. Jack felt his heart skip a beat as he stepped into the room. Mira was gone. 
 
    He checked her room, but she wasn’t there, either. The last time he’d seen her, she’d been struggling to gather the energy to stay conscious, let alone go for a walk. The hairs on the back of Jack’s neck stood up as he realized something. Vyara hadn’t been at the death challenge. 
 
    Jack sprinted to the keep’s staircase and down to the lower level. He burst through the door and into Vyara’s workshop. Mira was there, as he’d expected her to be. She was strewn out across one of Vyara’s tables, stripped of her nightgown and completely naked. 
 
    “My father promised me that I’d be able to study one of you,” said Vyara. She’d been behind him when Jack had entered, and now moved to shut the door, trapping him in. 
 
    “You’re insane,” said Jack. He hurried over to Mira and tried to lift her into his arms. Vyara took several supernaturally quick steps forward, and Jack took a step back, knowing he’d have to deal with her first. 
 
    “I… wanted you,” said Vyara. “I’d hoped… my poison would bring you to me. But you survived.” 
 
    “So that was you?” asked Jack. “You poisoned me on the night we arrived.” 
 
    “Father was… upset, when I told him,” said Vyara. “Otherwise… I’d have poisoned you again.” 
 
    “He was upset?” asked Jack. “But he’s fine with this?” 
 
    He gestured to Mira, feeling his anger building in his chest. 
 
    “He knows…” said Vyara. “You won’t make good allies. He… can’t trust you…” 
 
    She blinked her huge, black eyes several times and surged forward at Jack. He dodged to the side, trying to stay as close to Mira as he could. He couldn’t let Vyara get between him and Mira, unless he wanted to be in a situation where she was threatening Mira’s life unless he surrendered. 
 
    Jack made his move. He conjured his Spectral Sword and slashed at Vyara’s chest. She didn’t move, up until the blade was about to make contact. Her entire body contorted to move her under the path of the sword, her bones bending as though they were made of jelly. She touched down on the floor with her arms bent backward, like some kind of hideous, deformed quadruped. 
 
    Jack pulled back the sword for another slash, but he never got the chance. Vyara leapt at him, still contorting even as she moved through the air. She swung a balled fist at his shoulder as soon as she was within the effective range of Jack’s blade. It took him an instant too long to notice that she’d been holding something inside of that fist. 
 
    The needle in Vyara’s grip pierced into Jack’s arm. He felt a sudden, unpleasant hot flash the instant it did. Vyara immediately scuttled out of Jack’s range. She brought herself to stand upright again, and her bones made tiny popping noises as they reformed into a human shape. 
 
    “You will make for… a better specimen, this way,” said Vyara. “A… calm specimen.” 
 
    Jack felt his face and fingers go numb. He tried to take a step toward her, but one of his legs gave out, and he fell to one knee. He struggled against it with all the strength he had, but it wasn’t enough. He’d been a fool to let her get that close to him, and he knew it. 
 
    “You… bitch,” Jack muttered. “This… isn’t…” 
 
    Over. It’s not over. It can’t be over. Jack fell forward onto his face, repeating the words in his head and trying to draw upon the last of his energy. It wasn’t even enough to let him break his own fall. 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    He never passed out or went unconscious, at least not in the traditional sense. Whatever Vyara had injected him with was an extremely powerful paralytic. After a minute, its effects were pronounced enough to make it impossible to focus his eyes and even extended into blurring his thoughts. 
 
    Jack knew it was starting to wear off when he could blink voluntarily again and see what was happening. He’d been shackled to a torture rack, with his arms and legs pulled out above and below him. It was the only thing keeping him upright, and it held him at an angle that made his shoulder blades ache even through the remnants of the paralytic. 
 
    Vyara had also hitched a metal chain choker around his neck. It wasn’t tight enough to affect his breathing or circulation, but it tingled against his skin. He knew what its purpose was without needing to be told. It was the same as the handcuffs that Margaret, the agent from the Order who’d ambushed him in the mansion, had used. The choker blocked the flow of his essence, cutting him off from the Potential and his ability to cast spells. 
 
    Mira was in similar straits, hanging from an identical device and still completely naked. More than anything, that one little detail stoked Jack’s fury. Vyara had only been able to capture Mira, a proud, powerful Aquinian vampire, because she’d gone out of her way to help him by giving him the Sacrificial Gift. He’d basically delivered her into Vyara’s arms. 
 
    Volandar was in the workshop now, too. He stood next to his adopted daughter, speaking with her in a quiet voice. He glanced up and grimaced slightly when he noticed that Jack was finally alert again, slowly making his way over. 
 
    “In the end, are we anything more than the sum of our choices, Jack?” asked Volandar. 
 
    Jack made an attempt at responding, but his tongue hadn’t quite recovered to a point where he could speak clearly. 
 
    “I do wish things could have been different.” Volandar glanced over at Mira’s naked body, slowly shaking his head. “I wanted you both as allies. But neither of you had the capacity to trust me. I could see the judgment in your eyes as soon as you arrived.” 
 
    “And… the poison?” said Jack, finally managing to form the words. 
 
    “The poison…” Volandar sighed. “Yes, well, mistakes were made on both sides. I did my best to court both of you to my cause. I would have told you about your father, you know. That was not a lie.” 
 
    Jack felt a confusing mixture of emotions hit him as he listened to what Volandar was saying. It wasn’t fair for them to be having this conversation now, when it was so hard for him to respond properly. 
 
    “Perhaps Vyara will find a use for you yet,” said Volandar. “I am sorry, Jack.” 
 
    Volandar looked over at Mira. The way he took in her naked form felt sterile and paternal, like a parent observing their child in the hospital. 
 
    “I am so sorry, Mira,” muttered Volandar. “I truly, truly am.” 
 
    Volandar stood where he was for a few more silent seconds. Then, he turned and made his way out of the workshop, pausing as he passed by Vyara to whisper a parting word. Jack gritted his teeth and tried to force a spell past the limiting effects of the choker. If he could manage to slip into Shadow Form, even if just for an instant, he could save both himself and Mira. 
 
    Vyara noticed the look of concentration on his face as she turned back around. She smiled and slowly shook her head. It was the first time Jack had seen her smile, and probably for good reason. The expression was hideous on her face. 
 
    “You won’t be able to work your blood magic,” said Vyara. “The collar… I made it myself. Forged with flakes from a weapon we found with anti-magic properties. I take pride in my work…” 
 
    She walked over to Jack as she spoke and ran her hand across his cheek, staring at him with her huge, inhuman eyes.  
 
    “I’ve been waiting for this chance…” said Vyara. “For so very long. Aquinian vampires fascinate me. So rare, and so powerful.” 
 
    Jack gritted his teeth. He looked over at Mira again. She wasn’t moving at all, and her head was slumped forward at a concerning angle. 
 
    “Valerian vampires are physical juggernauts,” muttered Vyara. “Mithridian vampires, including myself… we’re like insects, or snakes. But you Aquinians… with your blood magic and the Potential… you’re glass cannons. Powerful and weak at the same time.” 
 
    Vyara moved to stand next to the contraption holding Mira. She cranked a handle built into the side of it, and it slowly began to turn sideways, angling her so that she was horizontal to the ground instead of upright. Mira reacted to the movement, her eyes fluttering and opening halfway. 
 
    “Mira!” Jack shouted. 
 
    Mira let out a weak, wispy groan. Hearing it only confirmed to Jack how weakened she truly was. He thrashed against his own chains, barely managing to do anything through the lingering effects of the paralytic. 
 
    “My… sweet Jack,” muttered Mira. “It’s… okay.” 
 
    “No!” shouted Jack. “Mira! Stop this, Vyara!” 
 
    Vyara was slowly wheeling another medieval-looking device underneath Mira. It was a circular basin, with a single sharpened steel spike protruding up from its center. Jack didn’t need to be told what was about to happen, but Vyara quirked an eyebrow when she saw him looking and proceeded to explain anyway. 
 
    “I don’t need two live specimens,” said Vyara. “Her blood… is valuable. Her body… is valuable. But it will be easier to study if the two… are separated.” 
 
    “You evil bitch!” shouted Jack. “Don’t you fucking dare!” 
 
    He tried to pull himself free from the chains but only managed to chafe his wrists against the metal shackles. He tried to focus and cast one of his spells. He tried everything, to no avail. 
 
    Vyara began turning the crank again, and Mira was slowly lowered, inch by inch, toward the metal spike underneath her. She looked over at him, forcing a smile onto her face. It was a smile for him. A smile that wouldn’t do anything other than make it that much harder for Jack to watch what was about to happen. 
 
    “It’s okay,” whispered Mira. 
 
    “No!” Jack spoke through clenched teeth. “It’s not!” 
 
    He blinked, and felt the tears starting to flow, hot and pointless against his cheeks. Mira gasped and tried to flinch away from the spike as it pierced into her back. Her face contorted with so much pain that Jack could feel phantoms of it resonating through his own body. He was shouting now, a wordless cry for help that wouldn’t reach beyond Vyara’s sadistic workshop. 
 
    “Mira!” he screamed. 
 
    Mira tried to pull her hands toward her abdomen as the spike passed out the other end through her stomach. She was helplessly trying to wiggle away from the source of the pain, like a butterfly pinned into place. Her blood fell in a steady drip, pinging as it struck the bottom of the metal basin underneath her. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” she said with the last of her breath. “I… I love…” 
 
    She coughed, and blood dripped from her mouth in the place of words. Her own blood. It was so wrong. Jack screamed and thrashed, wishing he could close his eyes and make it all go away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 30 
 
      
 
    Mira stopped moving, and after a few minutes, so did Jack. Her body had already been pale, but the last of the color faded from her lips. Jack felt more numb than he had from the paralytic. 
 
    “Interesting…” muttered Vyara. “Potions, maybe? Or perhaps… could there be value in a transfusion? We shall—” 
 
    The door to the workshop slammed open. Pierce stepped into the room, with Katie trailing a step behind him. Vyara hissed and turned around in time to see Pierce throw a weighted net in her direction. 
 
    She tried to contort her body to dodge in much the same way that she had avoided Jack’s earlier sword strike, but she was an instant too slow. The net landed over her, and the circular black weights attached to each corner immediately snapped together. Vyara let out another hiss and continued to try to contort herself through the gaps in the net. It was like watching a snake trying to wiggle out of a bag, to no avail. 
 
    Katie stepped in front of Pierce, lifting a wooden crossbow slightly larger than the one she typically used up to her shoulder. She fired a silver bolt into Vyara’s body, eliciting a screech of pain. Pierce closed the door and drew a silver dagger from a sheath at his side.  
 
