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Thursday, June 17

1462


The wrath of God burned across Wallachia’s black sky, and Elias knew it was coming for him. For him and all his wretched company. 
Yet he ran on. Tears streaked down his cheeks. His hands reached for someone, anyone, all while stiffening into hook-like claws. The streaking heat of the Lord’s fury dried out Elias’s skin; it stole the tears from his eyes, forcing his eyelids to scrape open and closed with every blink. Choking smoke buffeted him, and the stench of burning hair reminded him of every image of hell he’d ever known. Garbled cries of men made a wicked overtone to the singing of steel on steel, as did the rip and tear of cloth (and perhaps also flesh). But worse than any of these individual horrors was the throat-shredding, teeth-stinging thirst in Elias’s throat.
What he wished for, in the middle of all that horror, was the Communion cup. He hadn’t been allowed to drink from it in years. If he was to die out there, then that cup would’ve been balm to his soul, one that took him off this field and brought him back to the little church of his youth. It would've been a proper homecoming after so many years training under Ottoman generals and imams, pretending to follow the faith of Muhammad as a member of the Sultan’s infantry. One sip of the blood of God’s own Son, and he could’ve pretended he was back in the hills of Greece again, with his family—his sisters and his parents. Maybe then, he could have forgotten the teeth that had punctured his own throat.
At the very least, the Eucharist might’ve washed away the taste of the black blood that Vlad Țepeș poured into his mouth after draining him to near death.
Elias’s bare feet thundered over the drying grass and sharp stones. One blink, and he found himself in the middle of the chaos of the Ottoman camp. He wished for it more than anything: the sweet, syrupy Blood of Christ—
As he looked up, as he tried to hide from that red sky and orient himself in the stink of steel and iron, he saw his fellows pounce on a soldier and tear the chainmail from his armor as easily as silk from a dancer’s chest. Elias’s throat begged for it: for the Blood of Christ—
Another of his comrade’s two white teeth shone in the fire before they sank into an Ottoman soldier’s neck, and it was all Elias could think of: the Blood of—
That scent in the air—it smelled less like iron, more like fruit. Like roasted chestnuts, smoke and bitter coffee. Like something that might sustain him. Heal him. And he thought of— 
The blood.
“Pull back!” One soldier’s shouting ripped Elias’s focus back to the burning camp, and he stopped hard enough to send dirt and stones spraying in the soldier’s direction. The soldier held his shield close to his chest, his curved kilij pointed at Elias. Despite the firelight burning his eyes, Elias could see the way the soldiers face pinched—though whether because of the smoke, or fear, or hatred, Elias did not know. The soldier’s voice boomed over the chaos, “Pull back! Get the Sultan to safety!”
The Sultan. Yes. The blood of the Sultan—that was what Elias wanted. The blood of he whose laws took Elias from his weeping mother over a decade ago, forcing him to abandon his parents and two sisters in their village of Galatissa—that was what would deliver him from this thirst, a pain so deep it hurt to breathe. And the life of he whose armies ever expanded with sons like Elias, and who would throw them into the endless task of expanding the empire—yes, that life would pay for these sins. That life would be worth enough.
But first, a small drink was in order. A little relief, so that he might look on the face of that Sultan with eyes that didn’t sting so sharply in all this smoke.
Elias’s eyelids scraped over sticky, bone-dry eyes. One skipping blink, and his arm stretched out. Another blink, and he’d taken that soldier in his grip. A yelp, a cry, another blink, and the soldier’s shoulder had been dislocated, his sword useless on the ground. All the noises blended at that point: the twang of swords clashing, the thwip of arrows sailing through the night, the crackle and crunch of tents and pole arms burning to cinder. Elias didn’t pay them any mind. He only dug his nails into the frozen soldier and pierced the suddenly exposed skin of his neck with two long, sharp teeth.
Then came the flood of life onto Elias’s tongue—a taste sweeter, richer, than he’d ever known from any Communion cup, one that cooled the heat from his skin and muffled the chaos ringing out around him. He pulled life through that soldier’s veins, feeling the beat of his heart slow with each drag in such a way that made time itself seem to slow, until there was no sound at all around Elias, no stench, no heat, no horror.
And then, when Elias reached the bottom of this man’s life, he thought he tasted something more: something golden, warm, as if a star were buried at the bottom of his being. It stung his teeth to come so close to it, and Elias knew he had to let go.
But as Elias dropped the pale corpse into the dirt, the burn in his throat did not fade. All the blood in this man was gone, and yet it was not enough, not enough, not enough. He clawed at his throat until it bled, and his hands came away the same shade of black as the stuff that flowed from Țepeș’s wrist. A mangled cry rose from Elias’s throat. 
Cursed. The thought speared him. I am cursed.
He knew it then: he was outside of the sight of God. Lost, gone, no longer one of His creatures. Yet no penance came from him, because there was no life left in his own heart, no way to break it and make it contrite, that he might offer it up to God in sacrifice. Nothing he could do would be enough to cure him, restore him—not enough, never enough, said the burn in his throat. The sky raged with the fire that swallowed the camp, the smoke stung his eyes, and yet it was the thirst that made him start his frantic rush across the camp again, claws hooking into the cold steel of another soldier’s armor—
Again, and again, he experienced the slow fade of the heartbeat, the limp and dead weight of the soldiers. Blood flowed into Elias’s mouth, and the destruction, murder, death—everywhere, it followed him: fire, the rending of flesh, stones spearing his feet and blades clipping his limbs, his stomach bloated and sloshing with stolen life, little more than a waterskin—
Worse, every moment, a hissing command hooked into his mind as if from the Devil himself: the Blood of Mehmed II, the Blood of Mehmed II, the Blood of Mehmed II—
His thirst did not let up. Hands sticky with blood, it did not let up. Stomach full to bursting, it would never let up. As if the scratch of smoke had permanently stitched itself into his flesh, it tormented him, and he could only keep running, keep reaching, keep killing, until the screaming made him go deaf, and until one great beast of a soldier finally stopped Elias in his tracks with the glint of his axe.
That glint arrested Elias’s attention for but one moment, and that moment was all the axe needed to find its path to his face.
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Friday, December 12

2025


It was the thirst that woke Elias, not the axe. 
In his bedroom was no smoke, no fire, no Turks or Romanians. Only darkness and clean, soft sheets. The aftermath of that “night attack at Târgoviște,” as historians would come to call it, disappeared from Elias’s thoughts. Every part of it, even the axe and the big boar of a soldier that swung it, he once again buried in the deepest parts of his mind, along with every other piece of his past, until all that remained was the endless present. The future did not exist yet, and the past, he could pretend didn’t exist at all.
At least, he could pretend until the thirst became unbearable and dug up that one memory of Wallachia again. That God-forsaken thirst had been seared into his throat forever, and his name was shackled to the House of vampires that started this nightmare: House Dracula. He was the only one left that could claim that House’s cursed lineage, therefore its patriarch by technicality—and so from that name, and this thirst, he had no escape.
How long will this haunt me? Elias let his eyes slip shut. How many more years of this?
Once, he had this nightmare every night, and he would wake flailing out of the way of the phantom axe until he tumbled to the floor—but for the past couple of centuries, the nightmare only occurred on the monthly anniversary of the Wallachian voivode stealing his humanity. It never failed. No matter how much he pressed the memories down, buried them under pages upon pages from humanity’s books on science and language and culture and history, here he would be again: remembering every detail of the smoke, the steel, the blood. Waking up parched, yet drenched in terror and despair.
He sighed. The cold silk pillows and the soft blanket did nothing to soothe him, and neither did the perfect darkness thanks to the light-blocking, mechanical window shutters. Despite the dark, however, Elias could still make out the shapes and colors of his furniture, as well as the books and papers and maps and other things strewn about the bed and the floor. Elias’s curse afforded him the clearest sight at night. It won him kinship with the shadows, too; he could disappear into them and erase the borders of his very being. In the shadows, he could become anything: the darkness itself, or perhaps a bird, or a spider, or a mouse. And like all vampires, regardless of their House, Elias had a silver tongue, with which he might convince humans to cut their own throat and empty it into a glass for him if he asked. And he’d asked many times since fleeing Wallachia.
These were the gifts of hell. So he heard everywhere he went since that night in Wallachia. His gifts were the blessings of the Devil; they were from this rebellious angel’s fiery home, where priests proclaimed that the souls of the damned were tortured forever, and where his soul, according to legend, already laid, waiting for his body to join it deep in the earth to begin his eternity of suffering. All the Saints and monks and priests said as much: that hell was down below, and hell was where creatures like him were destined to be judged, punished, and ultimately destroyed by the one true God. Elias once believed every word, what with how the sight of the cross made his eyes ache, and how hearing the people’s prayers made his skin crawl.
But in all of Elias’s earlier fears of death, and all the torment that might come after, he knew that whatever his soul suffered in hell, his body didn’t fare much better. He could bury the memories, but his body was still heavy with everything he’d done: hiding under the heavy lids of coffins with worm-bitten bones for his bedmates, burying himself in the earth to survive another hateful day, dodging crowds of people until he could find one sweet enough to tear open in an alley, washing his crimes away in slimy, stagnant pools and stashing spoils of men’s gold and silver in his eventually better, finer pockets… 
Even centuries later, the luxury of a clean, silent home still felt like the real dream, as if his body were still turning in the muck somewhere, on the outskirts of some hamlet that couldn’t protect their sons and daughters from his teeth anymore than it could a bandit troupe or a neighboring land’s army.
With a deep sigh, he stretched, and his foot knocked into his latest fixation: a book on astronomy. It tumbled off the bed and hit the ground in a flutter of pages and a dull thump. Books like those were the only thing that kept him sane in the sameness. With so much noise and color to fill his head with, such as those glossy photos that demystified the ancient sun as nothing more than some ball of combusting gas, he could push everything down into that singularity in the back of his mind, dense and far removed within him. Did he absorb all the information he read? Not necessarily. To know wasn’t the point. Only to numb.
The thirst made each breath whistle past the dry flesh of his throat until he couldn’t ignore it any longer. Elias willed his leaden arms to move; he rubbed some semblance of life back into his face and groped for his phone on the nightstand. He didn’t dare swallow, or even move his head, lest he cause a furious crackle of thirst to skitter down his throat like embers.
The light of his phone was at its dimmest possible setting, and yet it still made him squint when the screen flashed to life. He found the only contact he regularly texted and sent the same message he’d sent every month: 
South shack. 20min.


The thirst burned him even without moving his head now, as it did whenever he’d gone too long without blood. It seemed a month was his limit; no matter how old he grew, he couldn’t pass that summit or extend his tolerance for this burn any longer than that, unless he went into a years-long sleep. In the history of the text conversation was evidence of that pattern. The last time he’d sent this message was November 12th, and before that, October, and before that, September—all the way back to February, when he’d gotten this phone.
He didn’t wait to see if those two check-marked bubbles lit up to signify the message had been seen. Elias finally pulled himself from bed, swallowed once, and felt his throat erupt into hell’s promised torment. He did the minimum required of him on any given night: wash up, dress in clean clothing, and finally, check his list of meetings, e-mails, and other such noise as was required to run a  winery with a particular clientele. Such was the life the Southern New England Council of Vampires fitted him with, allowing him to camouflage and explain the wealth he’d gained in centuries of killing and robbing his victims. This was a world where every dollar could be tracked electronically; the humans made ever tighter nets, ever more omniscient surveillance, as if they hoped to compete with God as to who could know more, see farther. But Elias didn’t mind. The balance sheets, inventory numbers, distributors’ contracts, e-mails—they, too, were cold, impersonal puzzles that made it easy to live one day at a time.
As Elias left his bedroom, he scrolled through such puzzles in his inbox with one hand and tapped the shutter button in the hallway with the other. Within a moment, the kitchen’s shutters opened, and the dim evening light leaked in, carving soft rectangles of grey, near-dead light onto his floor and dining room table. He didn’t bother to watch how the fading light danced on his patio, or the little pond down the hill. Nor did he bother to scan the lifeless living room or its long dead fireplace. The only room that caught his attention was one that had stayed as pristine and orderly as it had for the past five years: the room of the little orphan girl he’d taken in at the demand of his one-man House’s sponsor. She was grown already, in college, and yet it felt like only a week ago that he shared this old house with the golden-headed child named Aurélie DuPont. 
Sometimes, when he stood in the doorway of that bedroom, he thought he could see how the room used to look before the creature decided she was grown: the nauseatingly bright pink walls, the poorly painted roses and tulips of a child pretending at being an artist, the bed full of all sorts of strange stuffed monsters and fairytale creatures, the computer desk in the corner littered with papers and crayons she never cleaned up. Those times were the only ones that Elias let himself remember against the monotony of his life: the times when that delicate child crept through the house, experiencing this tired, aching world for the first time. 
She’d been such a mouse. For all his attempts to steward her, as he’d learned to do from the books on child psychology he’d collected to prepare for this burden, she feared him more than any monster she might’ve convinced herself hid under her bed, and understandably so. She’d been a victim of a certain House’s inter-family feud, and the DuPont vampires were scattered to the wind, the human pledges and retainers slaughtered. His sponsor's men found her hiding under the floorboards, her parents’ blood soaking her nightgown, and for her safety, they’d renamed her Rose Nadeau and labeled the DuPont child dead.
It took years before Rose could look him in the eye when he spoke to her, even though he attended to her every need and poured all he could into her home education, her entertainment. He cooked food for the first time in centuries, listened to the girl’s every story, real or invented, and answered her every question—all so that he might repay his sponsor, that Matviy Vovk, patriarch of the Ukrainian Diduch House. Elias had glamored his way onto a ship and come to the new country of America in the late 18th century, docking in Rhode Island, and Vovk took the lone vampire under his wing. Elias had been repaying his philanthropy ever since.
And nobody could claim Elias hadn’t done right by the child. The proof was in the house’s silence. Her room had none of its old cheer anymore. The walls were painted over, grey-purple covering the old murals; the bed was free of toys save for one ratty purple monster, and the computer desk had nothing on it save an old monitor. Rose had long since packed her things and found her own nest to build up, somewhere nearer to her workplace—his winery.
He lingered in the doorway of Rose’s old room a moment longer, then pulled himself away to attend to his business. He snatched his keys, sunglasses, and wallet from the book-cluttered dining table, then braced himself for the discomfort of the evening’s last scrap of light. It took only a moment to reach the shelter of his car and its dark windows, but that was all it took to make his skin feel too warm.
Tinted windows weren’t legal in Rhode Island, not technically. However, one benefit of Council membership was that they had a talent for bending human law. The tint on Elias’s windshield and windows was much higher than the thirty percent allowed by legal exception, and yet not once had he been pulled over. Even speeding, as he was then down the quiet streets of his neighborhood in Scituate, no officer would stop a black Lexus RC F with his license plate. What were his Council dues for, if not for peace from human meddling?
The fifteen minute drive to Elias’s vineyard was a route he’d done many times. He passed under streets with trees thick enough to mask the nearly faded light, and he crossed over the Scituate Reservoir, a great body of water that threatened to blind him with how it glittered when the moon was full. 
Despite modernity, it seemed the memory of colonial England’s hold on the region never fully faded. This flat, marshy hamlet of a state had its forests and brooks and bays largely unbothered in many areas, only to eventually bleed into neighborhoods of little farm-like homes with flat green lawns and short stone walls. Eventually, those gave way to grey eyesores of intersections and city streets, where humans drove with the grace of beetles in flight and about half the wits of them. On these often pockmarked, poorly mapped, and highly trafficked roads, Elias found himself thankful for the sharp reflexes of his kind.
Soon enough, Elias’s wheels left (somewhat) smooth pavement and crunched over the dirt and gravel of Belevonis Vineyard. Elias Belevonis, so did the human authorities know him: the son of Greek immigrants from a long time ago, with a tradition of naming their sons Elias into oblivion. That was one of the only pieces from Elias’s human life he still retained: the name his father gave him. That, and the richly bronzed skin from his mother, darkened further by his life working the fields and preserved that way forever after the voivode’s curse took hold of him. Her family line came from a much older empire than the Ottomans, one further east. 
Belevonis, however, was no more his true family name than was Fountas, or Arsenis, or Dimakos, or any of the many surnames he’d worn like coats before. He’d forgotten his true family name, knowing only that it was Greek. Other than that detail, the name itself was of no use to him anymore; his family had long since become dust in the ground.
The winery was, in the front, a humble place: the building was fashioned like a big brown farmhouse, with a pointed roof and wooden shingles, as well as wooden support beams. Potted plants and shrubs gave a hint of green. They’d been decorated with string lights and other such nonsense to mark the holiday season, and a signboard had holiday deals written up in white and red chalk by some day waitress with a delicate, artful hand. 
A great emblem hung on the triangular space above the vineyard name: the emblem of a man with grape leaves and vines wound through his long dark hair and dark beard. It was Dionysus, a heathen god of his people that he didn’t find any more kinship with than he did the God of his dead family. But Vovk insisted on this imagery for a Greek winery, and so Elias had the art commissioned.
With the sun fully set by then, golden light poured from large wall-sized windows, radiating off the thick beams of warm wood and sparkling off the bottles and grapes on display in old wooden crates. Past the front doors, the grey stone of the fake fireplace was creased with shadow, and it roared with a little gas fire to warm guests as they decided if they wanted to peruse the shop on the left side of the building, or meet the hostess to sample those wines in the dining room to the right. 
The last few patrons of the day service sat at thin-legged high-top tables, picking at platters of cheese and sipping the last of their wine flights from little glasses set on wooden trays. The staff all moved around them with the same grace: smooth steps, languid nods of their heads, and slow swishes of their arms as they explained the winery’s offerings. They displayed the same mechanical mannerisms when they cleared tables or took away old dishes, and all of them had a serene smile on their face, bewitched by Elias’s glamors into the picture of perfect service.
He would soon be due to inspect his glamors on the staff—both this transition team, and the night crew proper. His car’s interface told him it wasn’t yet five o’clock, but the coming winter weakened the sun, giving Elias more time to prowl about outside—and more time to suffer this thirst when it struck. Once he parked at the edge of the winery, where a single wooden arbor marked the entrance to the vineyard itself, he hurried from his car and disappeared down one dark, barren side path.
Even if Elias hadn’t worn a coat, the cold wouldn’t have stung his flesh, nor could it threaten to take his fingers or toes or nose. He was dead, if the stories of humans were true. Even though he breathed, walked, and talked, it was all but an illusion—and he could believe that, as his body couldn’t process any human food, and for all the blood he could drink, even if he drank a glass every day, his veins never grew warmer than tepid water.
He hurried down to the south edge of his land, where one lonely, sagging shack sat at the property line. The line itself was marked by a border of thick, gnarled, forest. There was no one to see anything he did here, save for the occasional deer or fox running through the woods.
As he got closer to the shack, however, he hesitated. The smell of blood soaking old wood affronted him. It was strong enough that his fangs stung with venom without even being near his victim, and no doubt, if he came any closer, it would be strong enough to addle his mind the way his wines did to humans after a full flight. His shoulders tensed, and he hurried on. 
The runt he’d texted, some fledgling named Liam Cormier, must’ve gotten carried away. Like Elias, the boy seemed to have a penchant for ignoring his thirst until it grew too much for him, even though Elias gave him free reign of the bottles of blood they served to the night clientele. It was as if the boy thought he could avoid his nature, or stall it somehow, stubborn as he was. Elias had thought like that once, as well—that he might refuse to rip any more life out of humans, and that he might starve himself, control himself. That he might reform himself and avoid the hell he heard the monks and priests and exorcists rave about.
The thirst always won. Even nearly six hundred years later.
Yet no matter how many times Elias tried to tell the idiot boy these things, he still insisted on staying “dry,” as he called it—as if this false dignity meant anything, given how he’d burned his own House down in Louisiana and fled north with nothing but the shoes on his feet. If Vovk hadn’t been so keen on rehabilitating abandoned, House-less vampires and vampires-to-be, like Rose and Cormier, then Elias never would’ve had to bother with this sullen boy. Unfortunately, it seemed part of the price of Vovk’s support was that both his home and his winery had become the boarding houses of vagabonds.
Something rustled near the tree line. Elias paused, wondering if perhaps Cormier had already tried to leave—but when his head snapped towards the noise, what he saw was no man at all. Rather, it was a goat: a black goat, with striking yellow eyes that shined like a low moon. In the light of this night’s moon, however, its oily fur shined, and it flashed its horns at Elias as if threatening to charge. When Elias shifted towards it, intending to chase it away from his vineyard, but then he stumbled.
His ankle got caught in thorny, dry bramble. When Elias inspected the shack’s edge, there was a tangle of black vines he couldn’t quite distinguish from the black, frozen earth. They snagged his shoes, and then, as they somehow crept up his pant leg to scrape their thorns against his skin, the plant’s oils stung him. When Elias tore himself free from the plant’s poison barbs, he looked up to see the goat bound away and vanish into the trees. Or, rather, dissipate. It moved so quickly that it might as well have been little more than mist fading into the shadows.
Elias shook his head as if that would make the image any clearer in his mind. It didn’t, but at least the goat was gone; he’d check for it again later, to make sure it stayed off the property and kept his vines out of its mouth. A deep drink would have fixed the pain in his ankle, as well as the sting crawling up his leg, but of course, the castaway vampire had ruined that. He’d have to find something to drink later, before whatever coated those thorns irritated his skin further. Elias threw the shack’s door open, intending to remind Cormier of his place.
But a flash of light seared his eyes. He squinted past what he realized was the violent orange glow of candles. They littered the shack; every spare surface was covered with them, and they made cruel shadows dance in the shack rafters. Perhaps they were the ghosts of the dead that Elias left Cormier to dispose of, what with his former House’s gifts of rot and plague.
The candles weren’t on every surface, though. As Elias blinked the burn from his eyes, he scanned the worn-down shack and discovered no bloodless body on the old office desk, like he’d expected. In fact, nobody was there: neither Cormier, nor the human he expected Cormier to find for him. Instead, what he found were a few red candles, several shining apples, a couple cracked pomegranates with seeds glittering in the candlelight, trumpet-like white flowers, and a polished silver chalice. What looked like a red velvet drawstring bag sat in the center of the desk, surrounded by red rose petals. 
Around the shack, there was no smeared blood or any sign of struggle: there were only yet more pillar candles melting wax on the floor, their flames dancing on the wicks. He stepped inside, confused, but when he stepped in something sticky, he looked down and discovered where the smell of blood was coming from.
The scene startled Elias. The blood wasn’t just spilled on the floor; it was painted into a circle, with odd symbols and shapes that he didn’t recognize. It smelled like more than blood, too, and it was darker than blood, as if it were mixed with something like tar. Whatever it was, the tar smelled like cinnamon, roses, and something else that was bright, floral, yet sweet. The scent of the blood floated above it all: a vibrant tang that reminded him of orange peel and young cognac mixed with iron. The scent electrified him; it was the scent of someone brutally alive, spitefully so, and it scraped along his lungs, burned itself into his memory. 