    “Don’t struggle,” said Pierce. “I’ll make it quick.” 
 
    “You…” hissed Vyara. “Human! I’ll destroy you! I’ll—” 
 
    Pierce stabbed downward several times in quick succession, puncturing Vyara’s throat, and then her heart. He waved a hand, and the magical net drew Vyara’s already contorted body even tighter together. He stabbed her a few more times before seeming satisfied, and then wiped his blade off. 
 
    “What a vile creature,” muttered Pierce.  
 
    Katie was already hurrying over to Jack. She’d found a key on one of the tables and was already using it to take the choker off Jack’s neck. 
 
    “Help Mira!” he said. “Please! She’s dying.” 
 
    Katie unlocked Jack’s wrist shackles and he fell forward onto the floor. His body was still struggling against the lingering effects of the paralytic, which forced him to sprawl against the stone at an odd angle. He didn’t care. 
 
    “Mira!” he shouted.  
 
    “Get him on his feet,” said Pierce. “We don’t have time to waste. We need to get through that second door.” 
 
    “Jack,” said Katie. “We need your help. One of the doors in the vaults can only be opened by a vampire.” 
 
    Jack blinked, feeling a dull, burgeoning anger as he realized why they’d come to save him. They only cared about getting to the artifact. They needed him for that, and so here they were. If they hadn’t run into an obstacle they needed him for, they would have completely ignored his and Mira’s suffering. 
 
    “No…” Jack shook his head. He pushed Katie away from him and stood on his own, wobbling legs. “I’m not going anywhere without her.” 
 
    He hurried across the workshop over to Mira. Her wrist and ankle shackles had kept her from sliding further down on the spike, but it still impaled her all the way through. It looked like something out of a movie, or like the pretend costumes with fake arrow halves attached to either side. Except it was real. And she wasn’t moving or breathing. 
 
    “She’s not dead,” said Jack. “She… she can’t be.” 
 
    “Jack…” Katie set a hand on his shoulder, but he shrugged it away. 
 
    “No!” he shouted. “If she was dead, I wouldn’t still have my powers. Mira dying would free me from my vampiric curse!” 
 
    “Then we should move quickly, while you still have them and can open that door,” said Pierce. “Don’t move her. It will only kill her even faster.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t listening to him. He looped his arms underneath Mira’s naked body and gently lifted her off the spike. He shot a glare at Katie, and she reluctantly began undoing Mira’s shackles. 
 
    He set her down on the floor, pressing his hands over the grotesque hole the spike had left in her stomach. Jack could still feel the tears on his cheeks, and he tried to stay as calm as he could while looking down at her unmoving form. 
 
    “She needs to feed,” he said. “Katie. Let her feed off you.” 
 
    “You’re out of your mind,” said Pierce. 
 
    Jack stood up. His hands were stained red from Mira’s blood. He didn’t care. 
 
    “Jack, think about this,” said Katie. “If we hurry to the door now, you can still unlock it for us. She’s going to die, either way. You’ll be free of your curse then, and if we move now, we’ll have the artifact, too.” 
 
    “No,” said Jack. “One of the two of you is going to help me, and let Mira feed off you.” 
 
    “Or what?” asked Pierce. 
 
    Jack looked down at his blood-stained hands. 
 
    “There is no or,” he said. “I’ll do what I have to do to make it happen.” 
 
    He made eye contact with Pierce, and then with Katie, whose mouth had fallen open in disbelief. 
 
    “Are you fucking serious?” snapped Katie. “You’re going to threaten me? After everything I’ve done to help you? Jack, she’s the one who turned you into a vampire in the first place!” 
 
    Jack felt cold as he listened to Katie’s words. Katie, the girl he’d known ever since childhood. The girl who he’d dreamed of reuniting with. The girl he’d come back to Lestaron Island for, only to discover that she’d found someone else. 
 
    He wondered if he’d ever made it clear to her how much that had hurt him. And how much it hurt now, to see her siding with Pierce against him. 
 
    “She was the one who bit me,” said Jack. “But Katie… you’re the one who turned me into what I am.” 
 
    Were those his words that he was speaking? Or were they Mira’s? He could feel the memories he’d absorbed on the edge of his awareness, but he didn’t care if they were clouding his judgment. He meant what he’d said. 
 
    “This is taking too long,” said Pierce. “If you won’t come willingly, I’ll put you in a net and drag you behind us.” 
 
    Pierce took a step forward, and that was enough of a provocation for Jack. He channeled his blood essence and raised his palm in Pierce’s direction, lashing out with three Spectral Hand tendrils at once. They caught Pierce completely off guard, wrapping around his chest, arms, and ankles, and lifting him into the air. 
 
    “Jack!” screamed Katie. “What the fuck!” 
 
    “Katie,” said Jack. “If you have an anti-enthrallment potion on you, now would be a good time to give it to me.” 
 
    Katie opened her mouth, then hesitated. She met Jack’s eye, and he saw the instant when she realized that he was serious and not about to back down. He would have preferred for Katie to allow Mira to feed off her willingly, but if he had to do it by force, it didn’t really matter which one he picked. 
 
    “You bastard!” shouted Pierce. “If you think I’ll honor our deal after this…” 
 
    Katie passed Jack a small vial, immediately stepping back from him and crossing her arms once he’d taken it. Jack reeled Pierce in and popped the cork off the potion. 
 
    “Open up,” said Jack. “Unless you like the idea of becoming Mira’s thrall.” 
 
    Pierce gritted his teeth and glared at Jack with all the intensity he could muster. But he didn’t resist as Jack tilted the vial against his lips. He drank it down to the last drop, taking several heavy, angry breaths afterward. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we don’t have time to wait for it to properly take effect,” said Jack. “Let’s hope it still works.” 
 
    “Fuck you!” shouted Pierce. “Katie! Stop him!” 
 
    Katie had her hands clasped tight over her mouth. She shook her head, clearly unable to decide what to do. Jack knew he could overpower her even while holding Pierce with his tendrils, and so did she. Siding with Pierce would be a symbolic gesture, and one that she apparently wasn’t willing to risk. 
 
    “Don’t struggle,” said Jack. “Unless you like the idea of her taking an actual bite out of your neck.” 
 
    Pierce sneered at him, but to his credit, he did not struggle as Jack lowered him into position over Mira. Jack crouched down next to her and gingerly used his free hand to lift her head, placing her lips in contact with Pierce’s neck. 
 
    “Mira,” he whispered. “You have to feed if you’re going to heal up, okay? Just bite down. I took care of everything else.” 
 
    Mira didn’t move. She wasn’t breathing, and if not for the fact that Jack was still able to use his blood magic, he would have thought that she was dead. 
 
    “Please…” said Jack. “Mira, please. Do it for me. I don’t want to lose you.” 
 
    A tiny, pained gasp escaped Mira’s lips. One of her eyes fluttered open slightly. Her tongue prodded forward, licking Pierce’s skin, which elicited a disgusted gasp from him. Mira slowly opened her mouth, and then sank her fangs into Pierce’s neck. 
 
    Pierce tensed up slightly, and then leaned into the bite. Jack had seen Katie react similarly many times before. He released the Spectral Hand tendrils from around him and watched as Mira continued sipping on his blood, pressing her palm against Pierce’s chest like a shepherd calming a spooked animal. She drank deeply from Pierce’s neck, taking more than Jack usually did from Katie or Ryoko, almost enough to make him worry. 
 
    The effect of having her blood essence restored was almost immediately visible. Jack watched as the gash through Mira’s stomach and back began to knit itself closed. The muscle and flesh slowly grew back into the proper place, and a rough scab on each side completed the process. 
 
    She let out a groan and pulled bloody lips back from Pierce’s neck. Jack was there in an instant, cradling her head and smiling like a fool. He shrugged out of his grandfather’s leather duster, draping it over Mira’s naked body. She squeezed it against her before pulling it on, tying the belt around the waist tight to give her some basic modesty. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” he whispered. 
 
    “A bit under the weather,” said Mira. “But much better than before. You sweet, silly boy.” 
 
    Jack hugged her as gently as he could. He glanced up, noticing Katie in a similar position at Pierce’s side. She glared at him and stabbed a finger in his direction. 
 
    “This is the worst thing you’ve ever done, Jack,” hissed Katie. “You really are a fucking monster.” 
 
    Her words carried more of a sting than he was ready for. Jack felt his face heat up, and a section of his heart that he’d been ignoring for a while began to ache with fresh pain. 
 
    “Saving someone’s life is the worst thing I’ve ever done?” he asked. “I think that says more about you than it does about me.” 
 
    “Fuck you,” said Katie. “Honestly, just… fuck you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 31 
 
      
 
    Jack was annoyed and ready to keep arguing, but footsteps sounded from down the hall, coming down the stairs. He immediately glanced down at Mira, who shakily began climbing to her feet.  
 
    “We don’t have time,” said Jack. “We need to run. They can’t catch us here.” 
 
    “The door,” said Pierce. “We can make it through the door. I have the keystone. They won’t be able to open it without it.” 
 
    Jack nodded. He helped support Mira’s weight and Katie did the same for Pierce as they hurried out of Vyara’s workshop. Angry shouts came as they entered the hallway, followed by heavy footsteps. The vampires were gaining on them, but it was only a short distance to the hallway leading to the vaults. 
 
    The chained ghouls Jack had seen on his first visit had all been dispatched. He frowned, wondering if Pierce and Katie were aware of how careless it was to leave so many obvious clues in their wake. It didn’t matter now, of course, but if they’d managed to get further into their plan without drawing attention, it would have been clear evidence of their presence. 
 
    The first door at the end of the ghoul room had been opened, and Jack helped Mira through it alongside Katie and Pierce. Two vampires slid to a stop in front of the connecting hallway. Pierce hurried to grab the edge of the door and slide it back into place. It shut with a satisfying, definitive click, and he pulled a large, spherical ruby out of his pocket. 
 
    “The ruby keystone,” said Pierce. “I stole it from Volandar’s room. They won’t be able to follow after us without it, unless they can tear this door down. Which I sincerely doubt they’ll be capable of, or even attempt.” 
 
    “Glad to see you’re feeling better,” said Jack. The comment earned a look from Pierce that had death and hatred written all over it. 
 
    “I will never forget what you did to me,” said Pierce. “What you both did to me.” 
 
    “Oh, of that I’m sure,” said Mira. “I could feel the way you were moving, Pierce. It must have been confusing, enjoying the sensation of my fangs like that. And you did enjoy it, more than most do.” 
 
    Jack set a hand on Mira’s shoulder. Pierce looked as though he’d try to kill her if she kept talking. 
 