He stepped closer to the desk and found the scent of blood coming strongest off that pouch. The chalice behind it, however, he couldn’t come close enough to investigate. Just breathing in that blood’s fiery scent branded him, parched him beyond reason. His mouth pooled with venom. He tried to shake the growing haze off his mind, but it lingered and made his vision smear more with every blink.
Those flowers, are they—?
The white trumpets might’ve been datura, in which case, whoever had come to this shack was a fool that could’ve easily injured themselves vandalizing the place. Still, Elias was fascinated. How neglected did the shack look, that some superstitious creature thought it would be safe to play make-believe undiscovered here? 
All this mess was the work of someone apparently unaware that they lived in the modern era of human science and reason—someone who still believed that wasting resources and lighting candles would summon some great Other from the void beyond. The care taken in this arrangement was clear, everything in its right place, the offerings expensive and beautiful, the soft light of the candles letting flame and shadow mix together like oil paints. Whoever had done this might’ve read the same printings he’d read centuries ago, when he was still naïve enough to believe the men that claimed they could breach God’s hiding place with all their physic and philosophy, their magic and miracle.
But for what purpose?
Elias could only wonder. It made his lips twitch into the smallest smile. He’d wanted so badly to believe in these things once. His existence was proof that there was something out there, some strange and terrible force he might’ve learned to use—but for all the texts he studied, and the lectures he listened to, none of them brought him any closer to the thing people called God, nor gave Elias a way to demand any answers of it, or to fall before it and beg for mercy.
So what were you hoping for, vandal? He could make no sense of the symbols on the ground. To what end?
When he turned to find Cormier and have him clean this up, however, he found the door shut. He knew he hadn’t closed it, nor had he heard it close. He hadn’t felt anyone’s presence nearby, either, whether living or undead like him. He was alone.
When he tried to step outside that sticky ring of blood and tar, so that he might find whoever created this strange scene—they must still be nearby—a violent sickness took hold of him. Elias’s temples broke out in the black, chalky sweat of a starved vampire; his legs buckled as the disorienting haze deepened, landing him hard on his knees. His throat burned—his lungs burned—and he clutched at his shirt collar as if that was choking him rather than this scent.
“Well, look at you.”
The voice crashed on him, tinny, reverberating in his ears, and yet he could tell that it was a human woman’s voice. With great effort, he shuffled on his knees and turned back towards the desk—and a wordless rasp of surprise raked up his throat. It was drowned out by the voice’s next words:
“Just as the hound finds the mallard in the field, so too will you find me in the waking world.”
What?
There was a human standing there—or rather something human shaped. She looked as if she were made of a bubble of blood; Elias could see the desk through her, and from where he knelt on the floor, the little red pouch glowed where her heart should’ve been. When she moved to pick up the chalice, it was with the grace of some spirit from a dream, and though she wore an owl mask, her body was naked. 
It’d been ages since Elias bothered to look at the women he killed, but it was as if she’d anchored his eyes to her with whatever strange power danced in the air. It forced him to look: at the curve of her small breasts, at the swell of her hips and the way her collarbones made stony tips at her shoulders, of the harsh angle of her waist and the way her skin stretched over her ribs, and the long nails that added unnatural length to her jagged, veined hands. Her shoulder-length hair fluffed around her owl mask, straight and straw-like, giving her the impression of some late autumn spirit of the forest.
Beautiful.
He witnessed this vision with nothing short of awe. It was likely those datura flowers that warped his sense of reality—either that or the same madness that eventually killed the rest of his troupe from Wallachia. The thought filled him with dread, even for all the specter’s loveliness. Was it truly inescapable, the madness? Was it bound to find him eventually and rob him of his sense, like he’d seen happen to the other Greeks and Bulgars and Slavs and Turks who crossed the voivode’s path? 
Those men, like Elias, lost the right to go home to their families because of this curse. Yet many chose to live like ghosts: watching their families go on without them, watching wives take new husbands, watching generations of children age and die while they still lived, and watching new lovers wilt in their hands every fifty years or so—if those lovers didn’t trap them and lead the church to their doors first for gold. Elias thought he could avoid that fate, what with all his life’s carefully curated monotony, but… was this the specter that stole sanity from them all and drove them to hell? This bloody she-demon with the owl mask?
He wanted to reach out—to see if his hand would pass through her, or if it would land on the soft curve of her hip. He wanted to know if that glowing thing in the center of her chest would feel like a heart or a living flame, and he wanted to take that mask off, to know if she had any face underneath it. He had to know, in fact. Had to know who, what, this creature was—had to steal her away and spend weeks pulling her apart thread by thread, understanding what this illusion was, consuming every scrap of meaning until nothing more could be drawn from it.
And then he noticed the shadow behind her that nothing could’ve cast: a shadow of two great horns that stretched up the wall and scraped the ceilings. It’d been several decades since Elias felt a chill run down his spine like it did then.
It’s the datura. It had to be the flower’s doing, he told himself, it had to be—as why else would he sit here, parched to the point of dying, dreaming of some she-demon at an altar of blood and pomegranates?
“Just as the body will wither without its blood,” she whispered, and she pressed the chalice to his bottom lip, “so too will you wither without me.”
She tilted the cup, and something flowed out: something thick, milky, sweet, and cold. Maybe long ago, he’d tasted cream like this on his family’s farm, but he couldn’t remember. He tried to reject it, but it slipped down his throat so quickly that he had no choice but to swallow. Past the sweetness was the tang of metal—and the faint hint of citrus, the sting of liquor.
“Just as the turtledove stays faithful to one love,” the specter whispered, “so too will you be faithful for all the rest of your days.”
To his shock, the freezing liquid coated his throat and erased his thirst. He could’ve even imagined he saw steam puffing from his lips. But the relief that filled him, the cooling rush of whatever he’d drank, it ran down his throat and into his lungs, into his stomach, until his entire body slouched and stilled. Then a white haze stretched over his vision and blinded him. Yet he felt no fear. Not when the white nothingness looked so much like the deep, endless winter storms he longed to disappear into every year. 
His mind buzzed with stray thoughts. Perhaps he would go permanently blind, and he wouldn’t have to see anything anymore: no convicts and runaways to feed on in this shack, no wineries and all the humans crawling around inside, no vampires replacing them after hours and sinking their teeth into his bewitched and clueless staff. No more Rose.
No more of her quiet sadness that she thought he didn’t notice when she sat behind her work desk. No more of her grief for her slaughtered parents that he could not make her forget in the fifteen years since he’d taken her into his House—or for her own humanity, which she’d give to him in the coming October, per the agreement Vovk burdened both of them with. She would be the first human he’d ever turned, and he refused to imagine that far-off day.
In that moment, there was no need to think about anything beyond the quiet. He might’ve stayed in that shack for eternity, for once feeling something fuller and softer than the sharp-edged emptiness he’d guarded in himself night after night—but then the chalice fell from his lips and clattered to the ground, and as his sight bled forth again, every single candle flame disappeared, along with the she-demon.
Every flame except one. It continued to dance behind the desk. Its red-orange light crept up the wall, reached so high, yet it couldn’t chase away all the shadows by the ceiling; its red-orange light bled into black nothingness. 
The colors of wrath.
Seeing that light ripped Elias’s peace from his chest and shattered it; he expected to hear the clash of swords again, taste the smoke in the air. Then, in all that fury, he saw not a shadow, but true horns appear from the nothingness—black, gnarled things, resting on a head of shining black hair. That hair framed a woman’s pallid face and dark eyes, and the whole head came down from the ceiling on the body of a snake.
Demon. It was all Elias could think, and it made his breath pause in his lungs. A true demon—here, for me—
“Do you see me, leech?” The demoness cocked her head. Her wine-red lips parted, revealing white, sharp teeth. When Elias’s gaze fixed on her and tracked her head as she waved from side to side, she smiled wider. “Good. It is done.”
Then the head retracted into the shadows. The final candle snuffed itself, and the strength dissipated from Elias’s body. He fell over, exhausted, and he slipped into a darkness so deep that even his vampire sight could make nothing out.
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Nadia didn’t think she had that many requests for the new year. All she’d cast on the eve of St. Lucy’s Day was a money spell, a love spell, and a spell based off the Tower card in tarot, just to shake her boring routine up a bit. What could go wrong? she’d thought—and more than that, she wondered how long it’d take to see any results.
Granted, they were only three days into the new year, but she kept her eyes peeled for signs anyway. At thirty-two years old, Nadia hadn’t done much with her life; she was still just a part-time adjunct professor with a little bar-tending gig on the side. At least at the end of the year, she’d shot off a bunch of Ph. D. applications to her top schools, but she may as well have sent them to the void. It was anyone’s guess what the responses would be. She had no sign of what would come, no idea where her three spells would take her, and it wouldn’t be long before her patience wore out. Another week, and she’d wonder if God heard her requests in the first place.
She tried not to think about it while she was behind the bar that night. After she’d set a beer-drunk college kid up with a glass of water and put in his pretzel order, then taken some office man’s order for a sidecar, Nadia surveyed the little Providence pub. The Lucky Lobster, it was called, which she thought was a name that made more sense in Newport or Middletown, or the cute parts of Westerly and little Wickford village, but she supposed nowhere was really that far from the ocean in the Ocean State—not even Westminster Street, with its fairy lights running up and down the brick-lined roads and shining off the windows of shops and restaurants like this one.
The nautical theme of the bar, with the sailor’s knots, little anchor motifs, and lobster cages, went well with the warm oak counters and the wooden paneling, as well as the brick flooring. Some of the smaller tables were big barrels with a flat tabletop added to them, little charms and ocean-y trinkets wrapped around them in wire, and other tables were sturdy wooden things with little ships and starfish and seashells on them. 
The only things out of place were the two statues tucked into the collection of bottles behind the bar: one of Jesus, which she’d brought in, and one of Dionysus, which belonged to her favorite co-bartender and best friend, Lily. That girl was a twenty-eight year old tanned and tatted Italian-American—a messy little pipsqueak, one who treated the Lobster like a break from her gig as a tattoo artist on Atwells Ave, and who'd hit the Catholic-to-Greek-Gods pipeline when she discovered witchcraft in college. 
Specifically, Lily focused on Dionysus and Hekate, and she told Nadia little bits about them from time to time, when Nadia had the wherewithal to listen. Lily got a kick out of putting the Wine Boys together, too, and so she and Nadia started every shift with an offering of wine for Big J and Dionysus, and a prayer for fat stacks of tips.
The only thing that broke the otherwise warm, tavern-like atmosphere were the gigantic windows that let people walking by peer inside. At night, they became giant black walls rather than windows, as people could see a lot more looking in than she could see looking out. But she could still catch the twinkle of the lights outside, and quick-walking folks huddled up in their coats still dragged her eyes up from her drink-mixing every so often. She used those glimpses to see if anyone new was waiting around and ignoring the big sign that read Seat Yourself by the host stand.
“And so—get this, right?” 
A hand slapped her arm as Nadia was mid-pour of a shot of Cointreau, causing her to spill a bunch on the counter. She sighed and scowled at the source of that nasally voice: Lily, crouching down by the shelves under the bar. Nadia had zoned out making that sidecar while Lily told her yet another dating misadventure and pretended to take stock of anything down there. 
“Oops, sorry,” Lily said, though the sparkle in her big brown eyes told Nadia she wasn’t sorry at all. “But listen: I matched with this girl because she was a gym rat, y’know? Page says she’s a gym rat, got photos of her muscles and shit, very nice, but…”
Nadia poured the last bit of alcohol into the shaker and paused just before she closed it. “But? Orgeat, by the way—get a new orgeat and a bucket of limes for me, please?”
“Yeah, yeah. Anyway,” Lily popped up and nearly got bopped in the head with a shaker full of sidecar-to-be, “she’s a gym rat, great—but she’s fuckin’ vegan, dude! Vegan!”
Oh, here we go. “Well, you can be vegan and—”
“No, no, fuck all that! How am I supposed to bring her around for family dinners and explain to Mama Moretti why she’s not eatin’ no sausage and peppers? God, I nearly rolled an ankle on the fuckin’ bottles of B12 she had laying around in her car, too! And,” Lily leaned in and hissed, “she’s got four cats, too, so the apartment smelled insane, dude, like,” she ran her hands over her bottle-black hair and groaned, “who the hell needs four cats in a studio apartment?”
“What—? C’mon, I thought you liked pussies.”
A dumbass joke, sure, but Nadia couldn’t help it. Lily left herself wide open for it. Nadia endured the sting in her arm after Lily slapped her a couple times, and she was only spared more slaps for laughing because she had to pour and serve that Goddamn sidecar. But Lily stormed off in a dramatic huff, even though she’d also been snickering by the end, and Nadia was left to enjoy the early evening hum of the Lobster in peace. At least for a few minutes.
“Can’t tell you shit,” the resident menace huffed after bringing back a steel bucket of limes and a new bottle of syrup. She picked up a rag and got to wiping the counters. Her wiry, tattooed arms darted out over and over again like she was throwing punches rather than cleaning, and her ponytail went swinging with the force of it. Her eyebrow piercing sparkled under the bar’s soft overhead lights, and eventually, she pulled herself from the counter and huffed, “Anyway, how’s your Ph. D. stuff goin'? Got any bites yet?”
“Oh, girl, hold on,” Nadia said, smiling in embarrassment. “I just submitted my applications. It’ll take a minute to hear anything.”
Lily pipped, “What? But you spent the past three months moanin’ about how much you had to do for those apps!”
“Yeah, and now they get to take their sweet time deciding if I should even get to go, never mind get funding.” And God, she needed funding. Her master’s degree in philosophy, coupled with a freak decision to get a religious studies degree abroad in Amsterdam in her young and unstable years, gave her the kinds of education that made her two part-time jobs and abysmal lack of benefits make perfect sense. Made her four-digit savings account make sense, too—especially after all her father’s debts she had to clear when her babcia bit the dust. “Don’t worry; when I get updates, you’ll be the first to know.”
“Alright, well—”
Who knew what else Lily was about to say? Her smile flashed, white teeth peeking through sticky pink lips, but some customer must’ve caught her attention, because her focus suddenly zoomed in over Nadia’s shoulder. Her face dropped into that doe-eyed concentration that usually got her a small wad of tips at night’s end. Nadia served up some drinks to a young couple on her end of the bar, then dried some more glasses to put back under the counter.
Though the question of Ph. D. programs put a damper on Nadia’s spirits. She shined the martini glass in her hands until it sparkled like a diamond, all while her thoughts kept getting cloudier. All the work she’d done on those applications still hung heavy on her: all the writing and re-writing her personal statement, all the struggle of finding old professors for references, all the polishing her (admittedly not so awesome) C.V. 
Finding schools that would let her study the weird shit she wanted to study was most of the battle, however—and most exhausting of all was trying to explain said weird shit. Because how could any program take her seriously when she said she wanted to study the Saints and spirits, the angels and the demons, that had floated around her all her life? 
All her life except the past two weeks, that is. Since casting all those spells, it was like she’d gone spiritually blind. Or maybe it was God’s not-so-subtle way of telling her to fuck off.
“Hey, Nadia!”
The call made Nadia flinch and fumble the martini glass. She caught it just before it slipped from her dish towel. After a deep breath, Nadia turned to Lily and huffed, “Yeah?”
“This guy’s askin' for you.”
And then, when Nadia saw who Lily was talking about, she did drop the glass. It fell right out of her hand, hit the ground with a glittery crash. She couldn’t have bothered to squawk about it if she’d wanted to, though, because in front of her was a different kind of ghost than the ones she used to see: a ghost of her time in Amsterdam, a British peer she’d once shared a one-bedroom apartment with. Lyle Thornston.
Shit. 
As Lily stared at the mess Nadia made on the floor, Lyle was smiling at her in a way that made her stomach do cartwheels. His round glasses gave his bright yellow-green eyes a boyish, charming sparkle, and his blond hair was gently gelled over to one side, the same way Nadia told him looked nice years ago. His tan coat over his black turtleneck made him look less like the young man she used to run around Amsterdam with and more like an adult proper, as did that shiny silver Cartier watch that she knew damn well he could not have afforded before—
Before I taught him about magic.
He must’ve started using all her tips and tricks in earnest after having to leave Amsterdam for lack of funds. After that, he claimed he wasn’t good enough for her—that he thought he should let her go, and maybe they weren’t good for each other, and she could find somebody better than him. But if he wasn’t good enough for her—him being the only person who ever took her work, her beliefs, or her stories about the things she’d seen seriously before she met Lily on the job—then who did she fit with? Why not him?
“Lyle,” she breathed, and she silently motioned to Lily to get away from the glass at her feet; girl was already trying to sneak around her to clean it up, “how—hey! How are you? What are you doing all the way out here?”
“Ah, you know,” he looked away, all humble and cute, his English accent curling his words—though when he wrung his hands and shrugged, that watch flashed in the bar’s low light, “got a job in the area. Hatcher & Sohn, just down the road.”
“Really!” 
Nadia gestured to Lily to go get a broom and a dustpan for her. Then she turned back to Lyle and nodded as she connected the dots: she had the man on LinkedIn, after all, and he’d trumpeted the end of his job search recently. She’d silently cheered for him, but she didn’t look into the firm. She never expected to see him in Rhode Island, of all places—especially not in the bar she worked at. Was he the anonymous viewer on my profile two weeks ago? 
If so, that lined him right up with the timing of her little spell blitz.
“That’s awesome,” she gushed, and her smile was automatic, because she meant what she said: “Glad to hear it! I don’t doubt you’ll do great there.”
Is this who my love spell caught? Nadia didn’t let herself hope, but she did wonder, given she’d gotten nothing but one strange image during her love-spell meditation. There was a bleeding heart, wrapped in dry black thorns, almost like the many images of the Sacred Heart she’d grown up seeing in church. Unless she was supposed to become a nun, that heart might’ve represented someone all tangled up in some kind of pain, and given the way Lyle looked when he’d broken up with her a few years ago... Maybe he’s the one I—?
Before she could finish that thought, the bar door opened, and in walked a fox of a lady: one with strawberry blonde hair hanging down in full, shiny waves, with a neck strung up in fine gold chains that gleamed against lustrous, pale skin, and with lashes so long that Nadia could’ve used them to sweep the damn glass off the floor. Her faux fur black coat swallowed her figure, which Nadia could guess from her sharp jaw and her nylon-covered legs was killer, and when she saw Lyle and grinned, Jesus—her teeth were so white.
“There you are!” She slipped an arm around Lyle and sat beside him. “I hope I didn’t keep you waiting.”
“Oh, no, I just got here.” Suddenly, it was if Nadia didn’t exist; Lyle took her little black purse so she could get her coat off and turned towards her. Eventually, he glanced at Nadia, who’d been staring like an idiot—and the way he held her eye while this other lady got settled, it seemed like one second became one hour. Nadia didn’t know what it meant, that look, but Lyle said to the woman, “Emily, this is Nadia, by the way. Can you believe that?”
This Emily looked up with wide blue eyes. She gasped as she took Nadia in, and she lightly slapped Lyle’s arm. “You’re kidding!” When she beamed at Nadia, she extended her hand and said, “That’s something! Lyle’s told me about you—said you were a big part of helping him figure out his career path when you studied together. How about that?” As Nadia took her hand and shook it, Emily patted Lyle on the back. “That’s the Rhode Island effect for you. Can't go anywhere without running into at least three people you know!”
Lyle still had that weird glint in his eye, and Nadia didn’t get it. She didn’t understand what was happening in front of her, or why, but she did know she didn’t like it. 
“I’m Emily Westenfelder,” Emily said as she slid into the seat beside him. “We’re in the same department at Hatcher’s. Figured I’d show the newbie around Providence a bit!”
Nadia nodded and kept her smile pinned up. “Well, hey! You started in the right part of town, that’s for sure. But...” As if looking for God Himself to get her out of this awkward interaction, she slipped a couple menus off the side of the bar to Lyle and Emily. “How about you two take a second to look over the menu, and I’ll be right back, yeah?”
Emily flashed that friendly smile, and Lyle—what was that look? What did it mean, for his eyes to practically glow like that? Like he was plotting something? She didn’t know; she’d only ever seen that look when he was trying to schmooze like a cat and get some freebies out of people. She also knew that her nerves were all fucked up, and that the glass on the floor was going to be a hazard the longer she let it sit there on the floor. It seemed Lily already quietly set up the broom and dustpan behind her, but Lily herself was nowhere to be seen. Nadia passed by the woozy college kid and leaned over to him.
“I’m checking on your pretzel now, okay?”
He gave her a thumbs up and kept scrolling whatever social media app he’d opened on his phone, and Nadia tried not to look too hurried as she disappeared into the kitchen.
Just as she suspected, that cheese-smothered pretzel was piping hot and ready to go. She thanked the cook, Danny, before picking it up, and she made one quick look around for her friends. Normally, there would be little marshy faces hiding under supply carts, or furry, pine-cone sized bodies sneaking around the big sinks; she could also expect to catch them staring at the cream liquors stocked on the bar, hiding between glasses and threatening to cause a fuss if they weren’t given a shot. Nadia had put a shot of Bailey’s out for them earlier that night, yet she hadn’t seen them even once, those little Rhode Island land spirits.
Weird. Nadia even looked around the kitchen just in case she’d somehow missed them, but no—there were no sweet, black-eyed faces, no little mouse-like hands or wings that looked like they were made of oak leaves. Just stainless-steel counters and red buckets of cleaning solution under little kitchen alcoves.
“What’cha lookin’ for?” 
Lily slid up beside her, and Nadia sighed. “Nothing.”
“Oh, yeah?” Lily crossed her arms and arched one finely drawn eyebrow high. Bad sign. She blocked Nadia’s way and said, “I dunno. Feels like you might wanna look for your balls, boss. Who the hell’s that guy? And why were you sittin’ there like a braindead squirrel while he flaunted that lady in front you?” 
Jesus. Was it that obvious? “He’s my ex,” Nadia muttered. When Lily opened her mouth, Nadia raised a hand. “Relax. We didn’t end on bad terms or anything. He’s a totally normal guy.”
Both of Lily's brows shot up and made little wrinkles on her forehead. “You sure? Because the way he was hangin' all over that lady out there—”
“Yeah, I’m sure. It’s just,” Nadia sighed, “he—I dunno. We left things in a weird place, is all. And anyway, that lady’s just a coworker, so—”
“Just a coworker.” Lily looked at Nadia like she'd just told her that unicorns were real, and that they all lived in Lippitt Memorial Park. “Uh-huh. No offense, man, but your ex looks like a real fuckin’ sleaze to me, not a normal guy.” 
“Yeah, well,” Nadia waved a hand, though she could feel the heat needling up her neck and into her cheeks, “he’s not. He’s a real sweet guy, and he was good to me the whole time I was out doing my shit in Amsterdam. You don’t just forget a guy you spend that kind of time with, y’know?”
And she really hadn’t, not in the whole seven years since she’d graduated from the program. Every time she had some shitty date off one of the million apps Lily recommended to her, she found herself comparing it to those nights out with Lyle, carefree on the river bridge in the Dutch capital. Lily wasn’t impressed, though. She squinted at Nadia. 
“Why’d y’all break up?”
Nadia shrugged. “I mean—he said he didn’t feel like he was good enough for me, y’know? Like he needed to work on—"
“Oh my God!” Lily slapped the counter, then threw a look at Danny, who’d been shuffling around in silence while Lily accosted Nadia. He was bopping around with one headphone in, his backwards baseball cap keeping his dark, gelled curls out of his face enough to maybe not cause grief with the health codes. “Danny! You hearin’ this?”
“I ain’t hear anything,” he said as he waved a metal spatula around.
“Alright, alright, hey,” Lily picked up a crumpled napkin from God-knew-where and threw it at his back, “tell me: as a man, what’s it mean when one of you says that your girl ‘isn’t good enough for you’ before you break up?”
Danny tossed a look over his shoulder, and it landed straight on Nadia. Then he turned around without saying a damn word. His loose white t-shirt was like a blank page, as if telling Nadia to get a pen and take a guess.
“Yeah.” Lily whapped Nadia’s shoulder and said, “You know damn well that guy lied in your face.” When Nadia wilted, Lily ducked down to keep eye contact. “You do know that, right?”
“It—listen, it was complicated, alright? Don’t worry about it. He’s—I dunno, he’s new in town, and I didn’t expect to see him after so long, so I just got a little flustered. But he’s nice! He’s a nice guy, a really cool guy—”
In fact, he was the only guy Nadia ever felt comfortable talking to about all the shit she talked to him about and studied with him. The only one that didn’t make her feel like a total freak. In all her life, she’d never met a guy that even believed in magic, never mind picked it up as fast as he did; she never looked up to someone like she did Lyle, who had no fear when trying out new spell concepts or invocations. By time they parted ways, it almost felt like he was teaching her about magic, and God, she missed their experiments—and the movie nights, the quiet breakfasts in their apartment, bouncing ideas off each other for their papers, all that.
“—so, like,” thinking about it made Nadia’s heart ache, “just... don’t worry about it.”
Lily stared at her, unconvinced.
“I’ll be fine,” Nadia insisted. “Seriously, he’s not like you’re thinking, okay? So just,” when Lily kept that you’re a dumb bitch look going, Nadia lost her nerve, “how about you take their order, and I’ll clean up all that glass?”
Lily spun around and walked out of the kitchen like she was going to war, and Nadia sighed so hard that she deflated. She glanced at Danny, who caught her eye and immediately looked away, and Nadia had no choice but to just get that pretzel to the kid and keep on with her night.
By time she got out there and gave the kid his pretzel, Lily was already aggressively punching some drink and food orders into the kiosk—and Emily was all over Lyle. Grabbing his arm, putting her chin on his shoulder. Jesus. Surely that should’ve been against some kind of workplace policy, to be touching all on a coworker like that. Or maybe that was only for supervisors or something.
Nadia swept the glass up while Emily and Lyle chatted—but boy, did his stare needle her. She could feel it. More than that, she could feel his magic, which stretched out across the bar and poked at her like the sharp thorns of blackberry branches. When she closed her eyes for what she hoped looked like a long, tired blink, she could even visualize the thorns scraping towards her, trying to tangle her up in it. 
It was all bramble, like the thorns on the heart she’d seen in her love spell vision. But something about it didn’t feel so friendly, and it made her stomach twist. The brush of its rough edges made her push her own magic out against him; she imagined a golden vine trellis catching and redirecting all that bramble so that it stayed at arm’s length. In her push-back was a silent question: what are you doing?
Her St. Benedict’s medal stuck to her chest. Got warmer.
That weird, stinging feeling of Lyle’s magic went away, and when she looked at him, the cat-like smile on his face—and his intense stare—confirmed it for her: he’d been trying to get her attention as Emily yapped in his ear. Just like she’d told Lily: he wasn’t actually into that lady. No way. Eventually, Emily noticed where Lyle was looking, and the smile she gave Nadia went sharp.
“Nadia, by the way,” Lyle called before Emily said something, “I should tell you: our firm is hosting a charity ball in a few months. A yearly affair, apparently. Emily was just telling me about it. We’re obviously going, you know, as coworkers,” and he touched Emily’s hand, “but I’d love to take you, too, so you can see what Hatcher’s all about. Maybe I can even put in a good word for you with our department by then.”
Emily’s smile stayed razor thin. Like she was sizing up Nadia to take a bite out of her. It wasn’t just the smile of a jealous lady, but one she’d expect to see someone making over a good meal. Whatever that was about, it made Nadia shiver.
And while she would've liked to accept Lyle's proposal, only God could’ve known what possessed Nadia right then. She shook her head and, to her own surprise, her mouth ran away without her. “Nah, that’s all good. I’m sure I’d stick out like a sore thumb over there, and I’m not interested in law, but it’s good to hear you’re getting involved with your company events!”
That made Lyle and Emily pause. Lyle said, slowly, “You wouldn’t want to go at all?”
When Nadia saw how that threw him off his groove, she doubled down. “Nope!”
Then she went back to sweeping like nothing happened. A weird silence hung over the bar. Lily didn't help it get any less weird; she passed by and set some drinks down without a word before walking off to to restock some infused liquors.
Again, a sense of something scraping at her made her shoulders bunch up. The bramble of Lyle’s magic wasn’t just poking at her anymore; she could feel it ripping up her own mental shields, trying to break in and glean anything from her, any thoughts, any feelings. Her medal went hot against her chest, and she put everything she had into armoring her mind like a turtle huddling into its shell. She kept her thoughts, her feelings, all of it locked up tight—and she did that because she knew her little bluff worked.
What’s wrong, Lyle? 
Maybe that was what he was doing with Emily, too—trying to bluff. Maybe make Nadia jealous. It wasn’t like he had to do that, but maybe, if he thought Nadia was too good for him when he’d left, he thought he needed to prove he could get a woman or something. That sounded like the type of dumb mind games she’d expect of a man.
A regular man, though. A stupid one, as her babcia would say. Not Lyle. But it seemed even the best people weren’t immune to being stupid from time to time, and she could give him the grace to be stupid if he wanted—though she wasn’t going to let him put her on the back foot. If he wanted her back, he was going to have to do a little more than dangle some pretty lady in Nadia’s face and pressure her into fighting over him. She was too old to be fucking around like that; her school years were long behind her. 
“Sorry I startled you earlier, by the way,” Lyle muttered as Nadia swept. Emily had gotten up to go to the bathroom, so apparently Lyle thought it was safe to look a little glum. All the syrupy, soft tones he’d been talking with were gone; his voice was brittle as autumn leaves.
“Nah, that’s okay.” 
As Nadia swept more tiny shards into the dustpan with that big broom, she shrugged and glanced at Lyle, and she held back a smile; she’d gotten him with that rejection. His eyes were narrow as a cat’s, his jaw tight, and his thin-lipped smile was nothing near the friendly, boyish look he’d given her earlier. 
You could’ve just been direct with me about what you want, dude. God knew Nadia would’ve said yes to anything he’d asked—if only he had the sense to ask it. But he never was good with things like that. She’d asked him out first, after all; he would’ve probably gone the whole semester giving her those longing looks from the other side of the classroom had she not spoken up. Back then, it’d endeared him to her, because he wasn’t the same kind of cold-eyed, indifferent guy that bumped into her in the university halls as if she didn’t exist. Made him less intimidating, too. Made it easier to spark a conversation—even just stupid small talk.
But they weren’t grad students anymore. She would’ve figured he’d have outgrown this habit eventually.
Nadia caught the shape of someone walking past the bar out of the corner of her eye, out there on the street, but her brain didn’t register it. Lyle’s glum face was what she kept glancing at as she swept. One big piece of glass wouldn’t get out of the floor grout, though, so she bent to pick it up and toss it in the dustpan. 
“I’m just a klutz,” she added with a sigh. “You know how I—ow!"
There she was, telling Lily not to go touching the glass thinking she’d hurt herself, only to end up with her own finger split open. Genius. The door opened with a jingle; some old guy snuck inside to grab a seat as Nadia cradled her bleeding thumb, and she tried to ignore Lyle, who sucked his teeth and shook his head. Nadia couldn’t help it, though; she glanced towards him, and that was when she noticed a figure standing outside. 
Whoever had been walking past the bar was no longer walking. It was hard to see him in the dark; he seemed to be avoiding even the dim light of the bar, given how far from the windows he stood, but she could just make him out.
He was a tall guy, though his long pea coat was dark and thick enough to hide his build. His dark hair cut a thick, somewhat wavy silhouette that fell into his eyes and clustered at his shoulders, and from what light the bar cast on him, she could tell he was pretty tanned. There was something weird about his eyes, though: they were glowing like embers, even in the dark, which was pretty creepy. She didn’t like the way he stared at her.
“Well,” Lyle’s voice snatched her attention back, “anyway, aside from all this, how’ve you been since Amsterdam? Do anything for work besides this and the teaching?”
So he did look at her profile. The thought made it hard to keep a smile off her face, despite her bleeding thumb. “Nah, not really,” she said with a shrug. “Nothing much besides—”
“Besides gettin’ her Ph. D.!” Lily slung her arm around Nadia’s shoulder, though when she saw the blood on her boss’s hand, she scowled before plastering a pretty smile on for Lyle. “Nadia’s got a brain made for all that college professor stuff, lemme tell you.”
“Ah, well,” Nadia waved her un-bloodied hand and snuck out from under Lily, “I’ve applied for programs. That’s about it. But I’m hoping to hear back soon.”
“I see.”
Bramble. Sharp, thorny bramble. The sudden rush of magic she felt come off him startled her. If she didn’t know better, she would’ve thought he was trying to grab her and get her all tangled up in him—and more importantly, she also had to wonder what the hell made his magic feel like that to begin with. It never felt like that when she was showing him how to use it. When he first tried to do anything she’d showed him how to do, what she’d felt was a magic more like a freshly sprouted plant: soft, green, alive. This was something different, harsh and rough and dry, and she didn’t know what happened—or which spirits, if any, he’d been working with.
Is that what my vision meant? Lyle was a good guy, but he was no Saint. Still, to have his magic go from a green, lively sprout to dry branches—to have a heart wrapped up in thorns like that, all cut up and suffering—it made her look at Lyle in a new light. Lyle, what happened to you?
Lyle didn’t say anything else after that. His attention fixed on Emily once she came back from the bathroom, and when it was clear that he was trying to ignore Nadia, Nadia sighed and went back to business. When she glanced back at the window, though, that stranger was gone. Nadia looked around, wondering if maybe he’d already slipped in and she hadn’t noticed, but there was no trace of him. He was just gone. That was even weirder than him staring at her, and it made her skin crawl as she patched up her thumb. She had a couple hours left until it was time to close, and she wondered if a creep like that would still be wandering around at that time.
Maybe I reminded him of someone? Nadia hurried back to the front counter, where Emily and Lyle flirted and giggled just out of the corner of her eye for another twenty minutes. When they finally left, Lily insisted on cashing them out. That was fine by Nadia. Even if she’d wanted to sit there and overthink about Lyle and Emily, she had bigger things to worry about, like that freaky stranger, and her safety.
It wouldn’t have been the first time weird guys tried something while she was locking up for the night.
The whole rest of her shift, even in the middle of her and Lily doing all their usual bar-tending tricks and skits for the increasing flush of customers sitting at the counter, she couldn’t get that stranger out of her head. Maybe he was trying to figure out what we have at the bar? And as she came back to that bar after bringing plates to the kitchen, she glanced under the counters, to the rows of glasses, where her one shot of Bailey’s was hidden. It looked a little less full than when she’d set it out, but she couldn’t be sure.
“Hey,” she whispered to the glasses anyway, “I don’t know if you’re there, but I’d appreciate a lookout tonight on my way to the car.”
No response. Normally, she’d at least be able to catch a glimpse of a stone spirit trying to squeeze itself between the glasses, or one of the few tree spirits. But that night, there was nothing. It didn’t help Nadia’s skittering nerves one bit. So as the last few customers came and went, and all of Westminster slowed to a quiet hum, Nadia kept checking out that window to see if that weird guy came back.
Lily was oblivious, as was Danny, but Nadia wasn’t worried about them. They always left together when they worked the same shift, and Lily had a few of her own tricks up her sleeve—both with Dionysus and Hekate. Even folks who couldn’t see spirits couldn’t miss the creepy feeling of Hekate’s black hounds staring from the shadows; no doubt they kept clear of Lily. 
The other couple of servers had their own buddy system, too. It was just Nadia, the bar manager who had to do one last check after everyone left, that could be an easy target for a freak. At least she had means of getting out of situations—and not all of them required the fancy formulas in her grimoires, or the many nuts and bolts that made up her family’s Polish folk craft. No, she found that oftentimes, the easiest protection was just what she did after locking up and cutting the bar’s lights: calling on her guardian angel.
Nadia bowed her head behind the dark bar and did the sign of the cross. She tied her hands up in her bloodstone bead rosary that she kept in her purse, then clasped them together in prayer and rattled off an Our Father and a Glory Be and three Hail Mary’s, all in Polish, before even daring to ring up the Big Guy. But once she did, her prayers were simple: she asked, quite plainly, for God to send her guardian angel Seehiah to deter and destroy any and all ill will that was coming her way, be it in the form of a person or a spirit. And while she didn’t see her angel when she opened her eyes—which, again, strange—she felt a cloak of warmth, as if two wings were wrapping around her.
That was enough confirmation that her angel was with her. Though, as she gathered her things and prepared to leave from the back door, she wondered for the thousandth time what was going on—why she couldn’t see her spirit friends, or her angel, or anything else. She couldn’t hear them, either; if not for that sense of peace, she might’ve wondered if her angel had abandoned her, too. 
As the back door's lock clicked in place, and Nadia stood in the dark alley behind Westminster’s cute and cozy side, she quickly turned around to face the darkness. She pulled her St. Benedict’s medal from under her shirt and ran her finger over the cross engraved into it.
Nobody’s there. God’s with me—
A rock tumbled somewhere. Nadia’s nerves exploded up her spine and sent a wave of prickles across her scalp.
Or would He let a stalker or something—?
Nadia made sure her keys were in her hand. The overnight parking lot she kept her car in was right around the corner; if she hurried, she’d get there in less than a minute. And there were bright lights, too. Street lights, plenty of them. No sane person would try to stop her while she walked two feet—
Something fluttered behind her, and something else hit pavement, like a little rock or an acorn or something. Then something shuffled and skidded across the asphalt—scratched its claws against the ground.
Don’t look back. That was the one rule in folk magic Nadia kept close to her heart. When her beat up old Camry came into view, that familiar green color made her speed up into something just short of a light jog. Do not look back—
Something skittered so close to her that she nearly did turn around, and then she burst into a full sprint towards her car. She didn’t stop when she got to it, either; she nearly flung herself over the edge of the hood to get to the driver’s side. When she finally had the courage to look back, she expected to see that creepy guy hovering at her passenger side door, ready to run around and grab her in the two seconds it took her to rip her car door open.
But he wasn’t there. Nobody was there, in fact. The street was empty. Her heart thundered in her chest, and she blew out a breath and laughed at herself. What an idiot she was. Of course nobody was there. What had she gotten herself so riled up for? That guy she saw earlier probably was just looking at what bottles they had at the bar—nothing wrong with that.
Who stares that intensely at some booze, though? Nadia pressed a hand to her chest as if she could massage her heart rate down. Dude’s got problems—
Then a flash of pain cracked across her head. Her vision went white, then black, and if she hit the ground after that, she never knew.
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Her blood. 
It was all he could think about as he brought the woman home. When the door to that bar opened, and he’d caught the scent of it—of citrus, of liquor—he wondered if perhaps it was only the mix of scents from the bar itself. But now that she was in the back seat, he was sure: it was her scent. The same as from the shack.
Every so often, he’d glance in the rear-view mirror and look at her, and in that straw-gold hair and lanky frame, he saw the same specter that’d driven him to his knees two weeks ago. How satisfying it’d been, to hover above the back door as a spider until she came through, and then to creep towards her unseen as a mouse in the shadows—to take his own face again and slip into the light, too quickly for her to track, and to stand behind her when she turned around and thought she was safe. For all her sorcery, when she laid there on the suede seats, she was just as fragile a human as anyone else. 
Though he might’ve lost her, if those strange creatures in the alleyway had been able to slow him down. They were no bigger than rats, blending in with the other rocks and old leaves scattered around the alleys, and they’d tried to stop him. They’d clawed at him, intercepted him, cursed him in a language he didn’t understand. He’d seen many such odd creatures since the sorceress laid her curse on him, and yet they hadn’t so much as glanced at him until this night.
And then there was that hulking blue creature hovering behind the sorceress. That thing had a sword that glowed a ferocious white-gold, and wings made of razor-like “feathers” with the same sheen. It had no face, save for two glowing white-gold eyes, and its skin swirled with various shades of blue. Its robes were a wash of blues and magentas, and while that woman stood at the car and looked for him in the shadows, Elias thought this creature would cut him down.
Instead, it’d nodded to the woman and stepped aside. Then it disappeared.
Elias didn’t know what this meant, or what that thing was. He only knew that the golden pendant under that woman’s shirt affronted him: the St. Benedict’s medal. Looking at it was like staring at a light bulb; he still saw the spot it’d burned into his eyelids when he blinked. Touching it to take it off and tuck it in the woman’s purse made his fingers sting.
Though why he took such care was a mystery. It wasn’t as if this woman would get any of her items back when he eventually passed her body off to Cormier to make into compost. All he needed was for her to tell him how to undo this curse. Then she could give him all of her rich, bright blood in exchange for the chaos she’d caused in his winery.
When he’d returned from the shack that night, and he’d convinced himself everything was but a strange dream, he’d discovered that hours had passed. It was midnight by time he’d come into the winery, and that was when he’d discovered his glamors had let go completely—right at the moment a client had gone to take a bite from the wrist of one young college girl. Samantha, if he remembered correctly. She’d been in a panic, and the men on staff had begged Elias to throw the client out, or to call the police.
But how could he have, when that client was none other than Vovk, coming to make his monthly check-up on Cormier?
As Elias pulled into his driveway, his mouth went bitter with the memory. Vovk, ever the distant, icy thing, hadn’t let Elias off easily for that failure. 
“Belevonis,” Vovk had hissed after he’d pulled Elias outside. “What kind of backwater place has this become, that a patron has to glamor their own food, or that the security of this place should be so lacking? I’m disappointed.”
Elias had tried to explain what happened in the shack—but what could he possibly have said that his patron would believe? That he’d had a spell put on him? The thought made Elias huff a laugh, even with the culprit in his car. There was no magic, he’d been so sure. Superstition, perhaps. Idiocy. But no magic, not outside whatever strange and impossible force compelled his own infinite life, and not outside whatever baneful force balanced it, burning him whenever he came in contact with holy objects and tools from the churches.
Elias knew Vovk would’ve believed the same, even as he tried to tell the old vampire his tale. The man was an odd one, even among vampires, but he was no fool. He had no time for fairytales, not with the Council politics growing ever more a mess between Houses lately, and he had no patience for Elias’s excuses that night, either. No doubt because of those politics, the suggestion he gave Elias—to open a Council investigation, if something really had happened to him like he said—wouldn’t have gone very far. At least Elias had Cormier working in the winery to smooth things over, but the boy’s glamors were atrocious, the staff stiff and unnerving under his direction, and it’d already begun to impact the flow of night clientele.
Still, he’d gone home and opened a request anyway, even if he knew he was going to have to handle this himself. Vovk was an imposing figure that left no room for debate: he was tall, slim even under his coat and black turtleneck sweater, with a bald, pale head and skin thin enough to show the blue veins underneath. His eyes were the color of ice, the way blind old humans’ eyes looked, yet he saw everything—and sensed everything, as well. His high-boned face was always drawn into a disapproving scowl, his lips thin, and despite his immortality, the centuries he’d lived—many more than Elias—made him seem older, more severe, with the faintest lines traced into his skin. There was only one House that could achieve perfect youth in their endless lives, and it wasn’t Diduch.
It was that House. Báthory.
Elias shook all of it from his mind once he’d parked and killed the car’s engine. Before he collected the sorceress from the backseat, he studied her again. To see her without the owl mask was surreal: the soft pink lips, the upturned nose, the long face and sharp cheekbones. She couldn’t have been very old, no older than her thirties, though faint lines were beginning to show in the corners of her eyes and on her forehead. Her skin was pale, but shiny, though even with her eyes closed, one could see the dark circles under her long lashes.
The woman was tall, too, only a few inches shorter than him. When he lifted her from the backseat, however, she had density to her; he remembered the tight pinch of her specter’s waist, the faint curve of muscle. But it was still easy for him to lift her over his shoulder and carry her into the house. The harder part was finding a chair to sit her on in the basement, and enough rope to keep her bound while he pressed her for answers and took what he wanted from her.
Eventually, he’d done it. In the basement, amidst piles of books he’d tossed down there and forgotten about, the woman sat with her arms tied behind the chair’s back and her ankles tied to the chair’s legs. He’d been right about the muscle. After he’d peeled her coat off and dumped it, along with her purse, somewhere upstairs, he’d felt the toughness of her palms, the meat of her forearms. And her legs, especially, were thick with strength, even under her slacks. 
Elias made sure she was still breathing as she sat there, limp, head hanging. Her heartbeat was faint. But she was alive, and he was sure she would be for a little while longer. He hadn’t hit her that hard when he’d taken her. Still, he turned an old lamp on for her sake, so she might see him when he came to interrogate her, and then he lingered at the foot of the basement stairs, watching her, still half in disbelief that she was real—not just some dream brought on by madness. Or perhaps he was mad, and he’d accosted some woman who knew nothing of his delusions. He’d only know when she woke up.
Either way, it didn’t matter much to him. If what ran in her veins was anything like what he’d tasted two weeks ago, it’d have been a shame to drink it all in one night. Perhaps he would keep her here a while longer, so he might bottle her blood over the course of a few months and savor it long after her body had gone into the earth. He went upstairs to his kitchen and collected his utensils for the night.
Something shifted. Elias paused to listen, his fingers brushing the stem of one of his cognac glasses, which he preferred for fresh blood over the standard wine glass. Then he heard it again: the rustle of cloth, the little squeak of pain, the scrape of a chair leg against the floor.