    “Are you feeling alright now?” asked Jack. “I know how effective vampiric healing can be, but still… You were basically skewered.” 
 
    Mira shuddered. 
 
    “Don’t remind me,” she said. “I’m still weakened, but I’ll manage.” 
 
    Jack leaned in a little closer to her, not wanting Katie and Pierce to overhear. 
 
    “What about the Sacrificial Gift?” he asked. “Would me giving you your life essence back help you recover?” 
 
    Mira frowned slightly and shook her head. 
 
    “No,” she said. “It would only weaken you.” 
 
    “I can manage,” said Jack. “I have the strength to spare, at the moment.” 
 
    “The effects of the Sacrificial Gift, as you’ve probably realized, are subtle rather than obvious,” said Mira. “It takes a large toll on the person on the giving end, and the effects bestowed on the receiver have diminishing returns. It would only leave both of us at half strength if you were to return the favor, at the moment.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “Why did you give it to me in the first place if the effects are so subtle compared to how much it drained out of you?” he asked. 
 
    Mira interlaced her fingers through his and smiled at him. 
 
    “Because it was all I could do, my sweet,” she said. “And it did help you, did it not?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” said Jack. 
 
    “I’m so very glad.” Mira slid in closer to him, smirking as she let her lips draw near to his. As much as Jack wanted nothing more than what she was offering, he knew that they were both getting distracted. He gave her a single quick kiss and leaned his forehead against hers. 
 
    “We have to stay focused on the task at hand,” said Jack. “We’re in the Emerald Keep’s vault, now. But, we’re going to have to leave at some point. What’s to stop them from guarding the door and attacking us as soon as we come out?” 
 
    Pierce exhaled through his nose. 
 
    “There’s another way in,” he said. “These vaults are more extensive than they look. This may have once been a regular section of the castle. Given how it’s situated underground compared to the surrounding terrain, I have no doubt that there’s another door leading outside.” 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “That makes sense. “So now what?” 
 
    “Now,” said Katie in a stiff voice, “you do your best to make up for the stupid shit you pulled.” 
 
    She pointed down to the other end of the rectangular room they were in. Intricate etchings adorned most of the walls, depicting ancient battles and historical scenes. Luminescent crystal dust had been painted onto some of them, which gave the room an ethereal, bluish glow. 
 
    At the very back of the room stood the next door blocking their way. It was circular in shape, with iron handholds constructed in a way to allow for a strong enough person to roll it to the side. There was a statue of a woman built into it, jutting forward at an angle that made her seem like she was halfway leaned into a bow. She was carved of jet black stone, except for her neck, which was the color and texture of pale human flesh. 
 
    “This is why we couldn’t make any progress,” muttered Pierce. “As far as we can tell, only a vampire can open this door.” 
 
    “Only a vampire…?” asked Jack. “How do you figure?” 
 
    “Her neck,” said Katie. “Obviously. A vampire needs to bite it to release the mechanism.” 
 
    “Uh, alright,” said Jack. He walked across the room and examined the statue a little more closely. There were no bite marks or indentations on its neck. In fact, the skin was flawless, so much so that it left Jack wondering if his fangs would even be able to pierce into it. 
 
    “This could be dangerous,” said Mira. “There is no telling what will happen when you do this. There could be a mechanism built in to punish anyone other than a specified person.” 
 
    “Let’s hope there isn’t,” said Pierce. “Get on with it. We’re wasting time.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” muttered Jack. 
 
    He stepped in closer to the statue and set his hand on its neck. It felt warm to the touch, and supple, no different from his own skin. The woman was beautiful, despite being almost completely made of onyx. She wore a single, long piece of silken cloth wrapped around her upper body, which hung in a manner that let the edge of one of her nipples peek through. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” said Jack. He bared his fangs and brought them in close to the statue’s neck. He caught the slightest hint of a smell, feminine and graceful, with an edge of perfume. Jack licked his lips, and then gently sank his fangs into the statue’s fleshy neck. 
 
    The statue flashed with white light and let out an audible gasp. And just like that, she was alive, embodied in living flesh. She was a woman with dark, curly red hair, dazzling green eyes, and a voluptuous figure. She raised an arm to caress Jack’s cheek, and then kissed him deeply, hugging him tight enough to mash her naked breasts against his chest. Jack kissed her back on reflex, only pulling back when the bizarreness of the situation caught up with him. 
 
    They were somewhere else, too. Jack and the woman stood on a rooftop, clad in an open white silk robe with nothing underneath. There was a cloth hammock just behind her, and as she held his gaze, she ran one of her hands across the fabric’s surface. 
 
    The woman moved her lips in a wordless whisper and then sat back on the hammock. Her robe fell open, exposing her large, naked breasts. Her nipples matched the color of her hair, and her chest had strange, diagonal tan lines across it. 
 
    “Where are we?” asked Jack. “What is this?” 
 
    She reached her hands up to his chest and let them slide down the front of his body, which brought Jack’s attention to the fact that he was completely naked. He let out a small gasp of pleasure as her fingers grazed over his crotch, finding something to grab onto and drowning him in sensation. 
 
    “This isn’t real,” said Jack. “This isn’t really happening.” 
 
    It felt like a dream. Like a hazy, early morning sex dream, to be specific. The beautiful red-haired woman smiled at him, revealing a gorgeous set of dimples. Her hands kept stroking back and forth. Jack tried to take a step back, but she held him in place with her grip on his shaft, and it felt so good that he couldn’t make himself fight against it. 
 
    He knew it was a trick, of one sort or another. Volandar would not use the statue to guard his vaults if there wasn’t some kind of second, utilitarian purpose to it. Personal enjoyment didn’t seem to fit with the statue’s placement. 
 
    The woman shifted herself entirely onto the hammock, letting her robe fall completely open and revealing a small patch of blondish red hair along her crotch. She pursed her lips and opened her thighs slightly, sending out a clear invitation. 
 
    “No,” he said. “This doesn’t feel…” 
 
    He trailed off as the woman leaned her face forward, letting the tip of his tool slide against her cheeks and lips. He was painfully hard, and as much as the situation was setting off alarm bells in his head, the sensation of her soft face, and then her lips, and then her hot, wet, tongue was overwhelming. 
 
    She opened her mouth and took his length in slowly. Torturously slowly. Jack had to focus to remain standing as he watched her slowly began to bob her head back and forth, holding eye contact with him every second of the way. Jack could feel the blood pounding through his heart, among other places. His breath quickened, and he felt suddenly off guard at how close she’d already brought him to his limit. And then, it was too late for him to do much of anything to stop it. 
 
    The woman changed in his moment of climax. Pale skin became mottled, demonic black, with pulsing stripes of yellow color. Her curling red hair suddenly became blacker than night, each lock a hanging tendril almost like Jack’s own magic. And her eyes seemed to burn with hatred.  
 
    Jack flinched backward, but the tendrils were already reaching for him, trying to lock him in place to give the now monstrous-looking woman a chance to do whatever it was she intended. He flailed out with his hand, pushing her back and turning his face away. 
 
     “Jack?” said Mira. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Jack blinked. He was sitting on the ground, back in the vaults, amongst the others. The door was already open, and the statue of the woman was made of onyx again, except for that one section of neck. 
 
    “Uh, fine,” he said. “What just happened?” 
 
    “You bit the statue, let out a melodramatic moan, and then fell on your ass,” said Katie. “Why?” 
 
    “No reason,” said Jack. “We should keep moving.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 32 
 
      
 
    The four of them entered the next chamber as a group, coming to a stop as they took in what lay ahead of them. The room was illuminated in the same way as the last one, with luminescent carvings on the walls providing a meager amount of ghostly blue light. In the room’s center was an ornate, full-body mirror, oval in shape and set into a gold frame encrusted with jewels. 
 
    “A mirror,” said Jack. “Interesting.” 
 
    There was an opening leading to another hallway just beyond it, with no door blocking their way this time. Jack frowned and glanced at his companions. 
 
    “Maybe we get a free pass on this room?” asked Katie. “It looks like we can just walk straight by.” 
 
    “This isn’t as straightforward as it looks,” said Pierce. “I would assume that the mirror is cursed in some way.” 
 
    “A cursed mirror?” asked Jack. “Seriously?” 
 
    “It is a fairly common enchantment,” said Mira. “Though it has fallen heavily out of fashion in modern times. There are many different ways in which a mirror can be ensorcelled to serve as an obstacle in a situation such as this.” 
 
    None of them said anything for a minute. The mirror was at a slight angle, which kept them from being able to look directly into it from where they stood at the room’s entrance. 
 
    “We won’t make it any further if we just stand here,” said Jack. “I’m going to try to head by it.” 
 
    “What?” snapped Katie. “No. You’re not going first.” 
 
    “No, he’s right,” said Pierce. “As much as I loathe to say those words. If there are any enemies in the room beyond, he’ll stand the best chance out of any of us at facing them. It’s possible his vampiric condition might help him resist the mirror’s effects, whatever they might be.” 
 
    Mira set a hand on Jack’s shoulder and kissed him on the cheek. He put his arm around her and gave her a quick squeeze, feeling an echo of the relief he’d felt when he’d managed to save her. It made such a difference to have her there with him. He noticed Katie giving them a lingering glance with an odd expression on her face, but he pretended to ignore it. 
 
    “Alright,” said Jack. “Here I go.” 
 
    He took measured steps, cautiously drawing near to the mirror. It was tilted back on its stand, which meant that he didn’t see his full reflection until he was within a few feet of it. And as soon as he did, he knew that something was wrong. 
 
    The Jack staring back at him in the mirror was smiling and moving out of sync. Mirror Jack lifted a hand and gestured for him to come closer. Jack felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as he felt his legs moving automatically, bringing him in closer. 
 
    “Hey,” said Mirror Jack. “I know what you’re thinking. And you’re right. It isn’t fair.” 
 
    “What?” Jack shook his head, frowning as he stared into the eyes of his doppelganger.  
 
    “This situation, these last few weeks,” said Mirror Jack. “It’s all fucked up. It’s okay, you can admit it. We both know it.” 
 
    “You aren’t real,” said Jack. “You aren’t me. I’m not interested in whatever it is you’re selling.” 
 
    He tried to step around the mirror, but his doppelganger held his gaze, and it made him feel like he couldn’t look away. 
 
    “You want to be free,” said Mirror Jack. “And you can be! It would be so simple…” 
 
    Mirror Jack stepped aside, revealing another scene within the reflection playing out in the background. Another version of Jack was holding Mira by the wrist. She barely struggled, looking more confused than afraid, as this version of Jack began sliding his Spectral Sword through the partially healed wound in her abdomen. 
 
    “No…” muttered Jack, shaking his head even as he continued staring into the mirror. 
 
    “You’d be a free man,” said Mirror Jack. “Human again. Able to live your life however and with whoever you wanted. You’re a millionaire, in case you forgot.” 
 
    Mirror Jack quirked an eyebrow, reacting to the way one of his words had triggered the real Jack’s emotions. 
 
    “Or maybe it’s her you want,” said Mirror Jack. “The girl next door. Your childhood crush. Are you alright with how your relationship has evolved? Or devolved, rather? Don’t you wish it could be something more?” 
 
    Mirror Jack stepped to the side again, revealing a new scene. It was Katie, waiting outside the airport, back on that fateful day when Jack had first returned to the island. He watched as a version of himself walked quickly down the stairs and pulled her into a tight hug. She kissed his cheek, and then pressed her head against his shoulder. 
 
    There was an engagement ring on her finger, which Jack noticed as she intertwined her fingers through the version of him in the mirror. She looked so happy, and he couldn’t stop himself from remembering that promise from so long ago, and all the time he’d spent imagining a potential future for them in their time apart. 
 
     “Katie is her own person,” muttered the real Jack. “She makes her own decisions. She can choose to be with me, or Bruce, or whoever she wants. It’s none of my business what she decides to do in the end, even if maybe I do sometimes think about what could have been.” 
 
    Mirror Jack frowned and slowly shook his head. 
 
    “You…” Mirror Jack waggled a finger at him. “You’re stronger than you initially seemed. Oh, but there is something you desire. I was reaching in the wrong direction, it seems. Volandar had the right idea.” 
 
    “Enough,” muttered Jack. “I’m not going to give in to whatever it is you’re trying to get me to do.” 
 
    “You don’t have to give in,” said Mirror Jack. “That’s the beauty of this particular desire of yours. You wanted Volandar to tell you about your father. But it just so happens, Jack, that you already have the answer you’re seeking.” 
 
    The mirror rippled, shifting scenes. Jack saw the aftermath of the accident that had changed his life twelve years earlier. His mother lay in the road, dead, surrounded by chunks of broken glass that glittered like jagged diamonds. He was in the front seat. It was that detail which had made Volandar’s insistence that his father was still alive seem just barely plausible. His father hadn’t been in the car with him, as he’d once been led to believe. 
 
    But more of the memory came back to him this time. He could feel the blood oozing out of him in spurts from an awful gash in his neck. He could feel the pain in his skull, which had repeatedly struck the window and anything else it could come into contact with as the car had rolled over. He could feel where a piece of metal had impaled through the flesh of his stomach, nearly bisecting his tiny body. 
 
    And moreover, Jack could feel himself slipping away. He stayed with the memory, and felt his vision fading. A cold certainty took hold in him as he realized that the darkness he saw through his childhood eyes wasn’t a product of the vagueness of his remembrance.  
 
    “No, this can’t be right,” he muttered. “If my injuries had been that bad, I wouldn’t have survived the crash.” 
 
    “Who says you survived the crash?” asked Mirror Jack. 
 
    The grin on his doppelganger’s face was both unnerving and infuriating. How could it even be possible? It made no sense, but at the same time, it fit perfectly. His memories of the period after the accident were hazy and unreliable. It wasn’t until he’d been sent off to his aunt and uncle that Jack had really started to feel aware again.  
 
    “No,” said Jack. “You’re lying. Trying to take advantage of my emotions and desires.” 
 
    “Am I?” asked Mirror Jack. “Just touch the mirror, and you’ll find out. You’ll know the truth.” 
 
    Laughter echoed through Jack’s skull. He shook his head, and then forced himself to turn around completely. It took all the willpower he had, but he managed it. 
 
    “Jack?” called Mira. “Are you okay? You haven’t been responding to us for the past few minutes.” 
 
    “I’m alright,” said Jack. “The mirror is definitely cursed. Be careful as you pass by it. Maybe even try walking backwards to avoid looking into it.” 
 
    “What?” said Pierce. “We didn’t see anything amiss from here.” 
 
    “Just trust me,” said Jack. 
 
    He slipped around to the other side of the mirror, letting out a sigh of relief as he felt himself moving out of its range. The details of the accident were still burned into his mind. The memory felt real, more real than the other images the mirror had shown him. It was devastating and unfair to have remembered what he just had, and it only left him with more questions. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 33 
 
      
 
    “I’ll go next,” said Katie. 
 
    “Seriously,” said Jack. “Whatever you do, don’t look into the mirror.” 
 
    “I’m not a child, Jack,” said Katie. “I can manage this.” 
 
    She scowled at him and then turned around so her back was facing the mirror, as he’d suggested. Jack watched as she slowly made her way through the dim room. She took small, backwards steps, and eventually slowed to a stop a short distance before passing the mirror completely. 
 
    “Katie…” said Jack. He started toward her, but it was already too late. 
 
    Katie spun around to face the mirror as though she’d just heard someone mocking her behind her back. Jack watched her face, unable to see her reflection in the mirror from where she stood. She blinked several times in quick succession, and her mouth slowly opened wide with horror. 
 
    “It’s going to mix truth with lies, Katie,” said Jack. “If you can hear me, just try your best to stay calm. Don’t do what it says.” 
 
    “I doubt she can hear you,” called Mira, from the other side of the room.  
 
    Katie stood where she was for several long minutes. Her eyes told a part of the story, widening and glancing from side to side at whatever the mirror was showing her. She shook her head a lot, and at one point, she winced and let out a stifled sob. 
 
    “No…” muttered Katie. “No!” 
 
    She screamed, as whatever she was being shown intensified, and she clamped her hands over her ears, shutting her eyes tight. Jack took the opportunity to inject himself into the situation. Without walking all the way around to the other side of the mirror, he grabbed Katie’s shoulder and forcibly pulled her beyond it, pulling her to the other side of the room. 
 
    “No!” cried Katie. “Get back! I… I’ll—” 
 
    “Relax,” said Jack. “It’s just me.” 
 
    She glanced around, still holding a tight, panicked tension in the set of her shoulders and body language. 
 
    “Oh god…” she whispered, with a shudder. “That was… horrible. I didn’t realize it would be able to see my memories like that.” 
 
    “What did it show you?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie didn’t answer him, and she made a point of not looking at him. Jack decided that it was probably unfair for him to press on with the question unless he felt comfortable talking about his own visions, which he didn’t. 
 
    “We’re wasting time,” said Mira. “Let us not linger on this particular obstacle.” 
 
    She started walking forward, not bothering to turn her back to the mirror, as Katie had. She still seemed a little unsteady on her legs from her earlier injury, but Mira had a different kind of strength to showcase. As she drew near enough to the mirror to be vulnerable to its effects, she waggled her fingers in a teasing wave, and then blew it a kiss. 
 
    She didn’t break stride as she made her way past it. 
 
    “Uh, wow,” said Jack. “You didn’t mention that you were immune to curses.” 
 
    “I’m not,” said Mira. “But I do have a lot more experience than the rest of you at resisting them.” 
 
    She moved to stand close to Jack, pulling him into an embrace from the side. He was surprised by how much better it made him feel, almost instantly pushing aside the dark anxiety his own brush with the mirror had stirred up. Katie scowled at the two of them before turning her attention toward Pierce, who’d started toward the mirror. 
 
    Pierce made no attempt at trying to go around the mirror or shield his gaze from it. He stood in front of it, staring into his own reflection, his expression revealing nothing of what was transpiring within. 
 
    “Pierce,” called Katie. “Don’t let it trick you.” 
 
    “I don’t think he can hear you,” said Jack.  
 
    “That doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try!” snapped Katie. 
 
    Pierce starting mouthing silent words. He licked his lips, and then ran his hands over his face, deep in deliberation. Then, he started to laugh. 
 
    It was a strange sound, simultaneously harsh and over the top, and it echoed off the walls of the chamber. Pierce laughed for at least a minute straight. And then he lifted one of his arms and reached toward the mirror. 
 
    “He’s going to touch it!” hissed Jack. 
 
    “He won’t,” said Katie. “He’s strong enough to resist.” 
 
    Was he? Pierce’s hand slowly moved toward the mirror, and there was a certainty in his eyes which made it seem like an inevitability. Jack wasn’t about to find out what happened when one of them fell for the mirror’s trick. 
 
    He gathered his blood essence and formed a Spectral Hand tendril, reaching out and looping the shadowy arm around Pierce’s wrist the instant before his fingers grazed the mirror’s surface. Pierce flinched visibly. Jack pulled him to the side, and then past the mirror, where he seemed to come back to his senses and reality. 
 
    “That…” Pierce shook his head. “I don’t know what that was.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” said Katie. She took Pierce’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “We all were on the verge of falling for it.” 
 
    Mira rolled her eyes. 
 
    “I wasn’t going to,” said Pierce. “I was just curious. That’s all.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” said Jack. “Well, we’re past it now. We should keep moving.” 
 
    Pierce nodded, though he was still looking in the direction of the mirror. The four of them continued onward, passing through a large, open doorway and onto a staircase leading further underground. 
 
    The chamber they found themselves in at the bottom of the stairs was pitch black, lacking the illumination provided by the glowing murals in the previous rooms. Jack felt to either side of the doorway at the bottom and discovered two fresh torches hanging from metal sconces set into the wall. 
 
    Pierce pulled a cigarette lighter out of his pocket and used it to coax a flame onto the first torch, which he then pressed against the tip of the second to light it as well. They gave enough light for them to see what the darkness had been hiding. 
 
    The chamber was filled with old death. Human bones littered the ground, along with ancient rusted weapons and tatters of cloth. Jack couldn’t begin to imagine how many bodies must have once been dumped in the chamber. Hundreds? Thousands, maybe? 
 
    There were no fresh corpses, which was a minor consolation. The chamber’s smell was a mixture of dust, chalk, and mold, rather than the fresh, pungent aroma of recent death. A path had been cleared through the otherwise ankle-deep bone pile, and it led straight to a massive door underneath an archway on the chamber’s far side. 
 
    “This is fucking unreal,” muttered Katie. 
 
    “I think it was some kind of dumping ground,” said Jack. “Maybe this is where one of the keep’s old lords disposed of his victims, or thralls, or something.” 
 
    “Unlikely,” said Mira. “There are better ways to dispose of corpses. And most of these bones look to be around the same age.” 
 
    “What do you think happened, then?” asked Jack. 
 
    Mira grimaced. 
 
    “If I had to speculate,” said Mira. “I would guess that a vast number of people were locked within this chamber. Permanently.” 
 