Oh. 
Elias pulled the glass down and took a paring knife from the knife block. Despite himself, he smiled.
She’s already awake.
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Her eyelids scraped like sandpaper when she blinked. Her mouth felt like it was full of socks, and her head ached. Cold sweat made her hairline stiff and the headache worse, all while her work shirt stuck to her back—which was up against the world’s shittiest wooden chair. Her wrists were tied tight behind the back of it, some rough rope cutting into her skin, and her shoulders felt like one wrong move would pop them off like the arms of a cheap doll. Even her ankles were tied to the legs of the chair, so she couldn’t do anything other than jerk half an inch across the stone floor of wherever the fuck she was.
When she finally looked around, another rush of sweat prickled at her pores. It took a second before she could take in anything she saw in this dingy-ass room—and from the looks of it, it was a basement. 
Fantastic. 
It wasn’t just any basement, was the worst part: it was the hiding hole of a complete fucking freak. With one dusty old lamp shining beside her, she could take in the mess. Everywhere she looked, there were books on books: stacks of them, towers of shit clustered on every available surface, including the ratty blue couch to her right. They were clustered around old bookshelves that lined the dark paneled walls, and those shelves were stuffed with books so old that most didn’t even have titles on the outside. 
She focused on the ones that did have titles: there were old, green-backed copies of what looked like Lynn Thorndike’s entire History of Magic and Experimental Science, as well as a little red book with a yellow tab she couldn’t read; they were beside more modern books about all kinds of random topics, everything from plants to stars to physics to math to places around the world and everything else. Nothing had any rhyme or reason; everything was one big jumble of shit.
And that was all just in the space behind her. Ahead of her was an empty bar, with a chipped old bar counter also cluttered with papers and books and whatever else. Beside it was a stairwell, and all the way to the right were two glass slider doors to the outside. Maybe—she pulled on the ropes and winced when they bit deeper into her skin—maybe she could knock herself over, break this shitty chair, get up and run out the slider—
Footsteps creaked from the top of the stairs and nearly gave Nadia a heart attack. She looked all over the place, but there was nothing in reach, nothing she could grab, that she might defend herself from Mr. (or Ms.?) Freak. All she could do was stare as the footsteps came closer—as black slacks and shiny leather shoes came into view.
God, c’mon, please—
She sat up straighter, and she realized her St. Benedict’s medal was gone when it didn’t tug on her skin. Not that it would help much against a physical man, anyway. Her magic and her charms could hurt spirits, sure, but unless she lobbed breakable jars of shit and rusty nails at someone’s head, magic wasn’t going to be as practical for self-defense as, like, a gun. All she could do as the figure of a man came into view—a man in a creaseless amethyst shirt, rolled up to his forearms, and carrying a cognac glass and knife—was pray for a miracle.
Seehiah! If she just stayed looking calm, kept still and fixed her face right, maybe she could get out of this; maybe her guardian angel would finally come out of hiding. Seehiah, Seehiah—!
“So frightened,” said a gravelly voice. “I can hear your heartbeat from here.”
Whatever psycho kidnapped her finally cleared the stairs and came fully into view, and Nadia’s heart dropped: it was, in fact, that shaggy-haired guy she’d seen outside the bar earlier. But he wasn’t wrapped up in that big coat anymore, so as he took one of the old stools from under the bar counter and stalked up to her, she got the full view of him—his frame, his face, everything. And God damn it all, he was unfortunately pretty fucking hot.
Jesus Christ, bitch, get it together—
He’d pushed his black hair out of his eyes. His skin was bronzed dark, but with the winter's weak sun, it still had a washed-out quality to it, and his strong jaw was outlined with a thin, well-kept goatee. He looked like a Greek Trent Reznor in his Perfect Drug era, what with the strong nose and thick brows and dark eyes. All that only made her heart beat harder as she tried to keep her breathing in check—especially as he set a bar stool down in front of her and adjusted his hold on the knife. The way the lamp light glinted off it made her shudder.
“Hey, whoa,” Nadia breathed as the guy sat on the bar stool, “hold on, now—"
He leaned forward, studying her, and Nadia got a real good look at those eyes. She found they weren’t brown at all: they were actually red, dark enough to look brownish-black from far away, but more like polished garnet up close. Were they contacts? Was this guy some kind of edgelord savant? She could guess as much, with him up in her face like that and a knife only inches from her insides.
Speaking of which: he stuck the flat end of the knife between his lips and held the little stem of the glass between two long fingers, then reached over and started unbuttoning her shirt. 
“Hey, stop!” She tried to angle away, but with a clean jerk of her shirt, he pulled her right back. With her legs tied to the chair, she couldn’t kick at him, couldn’t do shit about any of this, and that only made her stress pelt her like cold rain. This was everything she feared working nights, and it made her whine, “Please stop—!”
“Shh.”
He did stop, at least, but her old beige bra was on full display as he moved her shirt out of the way of her chest. Before she could panic any harder, he went and pressed that glass just above her breast, then took the knife and slid it across her chest. It split the skin wide open, a curtain of blood flowing down. The sting flared across her chest and made her yelp.
“What—hey, what the fuck—?” She tried not to lose her mind, afraid the knife would cut her further if she struggled, but she couldn’t get enough air; she was getting dizzy. She watched deep red blood drain into the glass, and that was it. Her voice came out a shrill cry. “Dude! What the hell are you doing—?”
That was when she caught the edges of his freak-ass teeth. Two impossibly long canines pressed into his bottom lip as he smiled, and she stared in disbelief. This guy was seriously out here, cutting her up in his basement, LARPing as a fucking vampire with red contacts and a Goddamn fang set anyone could get at a Halloween store. And for all her magic, for all the good it’d done her all her life, right then, it clearly wasn’t going to do shit. Worse, no matter how much she craned her head and looked, she could find no sign of her angel. None.
Seehiah! Again, she checked the corners, looked for him behind all these piles of books, but there was nobody. Seehiah, where are you—?
“Who are you looking for?”
Before Nadia could focus, the freak’s head dipped to her chest and licked across the cut with a weirdly cold tongue. A shock of pins and needles ran over her scalp and down her spine, and the cut itself stung as if he’d poured peroxide on it. She thrashed just once, hoping by the grace of God that her legs would come loose and let her kick him, but it was no good; the best she could do was try and shift her chest away from him. She got maybe a centimeter farther.
The knife clattered across the basement tile, and the man grabbed her jaw hard, forcing her to look at him.
“Answer me.” His face was so close that she could feel his cold breath on her lips. 
If she had any hope, it was right then. In the past two weeks, she might’ve stopped seeing spirits, but she’d also gotten the fattest stack of tips she had all year, because it was like she’d woken up one day and discovered the ability to crack people’s heads open. Like every face was a keypad, and she just so happened to know every PIN. It was glamor magic on a whole other level that she’d suddenly developed, and she’d been using it to coax extra dollars out of the pockets of stupid men. Surely she could pull a little something similar on this guy here—maybe convince him to be nice and untie her. 
Nadia swallowed the lump in her throat and released a slow breath, then felt her magic rise to her skin and skitter up his hand, over his arms, over his shoulder, as if it was honey syrup traveling down a groove in a sidewalk. Within seconds, she felt her magic reach inside his head.
And it was so deep, dark, and empty that it felt like she’d walked with confidence off the roof of a seven-story building.
Before she could panic in the nothingness, she closed her eyes. She’d felt this way before: when she’d meditated with demons and fooled around in the Abyss. So long as her real ass was planted firmly on that chair, she was fine. She let herself disappear into his head and fill it with all her bright thoughts, just as she had to every customer that wandered into the Lobster.
“Nobody,” she said, and she said it in his mind as much as out loud. “But mister, listen: you’re scaring me, and that’s an awful thing to do to somebody you just met. Why don’t you untie me, and we can chat like normal? You don’t gotta do all this.”
In a mind that blocked off, there was no hope of seeing shit. She might as well have been wandering around Fort Wetherill’s deepest, most collapsed and graffiti-worn parts with nothing but a zippo lighter. Worse, eventually, it felt like she was being watched from inside as much as outside his head. Like she was in Mariana’s Trench with some crazy sea monster waiting two inches outside her narrow scope of vision.
His fingers tightened on her jaw to the point that she was sure there’d be bruises. Then he whispered, “How?”
And something shot down his arm: pure smoke, murky and dark, with little flashes of heat crackling out like the burn of live coals. There was a glint of something strange in it, too: something brassy flashed in her mind’s eye, and out of nowhere, she tasted copper. Whatever it was, it was foreign to her, unlike anything she’d felt from either God or any demons, and it flushed the last of her magic away in a second. It cut her off from his head and made it so she couldn’t feel his mind anymore; she’d been shut out, all while smoke and shadow made a weird twilight braid with her own magic.
“How did you learn this so easily already?” Mr. Freak stepped away and frowned. “It took me years to put things in people’s heads as cleanly as you just did.”
Aw, Jesus. He spotted her that easily, huh? Nadia blinked, realization hitting her, and she stared at him. Wait, what the fuck—?
Then he pulled away—and the flow of their intertwining magic snapped. Oddly enough, the snap hurt. It made her already aching head sing with pain, and try as she might, she couldn’t shake it off. At least the guy backed up and parked himself on that little bar stool.
He swirled the glass, breathed in the smell of blood, and then took a long sip. If Nadia didn’t know better, she’d have thought it was a glass of dark red wine, like merlot or something. Because she did know where it came from, however, she found herself once again going light-headed, sick to her stomach at the thought of this fucking whack-ass drinking her blood in front of her.
And the way his eyes slipped shut after that sip? Like he’d found a real delicacy or something? Even more fucked up. She couldn’t catch her breath as her panic rose; her heart fluttered into her brain, scrambling whatever thoughts she had left, and when he looked at her again, the panic only got worse. His eyes weren’t blackish-brownish-reddish-whatever anymore. They were bright red, burning like candle flame.
What the fuck is with this guy—?
Without warning, he reached for her again, and she flinched so hard she nearly knocked the chair over. The freak paused, and when she was stable, he kept reaching—and her stupid brain couldn’t not look at his forearm, the dark, nearly black veins in it, fuck, what the hell—and he pinched her hair elastic, then gently pulled her hair free. It fell around her shoulders and stuck to the sides of her neck.
Something gleamed in his eyes, and it wasn’t the weird color. The blood he’d sipped on settled in the cracks of his lips and painted a ghastly picture as he smiled. Then he folded his arms, and his voice hissed through the basement.
“Found you.”
Nadia paused, then glanced around, looking for who he was talking to, because it couldn't have been her. Even still, this was one of those moments where she really should’ve shut the fuck up, but she couldn’t help it: she blurted, “Listen, guy, do I know you? Or something?”
His brow twitched, but he didn’t say anything. He was lost in his own world over there, taking sip after sip of literal blood like it was a new flavor of Crown Royal, and she was pretty sure she'd never met a guy this fucked up. Nadia saved her breath and tried to chill out. This was likely it for her. She was probably going to die, and if she was honest, that wasn’t the part that freaked her out the most (even though she would’ve liked to make it to at least forty before she kicked the bucket).
It was the thought of all the other weird shit he might do before she could run on home to God. There were things way worse than death.
So Nadia did what anybody could reasonably do. There would be no last rites for her. Fr. John would notice she wasn’t at church the next morning and probably think she was just being a punk again; it wouldn’t be until a few Sundays and her Monday volunteer session passed that her church friend, sweet old Carol, would say anything. No confession, no nothing. So while Mr. Freak looked her over like a cut of prime rib, she bent her head and prayed.
“Ojcze nasz, którys jest w Niebie, swiec sie Imie Twoje...”
“None of that,” he whispered, but she didn’t listen. She’d get this one last prayer in, even if she had to speed it up.
“...badz wola Twoja, jako w Niebie, tak i na ziemi...” 
He drained the last of the glass, then set it down, slipped off the stool, and pressed a finger to her lips. But she kept on, and she stared him straight in the eye the entire time she hissed the words into his skin. 
“...chleba naszego powszedniego daj nam dzisiaj i odpusc nam nasze winy, jako i my odpuszczamy naszym winowajcom…”
Then his hand drifted down to her throat and gripped it, squeezing enough to threaten—but fuck that guy if he thought he could threaten an already dead woman. She rushed through the last line, even as he squeezed hard enough to choke her. 
“…i nie wódz nas na pokuszenie, ale nas zbaw ode zlego—”
Finally, he’d squeezed hard enough that the air cut off from her lungs. Her last word squeaked past her lips, and then her throat flexed under his hand as she tried, and failed, to draw any air into her lungs. A little longer, and she’d pass out again, which might’ve been God’s funny idea of mercy—
The dude hissed like a cat. He shot away from her, so fast that it was like he teleported, and he had his arm over his eyes. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought she threw a flash-bang at him. Nadia sucked in a deep breath and, as that guy quailed over a little prayer, she started to wonder—especially because when he finally looked at her again, he flinched and looked past her.
Am I crazy, or…?
“What’cha see?” Nadia winced from the pressure he’d put on her throat. No doubt that’d bruise a bit, too. When he didn’t answer, she barked, “Hey. C’mon, tell me: what’s up?”
“I,” he blinked, straightened, then took a few cautious steps forward, “nothing. Whatever you just did, it made light too bright for me to see you properly. I was startled.”
The fuck kind of LARP—?
“What’s with you?” Nadia could’ve cursed herself when her voice shook. A total goof like this had no business making her nervous, not when he acted stupid just hearing a prayer. She licked her chapped lips and, even as he hovered right over her with those weird eyes, she muttered, “What do you want from me?”
No reaction. He just stared at her. Did he think her face was a fucking treasure map? Nadia hung her head, sighed, then looked around and spotted that Thorndike series again.
“You into magic, big guy?” She looked back at him, her head tilted enough for her hair to hide all but her eyes— and of course, because her nerves were working overtime, her Rhode Island accent got sharper, thicker, like how Lily talked, and she wished she could’ve called Lily right then. “I see you got some Thorndike back there, huh? Got any other fun stuff? Agrippa, maybe? A few fun grimoires tucked somewhere? ‘Cause if you do, I can teach you some real magic, if you want.”
Yew intuh majik? Jesus Christ, she sounded like she should’ve been slinging pizza strips in some busted-up family bakery in Cranston. I see ya got sum Thawn-dike back theah. That huh? was a quack. But it didn’t matter what she sounded like anymore. 
Especially because this wooden board of a man still didn’t say anything. At this point, he might as well have brought her to the zoo and plopped her in the fucking monkey cage. Frustrated, Nadia tried one more time to hit him with that weird magic she’d picked up recently, and when she was swimming in that big empty head again, she poured even more words into it. Maybe she could inject some life into him.
“You gotta let me go, though,” she said, and she made sure an echo of her words bounced around his head. Let me go. “I can’t teach much stuck to a chair like this.” Can’t be any use to you, can’t do anything like this.
Finally, the guy defrosted—and just like before, he brushed her magic off like it was some lint he’d found on his shirt. 
“You stole something from me,” he said, “and I’d like it back.”
“What—how?” She blinked at him, frowned. “I’ve never seen you before in my life, guy.”
“Hmm.” He tilted his head, smiled. “But I’ve seen you before.”
“Okay, but—”
“And you’ve caused me so much grief.” He came close, then crouched down, settling between her legs, and if the circumstances were different, she might’ve liked that. What a shame, that these circumstances were all fucked up. One arm propped him up on her thigh while his other hand snaked up her chest, her neck—over her jumpstarted heart—until he cupped her face with that cold hand. “You tried to glamor me, didn’t you? Twice.”
How the hell—?
When she swallowed, and her throat flexed against his wrist, he added, “I need that back from you—my glamor.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
Nadia jerked her face away from his hand. All sense of please and thank you vanished from her head. This guy—something was not right, and not just in the head. The way his smile broke then, the way he grinned, it was all wrong.
And then, the way his face changed, that stole her breath away.
His eyes went black all the way to the edges. Where he might’ve had a pupil, there was instead only a little dot of red-orange light, glowing like a hot coal, and under his eyes, black veins spiderwebbed down his face. Then what she thought were fake canines stretched lower, became like two little knives in his mouth, and they were slick with something iridescent.
Her heart hammered, but not with fear. Even as his hand trailed down her neck and felt her pulse, she couldn’t look away from that face. That was the coolest shit she ever saw. Was he wearing some kind of special contacts? Or fang set? Was there anything that could even do something like this?
Or given the glass of blood and all… was he maybe—?
“Wow,” she breathed. She didn’t even want to finish her thought, didn’t want to let herself hope—but she was pretty sure there was no such cosplay technology that could do this. And the magic she’d felt come off this guy—that abyss in his head—every part of her told her that this wasn’t just some freak. “That’s… something. I didn’t know—are you really—?”
“A vampire, yes,” he said, though he cocked his head like he was confused.
Oh my God!
“No way,” she whispered. She leaned forward to get a better look at his eyes. How did they glow like that? “That’s so cool. That’s so cool! And I took your glamor, you said?”
How the fuck did I do that?
The guy nodded, and Nadia squealed with delight. This must’ve been her second spell, then: the destruction spell she did on her whole life, the Tower spell. Never did she think God would reveal some crazy shit like this to her, though. A million questions ran through her head: how many other vampires were there? What kinds of tricks could he do? What made vampire magic different from human magic? And the Lord’s Prayer—that had a tangible effect on him? Could her magic hurt him like it could spirits?
Oh, you bitch, when I get out of this chair—!
“Alright, listen,” Nadia said, leaning so close that the chair tipped forward and their noses nearly touched, “I dunno how the fuck I stole anything from you, but hey, shit—I’ll put it back, sure.” Then she grinned. “Not for free, though.”
He backed away, and the blackness drained out of his eyes. The veins pulled back, too, as well as the fangs, until he looked normal again—if disturbed.
“I could kill you here,” he muttered, “and nobody would ever know where to look for you.”
“Ooh, spooky.” Nadia rolled her eyes at the idea. Somehow, him being a vampire made her less afraid than if he’d just been some nutjob. Maybe because it gave some context for his behavior. She wouldn’t have been nervous about a cat hissing and spitting with an arched back, but a human doing the same thing? Weird. “Do that, and I’ll haunt you for the rest of your life. And you’ll never get your glamor back.”
That did it. He set his jaw and said nothing, good little blood-sucker that he was, and Nadia knew she had him by the balls.
“C’mon,” she crooned, if only to soften the blow, “I won’t ask for much. And I really will teach you more about magic, like I said. Because you do got magic, my guy, crazy magic. I could feel it. Chances are we can recover your glamor easily.”
And I might even get to keep what I got from you, in that case. Glamors weren’t complicated, after all. Nothing special—until she’d experienced a vampire’s glamor skills, anyway. Shit was like what Hollywood wanted people to believe hypnosis was like.
The vampire studied her, frowning like he was confused. Did he not know he had magic, or what? What did he think he was doing, then, when he rebuffed all her own magic? Were vampires stupid, maybe?
“Hey,” she whispered, and that got him to look at her again. She licked her lips, unable to hide her excitement, and she said, “untie me. I’ll help you, really. I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Just,” she checked him out again, gaze sweeping head to toe, because Goddamn, this was a mighty fine creature, “hear me out. Do a little tit for tat with me, yeah?”
The silence was going to kill her before he did. Come on! She didn’t use any magic on him, as that’d proved useless already, but that didn’t stop her from willing things to go her way anyway. Say yes!
Then, finally, the vampire blinked. “Fine,” he whispered, and that sound ran straight down her spine. She practically buzzed with excitement. “We’ll outline the terms of your service tonight. And your payment.”
Payment! Nadia’s mouth dropped open. She was gonna get paid for this, too? Was it possible for this guy to be the answer to the Tower spell and the money spell? A two-for-one deal?
Holy shit, I must be dreaming.  Maybe she was already dead, sliced up in some wacko’s basement somewhere else. But if that were the case, then fuck it. Why not dream a little more before she had to deal with St. Peter at the pearly gates?
Nadia beamed. “Thanks, boss,” she breathed. “I won’t let you down.”
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How the fuck did I finesse this? 
Nadia was disoriented all weekend. That vampire brought her back to her car after taking her name, address, and signature on a makeshift NDA—and what a guy, what a pal, he’d even paid her parking lot fee for the trouble!—but she couldn’t go to sleep after all that. She was bouncing off the walls with excitement—because holy shit, a real vampire! She loved vampires—and ghosts, and fairies, and witches, and all the other things in her favorite books, movies, and shows. But the only ones that she was sure were purely fictional were the blood-suckers.
Ghosts and fairies were one thing. Spirits like that, she’d been able to see since she was a kid. But vampires? Those were physical beings. Their existence didn’t make any sense biologically, and that was even more reason she wanted to look up his ass with a microscope to figure out what made him tick. She’d gone home and done laps around her coffee table, then burst into her bedroom to pick up the huge cross on her dresser and shake it, if only because it was the next best thing to shaking Jesus Himself by the shoulders. And all that was just over the fact that vampires existed. The vampire himself?
Hot. Moneyed. And a vintner! With his own brand of wine! She could’ve pitched herself off her loft’s roof and gone to heaven just to shake God’s hand.
And he’d given her a job at his vineyard. Just two days a week there to fix some shoddy glamor work on the staff, apparently—but then he’d also be paying her for three nights a week teaching magic in his basement, with food, with drink, all provided. And with the same damn pay each week as she made in a whole month at the bar—tips included. (She’d inflated that tip number a bit, too, and he hadn’t even thought to question her. He was some kind of sucker, alright.) 
Only thing that sucked was that she had to do all this after the regular hours she already worked at the Lobster. That would blow—especially when the spring semester started and she had to teach her two sections of Writing 101 to dozens of college freshmen. But money was money.
God, she thought at one point, marveling at one of her statues of Jesus, You’re crazy.
Of course, it would’ve been too much to ask for the love spell to be a part of this, too. Even if she loved vampires, and even if she did a lot of shadow work with the Goetic demons at God’s direction, there was no way He’d ever set her up romantically with one of these things. They were real killers (generally). Immortal, too, which she didn’t intend to be. And they were classically unable to handle being near holy objects, which would’ve been a problem. Nadia found her St. Benedict’s medal tangled at the bottom of her purse.  
So even if God let her play with this Elias Belevonis or whatever, she figured Lyle was the kind of guy He’d set her up with: a normal human boy with normal human virtues and flaws. Though for all these arguments she had with herself, one thing kept worming its way back into her head: the text that the vampire sent her after she’d put her number in his phone.