    “Oof,” said Jack. “Maybe I shouldn’t have asked.” 
 
    He tried not to think about what would happen to them if Pierce was wrong, and there was no other way out of the vaults. If that was the case, Volandar could simply sabotage the door they’d come in through and leave them to add their own bones to the pile scattered across the floor. 
 
    “This is fucking gross,” said Katie. “Can we get this over with?” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. “Let’s keep moving.” 
 
    They took one of the torches with them, leaving the other by the door. The chamber was silent other than their own footsteps and the rattling sound that ensued whenever one of them accidentally kicked a bone or a skull. To Jack, it didn’t feel like a place intended for the living. 
 
    The four of them came to a stop in front of the door on the other side. It was similar to the very first door Jack had encountered in the room with the ghouls, with a round indentation in its center. 
 
    “I think the keystone is needed for this one,” said Jack. 
 
    Pierce had been quiet for a while, and he’d lagged a little behind the rest of the group. He slowly walked over to them and stood in front of the door, staring at it with a distant look on his face. 
 
    “Pierce?” said Katie. 
 
    Pierce shook his head and cleared his throat. 
 
    “Right,” he said. “Here.” 
 
    He pulled the spherical jewel out of his pocket and pressed it into the doorway. A bright, red light immediately burst forth from the door’s center line, and it pulled open, each half sliding outward in much the same way as a modern automatic door, inviting them in. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 34 
 
      
 
    The chamber on the other side was smaller than the one they were leaving and lit by a chandelier encrusted with white luminescent crystals. Jack knew instantly that it held what they’d come to find. 
 
    An egregious amount of treasure was scattered about the relatively confined space. Jack counted half a dozen open chests stuffed full of ancient-looking gold coins, crystals, and jewels the size of his eyes. A long weapon rack running across one side of the room held a plethora of ornate swords, spears, and maces clearly intended for show rather than actual use. 
 
    Paintings and intricately carved busts of ancient vampire lords and ladies adorned the walls and sat atop stone stands. A bookshelf in the corner held a hundred or so pristine tomes, some of which looked rare by simple virtue of the arcane lettering across their spines. 
 
    It was a treasure hoard worthy of any dragon or pirate. Jack grinned stupidly as he slowly made his way around the room. He knew there was no chance they’d be able to take most of it with them, but still wondered how much each of the gold coins would be worth, assuming he could find a buyer. 
 
    There was also a door near the bookshelf in the corner which he assumed led outside, as Pierce had suggested earlier. It would save them from having to walk by the cursed mirror again on their way out—as long as they could get it open. 
 
    “A lot of this stuff looks like it’s been down here for centuries,” muttered Katie. “Are we really the first intruders to break into this vault?” 
 
    “It’s not unlikely,” said Mira. “At least in the time since Volandar has taken over. I suspect that the way he ruled over the Jade Circle gave the keep a certain… reputation. One that most thieves would think twice about before taking their chances with.” 
 
    Jack nodded, and then he noticed Pierce walking ahead of the rest of the group. He was heading toward a weapon rack apart from the rest. One that held a single scepter made of polished bronze, with a steel spike protruding from the tip and five rubies set into its head. 
 
    “That’s it, isn’t it?” asked Jack. 
 
    Pierce didn’t answer him. His eyes reflected the rubies as he stared at the weapon, his brow furrowed in an intense, satisfied expression. 
 
    “Zedekiah’s Scepter,” muttered Pierce. “The only one of its kind. And I’ve finally found it.” 
 
    “The only one of its kind?” asked Jack. “If it’s so rare, I wonder why Volandar didn’t just keep it close to him. Putting it inside a vault like this is just asking for it to be stolen.” 
 
    Pierce looked over his shoulder at Jack. His face was an unreadable mask, and his eyes were cold. 
 
    “Because it isn’t a weapon for vampires,” said Pierce. 
 
    He reached forward and seized the scepter. Bright white light flashed as soon as his fingers made contact with the scepter’s shaft, emanating not just outward but into Pierce as well. It was intense enough to force Jack to look away, and it left a multicolored afterimage against his vision. 
 
    When he finally looked back in Pierce’s direction, he wasn’t sure what he was seeing. Pierce still held the scepter, which now pulsed and hummed with power, the rubies set into it emanating a deep, red light. Pierce’s eyes were glowing, too, and not their original color. His irises had turned silver, and they shone with more intensity in time with the pulsing of the scepter. 
 
    “Pierce…” said Katie. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’ve never been better,” said Pierce. “I’ve dreamed of this kind of power. The scepter… it’s like a deep well.” 
 
    Pierce took a deep breath, and electricity crackled across his chest and up the length of his arms. Katie took a step forward, holding a hand out toward him and frowning. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. 
 
    Pierce’s expression softened a little, and he nodded his head. 
 
    “It’s still me,” he said. “Truly, it is. The feeling of the magic coursing through me is a little infectious, but the scepter hasn’t stolen my free will, if that’s what you’re worried about. Which you should keep in mind, given what I’m about to do next.” 
 
    Pierce stepped by Katie and turned his attention toward Mira. She’d been watching the scene play out, but still wasn’t ready for Pierce as he hurled himself forward and sank the tip of the scepter deep into her shoulder. 
 
    Mira screamed as magical electricity danced over her body, scattering her blonde hair outward and forcing all of her muscles to tense at once. She fell backward to the ground, clamping a hand over her shoulder and making no attempt to stand back up. 
 
    “You bastard!” shouted Jack. “Pierce! I won’t let you kill her.” 
 
    “I know you won’t,” said Pierce. “That’s why I waited until I had the scepter to attempt it. Obviously.” 
 
    He turned to face Jack, pointing the spiked tip of the scepter at his chest. 
 
    “There are consequences for all actions,” said Pierce. “Forcing me to let your disgusting broodmother suck blood from my neck has consequences. Consequences which I shall now carry out.” 
 
    He shuddered slightly before letting his expression fade back into a stony mask. 
 
    “It was to save her life,” said Jack. 
 
    “And I should care about her… why?” asked Pierce. “She dies here, Jack. I have the power to decide what happens now. Not you.” 
 
    “You sound awfully sure of yourself,” said Jack.  
 
    Pierce grinned. 
 
    “If you knew as much as I did about this weapon, you’d understand why,” said Pierce. 
 
    “You’re pathetic,” said Jack. “Breaking our deal on an impulse? I thought you were a man of your word.” 
 
    Jack glanced over at Katie, who’d taken a step back from the standoff. She had a guilty look on her face, and her arms were tightly folded over her breasts. She wouldn’t look at him or Pierce, despite both their efforts to try to catch her eye. 
 
    “Don’t take it personally,” said Pierce. “I’m not planning on turning this weapon over to the Order of Chaldea, either. Everyone’s life has turning points in it. You should know this as well as anyone.” 
 
    Pierce let his fingers tap against the scepter and took a step forward. Jack crouched down next to Mira, who still seemed to be stunned from the effects of the stab she’d taken. He carefully slid her over to one of the room’s walls and out of the way of the oncoming fight. 
 
    Her shoulder was still bleeding, which was odd. The wound Pierce had inflicted on her wasn’t that bad, by vampire standards, but it hadn’t closed up. If Zedekiah’s Scepter could inflict wounds that even his vampiric regeneration couldn’t heal, it would make things tricky for him. Pierce landing even just a single blow on him might be enough to end the fight. He would have to be perfect. 
 
    “If you really want to do this that badly,” said Jack. “Then let’s go. Come at me.” 
 
    Pierce let out a low chuckle. 
 
    “You know, I do have a certain kind of respect for you, Jack,” said Pierce. “Keep that in mind for the short while you have left to live.” 
 
    “Suck a dick,” said Jack. 
 
    He reached his hand to the side and conjured his Spectral Sword. No sooner than the ethereal blade materialized did Pierce make his move, slamming forward into him with his shoulder. 
 
    Jack went flying much farther than he’d been expecting to and landed in a hard sprawl on top of one of the treasure chests. Gold, despite being a soft metal, was still much harder than the side of his face. 
 
    He felt his heart beat a little faster as he pulled himself to his feet and realized the stakes. If he lost to Pierce, both he and Mira would die. He hadn’t felt much fear for his own safety since becoming a vampire, but knowing that he was fighting for someone else’s life too made the pressure all the more real. 
 
    Pierce charged toward Jack, stabbing the point of the scepter at his chest. He was faster and stronger than he’d been before. Faster and stronger than Jack was, even. Jack managed to swipe the strike away with his Spectral Sword, but his fingers tingled as his weapon made contact with the scepter. No mark was left on the point of impact on the scepter’s shaft, meaning that the weapon’s composition was likely also fortified by magic. 
 
    Jack went on the offensive, slashing with his Spectral Sword and trying to force Pierce back into the corner of the room. It was like trying to cut through the wind. Pierce seemed to blur out of the way each time he dodged, flashing a taunting smile at Jack as he came back into view. He didn’t seize on every opening to attack, and he didn’t hide the fact that he was toying with him. 
 
    “It’s tragic, really,” said Pierce. “So much spirit and resolve. Too much for a nightwalker.” 
 
    Jack sucked in air through his teeth and unleashed a series of focused Kendo strikes, none of which landed. If he could just force Pierce into the corner, where he couldn’t dodge, maybe… 
 
    Pierce appeared in front of him and slammed his knee into Jack’s stomach. The blow resonated through him, making his teeth slam against each other and lifting him upward off the ground. Jack fell to one knee and gasped, trying to pull himself together before Pierce could issue the finishing strike. 
 
    He looked over at Katie in the empty moment before the fight was over. He pleaded with her with his eyes, all but begging her to intervene. She looked horrified, but still had her arms wrapped tightly around herself, as though she was physically holding herself back. 
 
    It gutted Jack to know that she wasn’t going to come to his aid. Well, as much as anything could still gut him after the blow he’d just taken to the stomach. He thought of what the mirror had shown him and how chaotically his relationship with Katie had evolved. It was to the point where she was willing to watch him die rather than actively take his side in a fight. 
 
    The scepter hissed through the air like a baseball bat on track to hit a home run. Jack’s body was still stunned from the strength of Pierce’s last blow, but he had a secondary means of reacting. He gathered the blood essence inside of him and hastily formed it into a desperate spell. 
 
    Jack cast Shadow Form and slipped past the scepter at the last second. He reappeared in the darkest corner of the room, which was behind Pierce and to the right. He’d been hoping that it would give him a few seconds to recover, but Pierce immediately turned his way and threw himself into a lunge, stabbing the point of the scepter at his head. 
 
    Jack rolled out of the way. The scepter pierced through the head of the 14th century vampire lord depicted in the painting behind him. Jack reached out with his free hand and seized one of the heavy stone busts as he stood up, using his vampiric strength to hurl it in Pierce’s direction as a projectile. 
 
    Pierce ducked under it. The stone bust shattered as it hit the wall behind him, splashing a few shards of stone and dust onto Katie, who’d been nearby. Jack swore under his breath. The treasure vault was too small and too illuminated for him to fight as effectively as he wanted to. But he suddenly realized that he had another option. 
 
    Pierce surged forward on the attack, and Jack gave ground. He slipped out through the open doorway that led back to the previous chamber. It was dark, it was open, and it was littered with bones, all of which he could use to his advantage. 
 
    “There is nowhere for you to run to,” said Pierce. 
 
    “Oh, trust me,” said Jack. “I’m not running.” 
 
    He felt a sense of familiarity in the chamber’s darkness. It was where he belonged. Katie had called him a monster, and now, with her already opting out of intervening on his side, there was no reason for him to hold back. He was sick of playing by the rules. 
 
    Jack let Pierce follow him out into the darkened chamber. The only illumination came from the torch by the far entrance and the electric arcs occasionally crackling across Pierce’s body. It left Jack with several options. 
 
    He channeled his blood essence and used Shadow Form, fading into the darkness and reappearing behind Pierce. Pierce was ready for him, but that was what Jack had been expecting. They exchanged a few quick strikes, Spectral Sword deflecting off Zedekiah’s Scepter, and then both of them pulled back from each other. 
 
    “This is a waste of my time,” said Pierce. “I’m through playing with you, Jack.” 
 
    He raised his free hand, and white energy began to coalesce within his palm. Jack tried to rush forward to interrupt the spell and ended up taking the entire blast directly to the chest.  
 
    It didn’t hurt, which was a bad sign. Jack was knocked off his feet and through the air, dimly aware of what would happen if he collided with one of the chamber’s stone walls at the wrong angle. He used some of his blood essence to enter Shadow Form to kill his momentum, rather than to execute a flank. 
 
    Jack let out a low cry of pain as he rematerialized. His chest was on fire, and though his clothing had not been singed, the flesh underneath felt blistered, on top of the damage to his ribs and muscles that the concussive force of the spell had caused. 
 
    “That was a fraction of my strength,” said Pierce. “I could destroy you in an instant, Jack.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you?” he muttered. 
 
    Pierce chuckled.  
 
    “You really don’t understand a thing about how this artifact works, do you?” asked Pierce. 
 
    Jack couldn’t deny that, even though he loathed Pierce for his insufferable gloating. He didn’t know what he was up against beyond the fact that he knew it could inflict injuries on him that he couldn’t heal from. He was fighting in the dark. And two could play at that game. 
 
    He took a slow breath and gathered the blood essence he had left to draw from. It had been a while since Jack had last fed, and he was running low. But he knew that if this idea didn’t pan out, he would lose, regardless. 
 
    “It scared you when Mira bit you,” said Jack. “Didn’t it?” 
 
    Pierce didn’t answer, and his smile wavered slightly. 
 
    “Vampires,” said Jack. “We’re all about fear.” 
 
    “You think I’m afraid of vampires?” scoffed Pierce. “Ridiculous…” 
 
    Jack flashed a grin that showed his fangs. He formed a Spectral Hand tendril out of the back of one of his shoulders, lashing out against the torch near the chamber’s entrance. It fell against one of the bone piles littering the floor and snuffed itself out in a manner of seconds. 
 
    The only light left in the chamber came from what little spilled over from the treasure room, along with Pierce’s glowing electrical aura. Jack extended more tendrils out, a second, a third, all the way up to a dozen. 
 
    He pulled the darkness in underneath him, using Shadow Levitation to rise up into the air. And then, he began to spin his tendrils around him in a violent, swirling circle.  
 
    The skulls and bones on the ground began to move along with him, tumbling through the air and rattling as they banged into each other. Jack poured more of his blood essence into his magic, reaching out with more tendrils and pulling the remnants of the fallen ancients toward him. He floated in the air, surrounded by a whirling tempest of darkness and death. 
 
    Katie was right. He couldn’t deny it, not looking at himself now. He was the monster, and Pierce, with his sacred scepter and bright aura, was the crusader attempting to put him down. Jack started laughing, the sound of it overlapping with its own echo and adding to the sinister chorus of rattling bones. 
 
    Pierce looked visibly unnerved, but he still charged forward, leaping into the air and attempting to bypass the bone tempest to strike directly at Jack. Jack sent a salvo of skulls and bones into Pierce’s face. They didn’t do much physical damage, but having human remains showered against his eyes and mouth was enough to interrupt Pierce’s attack. 
 
    Pierce fell back toward the ground. Jack followed after him, propelling himself into a downward strike using his Spectral Sword and Shadow Levitation. Pierce dodged to the side and whipped the scepter at Jack’s head. He ducked under it and floated back into the air.  
 
    Katie was standing at the doorway to the treasure room. She looked distressed, and like she’d decided that she couldn’t just stand back and watch anymore. But she didn’t say anything as the two of them continued to clash against each other.  
 
    She couldn’t make the choice, and how could she? Was it a choice between good and evil? Or was it a choice between two people she cared about? Or maybe, it was no choice at all, just a case of action and inaction, with grave consequences and no set meaning. 
 
    “You don’t scare me, monster,” said Pierce, who was taking slow steps backward, despite his declaration. “And I know what scares you! Your bitch of a broodmother will die, and then we’ll see how much of a fight you put up.” 
 
    “No!” Jack dropped to the chamber’s floor, almost tripping over a skull as he charged after Pierce. Pierce was faster than he was, with the power of the scepter aiding him, and made it through the door of the treasure room first. 
 
    Jack charged in after him, and then slid to a stop. Volandar stood in front of the back doorway Jack had seen when they first entered, flanked by two of his vampires, with several more behind him.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 35 
 
      
 
    For a few tense seconds, nothing happened, and nobody moved. Katie was standing next to Mira, who was still on the ground with her hand pressed over her bleeding wound. Pierce was the closest to the room’s center and seemed unable to decide whether Jack or Volandar posed the greater threat. 
 
    “Did you really think you could steal from me without repercussions?” shouted Volandar. 
 
    Jack took a slow step to the side, trying to get closer to Mira and Katie. 
 
    “Pierce?” he said, in a mocking tone. “I’m pretty that question was directed at you.” 
 
    “Zedekiah’s Scepter was a weapon intended to slay vampires,” said Pierce. “I’m returning it to its original purpose.” 
 
    Pierce faced off against Volandar and his vampires. More of them came down into the treasure room, crowding into the space around the door leading to the surface. Jack crouched down next to Mira, trying to think of a way to get them out of there. 
 
    “It’s my weapon,” said Volandar. “Not yours.” 
 
    “I beg to differ.” Pierce ran a finger along the length of the scepter, flashing a dark smile. 
 
    Volandar snarled and hurled himself forward, with two of his lackeys moving alongside him. He swiped a claw at Pierce, who stepped out of the way. The limitations of the small room meant that the only place for him to retreat to was back into the bone chamber. Volandar and most of the vampires with him immediately followed, but not all of them. 
 
    “Time for us to go,” whispered Jack. He lifted one of Mira’s arms over his shoulder, and she let out a tiny gasp of pain. 
 
    “Something… isn’t right,” whispered Mira. “My injury is affecting me more than it should be. Both in how freely it’s bleeding, and… in the pain.” 
 
    Jack frowned and took another look at her shoulder. He couldn’t tell much from the gash, other than that it clearly hadn’t started healing. He caught sight of her eyes and almost had to do a double take. 
 
    Even in the sunlight, when Mira wasn’t able to use her vampiric abilities, her blue eyes normally still had flecks of rust red within them. Except now, they were a uniform blue, like the surface of a deep lake on a calm day. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” said Jack. “Just focus on your breathing.” 
 
    He helped her to her feet, and then almost ran straight into the vampire Volandar had left to guard the door leading to the surface. The vampire took a step toward them, intent on performing the task he’d been left to. Jack couldn’t fight him and help Mira at the same time, but maybe he didn’t have to. 
 
    “Katie!” he hissed. “A little help?” 
 
    She still seemed stunned and unsure of herself, but she glanced up as Jack spoke. The look she gave him and Mira was the same unnerved, disgusted scowl he’d seen so many times before. It made him want to shout at her and point out how the situation they were in was entirely Pierce’s fault for going rogue. But there was no time for that or for airing out the emotional baggage brewing between them. 
 
    Katie nodded and hurried over, sliding to take Jack’s place underneath Mira’s shoulder. The vampire surged forward to attack them. He was fast, but Jack’s encounter with Pine had taught him the best way to kill a vampire as a blood mage. 
 
    Using his Spectral Hand tendrils, he seized the vampire by the arms and held him out straight. The vampire snarled and snapped his teeth at Jack like a rabid dog. And so Jack put him down like one, stabbing his Spectral Sword forward through the vampire’s chest. It might have been a wound the vampire could still eventually recover from with accelerated healing, but it was enough to remove him from their path. 
 
    The stairs leading to the surface were thick with dust and cobwebs. The battle being waged in the chamber behind them illuminated the first few feet with flashes of bright light, along with shaking the steps underneath their feet. Jack let Katie and Mira walk ahead of him, and kept his attention focused behind them, in case one of the vampires decided to give chase. 
 
    The stairs exited out of a rocky cliffside and up to an open clearing. It was the middle of a moonlit night, and Jack was unsure whether that was something that would work in their favor or not. If Volandar and his vampires defeated Pierce, they would immediately give pursuit. And if Pierce won… 
 
    Another plume of dust shot out of the stairway they’d just exited, along with a flash of bluish silver light. Jack swore under his breath and moved to help Katie with Mira. 
 
    “Let’s head for the trees,” he said. “If we’re quick enough, we can loop back around to the keep and use the car Mira rented to escape.” 
 
    “We have to go back and help Pierce,” said Katie. “We can’t just fucking leave him!” 
 
    Jack stared at her for a couple of seconds, trying to keep his frustration from pouring out in a salvo of four letter words. 
 
    “Did you miss the part where he was trying to kill me, Katie?” asked Jack.  
 
    He started helping Mira, who was still clearly in pain, toward the trees. Katie let out an exasperated noise and reluctantly followed alongside him. They found a hiding spot as soon as they were out of the clearing, dropping down amidst thick, leafy bushes, where they could watch without being found. Trying to escape any further would have been pointless, given how slowly they’d have to move while helping Mira along. 
 