Come to the vineyard tomorrow @ 7PM for intake. My manager will show you how the winery runs. On 1/6 come to my home:

134 Fairview Drive 
Scituate RI 02831

6PM


That text was her proof that all this really happened. Her first day of magician work was already decided, too; she’d told him that Sundays, Mondays, and Tuesdays were her only days off from the bar, and boy, had he pounced on that. She still couldn’t get over the fact that vampires texted at all, honestly—but she’d gone and googled that house, and it was huge inside. The basement Belevonis trapped her in was only a fraction of that beast.
All the more reason she was sure God didn’t pin the love spell on this guy. That’d be too easy, wouldn’t it? And God didn’t do easy. To be able to jump ship on her increasingly expensive apartment and let someone else be responsible for her housing, food, and health insurance, all while she worked her shit-paying teaching gigs for funsies and studied Trithemius’s Steganographia until her eyes bled? No, that’d be like getting a free pass on this life.
Or would it?
Nadia thought about it as she sat in church that Sunday, and as she worked side by side making bagged lunches for homeless folks at the local community centers on Monday. It’d been that way on Monday mornings, just Nadia and Carol, for a few years. There’d once been three of them, but ever since Nadia’s babcia died, that third space hung in that kitchen like a wound that wouldn’t close up, and nobody came to fill it.
The old Polish church itself was one her babcia started bringing her to when she was growing up, after her father died. It was nestled in some dusty corner of Pawtucket—or the Bucket, as everyone called it. The church wasn’t the most popular on the block, and for the most part, Nadia liked it that way—liked the quiet in the sanctuary, with the painted icons and the big windows of stained glass telling the Gospel story, the wooden beams and bright flowers by the altar. 
A huge painting of St. Maria Faustina Kowalska of Poland’s vision of Jesus, the Divine Mercy, sat on one side of the altar. On the other side was a statue of Mary and baby Jesus, and a couple clunky confessional booths lined the far walls. It hadn’t changed much in all these years; it’d been a constant corner of peace and safety when her mind became a mess—even if she hated doing confession and had to dodge Fr. John about all the whacky shit she did outside church.
Except that Sunday, something had been off. After Nadia slipped some quarters into the candle cases and lit two for her dad and her babcia, she’d cast one last look at the painting of the Divine Mercy—at the ray of blood and the ray of water shooting from Jesus’s heart—and she didn’t get any sign that anyone’d heard her prayers. Usually, she’d at least get a glimpse of Jesus’s red coat and shepherd staff out of the corner of her eye when she hung out by this old painting, but the sanctuary felt sterile, empty, and she couldn’t understand why it’d been that way for the past three weeks.
There were no mouse-like spirits inside the gym, no spirits masquerading as pebbles in parking lots, no suspiciously sized pine cones in the shrubbery around her loft, and definitely no domowik, no house spirit, in her actual apartment. She always heard him scuttling around in the pantry, or caught him growling and arguing with the loft’s transient spirits in the hallway, but for three weeks, there’d been nothing. Even as she refreshed the shot glass of water and the heels of bread left on his spot in the kitchen, nothing. Everything was quiet. After showering and getting ready for her first night at the vineyard, she sat at the kitchen island in her apartment, munching ham and cheese on toast and looking around for any sign of life.
Except Nadia only saw the same boring old scene she always did: the black leather couch by the wall, the modest T.V. on the glass stand across from it, the glass coffee table between them, the two black loveseats and the glass side table that made something like a wall separating the living room from the kitchen, and the two cheap black bookcases stuffed with all her books. It was so mundane. Her ugly grey blinds, too, only added another layer of normal to her space that she hadn’t perceived in a long time. Since she moved in, actually.
She finished her toast and went into her bedroom. On her walls were the things her babcia left behind, like old kilim carpets, with motifs like horses and flowers and wheat woven into their bordered edges, and a million different sized and shaped and colored ceramic crosses in the spaces between them. There were even a couple shadow box dioramas of farm life. Since her babcia died, her bedroom basically became a Poland Museum, if only because that—and fumbling her way through some Polish for Beginners books—was how she kept any connection either to her babcia or her heritage.
On top of her dresser was one of her babcia’s old scarves, which she used as an altar cloth for the big cross, the bottles of holy oil and water, and her rosary collection. In the cheap shelves she’d put on the side, she kept her crystals, incense burners, a bowl full of animal teeth she’d collected, jars full of interesting looking flowers or herbs, and a few tarot decks. Nadia went in, shut the door, turned on the little lamp on that dresser, and lit some frankincense.
She plucked a tarot deck off the side shelf and plopped herself down in front of that crucifix. As was her routine, she did the sign of the cross, whispered the Polish Paternoster, and then got shuffling. It was all she could do if she didn’t want these assumptions to spin out of control—and if God answered her with these, then He wasn’t really gone, was He?
It was always like this, though. No matter how clearly she could see spirits, this was always how she had to approach God: with some kind of tool or barrier or plain old faith that He was around somewhere, watching and listening. Never had she seen God. She’d seen angels, demons, fairies, nature spirits, ghosts, Saints, and even Jesus on rare occasion, but never God.
“God?” It made her nervous to shuffle, because what if He didn’t answer this time? “Where did everyone go? Why can’t I see anyone anymore?”
Thwip-thwip-thwip-THWACK.
Out onto her floor fell a clump of three cards: Judgement Reversed, the Hermit, and The Moon Reversed. She didn’t need to look at the guidebook to know God was telling her that she was looking at things through the wrong end of a telescope.
“But,” again, she shuffled, confused, “I—what am I missing, then?”
Thwip-thwip-thwip.
Nadia shuffled for what felt like a century. Again, she cut the deck, shuffled the cards, and the lack of any pull to pick a card made her worry—until finally, she caught the tiniest sign. A flash of heat sparked against her thumb on the card God intended. She pulled it out, spun it up and down until God signified a direction, and flipped it to see the Hanged Man.
Hmm. Looking at all four of those cards, she sighed. Okay.
This wasn’t her first rodeo with God and His bullshit. He was up to something, and like always, it seemed she wouldn’t know exactly what until she stepped directly into it—spiritually blindfolded or not. Nadia hugged her knees to her chest and stared at the crucifix, with its silver Jesus hanging off it. The frankincense smoke rising from the stick she lit was filling the room up to the point that her skin tingled, especially between her eyes. The warm light of her one lamp, too, soothed her in a way that the dingy winter sky couldn’t. In here, there was just a scrap of the presence she usually felt with God—a whisper of it, so quiet she could’ve missed it. But it was there. At arm’s length, maybe, but it was there.
Nadia sighed. Have it Your way, then.
God’s will above all. That was it was all about, the magic and the studying and the spirit-walking. She’d long since learned to stuff her own complaints and wishes down; she’d learned from experience not to question what direction He pointed her in when He told her to get up and walk. He wanted to play hide and seek? Fine. He wanted to put a vampire, of all things, in her path? Just to see if she’d take the bait, fall off the straight and narrow for his money and his looks, even knowing he was a monster she couldn’t mesh with? Sure. Hanged Man, yup—she’d shut the fuck up and march on. Like always.
Not my will. Nadia hugged her knees tighter. Your will.
Nadia got up after a while. She slapped some mascara on, donned her favorite golden rings and medals, and then hit the road. On her keychain, the face of Mary on the miraculous medal swung around, and the whole way over, Nadia recited the Jesus prayer just to slow her mind down and keep the excitement from turning into tight-chested anxiety.
Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner...
She rolled into what looked like the employee parking area of the bougie vineyard, and to her surprise, Elias’s black Lexus was already there. But she wasn’t supposed to talk to Elias right away, apparently; she had to first get a little tour from the winery manager and learn the ropes before heading upstairs.
Nadia clutched her keys to her, staring at Mama Mary’s face, and begged her to intercede for strength. She imagined her Mama’s blue cloak draping over her, a mantle of peace and protection, and then she took a deep breath and got out of her car. Nadia didn’t bother looking around; she figured she wouldn’t see any spirits. All she could do was trust someone was looking out for her. Maybe.
Once Nadia got inside, she met a young girl dressed in the waitstaff special of white shirt, black tie, apron, and black pants. She was a short girl that couldn’t have been older than twenty-five, and she had her black hair tied so tightly behind her head that Nadia was worried she’d go bald by thirty. More concerning than that, though, was the way that she stared into space with a bland smile until Nadia got close enough to the hostess stand.
“Hello!” The girl didn’t look at Nadia so much as through Nadia; there wasn’t much going on in those two black eyes. “Are you here for our Happy Hour wine flights?”
“Uh, no,” Nadia couldn’t look away from those dead eyes, “just clocking into work.”
“Right this way.”
Huh? 
The hostess picked up a menu, then turned on her heel and walked away. Nadia followed and hoped for the best. Apparently the menu was just for emotional support, because the hostess never put it down when she stopped by the 360 bar and stared at the bartender—Liam, based on his name tag. He was a young guy with a crumpled white shirt and apron, a black and blue checkered bandana on a mop of messy brown curls, and, from what she’d seen in just a glance, a bad habit of doing fuck-all behind the bar when he could’ve been getting some clean glasses to restock those empty hanging racks.
He looked up from spinning an empty Chardonnay bottle when the hostess stopped at the counter and motioned to him. Then she marched back to her post like a robot. Meanwhile, Bartender McSpins finally acknowledged Nadia and put his bottle down.
“Welcome, newbie,” he said with a thin smile. His accent struck Nadia; it wasn’t the quick, punchy New England shtick, but a slow southern drawl, rounding out the vowels. Liam jabbed his thumb over his shoulder, towards the corridor leading down to one open door on the left. “Go put your coat and all that in the break room, and I’ll tell you all about how we run things down here. Then I’ll show you up to Mr. B’s office.”
This kid also couldn’t have been older than twenty-one, twenty-two tops. He was practically a baby, all freckled across his colorless cheeks and with such wiry limbs that it made him look even taller than he was. More than that, Nadia was surprised to see all the piercings he had: three steel hoops in each lobe and a fat steel bar through the cartilage of the top of his left one. Elias and his winery didn’t seem like the type to hire folks who had hardware like that, so that was a surprise.
However, looking him in the eye made Nadia frown, because like Elias, his droopy eyes weren’t a normal brown: they were swampy, dark, yet glowing with some weird yellowish shine she couldn’t place, as if some spirit was living in his head and using his eyes as windows. In that gaze, all illusion of a punk-ass kid went out the door. It made her shiver.
“Alright, so,” Liam said with a clap of his hands after she’d put her shit away, and he flashed that low-energy smile again. It seemed like something was weighing him down, but at least he tried to be friendly. “Boss gave me the run-down. You’re apparently here to help with the glamor situation?”
Nadia nodded. “Something like that, yeah.”
Liam squinted at her. “So… you’re one of us, then, ain’t you?”
“Nope.” She popped the P and crossed her arms. “Human as they come.”
A beat passed as Liam studied her. Those eyes—yeah, they weren’t right. Something was going on behind them—not just supernaturally, but mentally—that she would’ve loved to find out more about, if she had to share bar space with him. But cracking his head open and taking a look inside without permission didn’t seem like the best idea on their first meeting.
“You’re gonna have to explain that to me, miss,” Liam muttered.
Just as he said that, Nadia caught a flash of white hurrying up to the bar. Another waitress stood there, a tall girl with light brown hair and a seriously angular jaw, and she was just as silent and dead-eyed as the hostess. She didn’t acknowledge Nadia at all; hell, she didn’t even look like she was breathing. The twiggy college girl stared at Liam and spoke in a voice as flat as the empty serving tray she carried.
“Two glasses of O Negative and a full bottle of AB Positive, please.”
Wait, what?
Liam whistled, then elbowed Nadia. “Shit, full bottle. Guy must be loaded.”
The waitress stood stock still as Liam and grabbed an open bottle of what looked like red wine out of a mini fridge. It even had a cute label on it, as did the other bottle he took out—but when she looked at the label, sure enough, it was not any kind of red wine she’d ever heard of.
Not a cabernet. Not a merlot. Pinot noir? Nope. Shit said AB+, and that was all it said under the Belevonis branding, with the curly-haired Dionysus and the grape vine in gold embossing.
Hold on, now. Nadia glanced at the few customers mulling around in that mostly empty dining room. She stared a hole in the back of that waitress’s head. No fucking way; do not tell me they—
Liam took the waitress’s tray, poured the thick red blood into two regular wine glasses, and slid the full bottle with two more empty glasses beside the tray. When everything was accounted for, the waitress turned on her heel and made a beeline for the dining area. 
Nadia watched. Whoever got that bottle was around the corner and out of Nadia’s line of sight, so she couldn’t make any judgements as to whether they were “loaded” like Liam said, but then the waitress then hurried towards the back with those two full glasses. She barely spoke to the couple there, who had been so lively with conversation before that waitress came by; then their chatter died right down, as did their smiles, as she slipped them the two full glasses. 
Probably because the waitress was creepy as fuck, what with the way she just left after serving those customers. But at the same time, did the “customers” themselves have any reason to be upset, when they were out there sipping on a blood transfusion in pretty packaging?
“Boss man said you’d know how to make the staff less, uh,” when Nadia turned back to him, the kid gestured after the waitress, “y’know, weird.”
A full three seconds after he said that, Nadia finally gathered the wherewithal to look back towards that waitress—who was wiping a table down like a puppet with a broken string—and she laced her hands behind her head.
Christ almighty. A long sigh leaked out of her. That explains a lot.
“And good thing,” Liam said, “because man, sales been going to shit on live drinks with them acting weird like this. Mr. B’s gonna skin my ass if I can’t figure out this glamor thing by next week, I feel like.”
“...Wait, hold on, live drinks?” Nadia couldn’t help but chuckle at the insanity of it all. “What do you mean, live drinks?”
Liam cut her a stare that could’ve sliced her nose off her face. “Exactly what it sounds like,” he said. “Cold blood from a bottle just doesn’t hit right, y’know? Works in a pinch, and maybe looks pretty when these folks wanna act all high society, but that’s about it. And that’s why we need them,” he pointed to that puppet-like girl, “to be okay with giving up a wrist every so often. We also gotta watch and make sure no one’s getting too pale by night’s end. Got it, newbie?”
She crossed her arms as she watched that brainwashed girl bumble around. “Is this the only place doing something like this?”
“Pfft, no.” Liam shook his head and went to the Kiosk to punch in the order on that vampire’s table. 
Damn. That couldn’t have been very good for the staff, chronically getting tapped like that, but surely Elias had thought of that already. Nadia wanted to hate it—wanted to be real mad about it, honestly—but at the same time, she was impressed. Maybe it meant vampires didn’t have to kill people anymore, if they had all this infrastructure around feeding.
Above all, though, this clued her in: this vampire thing wasn’t a one-off. Liam’s words sunk in right then: there are other places that do this. There are more vampires. A lot more.
There always had been, apparently. And she’d never known, all this time. What was God’s design, cluing her into a secret like this? Did He want her to go all Vampire Hunter on them or something? She didn’t understand the point of it, but clearly, she was where she was supposed to be—and whatever God wanted, she was sure she’d figure it out along the way. She always did. Sort of.
“Anywhere open past sundown, you best believe they got some kind of system like this running,” Liam added. Then he glanced at her, scoping her reaction, but Nadia kept her face neutral as possible. “You came in at 7:02, by the way,” he said. “We’ll call it seven for the sake of a clean punch when you get all set up.”
Anywhere open past sundown is... everywhere.
“Thanks.” Her stomach twisted as she watched those vampires in the dining room, talking and laughing like regular people.
“M-hm. Now, Mr. B. said by 8:30, you should be good to get up there. Means we got about an hour and a half to go over this shit. And you,” he pointed at her as he turned from the Kiosk, “got an hour and a half to tell me what kind of tricks you’re playing on us here.”
When he turned around, he had this mean glint in his eye. What was he gonna do, torture the information out of her? The thought made her breath pause in her throat. Nadia forced a sigh out, then grabbed his extended finger, only meaning to get his hand out of her face—but when her rings touched his skin, it sizzled.
Ooh, shit—
Seeing him rip himself free made her feel a whole head taller. It made her giddy, too, her stomach doing little flips, because that was the first time she’d ever seen her rings actually do something—to a tangible person, anyway. Her medals and rings were more to ward off spirits and bad luck than people. But apparently vampires were somewhere between the two, what with the greenish-black blisters her rings left on his finger.
Hell yeah, holy shit! 
Maybe she wasn’t far off with the Vampire Hunter idea—but her glee didn’t last when she saw the fear in his eyes. He looked at her like she was the monster, and when she reached for him to try and comfort him, he flinched. Nadia dropped her hand, her heart sinking. She hadn’t meant to hurt him. Or make him scared of her.
“What the fuck did you do?” Liam cradled his hand and shrank away. The blisters looked painful; his hand was shaking. “What—didn’t you say you’re a normal person?”
Nadia cracked a lopsided smile. “I said I was human.” Then she plucked a wine glass from under the counter and crouched down to the mini-fridge, looking for an open bottle of something. An A Negative was down to the last mouthful, so she pulled that out and emptied it into the glass. “Didn’t say I was a normal person. Here.”
She passed him the glass, and the kid looked at it like she’d handed him battery acid. Everything she knew of vampire lore suggested blood could heal wounds faster, though, so it had to work—especially considering that burn didn’t look like it was healing at all. When the kid finally sighed and took the glass, Nadia pulled her hands back and stared at her fingers. Maybe it would’ve been a hazard to wear her rings if she had to be in close contact with other vampires—
“In the future,” Liam’s voice was thick, and Nadia glanced up to see him grimacing over that empty glass, with legs of blood running down the sides, “gimme some type of O, please. A tastes like shit.”
Wonder what it tastes like. Nadia took the glass when he handed it to her, and to her relief, his discolored finger started healing. She washed the glass out, then leaned against the counter to look at him—and poor kid, he had the wary face of a kicked dog. No doubt he would’ve liked to be on the other side of the room rather than stuck in that circular bar with her.
Nadia said, “Noted. Now, uh… you gonna show me how shit works around here, or…?”
He stared at her a little longer, then sighed and straightened up. “Yeah, come on,” he said as he opened the counter’s door, and he gestured her to follow. “I’ll show you where we keep the stock.”

      [image: ]Nadia Wojcik. A Polish name. So Elias had been mostly right about the incantation that sorceress rattled off. If only he’d been able to stop her before she’d finished it. Then he wouldn’t have been blinded by the flash of light—or left to face that blue thing again. The creature made it clear, with its sword angling over the sorceress’s head like a scorpion tail, that Elias had no chance of hurting the woman. Perhaps she knew that, and that was why she’d called his bluff so easily, mocking him to his face even as she was tied down.
Yet he couldn’t understand why the creature demanded his silence when she asked what he’d seen. It’d held a thin finger to its face, where lips would’ve been, all while burning Elias with the two small suns it had for eyes. Though even they didn’t capture his attention like the sorceress’s eyes did.
They were the color of ice, and just as cold. As if her humanity was nothing more than a mask, like his was. That night, when she’d begged him to let her teach him her ways, the ice of her stare had stabbed him, but there was no magic behind it. No force other than her dogged persistence—and a deep hunger, shimmering under the surface of her stare, that disarmed him entirely. 
Maybe she was like the stories he’d heard of witches and sorceresses: that they lived long, bathed in the blood of virgins to stay young, and other such nonsense. Looking at her, though, and feeling the flesh of her, tasting her blood, he knew it wasn’t true—and for all the more reason, he wanted to break her open and find out what she hid within herself. Because after he’d revealed himself to her, somehow, her fear disappeared. Gone was the farce of a terrified human. In its place, dancing behind that stare, was something that might’ve been as old as the dirt and wholly unnatural. Just like him.
“Elias? Are you listening?”
That voice scattered his thoughts of the sorceress. He stopped seeing that woman’s eyes, her hair, her heaving chest, and the blood on it—stopped feeling the warmth of her body as his tongue glided over sweat-salted skin—and instead, he saw his office: the computer to his left, the file organizer full of invoices and other nonsense to his right, papers scattered across the L-shaped desk that boxed him against the wall, and the occupied seat across from him. In it sat a young human woman in a black suit and white chiffon blouse, and whose dyed copper hair was swept up into a simple, yet elegant bun. The light of Elias’s office lamp reflected off her thick-framed glasses, leaving only one green eye visible through the lenses.
“I’m sorry,” Elias said, “my mind drifted. What were you saying?”
Her red lips crinkled as she pursed them, and she sighed. “What’s gotten into you lately? Your mind’s been drifting every time I talk to you. Is it about your request with the Council?”
Elias sighed, but he didn’t answer.
“You know they’ll get to it, Elias,” she said. “Though surely you can just nudge someone to give your case priority—”
“No, Rose.” He sat up straight and muttered, “I’ve retracted my request.”
The girl cocked her head, the way she’d do as a child when she tried to read Elias’s many pilfered textbooks. “What? Why?” 
He studied her. No matter how much she grew, how many lines creased her face, or how upright she carried herself, he’d always see the hints of the round cheeks and bunched-up shoulders of that child he watched over for so many years. “My case is... a difficult one,” he said. “I’m working on resolutions myself.”
And he was right to do so. What would’ve happened if the Council’s hounds got their hands on that woman? Would they appreciate, or even know, what she was? What she could do?
Rose paused. “Oh. Okay.” She sat up and pulled her chair closer to the desk, then leaned over the inventory papers and the marked-up event contract she’d brought. “Well, if you insist you’re fine, I won’t pry, but at least focus long enough to make sure you like the amended terms of this agreement, please. Wouldn’t be good to go losing money hand over fist for,” she paused, as if the name of the client was a barb in her throat, then muttered, “Hatcher and Sohn.”
It seemed fifteen years wasn’t enough to forget what those two did to her family. Perhaps it was his failure, letting her work here and see those two names—but part of keeping Rose safe from them was conducting business as usual, so nobody from the Hatcher family would realize the DuPont girl lived. Everyone thought she’d had her throat ripped out alongside her parents in House Báthory’s ugly inter-family feud, and Elias intended to keep it that way.
He rubbed his eyes and tried to look at the numbers, the words—the legal jargon, the nonsense—and he frowned. No matter how many times he read each line, he couldn’t focus enough to process them, but something seemed wrong regardless. 
“How much more wine do they want?”
“That’s what I’m saying,” Rose grumbled. She took the contract back and snatched up a pen, poking the button into her cheek as she read it over again. “It’s... I don’t know. It’s a whole lot extra they’re asking for at a very short notice, but we have some back stock, don’t we? Thirty-five cases of red, thirty-five cases of white, and it can be any mix of them... and then thirty cases of your A and O positive vintage... each... that’s...“ She frowned at the contract. “Jeez, how many people are going to this thing? I gotta verify how many the winery can even hold before we settle anything.”
Another question sprouted in the back of Elias’s mind, growing fast as a weed. How will that woman fare here? Surrounded by others? If they smelled that sting in her blood, then—
“Hey.”
A gentle hand slipped onto his shoulder, and by time Elias focused, Rose was hovering over him, her face pinched in worry. Rose smelled like rose—and like vanilla because of her perfume. It made it hard to breathe, and worse, difficult to swallow, as her blood tasted just as sickly sweet and floral. Yet part of Vovk’s demands was that he take her as a bloodmare for three years before bringing her into the Dracula House, that she might become familiar with the process of taking—and losing—blood. He had little choice but to bite down on her wrist from time to time.
Rose hovered her face close to his, her long lashes eclipsing the forest-green of her eyes. She’d taken her glasses off, and a few wisps of her bun had come loose, framing her face and drawing Elias’s eye to the pink color splashed across her cheeks. 
“Are you okay?” She pulled her sleeve up and exposed her pale wrist. “When was the last time you drank anything?”
She knew his habits, she and knew that he often became engrossed with his fixations and books and trinkets, forgetting to drink until desperate enough to kill. She might’ve thought that if he didn’t drink from her then, that his thirst would have him out in that shed behind the winery soon, creating more compost for the vineyards. Elias caught the confusion in her face when he put his hand on her wrist and gently pushed it away. 
She couldn’t have known that he didn’t need anything then, what with the memory of the sorceress’s blood still living on his tongue.
A knock at the door startled them both. Rose tugged her sleeve back down and stood up straight, composing herself in seconds; she was the perfect professional wherever others could see her, heeled and alert. 
“Come in,” Elias called.
That Cormier boy swung the door open and leaned against the door frame. Just looking at him was exhausting. Since Vovk first dumped the boy onto Elias, he’d been a sullen thing, and Elias didn’t enjoy the miserable silence he wore like a tattered cloak. Cormier never gave the impression that he was the type to trap himself in his head and think himself to madness, like so many Elias knew before—only to pout and brood, looking for sympathy from the walls and the vines where men and vampires spared him none. Elias couldn’t understand Vovk’s simple command concerning the boy.
Look after him. He needs stability.
What stability could Elias give, outside a job to keep his hands busy and the money to pay for a bed somewhere? Elias didn’t care to teach or speak to a young, undisciplined pup like this. If the boy was sensible, he would live. If he wasn’t, he wouldn’t, and Elias wouldn’t mark the absence past the inconvenience of replacing him with another of Vovk’s many eager fledglings. 
“New recruit’s here for you, boss,” the boy finally mumbled, and his stare was just as grating as it ever was: head on, unblinking, and full of that flat misery of one who thought he was the first in the world to suffer.
Elias tapped his phone, which he’d tossed on the desk some time ago. It lit up to show him the time: 8:36 P.M.
“Let her in,” he said, and the boy stood aside. Cormier gestured to his new partner in the hallway before disappearing altogether.
A moment later, the sorceress eclipsed the doorway. Just like the night he’d taken her home, she wore the uniform of a server: the white blouse, sleeves rolled up to her elbows, the black slacks, the hair tied back and away from her sharp face. She now wore a tie and apron, too, as was the vineyard standard. Around her neck was something that shined a little too brightly, but she’d hidden the jewelry under her shirt, apparently for his sake. Her pockets, too, exuded a shine mostly absorbed by the fabric of her pants—more enchanted jewelry, perhaps.
At least she had the sense to be considerate. But standing upright like this, there was something about her that made him wary. Perhaps it was the way the sorceress carried herself like a man, what with how she stood with her feet apart, stand-offish. Her forearms were thicker than Rose’s, the muscle in them even more apparent with the way she’d crossed her arms. But Elias knew that behind the mask of a rough woman like herself was something more. He knew—and could visualize—the lithe body of that red specter from the shack underneath her otherwise mundane uniform.
Elias banished the image from his head. He motioned to the seat to his left. “Come in. Sit. You have the proper identification, I assume?”
As he shuffled all the law firm’s paperwork aside, he eventually found what he was looking for: a W-4 tax form and an I-9 employment eligibility form. These were two forms that, despite all the Council’s ability to pull strings and get law enforcement to look the other way, simply couldn’t be avoided.
Whereas Rose immediately assumed her previous position and sat back down, the sorceress seemed slow on the uptake. Her stare lingered on Rose before she dragged her little leather wallet out of her back pocket. Then she plopped herself into the remaining open seat with all the decorum of a dog flopping on the floor. After shuffling through the many pieces of plastic in her wallet, she tossed her driver’s license and a laminated social security card on the desk.
“Rose,” he said, and she got up to take the sorceress’s documents and make photocopies of them. Then he turned his attention back to the sorceress. “I see you’ve met Cormier already.”
“That I have.” She reached over his desk for one of his pens and dragged the forms her way, then started scribbling on them. 
“Did he explain to you your job here?”
“Yep. Gonna have to do some work on those walking mannequins you call waitstaff. Liam can’t hack a bit of glamoring, is that it?”
Rose looked up from the copy machine, her quirked eyebrow speaking louder than the chunking hum of the machine’s printing.
“Yes, that’s it,” he said as he held Rose’s eye. The girl eventually broke their stare and collected the documents, then sat back down and handed them to Elias without a word. She slid the pieces of ID to the sorceress, who slipped them back into her wallet with a quiet nod of thanks. “You’ll be his tutor in that regard.”
“So is that my job title? Glamor Tutor?”
“Obviously, on paper, you, too, are to be a winery manager with Cormier. In effect, however, yes: you are to be his glamor tutor, or however you’d like to think of it, and whatever else I need you to be. You’ll also be an attendant with me at company events, where necessary.”
That made Rose blink, but professional that she was, she kept quiet.
When the sorceress finished filling out the paperwork, he took them and slipped her a separate form from on top of his computer’s keyboard. “Fill this out as well, please.”
The sorceress frowned. “What’s this?”
As he looked over her documents, he muttered, “A Council registration form for humans who hold knowledge of vampires.” He tossed her forms on top of the copies of her ID and hunched over his desk, his chin resting on his interlaced fingers. He watched her read that form over with a little furrow forming in her brow. “You have no idea how much trouble you’ve caused me, Ms. Wojcik. At least with this, we can avoid any more.”
For now. The unexplained circumstances of his withdrawn Council request, and his sudden request for this registration form, would no doubt have another informant dispatched to his winery by the end of the month to investigate. That was the future’s headache, however; there was no using thinking on it. So long as the sorceress was bound to the official confidentiality clause, and registered as the Dracula House's responsibility to monitor, he didn’t think the Council would give either of them too much trouble.
“No way.” She threw the pen down and sat back in her seat. Her smirk broke into a grin as she crossed her arms; her tongue stuck out of the side of her mouth, wedged between her teeth. Amusement flashed bright in her eyes as she said, “You guys have a Council?”
Elias shrugged. “Each region has their own governing body.”
“Jesus. That’s hilarious. You’d think we’d be on some collective shit like that,“ she said, jabbing her thumb into her own chest, “but vampires—that’s something else, man. Though I guess that means there’s,“ she glanced at him, “a good amount of you all over, huh? Hiding in plain sight.”
That earned Elias a sharp, questioning look from Rose, who still hadn’t said a word the whole time. Then Ms. Wojcik paused and looked at Rose as if seeing her for the first time.
“Oh, Jesus—I’m probably being rude, aren’t I? Hi,” she stuck her hand out, “I’m Nadia Wojcik. Your name’s Rose...?”
“Rose Nadeau,” said the young woman. She’d pinned a polite smile on her face as she shook the sorceress’s hand. “I’m the winery’s event manager.”
“Event manager!” Ms. Wojcik gave Elias a sharp look that he couldn’t decipher before returning to the Council form. Her head cocked towards Rose as she wrote. “And this slave driver’s got you working in the office this late? Or did you maybe just get in?”
The implication in that question was clear, and Rose caught it. “Ah, no, I’ve been here all day. Mr. Belevonis just asked me to help him collect the forms, since HR’s out until tomorrow.”
“All day! Girl, it’s—” Nadia looked around for a clock, then dug her phone out of her pocket and checked it, “—my God, it’s going on nine o’clock! He better be paying you some damn good overtime or something.”
Rose blinked, then glanced at Elias, who only shrugged. He didn’t know what to do with this woman’s coarse attitude any more than his ward did. But she recovered, fluttering her lashes, and cleared her throat.
“It’s a delicate situation that Mr. Belevonis has, which you are clearly well aware of. I help out wherever I can as someone who knows about it, too.”
“Mm.” Ms. Wojcik narrowed her eyes at the girl, then picked up the form and flapped it around. “So I’m assuming that means they got one of these on file for you, too, then.”
“Well,” Rose tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear; she glanced at Elias again as if seeking permission before she carefully chose her words, “I’ve got something of an arrangement with Mr. Belevonis through the Council, so...”
Ms. Wojcik studied her, then slipped a glance at Elias that felt like being held at knifepoint. “An arrangement. Excuse my asking, but how old are you?”
“Um, twenty-four. Why?”
“You go to school?”
“I’m finishing my MBA at JWU.” The way she said that school’s acronym caught Elias off guard every time: jay-woo. Again, Rose asked, more forcefully this time, “Why?”
Her answers seemed to satisfy the sorceress; the edge left her, and she gave an approving nod. “Damn. An MBA. Good for you. I was just asking, is all—sorry if I came off weird.” Then she filled out the form, signed it, and handed it to Elias. Ms. Wojcik turned to Rose again and smiled. “Hey, can you give us a few minutes? I got some questions for Mr. Belevonis.”
“Uh,” Rose glanced at Elias, and when he nodded, she pinned a professional smile on her face, “of course! I’ll be in my office next door; just let me know when you’re all set.”
“Will do.”
Rose looked at Elias one more time, her stare full of questions, before she closed the door behind her.
As soon as the door clicked shut, Ms. Wojcik said, “Those dark bottles for red wine make it pretty hard to tell what’s wine and what’s blood.” When Elias focused on her, the wild woman gave him a crooked smile. “Smart.”
Elias stared. What did that look mean? Was she being sarcastic? He nodded, and the sorceress’s smile wavered.
“Where do you get the blood from, though?”
Oh. A tough front, that’s all this was. But her heartbeat never picked up, nor did her breath quicken. Elias sat back in his seat.
“We have agreements with hospitals and blood banks.”
“Makes sense.” She pulled one leg up, resting her ankle on her other knee, and she sat back in her seat like she owned the winery instead of him. “Now tell me about these live drinks. What’s that about? No judgement or anything,” she said with a quick wave of her hand, “but that doesn’t sound sustainable for your staff.” Her smile went tight. “I hope you don’t have too much turnover here.”
Elias raised a brow. “Are you asking if our clients kill our staff?”
She paused. “I guess, yeah.”
“No. We have protocols in place to prevent any of them from losing too much blood too quickly, and nutritional requirements to ensure their health afterwards. I’m sure Cormier already showed you the things we supply for our staff.” Like the iron and vitamin C supplements. “We also encourage them to take these at home on a regular basis, even on their off days.”
Ms. Wojcik nodded. “But he mentioned something called a ‘live cask’? What’s that?”
Elias bit back a sigh. That boy was an idiot beyond measure. Was he trying to scare the sorceress? But by the way she sat there, so composed, it didn’t seem like she knew what fear was. She’d been more afraid of him when she thought he was a human than when she was surrounded by vampires. And she hadn’t squirmed yet at the mention of any of the winery’s operations. Maybe…
“An offering we reserve for events, typically,” he said. “A body that can be drained to the last drop and discarded.”
The sorceress froze. “Wait—what?“ She shook her head and sat up, laying her forearms on his desk. “Why is that necessary if you have the bottles and the staff?”
Elias thought for a moment. How might he explain it to a human? The only answer he could conjure was, “Satiety.”
“Huh?”
“Imagine only ever eating a bite of food at your mealtimes,” he said. “Imagine never eating your fill. That is what it is to drink from the bottles, or even to tap a vein without reaching the end of a creature’s life.”
Because there was something beautiful at that last drop—something bright, brutal, that made the mind drowsy with an ecstasy he hadn’t found anywhere else, and therefore had to approach with care, if he wasn’t to become a mindless revenant chasing that feeling. It was as if once the blood disappeared, all that was left was the raw essence of Man—the soul, perhaps, if one chose to think of it that way. Come too close to it, and one might prick it with their teeth at the end of a drink—break it open and let it leak free, like he accidentally had with so many egg yolks over the years of feeding Rose. When one kept a careful distance from that essence while feeding, it was warm and numbing to the senses, enough to make a vampire forget the very earth beneath his feet.
“But what,” the sorceress chewed her lips, apparently having difficulty stomaching the idea, “who do you decide to make a ‘live cask’? And what do you do with the bodies?”
Elias shrugged and took her Council form from the desk. He got up to put it in one of his file cabinets as he spoke.
“Riffraff, usually. People who won’t be missed. Runaways and vagabonds and whoever else clog up the streets. But there are enough of us here that we couldn’t do that every night without raising suspicion and causing panic—hence operations like this one. The bottled blood and the glamored staff reduce the amount of casks for the local police to have to cover up, but the casks that do get used up are returned to their most likely location, propped up in such a way that the police can easily declare their deaths suicides or overdoses or muggings or other such nonsense. Or in the winery’s case,” he turned back to her, “we—“
He expected this to shock her, what with all her religious iconography she carried around. A murderer, that was what he was, and so were the others like him, too—was that not a mortal sin to her? A reason to stand and point her finger, accuse him of being the beast he already knew he was? He expected to hear her gasp with horror at the reality of his kind, to hear her sharp insults. He thought she might curse him to be destroyed by the Lord of Hosts, as humans had for centuries when discovering the aftermath of his thirst—but still, her heartbeat didn’t pick up. 
Rather, she’d slumped in her seat, her hands limp in her lap, her eyes glassy. She seemed sad. Disappointed, even. When he paused his explanation, she blinked and gestured for him to keep speaking.
“You…?”
Should I tell her? Something about her gaze disturbed him. But she wasn’t scared, at least, so he came out with it: “We compost the bodies for the vineyard. So they can’t be found or traced.”
Ms. Wojcik blinked, and her face cleared of all expression. A heavy pause hung in the air before she gave an approving purse of her lips and nodded. “Okay.” Then she blinked again, and that heavy-lidded look came back to her face. “Your vineyard must be haunted as fuck, though.”
Possibly. Perhaps that was what those misty figures he’d started to see in the vineyard were: the souls of the women he’d drained to cold, empty husks in the shack. He shrugged the idea off before it could root too deep in his mind, and silence settled over them both. Ms. Wojcik appeared lost in thought as she ravaged her own lips; he watched, repulsed, as her teeth ripped the first layer of skin off.
No doubt she’d want to leave his service after hearing how crudely he disposed of her own kind. It wasn’t the type of thing he discussed with humans he didn’t mean to have Cormier decompose, liquify, and sprinkle around the vines. Even Rose didn’t truly know what he did with the bodies he left in that shack. But Ms. Wojcik was the one that chose this; she was the one who stole from him, and then demanded to know things humans were not meant to know—
“Alright, well,” the sorceress said after a long time, “that’s all I wanted to ask about. Is there anything else you need from me, Boss Man?” 
He didn’t understand the sudden thickness in her voice, nor the glassiness in her eyes. He understood her mild acceptance of what he’d told her even less. “No,” he said, with a quick shake of his head, and that was apparently enough for the sorceress, who rubbed her temples and let her head fall back over the edge of her chair. 
Then Ms. Wojcik hoisted herself up. “Cool. If we got all the paperwork in order, I guess I’ll get back downstairs, then. Text me my schedule, or e-mail it to me or something, ‘kay?”
After that, she dragged herself out of her seat and left. Rose came in back a few moments later, the concern scrawled on her face. She shut the door behind her, then turned to Elias with an open-mouthed frown.
“What was that?“ She hurried back to her seat and gestured to the door. “What—who even is—?”
“That,“ Elias sighed as he nodded to the door, “is the source of the incident with my glamor I told you about.”
Rose paused. “She’s what?“ The bewildered girl looked at the door as if Ms. Wojcik would suddenly crash through it in wild fury. “How--what do you mean?”
Again, Elias tapped his phone. 8:52PM. It was late, and while Ms. Wojcik couldn’t have known it, he did: Rose did have school the next day. He shook his head.
“I’ll tell you another time—“
“No, Elias!” That surprised him—the force with which she denied him. He looked up at her, saw how she gripped the edge of the desk, and sighed as she continued. “I want to know what you mean! She’s--who is she? Is she dangerous? She’s not a vampire, so what—?”
Elias sighed. The whites of her eyes were huge as she searched his face, and her heartrate jumped to that of a nervous bird’s; Elias knew, from years of experience with her anxious night terrors, she wouldn’t have been able to sleep even if he’d sent her home. He sat back in his seat and rubbed the ache from his eyes.
“No, she’s not dangerous,” he muttered. At least, he didn’t think so. “But it’s... how do I explain it?”
“I dunno, but I’ll sit here all night if I have to, so please try.”
Rose. He missed those easier days, when a simple redirection could distract her and throw her off—but it seemed those times were long since over. The best he could do to temper her then was give her the full, unfiltered truth and hope she didn’t think it was an outrageous lie.
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“Holy shit,” Nadia whispered as she pulled into Elias’s driveway. 
She’d been desperate to get back into this house all weekend. Even if learning about the “live casks” freaked her out a bit, the fact was that this place was gorgeous, and she was given free reign of it to teach a mythical creature about magic. Elias could’ve told her anything, and she still would’ve been sitting in that driveway that night.
She admired the gorgeous Victorian-style tower to the left of the front door, with all its arched windows. Next to it was a smaller nook, and on the other side of the house, there was another pocket of windows where the dining room should’ve been, based on the floor plan. The roof made big, pointed arches, and while the place was vinyl-sided a nice blue like a regular house, it had the spiritual feel of a castle with its size and sharp edges. Nadia would’ve loved to have something like this, in the dream world where she could afford a house. 
A soft orange glow came from somewhere nearby and radiated out that tower’s windows, and Nadia guessed it was coming from the kitchen. When she looked inside the left-side tower, she saw a big piano. Though Nadia wondered: if Elias was a vampire (and a seriously anti-social one at that), who the hell would he be hosting with that kitchen and dining room? Surely he didn’t take any of his “live casks” or whatever out here to wine and dine them before turning them into the fertilizer.
So much for not needing to kill anymore. That confession ripped any delusions she’d been building right off: there was definitely no way God would’ve wanted her to get too tangled up with one of these things. Using Elias for some extra cash, learning more about the creepy things hiding in the dark, sure—and as someone who’d read the Book of Tobit, she couldn’t exactly judge Elias if she was still playing with King Asmodeus—but hitting a vampire with a love spell would be as silly as trying to hit a Goetic demon with one.
At least being composted wasn’t the worst way for one’s body to be handled in death. It was way better than the other thing he told her. Propping up bodies in the “most likely way they would’ve died”? What did that even mean? Did they, like, poke a needle in someone’s arm and leave them behind a dumpster? Steal their wallet and rough their clothes up? It was awful to think about, especially given the type of people he talked about—riffraff, he’d called them, vagabonds—were often just people down on their luck. 
In this economy, that could’ve been anybody with one missed paycheck, one furloughed job. Hell, it could’ve been her if shit went south with work or her car broke down. Maybe vampires didn’t think humans were worth much to begin with, but that didn’t sit right with her, preying on the most vulnerable like that. The least of us, as a certain carpenter’s Son once said.
It sat even less right with her when she wondered about her own father, who was one hell of an angry alcoholic after her mom died in childbirth. Babcia said he drank a lot, and that one night, when Nadia was still in diapers, he went out already half in the bag and never came home. Cops found him dead in an alley with an empty handle of vodka and a puke-stained shirt. No other details except that. After hearing about these vampires and their antics, though, she couldn’t help but wonder if that was really all there was to it.
Whatever. It was freezing, and she didn’t have time to sit there feeling bitter about it. Her very few memories of her dad were when he came home from either night shift or night boozing and got loud and wild, anyway, so it wasn’t like she could miss him much. She’d spent many hours praying for his soul in purgatory as she grew up, because that’s what babcia did, and as an adult, she prayed she didn’t get bit by the rage bug whenever she had a neat martini. One thing she wasn’t going to do was develop a complex about alcohol just because her dad was an idiot.
She shoved the whole train of thought out of her head as she popped her trunk and slung a tote bag of notepads, pencils, a stethoscope, and her laptop over her shoulder. Then she schlepped it up the cobblestone walkway, which was lined with manicured shrubs. The front door was huge, a big chunk of warm brown wood, and she couldn’t help but think it was the perfect door to do a little blessed chalk maneuver on. She could imagine it up there: a white scrawl of 20 + CMB + 26. It was Epiphany, after all, and she’d already done it on her own apartment door: marked up the inside with chalk Fr. John had blessed and handed out. That folk charm was just another layer of goodness on top of her other wards.
Even cooler about the door was that it had a massive brass knocker on the front. That was pretty vampy. She took that giant frozen chunk of metal and banged on it like a crazy person.
A shadow passed over that big tower, and a moment later, the door swung open. Elias stood there with a flat look, and despite how Nadia braced herself for seeing him in his house again, she wasn’t ready for all this. Unlike when he’d first nabbed her, with the business casual fit, this night, he was a little more unraveled, wearing an unbuttoned black henley and thick black jeans.
Goddamn.
“Next time, text me that you’re here,” he said. “The knocker is unnecessary.”
She huffed. Oh, come on. Didn’t he figure she was gonna use the knocker just once? Nadia brushed past him, ducking under his arm to get inside. He didn’t stop her from getting in, at least. Another second of staring, and she’d think too much about the bit of chest hair peeking out from under his shirt, or the fact that his actual hair was still a touch damp at the ends, making him look a bit prettier shaggier than usual.
“Sure, sorry. Anyway, where can I set up?” 
She looked around and adjusted her bag, which was starting to dig into her shoulder. But if the view from the house outside was clean and orderly, her eyes kept snagging on the God-awful mess inside.
Books. Books everywhere. Piles of them clustered around the piano she’d spotted in the tower and lined the hallways; papers and what seemed like maps were rolled up tight and left stuck between the stacks, and the floor itself was dull with dust. She didn’t doubt if she moved some of these stacks, there’d be a dust outline left behind. But the place was packed with tomes just like the basement was, books on every subject imaginable: languages, physics, medicine, history, all kinds of stuff. Several lifetimes’ worth of knowledge, just laying around.
And she supposed that made sense. The fuck else was an immortal going to do with his time? But for all his wealth, he apparently didn’t realize he was allowed to buy more than four bookshelves.
The door fell shut with a soft click before Elias turned and held his hand out. “Basement. Come. Give me that.”
Nadia blinked and held her bag against her. “I can carry my own stuff, thanks.” 
“Then give me your coat.”