    Flashes of bright light continued to erupt from the door leading down to the vaults, along with screams loud enough to pierce through the night. The ground shook a couple of times, rumbling with enough force to be comparable to some of the earthquakes Jack had experienced over the course of his life. 
 
    The screams slowly died off. Jack was beginning to hope that the battle had ended in mutual destruction when a panicked and panting Volandar emerged from the doorway, running at full tilt. It was almost hard to recognize him. The once proud vampire was now covered in blood, and one of his arms hung at a loose angle, like a sausage link rather than a movable limb.  
 
    Pierce walked up the steps slowly, rather than giving a proper chase. He was also covered in blood, though the cruel smile on his face suggested that very little of it was his own. He still had a faint white aura, and small arcs of blue electricity danced across his body like the effects of a disco light. The supernatural effects coursing over him seemed like an elegant contrast to the crimson gore his upper body was spattered with. 
 
    Pierce slammed the blunt haft of Zedekiah’s Scepter into Volandar’s head, knocking him completely off his feet. From the way Volandar’s arm looked, Jack was sure that he’d already suffered injuries that he couldn’t heal from, much in the same way Mira had.  
 
    A small part of Jack wanted to seize the opportunity. If he could surprise Pierce now, perhaps Volandar and whichever of the other vampires remained could lend their aid in defeating him. But it wasn’t like in the movies. Honor and bravery didn’t matter much when his opponent was wielding an ancient artifact that could counter his own magical abilities.  
 
    It wasn’t as though he could trust Volandar either, even given the situation. It wasn’t as though he ever could have, from the beginning. The enemy of his enemy wasn’t his friend if that enemy was also still his enemy, under the current circumstances. 
 
    “Corrupted…” muttered Volandar, spitting blood to get the word out. “The scepter… is corrupted, you fool!” 
 
    “That isn’t the right word for it,” said Pierce. “Oh, no. Zedekiah’s Scepter is not corrupted. It’s old magic. A weapon with an opinion about what evil is, and how the righteous should vanquish it.” 
 
    He slammed the blunt portion of the scepter down on Volandar’s back. It would have been easy for Pierce to finish the vampire, if he’d wanted to. His actions were an echo of his words, as though obtaining the artifact had convinced him that evildoers needed to be tortured before being destroyed. 
 
    “Help,” croaked Volandar. “Please…” 
 
    Who was he calling out to? He didn’t look in the direction of Jack and the others, thankfully. But he must have known that they were still nearby.  
 
    Jack didn’t consider helping Volandar, not even in passing. If the situation had been different, maybe he would have. He still felt a nagging desire to find out what Volandar truly knew about his father, and it was even more compelling now, after his encounter with the cursed mirror. 
 
    But he had Mira to think about. Katie might even be at risk against Pierce, too, given how drunk on power he currently seemed to be. It wasn’t the type of gamble Jack would make, not with other people’s lives on the line.  
 
    Pierce stabbed the top of the scepter through Volandar’s neck, which elicited a horrible, gurgling scream. He wiggled the weapon from side to side, tearing through more skin, and then smashed it down broadside to break what remained of Volandar’s spine. Using the scepter’s razor tip, Pierce sawed through flesh, muscle, and bone, creating a gory mess as he beheaded his opponent. 
 
    Without any apparent discomfort, he lifted the fallen vampire’s head into the air and stared into its eyes. Jack watched as Pierce silently mouthed the words “thank you” before flinging the grisly trophy into the woods. Pierce was smiling, and he shivered visibly as more of the ethereal electricity danced across his face. 
 
    “Katherine?” he called, in a silky sweet voice. “Are you out there? We can leave now.” 
 
    Jack’s heart sank as he felt Katie tense up next to him. This was it. She’d make her choice, and unfortunately, it was one that would condemn both him and Mira to their deaths. Painful deaths, most likely, at that. Could he stop her? If he used a shadow tendril, he could hold her in place, cover her mouth maybe. 
 
    No. Katie would put up too much of a struggle for that to work. The decision was hers to make, and strangely, Jack felt a small sense of relief at that. He’d done his part. He’d gotten them out of there, at least. 
 
    “I know you’re listening, Katherine,” said Pierce. “Is he there with you? Your childhood friend?” 
 
    Katie didn’t move, and she didn’t say anything. She stayed where she was. Jack wondered if he’d ever be able to explain to her just how much that meant to him. 
 
    “So be it, then,” said Pierce. “I can see you’ve made your choice. Jack. I know you’re there, too. I know you won’t come out and fight me.” 
 
    Pierce chuckled to himself. He had a smug smile on his face, like he knew that he was right, and that irritated Jack. But not enough to make him do something stupid. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” called Pierce. “You aren’t a hard man to find. I know where you live, after all. I don’t suspect you or your broodmother will give me much trouble when I come after you. And I will come after you.” 
 
    Pierce scanned the trees again. For an instant, his eyes passed over Jack’s, though he gave no sign of noticing. He shook his head, sighed, and wiped a copious amount of blood off his face and neck. Then, he crouched slightly and hurled himself into the air. 
 
    It was almost like watching a superhero—or rather, a supervillain—take flight. White light and flashes of blue electricity surrounded Pierce in a translucent cocoon. He took off into the night, briefly competing with the moon for the brightest object in the sky before disappearing into the distance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 36 
 
      
 
    “I am unused to this sort of pain,” said Mira. “I’m afraid it’s making it difficult for me to maintain my focus.” 
 
    “You’ll be okay.” Jack furrowed as he looked at the puncture wound in her shoulder, which still hadn’t begun healing yet. “I’ll see if I can find some first aid supplies at one of the stores when we get back to town. I doubt bringing you to a doctor would be a very good idea.” 
 
    “I agree,” said Mira. She ran a hand through Jack’s hair and sighed. “You’ve sacrificed a great deal for me tonight, my sweet Jack. I appreciate that in a way I can’t properly explain.” 
 
    Jack smiled. He felt a little surprised by how good her praise felt to his ears. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he said. “I just tried to do what was right.” 
 
    The key word there was “try.” Katie, standing apart from him and Mira, was evidence enough of that fact. Jack squeezed Mira’s hand and stood up from where he’d been sitting on the ground, making his way over to his childhood friend. 
 
    “Are you okay?” he asked. 
 
    Katie hesitated before answering. 
 
    “I’m managing,” she said. “I guess it’s a little easier this time around.” 
 
    “What is?” asked Jack. 
 
    Katie gave him a level look. 
 
    “Seeing somebody I care about covered in the blood of other people,” said Katie. “Seeing… whatever the fuck that just was.” 
 
    She shook her head. Jack wasn’t sure what to say, especially given how hard it was to listen to her compare him to Pierce like she just had. 
 
    “Well, it’s over now,” said Jack. “You’ll be able to decompress once we get back to Lestaron Island, at least.” 
 
    “I’m not going with you, Jack,” said Katie. 
 
    He stared at her, and he couldn’t parse through her words right away. 
 
    “What?” asked Jack. 
 
    “I’m not going with you,” she repeated.  
 
    She still had her new crossbow slung over one shoulder, and she let one of her hands reach across her body to run across its wooden frame, as though considering whether to pull it into her arms. 
 
    “Why not?” asked Jack. “Why, Katie? Why do you have to make this so fucking hard? Why do you have to look at me like that?” 
 
    Her expression didn’t soften, but she let her eyes meet his. There was no hate in them, and no malice. It was a subtle undercurrent of wariness that Jack saw looking back at him. She had the eyes of a woman who’d been burned before and now knew better. 
 
    “Do you remember that one Halloween when we were kids?” asked Katie. “The one where you wore the Swamp Thing mask?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Jack. “You were so scared.” 
 
    “I was,” said Katie. “I didn’t just immediately stop being scared when you took the mask off. It wasn’t that simple.” 
 
    Jack took a step forward, letting himself draw nearer to her than he probably should have. It had been a long night, and catching even the barest hint of Katie’s smell was enough to trigger his bloodthirst. His eyes lingered on the nape of his neck, drawn to it like he would have been to a beautiful woman in a bikini on a beach. 
 
    “You’re scared of me,” said Jack. “Even now?” 
 
    “There are worse things than you out there, Jack,” said Katie. “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t a monster.” 
 
    Her words hit him hard, but only because he let them. Only because Katie was someone he couldn’t help but let his guard down around, even though he knew better. He scowled at her and exhaled through his nose. 
 
    “Then what does that make you, Katie?” asked Jack. “I’m the monster? You chose to come along for this. You basically forced your way into this situation, to be around me, and to be around Volandar and Pierce. And if I’m a monster, Katie, then they are both something that’s even worse.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Katie shrugged. “Probably. But it doesn’t change my decision. I’m leaving, Jack. Right now. I can find my own way back to town.” 
 
    “And then what?” he snapped. 
 
    “Then, I contact the Order of Chaldea,” said Katie. “I’m still joining up with them, just as I’d already been planning. I’m telling them everything. About you, about how I helped you, about Pierce. No more lies. No more fucking hiding.” 
 
    “Why?” Jack shook his head. “How is this going to help anything?” 
 
    “It’s the right thing to do,” said Katie. “I think it’s what Peter would have wanted.” 
 
    “My grandfather never joined the Order of Chaldea, and actions speak louder than words.” 
 
    Katie shrugged. 
 
    “Either way, it’s my decision, and I’ve made it,” said Katie. “The only way you could stop me would be to kill me.” 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes, and then considered the statement. There was another way. If he really wanted to, he could just enthrall her. Sink his fangs in deep. Drink his fill of her blood and save himself from the headache of being pursued by self-righteous, vampire hunting mages.  
 
    Pierce had said that he was the only one, other than his former subordinate Margaret, who knew about him. Jack doubted he’d be volunteering the information to his previous employer now that he’d gone rogue. 
 
    But it wasn’t an option. Not for him. He might be a monster, but he wasn’t evil. He smiled a little as he recognized how simultaneously ridiculous and true the statement was. 
 
    “You’re right,” said Jack. “That would be the only way for me to stop you. And obviously I’m not going to kill you, Katie.” 
 
    He reached out and took her hand into his before she could stop him. 
 
    “I could never kill you,” he whispered. “Never.” 
 
    He squeezed and let go of her hand before she could make it into a bigger deal than it was. 
 
    “We might not see each other again for a while,” said Katie. 
 
    “You’re right.” Jack leaned his head to the side, giving her neck an exaggerated look over. “One last time for the road?” 
 
    “Fuck you,” said Katie. 
 
    “That mask you were talking about before,” said Jack. “I wish I could take it off for you. So that you could see me again, underneath.” 
 