His stare sat so heavy on her that she didn’t think she’d be able to move until she did what he said. How could he make being gentlemanly feel so abrasive? Grumbling to herself, she set her bag down, unbuttoned her coat, and plopped it in his hand. He walked all of two steps to the coat rack behind the door to store it, and as she scooped her bag back up and clutched it to her, she swished her hand through the air.
“Alright, now lead the way, will you?”
Because there were a lot of doors, and any of them could’ve gone to a basement. Though as Elias led her away, she couldn’t help but sneak a peek of that beautiful kitchen to her left. That glimpse made her burn with envy: it was all dark wood, with iron light fixtures hanging over the beautiful marble kitchen island (which was a mess of dusty utensils and napkin holders and whatever else), and it had a six burner stove with the most gorgeous medieval-looking backsplash on that orange stone wall. How Nadia seethed, knowing that a kitchen set-up like this was wasted on a vampire.
“This way,” Elias said. 
His voice pulled her out of her murderous thoughts and to a door she thought was a closet, until he opened it up to reveal a stairwell. It faced the kitchen and sat right before the entryway to the living room, where the high ceilings seemed to stretch on and melt into sheer dark nothingness, and where nothing could be seen out the huge windows except the downward slope of the yard and an endless, thick expanse of trees. 
In between each big window, to Nadia’s surprise, was a massive bookshelf, though more of those books seemed to be on the floor than actually on the shelves. A three-seater sofa stretched around a coffee table in the middle, with a comically tiny T.V. considering how big everything else was. And of course, just like the floors, the sofa and coffee table were full of shit he’d taken out and never put back: books and papers and weird trinkets. The house looked like the messy den of a wizard, junk and books all over.
“Come.”
Nadia shook her head and looked down the stairwell. A little plastic light stuck to the wall, the kind that needs to be pressed to turn on, and it was just enough light for her to see Elias down there at the bottom. He stood there with a frown, of course, and he didn’t wait any longer for her to follow; he disappeared into the basement.
After carefully picking her way down those steep wooden steps, she hopped onto the concrete basement floor. However, as fine as she thought she’d be coming back here, she couldn’t help it; the memory of her first night made her skin crawl, and she hesitated at the stairs as if staying near the door would keep her safe. She rubbed her chest, where underneath her shirt, she’d hidden her St. Benedict’s medal.
Elias was behind the bar counter, which he’d cleared of all that shit that’d been on it last time. He watched her, then said, “I won’t hurt you. You already have my word on that.”
That was true. Since Saturday, she’d had his word, and she constantly had to remind herself of that—especially here, where he’d so easily cut her up and put a glass to her chest. Nadia took a deep breath, then gathered her courage and plunked her bag against the bar table.
“Alright, so,” she started, and when her voice wobbled, she swallowed the last of her fear down, “first night’s not just for magic, got it? First night’s also for collecting info. So get comfy; we got a lot to discuss.”
And she’d likely be there all night discussing it, given how much ground they had to cover.
After she took a seat on one of the bar stools and pulled a pen and notepad out, she sat up straight and startled. Elias hovered over that damn counter; his stare was so intense that she thought she might melt. Worse, he wasn’t just catching her eye, but shamelessly looking at everything about her: her face, her clothes, everything. Nadia’s heart fluttered, and she flushed with embarrassment. 
She didn’t have much choice but to look at him, though, even when she stopped looking him in the eye. Her gaze dropped to the counter, and she saw how his sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, showing off some strong forearms, and the way the tendons flexed in his hand as he gripped the counter’s edge. Even if he wasn’t a vampire, she didn’t think she’d have been able to get away from him if he closed a fist on her, with hands like those.
He promised not to hurt me. It was their agreement and her medal that kept her brain from fraying like a shitty old wire. He won’t hurt me.
But he apparently would lean his face closer to hers, close enough to make Nadia’s nerves catch fire, and say, “What information do you need?”
Good God, the gravel in his voice. She shivered against the chilly basement air and shrank away from him as that voice scratched down her spine.
“I need to know some basic stuff about you, so I can teach you right and maybe figure out how to get your glamor back,” Nadia muttered. “Like, I don’t know what you think magic is, but it’s not something you can just decide to start doing one day.”
Not responsibly, anyway.
“I don’t understand,” Elias said. He rested on his forearms, leaning over so that he could see everything she wrote. “What is there to ‘figure out’?”
“Uh, hello?” Nadia poked his arm with her pencil. “Maybe you’re unaware, but you shouldn’t exist, guy. Physically, vampires make no sense. That’s magic on a level beyond what I thought was possible. Spirits are one thing; they don’t have bodies that have to obey, like, basic biology. But you? Can you eat human food?”
He frowned, then shook his head.
“Drink anything other than blood?”
Another head shake.
“And the sun—will you die if you stand in direct sunlight?”
One curt nod was all she got. Nadia pursed her lips and scribbled that information down. That was a few basic vampire traits confirmed, at least.
“These ‘spirits,’ you mention,” he started, and then he cocked his head, “what are they? Because I’ve seen such strange things lately. Things I’ve never seen before.”
Nadia paused. Wait a minute. “Describe them.”
And so he did: he told her about the little nature spirits she used to see all over. The pine cone shaped things, the grey-faced imps with the big black eyes, the balls of fur and feathers that disappeared into the bushes and seemed to melt into the branches.
“They gave me quite some trouble when I tried to reach you the other night,” he said. Then he considered her. “They called you Soh-vah.”
A flood of joy bubbled up in her chest. So they weren’t gone, her friends! They were still there! And they’d at least tried to help, if what he said was true—which meant, like her rings... 
“Yeah,” she said as she started writing again, this time about the effects of both spirits and magic on vampires. She was vaguely aware of Elias reading what she wrote as she rambled on. “Sowa: it’s Polish for ‘owl.’ It’s the name I gave them. You don’t give fairies and nature spirits your real name.” Wait, but what the fuck? “So you… haven’t always seen spirits?”
He shook his head.
“When’d you start seeing them?”
“About three weeks ago.”
Motherfucker! Nadia covered her mouth with her hand and stared in disbelief. She’d “stolen” his glamor—and there he was, seeing shit he’d never seen before, at the same time she’d stopped seeing them. What the hell did I do? Never in her life had a spell gone this off the rails. With her brain fried by her own incompetence, she wrote all that down so quickly and messily that she was surprised she didn’t rip a hole in the notebook: spell gone wrong swapped magical gifts other effects unclear
“Something I never believed in,” said that low, gravelly voice, “was magic, or these ‘spells’ you mention. I’d never seen any of those learned men accomplish anything for all their formulas and theories and philosophy, and the women clergy burned as witches were little more than barely-competent herbalists.”
Nadia paused, her pencil hovering over the paper. A rueful smile twisted her lips, because he was right—sort of. Even Agrippa, for all the shit he talked in his epistles and books on occult philosophy, never experienced the things he wrote about.
“But now I’ve seen your magic—and it’s more than what I thought it could be.” His hand reached out; his fingers dragged on her neck as he tilted her face up, until she was looking at him. “I am fascinated, Ms. Wojcik, and I want to know everything.” Elias’s face drifted closer to her, close enough that those reddish-brown eyes took up her whole field of vision, close enough that she could feel his cold breath on her lips. “Everything. You will tell me all I want to know—even if I have to carve it out of you.”
Nadia made a note to find a therapist in her state healthcare’s network ASAP, because a threat on her life should not have made her face burn the way it did. She shoved his hand off her and cleared her throat.
“Settle down, pal. Not how it works.” Then she wrote Learning Goals down under her chicken scratch and pointed her pencil at him. “I can’t teach you shit until I know what you want to learn magic for.”
He frowned. “You’re in no position to dictate my motives to me.”
“No, I’m—” 
Nadia threw her pencil down and rubbed her eyes. All day, she’d tried to think about the things she wished a mentor told her before she went fucking around with things she didn’t understand, and here was Mr. Vampire, trying to throw her whole approach out the door. 
“That’s not what I mean,” she said with a sigh. “I mean your magic is only going to go as far as your reasons for using it. More than that, if I know what you’re trying to do, then I have a better idea of where to start with what I wanna teach you. So far, all I’ve got is get glamor back, which, whatever, that shouldn’t be that hard,” though now I gotta figure out how to re-open my own sight, too, the fuck, “but if that’s all you want, you won’t be seeing much of me once we’re done. And no offense, but I can’t imagine someone with all the bullshit you got laying around,” she motioned to all his books, “wouldn’t want to go farther.”
Elias blinked. He studied her, but he didn’t answer.
Nadia held her hands out. “Am I right, or what?”
He stared a moment longer, then nodded. “You’re correct.”
“Okay. Great.” Nadia huffed. “So that’s the thing: if you want money, then your magic ain’t gonna go much farther than trying to get it. You want love? Or power? That’s gonna be a lot of interpersonal magic. Coercion, hexing, glamors. So whatever your end goal is, you gotta talk to me, or else I might be telling you bullshit you don’t care about.”
He considered this, then stood up straight and crossed his arms. “What do you study your magic for?”
Nadia was surprised he bothered to ask. She told it straight: “Theosis.”
His brows shot up. “Theosis.”
“M-hm.” You’re Greek, right? So he could figure out what that meant. Problem was, it looked like he had figured it out, and by those raised brows, he didn’t believe her. So she shrugged and threw down some (heavily paraphrased) Gospel: “You know—‘seek first the Kingdom of God, and all that stuff will be added to you.’ Any serious magician isn’t fucking around with magic just to get shit like treasure and bitches.” Not anymore, anyway. “So outside of getting your glamor back, what’cha wanna learn all this for?”
His brows pinched at those last couple of lines. Then he sighed and stared at the bar counter. The silence stretched on for a long time, and that silence went thick when he raised his head and stared at her. His eyes were heavy on her face; they scanned every inch of her features like he could commit them to memory. It made her hold her breath, to be looked at like that. Made her cheeks burn all over again.
“I think,” he said, in a papery whisper that ran right down her spine, “I want to know what you think I can know.”
What? “I don’t get what you mean by that.”
“What do you think I’m capable of knowing?” Elias cocked his head. “I’ve studied some such occult things. I understand what you’re saying. So what I want to know is: what can a creature like me do? With this magic you claim you use to deify yourself?” Something crossed his eyes: a haze, an idea, a grim little twinkle. “Can I learn it at all? Perhaps that’s my question.”
That fascinated her. Nadia’s lips tugged into a smile. “Sheer curiosity, then? Is that it?”
“Yes.” His stare drilled into her. “I suppose.”
Her smile broke into a grin. That was every teacher’s dream, hearing that. It meant everything was on the table—and by God, was everything a whole lot to go over. Where to begin? How to begin? What should she teach him first? The basics, of course, the basics—energy manipulation, understanding the source of one’s power, yada yada—but if humans like her and Lily and Lyle could do crazy shit, then what could he do with that obviously supernatural power he had? She’d be learning from him as much as she would learn from her, no doubt, and it sent a thrill through her.
Is this why God sent me in the middle of this shit? To learn more? To discover—?
“Ms. Wojcik, are you,” Elias studied her, his face pinched in concern, “really a human?”
“Huh?” All those thoughts blew out of Nadia’s head. “What’cha mean?”
Elias’s jaw shifted as he fished up an answer. “You look like you want to eat me alive.”
“Pfft.” Nadia couldn’t help but laugh. She ducked her head, shoulders shaking. “You’re asking me that, Mr. Belevonis?”
The irony wasn’t lost on him—not with the way he gave her a begrudging little smile.
“Anyway,” the atmosphere lightened, and Nadia picked her pencil back up, “call me Nadia. What’s this ‘Ms. Wojcik’ nonsense? What am I, an old lady?”
Before she got back to jotting some ideas down, Elias leaned over the counter, and his voice rumbled over her. “In that case, call me Elias.”
She glanced up. His face was awfully close, but she didn’t mind. Maybe she was just delusional, but she thought she saw... something there. Something like a spark, deep in all the garnet red of his eyes. It was pretty. She liked it—even if she shouldn’t have.
Fuck.
This was going to be one hell of a job.
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“Liam,” Nadia sighed, “it’s not rocket science. Stop treating every brain like a nail and your glamor like a hammer.” 
“’Glamor like a hammer,’” the kid mused. “I like that. Sounds like a song or something.”
She fought a smile. A shitty one from the 80s, maybe. "Yeah, great. Focus, will you?” 
With a huff, Liam set his sights back on the waitress they were spiritually operating on. They sat in the employee-only area, which had become something of a magic lab in the past week. On night two, Nadia set up the staff as well mannered, friendly, and happy little machines, and here they were, night three, with Liam learning how to un-fuck this situation. He stared into the face of one young girl, Alice, whose dirt-brown eyes were cold, blank, and dead. 
Nadia hated to see it; she knew that girl’s soul was lost, trying to find a way back to the windows of her eyes that let the soul see the outside world. She bit her lip to keep from letting everything go. Tried to ignore the faint whisper of the girl’s mind: Hello? Hello? I’m scared. Hello? And she wanted to slap Liam to hell, because all of them had been like this when she’d been hired. All of them, the second they crossed the threshold of the winery, had been glamored to get lost in their own bodies, and their bodies were sent on autopilot like a crude computer program.
God forgive me.
But that’s why she was there: to help. So she took a breath and found another way to explain the same idea. One of these explanations had to stick. 
“It’s persuasion, the glamor. Not force. Persuasion. Like,” she snapped her fingers as she thought, “you ever play Dungeons and Dragons?”
“Nah, that’s nerd shit.” When Nadia raised a hand to whap him, he laughed and said, “I’m kidding!” Then his face fell as he thought about something, and he muttered, “My friends back home used to play that, yeah. What about it?”
God, what a sad sack you are. “You know how it works? With the dice rolling and shit?”
He nodded.
“Good. It’s similar with this. You’re rolling for persuasion, you could say: you’re trying to sneak into their head and like, reverse-pickpocket some ideas in there, I guess.” 
“Oh!” His eyes lit up, the same way her students’ eyes did when they finally understood an assignment. “Yeah, okay.”
Nadia smiled. “Okay, so, with the reverse-pickpocket thing: what you’re gonna do is drop some ideas in their head in a way that they don’t realize the ideas aren’t coming from them. So the ideas I’ve been dropping are that,” she ticked them off on her fingers, “’the night clients would never hurt me,’ ‘anything weird I feel must be a horsefly or a mosquito,’ ‘the night shift goes by so quick that I don't remember anything when I leave,’ and ‘I’m so tired and pale at the end of the night because I'm not taking my supplements.’ Those make sense to you?”
“Yes, ma’am.”
Hello? Hello?
Nadia took a deep breath. All she wanted to do was glamor this poor girl herself, but then this kid would learn nothing, and she wouldn’t be doing the job Elias hired her for. And God, did she need to be able to do this job right and prove herself worth keeping around.
Otherwise, her already slim grocery budget would be going to that two-hundred-dollar price hike in her rent that the loft kicked the year off with. Motherfuckers.
“Try it,” she said, and her voice went cold like the winter air—no more jokes, no more jabs. “Take those ideas and put them in the girl’s head. Really believe them as much as you want her to believe them. And do it quickly.” She gestured to Alice. “She’s terrified in there.”
You’re alright, baby, she pushed with her own enhanced glamor against her mind and ran her hand over the employee’s soft brown hair, you’re alright. Be patient.
And thankfully, she went quiet.
Liam set his face hard. He crouched down to eye level with the employee, and even though Nadia couldn’t see it, she could feel it: the energy that licked off that boy, the muggy, humid wisps of vapor. Like Elias, the kid had magic—but unlike Elias, this magic didn’t taste like copper. It felt like something murky and unknown, thick as a swamp and deep as the grave. That magic bled into poor Alice, just the way Nadia’s golden magic did the last time she was there glamoring everyone, and this time, thanks be to God, it didn’t hit the girl with the force of a fucking brick.
“The night clients would never hurt you,” he whispered.
“Put them in her voice when you leave them in there,” Nadia whispered. “Imagine them taking root like a seed she didn’t notice fell in the dirt.”
That made Liam blink, like something clicked for him. She hadn’t glamored him, though; she’d just explained the mental behind the magical, which it seemed these vampires had a tendency to take for granted. 
Elias, too, God—what an emotionally constipated bitch. All those books in his house, and not a single one was any kind of fiction or poetry; he’d been collecting a library’s worth of information to lobotomize himself with, from the sound of it. So while he had this really cool raw energy, all smoke and embers and mysterious shit, he had no concept of how to make it take shape in the world. No metaphors, no imagery, no life, given she found no heartbeat with her stethoscope—though he technically had breath. And if he had breath, he had a soul, and that soul needed more than textbooks about mycology and psychology.
So she’d start from ground zero with him; that was fine. His assignment was to read some fun books, watch some movies and shows with her—which gave her more time to catch up on things she wanted to watch, too. And if she could plop a book in his hand to occupy him later in the semester, she might even be able to reclaim some time to grade assignments. Best of all, it gave her more time to rake more money off him. Her bank account was looking juicy, what with the five thousand dollar sign-on bonus Elias chucked into it.
Is that all that matters?
Nadia refused to entertain that thought. The flash of red robes she glimpsed when she blinked, and the feeling of a warm smile trying to possess her own lips—it could wrench her sight back open and talk to her like it used to, if it wanted her attention so bad. She was too busy right then to get existential with that old Lamb.
“The night clients would never hurt you,” Liam started again. He spoke to her like coaxing a child to go back to bed after a nightmare. "Anything weird you feel here is probably a horsefly or a mosquito. The night shift goes by so fast that you don't even remember anything or anyone when you leave, and jeez, Alice, you're so tired and pale at the end of the night because you’re not taking any of your supplements. When’s the last time you remembered to take a refill of iron pills, huh? Don’t you know Mr. B’ll get you some for free if you need ‘em?”
A second passed, and then another, before Alice’s lips twitched. Then a breathy little whisper came out, so low Nadia had to crouch to hear it: “Two weeks ago.”
Nadia laid her hand on the poor girl and let her magic wash over her. Then she closed her eyes and imagined herself walking around in Alice’s head. She saw it easily as she might a dream: light flowed into where she stood in that girl’s head, coming from two big windows. Through the windows was Liam’s face, soft and kind, and in the light that came through them, she looked around the space of Alice’s head. There were Liam’s glamors: a few shadowy thoughts, blobs without face or shape, that sank into the floors of Alice’s mind like water into the earth. They disappeared, and the little wet spot they’d left behind would soon dry; like a garden, Liam would have to water her mind again.
Nadia imagined herself walking to one of those walls, where a smeared white outline of a door faded against the blackness. Nadia used her finger like chalk, traced that door anew, and traced a doorknob with it; she opened it, called into Alice’s head, come on! The way is here! and then pulled herself out, pulling her magic back as if she were rewinding a video of honey pouring from a jar. 
When it was done, and Nadia disconnected from the girl, Alice blinked and looked around the employee-only area with fresh eyes, as if seeing it for the first time. Then her body relaxed in one great comedown, and Liam had the sense to guide her down into the chair beside him instead of letting her hit the floor.
“Uh,” Alice shook her head and blinked; no doubt she didn’t remember going on break, “did you guys... need something?”
“You’re the one that came in here,” Liam said with a shrug. “We’re just leaving. Right, Nadia?”
“Yeah, yeah, sorry—gotta get back to it. Enjoy your break, Alice.”
After Nadia left with Liam, he whispered, “Is she actually clocked out for break, though—?” 
“Fuck it; let her get paid for the thirty minutes. I’ll cover her if needed.” Then she stopped short and patted Liam’s shoulder. “You said they get free meals here?”
“Uh, yeah.” Liam paused when Nadia nodded in approval, then looked back towards the break room. “So... what did you mean, she was terrified?” 
Nadia’s temples throbbed; using all that magic and focus at once always gave her a headache. She rubbed her head and tried to be nice—he’d done good work, after all—and thankfully, her words came out soft: “She sounded like she was lost in her own body. And she was crying out for help. I could see inside her head, dude. I could see her lost in there.”
More so than she ever could’ve before getting this vampire glamor. The shit they could do, these vampires, it was the stuff of dreams. She wouldn’t have given this back for anything—but that was the beautiful thing she’d discovered in just a week of playing around with Elias. She didn’t have to give it back. What happened wasn’t that she gained a skill, but unlocked it, as if the potential for not magic, but straight miracle, had been something she’d always had. And maybe she did. That red-cloaked Lamb said something like that: about mountains and mustard seeds. But she thought that was just a metaphor, until she met Elias.
Vampires were supernatural by default. Like spirits, they had less of a barrier to doing miraculous shit—if they could get out of their own way enough to realize that. Elias had called what he could do “gifts,” or “skills”: he could shapeshift, blend in with shadows. She’d seen it with her own eyes, when he disappeared into the dark corner of the basement and a mouse popped out in his stead. He didn’t realize that this wasn’t a gift, but him using magic, and that he could use it for a lot more than just that, if he wanted to.
And maybe she could, too, if she could just reach a little deeper, a little farther—
Liam shifted next to her, and that dragged her out of her thoughts. When she looked at him, her heart squeezed: he looked so guilty. He whispered, “Did I do that to her?”
She nodded. No need to soften the truth. “We got her out, though,” she said when Liam’s face fell even further. “She’s fine now. The glamors you did were some solid stuff, nice and subtle, like they’re supposed to be. You got it.” Then she patted his shoulder. “Good job.”
“Oh.” Liam blinked, then nodded. “Thanks.”
Poor kid still seemed rattled, what with the way his eyes glazed over as he stared at the floor. Whatever he was thinking, it made him quiet for a while, and that quiet freaked her out. Normally, the kid didn't look this morose; in the past couple times she’d seen him, he’d lightened up a bit. Maybe Elias talked to him, or maybe he noticed Nadia didn’t wear her rings anymore, for his sake. Either way, making the effort to talk to him had been worth it. That miserable, bored look he’d had the first time she saw him gave way to a dimpled smile and a penchant to talk her ear off about music. 
Kid was from New Orleans, she learned, and he used to play the drums in a little jazz band with his friends. He taught her a few rudiments that had them making noise all over the bar with spoons and empty bottles. Though she couldn’t talk to him too much about New Orleans itself without him clamming up—especially when she’d asked what brought him to Rhode Island. That shut him up real quick—made him look like he did right then, pouting by the Kiosk.
Nadia sidled up to him while he stared at the counter. She bumped his hip with hers as she dried a clean glass.
“You good?”
“Huh? Oh, yeah.” He wandered away to look into the mini-fridge, though he clearly didn’t register anything in there, since he shut it two seconds later. “Fine.”
Uh-huh. The hard edge to his brows told her that he wasn’t going to open up for anything. She thought the kid must've been a Scorpio, the way he could be cool one second and brooding the next, but by day two, he’d given her his birthday (the dumbass): March 13th. A Pisces. Which was just as bad. 