    Katie folded her arms. 
 
    “Do you really?” she asked. 
 
    It was kind of a stupid question, but Jack gave it some thought. He found that he didn’t have a good answer for her, or even a bad one. He’d had a chance to take the mask off, so to speak. Of course, it would have involved leaving Mira to die.  
 
    Maybe it would have involved letting Katie die, too, given that he wouldn’t have had the power to take on Volandar and get her out of the keep safely. Would it have been worth risking and sacrificing the lives of people he cared about to regain his humanity? 
 
    “That’s what I thought,” said Katie, when he didn’t answer. “I… should get going.” 
 
    She took a step toward the forest. Jack scratched his head. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?” he asked. “It’s not like it would kill you to stick with us until we got back to town, at least.” 
 
    Katie adjusted her crossbow on her shoulders. 
 
    “I can find my own way,” she said. “Goodbye, Jack. This might well be the last time we see each other.” 
 
    Jack chuckled. 
 
    “I doubt that,” he said. “Knowing you and knowing myself. I doubt that very much.” 
 
    He held his arms out and quirked an eyebrow. Would she risk giving him, the big bad monster a hug? After everything she’d said to him, and everything he’d done to her? 
 
    She did. Jack squeezed her tight and tried to ignore how good she smelled.  
 
    "I wanted to marry you,” whispered Katie. “I dreamed about it nonstop. Once upon a time.” 
 
    He looked straight into her face. He wanted to tell her that she still could, but part of him knew that it wasn’t true. Instead, he brushed a few strands of loose brown hair back from her forehead and planted a gentle kiss on her lips.  
 
    Katie let a moment pass before she started kissing him back. It was passionate, and it was sad. They stayed like that for a couple of seconds, Jack holding Katie against him, both of them standing apart from the chaos and the cold of their own separate futures. 
 
    Then he did the hardest thing he’d ever done. He pulled back, and he let her go. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 37 
 
      
 
    Mira was more or less able to walk on her own as they made their way back around to the front of the keep. They moved slowly, stopping every few hundred feet to make sure that they weren’t being watched, though Jack suspected that few of Volandar’s vampires remained alive after the fight with Pierce. 
 
    The courtyard was unguarded, and the rental car was right where Mira had originally parked it. The keep was now genuinely abandoned, and Jack felt a prickle of unease at having to go back inside of it. 
 
    “Are you concerned about Aiden?” asked Jack. “Your thrall?” 
 
    Mira shook her head and closed her eyes for a moment. 
 
    “Vyara drained him when she captured me within the keep,” said Mira. “I’m not sure what she did with his body.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” said Jack. 
 
    Mira sighed. 
 
    “It’s alright,” she said. “I could only do so much for him, in the end. He lived a better life with me than he had on the streets. But even if he’d survived, there would be no place for him with me now.” 
 
    Jack frowned, drawing in a little closer to her as they made their way toward the car. 
 
    “You wouldn’t need him?” he asked. “Why not?” 
 
    Mira turned to look at him. She stared at him blankly with her now perfectly blue eyes. 
 
    “My sweet Jack,” she whispered. “Have you not realized it? I was struck in the shoulder with the tip of Zedekiah’s Scepter.” 
 
    Jack shook his head. 
 
    “And?” he asked. “What does that mean, exactly?” 
 
    “The weapon stole the Potential from me,” said Mira. “And it stole my curse along with it. I’d wondered why that weapon was considered to be so powerful against vampires and those with supernatural gifts. It’s obvious now. It’s also obvious why Volandar had it locked away in his vault.” 
 
    “It… stole the curse from you?” Jack pursed his lips and furrowed his brow. “Am I understanding this correctly? You aren’t a vampire anymore?” 
 
    Mira shook her head. Jack inhaled through his noise, noticing another obvious clue he’d been missing. He could smell Mira now, as a potential blood source. Before, he’d only been able to pick up on the scent of her perfume. Now, he could smell her. It was a soft and downy scent, like a fresh spring breeze with a delicious hint of bubble gum. 
 
    “Wait a second.” He looked down at his hands. “If you’re not a vampire, how is it that I still am? You’re my broodmother. It would make sense if my curse ended with yours, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    Mira climbed into the passenger seat of the car, wincing and touching her shoulder as she climbed into her seat. 
 
    “The Sacrificial Gift,” she said. “You still haven’t given it back to me, yet. I never stopped to question what would occur if something happened to me whilst you were harboring my essence within you. I suppose this is the answer.” 
 
    Jack stood outside of the car, unsure of how to feel. The implication of his circumstances was clear enough. He was still a vampire, and now it didn’t seem as though there was a straightforward way for him to ever break that curse. He’d long since abandoned any serious consideration of killing Mira to return his humanity, but there was still a fatalistic element to not having it as an option. 
 
    He drove them back into town in silence. Mira’s breathing slowed, and Jack wasn’t sure if she was sleeping or just dealing with the pain she was in. There was a 24-hour convenience store on the way, and Jack stopped to buy some painkillers, rubbing alcohol, and bandages. 
 
    They returned to the same motel they’d stayed at on their first night, sans their luggage, which they’d had to leave within the Emerald Keep. Jack paid for a room with his credit card and helped Mira inside. Almost as soon as she’d sat down on the bed, she stretched herself out and pulled her blonde hair aside from her neck. 
 
    “It’s time, then,” said Mira. 
 
    Jack raised an eyebrow. He was thirsty, and she did smell incredible. 
 
    “I don’t know,” he said. “You’ve already lost a bit of blood from your shoulder wound. I probably shouldn’t feed off you.” 
 
    Mira frowned at him and shook her head. 
 
    “You misunderstand me, my sweet Jack,” she said. “I’m not offering to let you feed off me. What I need is for you to give me the Embrace. To turn me back into a vampire, as I should be.” 
 
    Jack wasn’t sure what to say to her. He considered her request, feeling a bit put out by the reversal of roles. She was human now, capable of living a normal life, without needing to take advantage of other people. 
 
    Being a vampire meant living under the effects of a curse. Oftentimes, it meant being a monster. If Jack made her into one again, wouldn’t that mean having to take responsibility for her actions? 
 
    “No,” he said. 
 
    “Excuse me?” Mira’s eyes narrowed into a glare. “Jack. I’ve spent the vast majority of my time alive as a vampire. It is what I know, and what I’m used to. All I’m asking from you is to return me to normal.” 
 
    “And I’m telling you no,” said Jack. “Mira, I don’t think this is a decision you should make lightly.” 
 
    “I know myself,” said Mira, through gritted teeth. “I am aware of my needs and my desires, and I know what I want. Turn me back this instant.” 
 
    “Take your shirt off,” said Jack. “I’ll need to clean the area around your shoulder before bandaging that gash.” 
 
    “Don’t change the subject!” snapped Mira. “You owe me this. I risked my life to give you the power to come out victorious in your death challenge!” 
 
    Jack couldn’t help but smile a little.  
 
    “You should sit up, too,” he said. “You’re bleeding on the sheets.” 
 
    He put a hand underneath her back and gently helped her upright. Mira’s expression was ferocious, and it almost made her look silly. She was just a woman now, and an injured one at that.  
 
    “If you don’t give me the Embrace, I will find another vampire who will!” she said, defiantly. 
 
    Jack shrugged, considering the threat. 
 
    “I sincerely doubt that,” he said. “I won’t stop you if you want to go looking, of course. But you’d need to find another vampire who you trusted enough to actually give you the Embrace, and not just enthrall you. Or even drain you.” 
 
    Mira slowly shook her head. Her glare was so exaggerated that it bordered the line between angry and cute. 
 
    “Now,” said Jack. “Are you going to take your shirt off, so I can treat your shoulder? Or are you going to make me do this the hard way?” 
 
    She blinked, and her expression wavered. A small, amused laugh escaped her lips. 
 
    “Oh, my sweet Jack,” she said. “You really have come into your own. I think I like this version of you. But I will convince you to Embrace me, eventually.” 
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “Are you alright?” asked Jack. 
 
    “Fine,” said Ryoko. “Why? What’s wrong?” 
 
    He breathed a sigh of relief and shifted his cell phone against his ear. Pierce’s cryptic parting words, combined with his departure through the sky had left Jack worrying that he might decide to strike where he was weakest.  
 
    “Nothing,” said Jack. “At least, not yet. Can you do me a favor?” 
 
    “Of course,” said Ryoko. “What is it?” 
 
    “Stay somewhere other than the mansion,” said Jack. “Just until I get back.” 
 
    Ryoko was silent on the other end of the line for a couple of seconds. 
 
    “Are you sure you’re okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” said Jack. “Just tired. And ready to come home.” 
 
    “I wish I could have gone with you,” said Ryoko. 
 
    “No you don’t,” said Jack. “Trust me.” 
 
    Ryoko giggled into the phone.  
 
    “Anyway,” he said. “The other reason I called was to give a heads up. We’re going to be taking on a new employee.” 
 
    “A new employee?” asked Ryoko. 
 
    “Yeah,” said Jack. He glanced over at Mira, who was glaring down at her bandaged wound with the kind of insolent expression he would have expected from a child. “It’s someone who might have trouble finding a job elsewhere.”  
 
    “Of course, sir,” said Ryoko. “I can arrange for that.” 
 
    Jack talked with Ryoko for a while longer about nothing much in particular. It felt good to hear her voice, and to know that he still had at least one person in his life who wasn’t changing. Mira made her way into the bathroom to wash up, and Jack eventually finished the call and said goodbye to Ryoko after teasing her profusely for her continued insistence on calling him “sir.” 
 
    “My bandage came loose,” Mira called, from the bathroom. “Do you mind redressing it for me?” 
 
    “It’s only been on for an hour or so,” said Jack. “You’re going to have to be more careful with it this…” 
 
    He trailed off in mid-sentence as Mira walked out of the bathroom, as naked as the day she was born. She still held the old, slightly bloody bandage in place over her shoulder but hadn’t bothered to cover up beyond that. Her large, buoyant breasts were still coated in a thin layer of water and steam, and he could see her nipples poking out in between the locks of damp blonde hair which fell across her shoulders and chest. 
 
    “I thought it might be easier for you to take care of me this way,” said Mira, as she took slow, hip-swaying steps toward him. “Don’t you agree?” 
 
    Jack cleared his throat. 
 
    “You should put a towel on,” he said, trying to avert his eyes. “Or a shirt. Or something.” 
 
    “Why?” Mira smiled at him and licked her lips. “Do you not like what you see?” 
 
    “What I see right now,” said Jack, “is going to make things a lot more complicated.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    THE END 
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