Still, Nadia knew better than to pry, so she grabbed a serving tray and waited tables while Alice was on break. Despite her pounding head, she listened to the night clients.
Listened and seethed.
The vampires sitting at those few oak tables talked about her and the other staff like they were animals about to be butchered. Look at the shine in her hair! Good skin—that’s a good sign. That one is a little plumper; they’re so much harder to bite through. That one’s all bone; I’ll break a tooth!
More, Nadia noticed how they kept talking like she wasn’t there—and heard the things they talked about outside the staff. Human politics. Human food. They whined about the state of human blood, and mused how to gently coax the public, via policy, social media, or by sheer vampiric persuasion on their “pledges,” whatever those were, to enforce diet changes that would make it “cleaner.”
It made Nadia’s skin crawl, the way in which these people talked about recruiting influencers and doctors and even local restaurants to push foods like walnuts and oats and dark chocolate, or to make shit like the “Mediterranean diet” more popular. And hearing about their ideas to improve school lunches and health education programs to train up their meals, all while teaching them the ways in which they could one day give back to their communities with blood donation drives? It freaked her out. Made her sick. She actually thought she might’ve preferred classic vampire antics to this. At least when she read Anne Rice, the fictional Louis and Lestat made their killing sound all sad and somewhat romantic.
This just sounded... gross. Callous.
One vampire, a “young” woman with hair as black as oil and a satin blue dress hanging off a pale, scant frame, touched a cold hand to Nadia’s wrist. She pointed to the little placard of “night wines,” to the most expensive one: the krasomelo, the “mulled wine,” the fresh blood.
“A glass, please,” the woman said, and she was already wrapping her fingers around Nadia’s wrist. “Just a glass.”
She felt it: the icy cold reach of the lady’s magic, so frigid that it was like the vampire was trying to freeze Nadia’s brain solid. The magic tasted like winter nights, dead and cold and yet hiding something watchful, something without face or shape or name. Her babcia’s folktales came to mind: stories about the winter witch-goddess of death and nightmares, Marzanna, whose effigy was still drowned in the rivers on the eve of every spring. 
It made Nadia wonder. This vampire was nothing like either Elias or Liam, and it drove her insane, how every vampire had something unique about their magic. God, how she would’ve liked to dissect these things and figure out what was animating them, what made them tick, where their magic came from—because it sure as fuck wasn’t God.
The vampire tugged her wrist again, and Nadia shoved all those thoughts away. She could’ve done a lot of things right then—could’ve caused a lifetime’s worth of problems for everybody, because that magical brain freeze was not helping her headache. But when she resisted the tug of that vampire’s hand, and the woman’s smile fell, Nadia restrained herself enough to choose diplomacy.
“Sorry, miss,” she said, her own glamor weaving into a mask of golden magic on her face. Nadia imagined something ugly and snaggle-toothed, like a great stinking orc. “I wouldn’t want to ruin your pretty figure with all my cholesterol. I’ve been eating fast food all week; it’s all I can afford. Don’t get paid enough for rent in the Bucket between my three jobs, y’know? If only,” she sighed, cast some sad puppy eyes at the pale-faced suit the lady was on a date with, “if only the prices didn’t keep going up, y’know? Then I could eat better food and go to the gym more.”
Her own magic slammed back on that icy energy, not tapping gently at their mind, but stinking in their heads as if she’d taken a shit in their skulls: it’s a real problem, these low wages and high rent; such a disgraceful issue; we good vampires need to correct this immediately. The lady vampire’s hand slipped away from Nadia’s wrist, and she shook her head as if she could toss the thoughts out.
“Another glass of the AB negative, then,” she muttered.
Nadia nodded and stalked off. Fucking leeches. If they were gonna sway human policy and stick their bloody little vampire fingers in everything, the least they could do was sway it in ways that made any Goddamn sense. The whole thing made Nadia boil as she went roughly uncorking another bottle of the AB negative, and the smell of iron that came off it made her gag. Little Alice couldn’t get off break fast enough.
They’re gonna eat little Alice. She gripped the counter with both hands, hung her head. Gonna drink her like a fucking juice pouch.
C’est la vie. It wasn’t her business. She wasn’t Van Helsing, nor did she intend to be, and Elias already made it clear that what happened for hundreds of years wasn’t going to stop because she thought it was fucked up. As far as Nadia was concerned, a pale Alice wandering home with some supplements and a couple days off was better than a dead Alice made into vineyard fertilizer. This worked out for everyone—so she told herself. All she had to do was swallow the bile rising in her throat and pour the fucking blood wine. The wine.
Speaking of Elias—where the fuck did he go? 
Nadia saw him walk Rose out at an unreasonably late hour, and when Nadia started yelling at Elias for keeping her so late again, she insisted, all sweet and cute and mouse-like, that she’d been hanging out and doing some schoolwork in his office, not work-work. But he never came back inside. Maybe the ghosts in his haunted vineyard got him. 
Nadia wondered at first if this “special arrangement” Rose had with Elias was something sick and twisted, but it didn’t take long for her to see that wasn’t the case. For one thing, on Rose’s keys, there was a little heart-shaped keychain with pink, white, and orange stripes—something she would’ve told Lily about, if not for the whole vampire bullshit she didn’t want to drag her friend into—and for another thing, when Nadia went looking for a bathroom at Elias’s house, she’d seen the pretty lavender room that clearly once belonged to a young girl.
Of course Nadia asked about it. Apparently the kid’s still-human family went belly-up in some feud within their “House,” which Nadia guessed was something like a clan. It left her an orphan, and Elias’s sponsor in their little Council made him raise her. Same story with Liam, too: his House went to shit, for some reason or another. What a weird fucking life Elias was living—but it was probably just a blip in time to him. Who knew how old he was? He hadn’t told her his House yet. Didn’t seem like he wanted to think about it.
As Nadia went rounding up the trash to take out, the reality of the situation weighed on her, as it had all week: she was dealing with something entirely other than what she was used to. Sure, there were demons that could rock someone’s shit, and she’d had her own close calls learning how to conduct business with them, but the idea of an entire family getting deleted over some disagreement about “territory,” as if vampires were little more than packs of pissy, feral cats, reminded her that she could easily get in over her head with these people.
Her whole family, shit. Nadia chewed her lips, though she really couldn’t imagine that kind of horror; she only knew that Rose must’ve been really fucking lonely, if the only one she could call family anymore was prickly old Elias. That poor kid. Jesus.
Nadia picked up the trash bag and groaned. The weight of those bottles was killer, even for all the time she spent in the gym, and she knew it was going to take multiple rest stops to get out of this winery and to the dumpsters in the back. She had to stop using straps to hold the fifty-pound dumbbells for lunges.
Liam appeared by her side. “You want me to take those out?”
“Nah, I got it.” She didn’t want to give that kid another reason to flex his little vampire muscles. He’d been awfully eager to show off ever since he figured out Nadia could clear him with just the touch of her rings. “Just hold down the fort; Alice should be back soon, anyway.”
Though when she lifted her head to look out the doors, something about the darkness outside was off. Way off. She didn’t need her sight to know that was all fucked up; it felt like the darkness was staring back at her. 
Nope. Once upon a time, she’d tell herself she was being paranoid, but then this hot freak named Elias popped up, and it was all over. Nadia put the trash bag down and grabbed a drink tray; the brown plastic circle reminded her of a shield, and that’s what she charmed it to be in that moment. You vampire shits ain’t getting me, no sir.
Nadia took a breath and focused. Her lips moved in silent prayer, begging God to keep her safe from unfriendly eyes, and she focused on the St. Benedict’s Medal in her mind. When she saw it clearly, she dragged her magic up from the furnace of her belly, moved it down her arm, and pooled it into her finger, which she then brushed over the back of the tray into the cross, the four letters in each quadrant, and the two acronyms. She whispered the Latin song so she didn’t fuck up the order of the letters on the cross or around the circle:
“Crux Sacra Sit Mihi Lux, Non Draco Sit Mihi Dux, vade retro Satana...”
“Nadia, you sure you don’t want me to take that out for you?”
Nadia ended on a Glory Be, then turned and held up the tray to him. “I’m fine. Come here a second, though.”
“Hell no.” He cringed. “You just did something to that, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, let me test it—”
“No way!”
She chased him, but he was too fast; he cleared the counter before she could touch the tray to him and fled to the breakroom. Nadia didn’t bother going after him; she chuckled to herself, then squared her shoulders and got moving. Liam was a dumbass, but his fear gave her the confidence that the tray would be helpful against whatever was outside.
That bag of bottles was rough, though. She could only carry it a few feet at a time before her grip started slipping. And with one hand dedicated to the tray, she had no choice but to pause and switch them around every so often. Add the freezing night air to that, and the creepy feeling of something watching her, and getting around the back to the dumpster was fucking misery. She whispered the St. Benedict prayer to keep calm.
“Numquam suade mihi vana, sunt mala quae libas, ipse venena bibas...”
At least the vineyard was cool. Even though she was turning into a popsicle, after she’d tossed the bag out, she came around the side to the stone patio in front of the vines and paused, tray clasped across her chest, to look out at the gangly rows of sticks under the waning moon. Just for a second. Maybe Elias was out there—
Snap.
The cold got even colder somehow. Blood-freezing cold. Nadia shot across the patio without thinking; she ended up by the rows of sleeping vines, tray out, expecting to hit something—but there was nothing there.
Nothing she could see anyway. But there was a sudden sheen of ice reaching towards her, and the crunch of slow, steady footsteps coming her way.
Oh, absolutely fucking not—
Nadia jumped the vineyard’s low fence and took off into the vines. There wasn’t much by way of cover, given they had no leaves, but they were tall, and they made a crazy maze out there. She hoped to lose whatever came towards her as she twisted through the branches, and all the running was helping her warm up a little—but the sweat sprouting on her temples cooled enough to make her head hurt even more, and her lungs stung from the winter air.
Shit. Nadia eventually paused in the middle of the vineyard, only barely able to see the top of the winery. She spun around, looking for any sign of what was coming after her. With ice like that, maybe it was the lady she’d shoved her glamor on earlier; maybe she figured out what Nadia did and got all pissed off. Now what—?
Then she saw a goat. A single black goat, chilling in the middle of the vines. It wasn’t acting like a goat, though; it wasn’t moving at all. It stared at her with eyes as bright and yellow as headlights, with fur so black she could barely tell it apart from shadows.
Is that Elias—?
“You run awfully fast for—”
Thunk.
Nadia swung before she could think, the goat immediately forgotten. Her tray left her hands and connected with something, cutting the stalker off, but she didn’t see what, or who, it was; she only knew it had a man’s voice, and she heard a serpentine hiss as she scrambled back towards the winery. Her heart was in her mouth, and she tasted iron as she ran, but she didn’t let the burn in her legs or her lungs slow her down. The edge of the vineyard was right there; she could get back in and get to Liam, maybe get him to find Elias—
A hand closed around her arm and yanked her to a stop, jerking her hard enough that her shoulder smarted. She yelped and fell against something hard, and then soft, dark hair tickled the side of her face. A different, more familiar voice murmured in her ear.
“What are you doing out here?”
Oh, thank God. Nadia’s legs wobbled, and Elias’s arm snaked around her waist to hold her up. She sucked in sharp, rasping breaths as she laid her head against his chest. Thank fucking God.
“Chasing me,” she gulped another rough breath down, “there’s someone chasing—”
“Belevonis.”
Nadia froze. She clutched Elias’s arm when he tried to let her go. Elias sighed and herded her around, steadying her with a hand on her waist. Still, she curled into his side as if she could hide in the crook of his arm. She’d lost her tray, yeah, but surely Elias could handle whoever was out there. Dude was strong. And fast.
Coming through the vines was a face too weathered to be a vampire—at least, any she’d met thus far—yet his eyes were too bright and misty pale to be human. It was like looking into two full moons. His light brown hair was short, yet thick, and he had the clean shaven face, the fine black suit, of a proper businessman. Covering one side of his head was a nasty blackish-blue mark, like an old bruise.
The man pointed at Nadia. “What on earth is this thing you’ve brought into the vineyard?”
Elias’s hand tightened on her waist. When she looked up, his stare burned her; the shadow cutting across half his face made one eye look like a red-hot coal. Then he cleared his throat and turned back to the other guy.
“Mr. Hansen, my apologies if my staff raised a hand against you—”
“What is she?” This Mr. Hansen pointed to his face. “Never in my life has a human given me a mark like this. Nor have they ever tried to glamor members of our House. So what. Is. That?” His eyes narrowed. “You know it’s a hefty fine to turn new vampires for your House without the proper paperwork. Mr. Vovk can’t shield you from those consequences; he does enough for you.”
“What—I’m not a vampire,” Nadia started, but Elias’s grip dug hard into her waist, “ow, Elias—!”
“It’s late, Ms. Wojcik,” he said, each word dropping into her head like pebbles. The shadows soaked her; she could tell he was trying to glamor her, but still, there was nothing to them; the “pebbles” he dropped may as well have been cotton, easily blown away with Nadia’s own will. “About time you went home. Go on, now. Mr. Hansen, we’ll speak in my office.”
But the way that other guy was looking at her... Nadia blinked, stood up straight, and nodded, like a good little robot. Maybe she could trick them into thinking it worked anyway. “Okay. See you tomorrow.” Then she hauled ass back to the winery’s break room.
“You out?” Liam popped his head in the doorway and paused when he saw her red, shaking hands. “Jesus, did you get lost out there?
“Shut up.” She shook the sting out of her skin and grabbed her coat. Then she blew past him, nerves still jumping. “I’m out. See you Wednesday, kid.”
“Hey, y’know, I ain’t a kid!”
Liam trailed on her heels like a puppy. With a wry smile, Nadia said, “You’re a kid to me. What are you, like, twenty-one or something?”
His stare went dark, his own smile thin. “Yeah.”
“Exactly. Kid shit—”
Then he bent to her ear and whispered, “And I’ve been twenty-one for about, I dunno, thirteen years now?”
That made Nadia stop short. Liam clipped her shoulder and stumbled past her, and there was no hint of a lie on his face. She stared at the kid—no, the grown adult, the guy two years older than her, apparently—and his smile cracked into a mischievous grin. He winked and sauntered back behind the counter with Alice, who was texting as discreetly as she could, completely clueless to that whole exchange.
Vampires, man.
“Alice.” Nadia snapped her fingers, and Alice dropped her phone under the counter and shot up straight. Nadia pointed at her and Liam. “I wanna see this place in just as good a shape as I left it next week, you got it?”
Both of them saluted her at the same time, then glanced at each other and held back giggles. “Yes, ma’am!” Alice said, and that was when Liam started chuckling. Then they were both elbowing each other and fooling around in front of Nadia, as if she wasn’t even there. Which was fine, really, because it seemed like a weight had been lifted off Liam, what with how he was smiling at that girl.
“Hey,” she barked, and she pointed to the bar when those two goons straightened up, “I’m serious. I better not see the stock that low again on a shift change.”
As Alice and Liam groaned behind her (yeah, yeah, we’ll do better), she punched out on the bar terminal, said a half-hearted goodbye, and got the fuck out. She didn’t dare look back into the vines or try to find Elias or that Mr. Hansen guy. The whole drive home, though, she couldn’t shake it: the feeling of Elias’s arm around her waist. His chest to her back. Voice low in her ear.
He’s not the prize. She told herself that over and over on the drive home, reminding herself of all the crazy shit Elias already told her about vampires and their antics. Stay on the straight and narrow. He can’t be the prize.
But a girl could dream, couldn't she?
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The quiet of Elias's office made it easy to lose track of time. He’d spent several hours responding to e-mails and reading reports from his winery staff on the quality of this year’s bottles—of both wine and blood. There was also another shipment of blood donations from the local hospitals to coordinate, and a Quarter Four financial report he was still chasing from his accountants and sales managers. It was inconvenient that he couldn’t walk down to the offices and accost his employees directly during the day—but that was what he had Rose for. Unfortunately, it seemed she wasn’t any more successful than he was when it came to getting those reports.
He hovered the mouse of his computer towards the bottom of the screen. The taskbar rose and told him that it was about ten o’clock—nearly time for him to play with the sorceress yet again. It was quickly becoming the most fascinating, if difficult, part of the working week—especially after she’d attacked Vovk’s assistant in the vineyard.
What a headache that had been to explain. They’d waited to go inside until the sorceress’s car left the parking lot. Afterwards, Elias explained all he knew of the sorceress to an increasingly nonplussed Hansen. At least his injury could be fixed with two glasses of blood.
“Magic,” he’d mused over his glass. “So... she’s not some kind of priest, then?”
“No.”
“And we,” he’d held up an empty hand, and in his palm, wisps of snow began to dance, “should be calling this magic, as well?”
“From what I understand, yes.” When Hansen gave him that same pale, doubtful stare Vovk did, Elias added, “I’ve contracted the woman. She’s explaining these mysteries to me.”
“Freely?”
“She is well compensated.”
“Hmm.”
And that was how Elias’s private fascination became yet another opportunity for Diduch, and one Elias would have to show the Council eventually, to avoid slighting the other Houses with this secret. It normally wouldn’t have irritated him to share his new fascination. He understood the position Diduch was in—along with Vacher, Brown, and Blagojević—with that ever-encroaching Báthory sweeping more human pledges and influence in southern New England. What started as a small foothold for Countess Elizabeth Báthory’s descendants in Connecticut became a hornet’s nest that put pressure on the rest of the network, even to the point of stretching into New Hampshire and Vermont. It seemed they intended to swallow all of New England—though for what end, Elias didn’t know, nor did it concern him.
Elias had other reasons for wanting Báthory broken: their patriarch was careless, among other things. Any patriarch that could’ve turned a blind eye to one of his families destroying another clearly had too many members to steward them properly. Had that man been more responsible, then Elias never would’ve had to raise the orphaned DuPont into a proper adult.
But Elias didn’t want to share his discovery of the sorceress. Like a dragon, he wanted to fit her into the rest of his possessions and guard her with blood and fire. She fascinated him, both in the things she told him and the way she told him. Unlike his books, which could speak new information only once and never change no matter how many times he turned their pages, this woman was a living vine of knowledge, a spirit in her own right, haunting his thoughts and stealing his attention.
Such an erratic thing she was. She couldn’t stay still when she talked; her hands swept into large, curved arcs and dusted in front of her as if she could imagine whatever she was talking about—and she very likely could, what with how she could pool her magic into her hand and make it take any shape she wished. That was one of her first exercises with him: a guessing game of shapes. He remembered so vividly the curve of her smile, and the arch of her back as she leaned her arms onto his bar counter and tapped the slideshow she’d put together on her laptop.
Something about the slides on her laptop amused him terribly—the banality of it, he supposed, that she might try to explain such occult concepts to him with presentations of text and pictures like the ones he’d seen Rose learn from in her undergraduate program—yet with all he knew from the books he’d read on magical theory and occult philosophy, and the learned men he’d listened in on, the clergy he’d watched conduct witch trials on terrified yokels, he knew the content of those slides was at least authentic.
She'd shown him a slide one night, with a diagram of a person with dots all over their body, as well as some text that she explained before he could read it himself.
“Magic is something you have, not do.” Then she’d lifted her hand, and in her palm, golden dust rose up and swirled into a small orb. The more golden flecks floated up, the more condensed the ball became—and the brighter it burned, until it stung his eyes. “And whatever you can imagine, you can make your magic take the shape of. For example: can you see this?”
“Yes.”
Then it’d changed shape. Five points. “What is it now?”
“A star.”
“And now?”
“A... bird?”
“Good.” Nadia had nodded in approval. The golden songbird had disintegrated after she’d put on that smile; the light instead coated her hand in what looked like a film of honey.
Her proud smile when she’d looked at him, it tugged on him. Stung him in a different way than her magic did. And her approval made him crave it in a different way than how he craved her blood—which, because she bit her lips so often, he was constantly terrorized by. There were many moments where he’d considered letting her drink too much liquor, what with all the bottles she’d requested he stock his home bar’s empty shelves with. Then she might fall asleep, and he might bleed her wrist and bottle her blood for later. Half of a standard bottle, even three-quarters—she could stand to lose that much at once, surely.
“Think of it this way,” she’d said, pulling him from such thoughts, “magic is to the soul as blood is to the heart. It’s called a lot of things in different religions: prana, chi, ruach—the ‘Breath of Life.’ Whatever you call it, though, it’s something you have—and things like witchcraft or liturgy are styles of using it, the way knitting or weaving are two ways to make clothes.”
Her explanations were unlike the twisting, disorganized nighttime lectures he used to sneak into as a young man. They were easy to grasp, likely because of those comparisons, the metaphors and similes. Sympathetic magic, she’d called it: like to like. One needed these metaphors to understand not what magic was, but how it was: how it moved, how it took root in the world and made its more abstract effects beyond the simple shapes in the palm of her hand. As such, much of their lessons boiled down to consuming media together: reading books of poetry she’d brought to him, all the Goethe and Vaughan and Emerson, or watching films and cartoons she thought would “inspire” him, as they had inspired her own magical theory and visualization.
At first, he’d thought this was a useless pursuit. What need did he have of fiction? It was the type of thing he’d avoided because it was full of things that didn’t matter: stories about people who didn’t exist, creating and suffering by their own ridiculous, petty problems. Nothing about this could “inspire” him, he was sure.
Yet she was the teacher, he the student, and so he relented. “It’ll help you get more creative,” she’d claimed as she loaded some cartoon on her laptop and connected it to the T.V. one night. “Watch something that interests you, and it might give you some ideas as to how to visualize your own magic. I really like this show; it’s got a lot of real-world alchemy concepts in it.”
And he hated admitting that it did help his understanding, despite his original resistance. Apparently the taboo against magic and sorcery had become so lax that humans were taking storytelling inspiration from the same heretics the Church once aimed to crush. The abstract concepts inspired by old manuscripts were demonstrated in such colorful ways, and the poetry provided twisting metaphors that made the ideas in unintelligible old texts suddenly accessible.
A visual craft, she’d called magic, and the poets helped him understand what she did when she drafted sample incantations for him to use as examples. When he twisted his magic up from his hands, as he taught her to do, he saw it no longer as plain wisping shadows; he saw it as the night itself, alive with life and begging for form, for meaning, which he gave it in the many images and metaphors and similes the poets had deposited in his mind.
Words became easier for him to find, and therefore speak, as if giving his own essence instructions for what to become in the world. Is this what the stories of his youth described, as well? Of the primordial waters of Genesis? Of Chaos, preceding Earth and Sky and Night and Sea? The raw, twisting ink in his blood, the embers of its foundation—was this, too, only the beginning of possibility? He could only continue watching, listening, and taking her direction, if he ever wanted to find out.
Watch what interests you, she’d told him—and as he learned alongside the sorceress those first two weeks, he found her most interesting to watch of all. Outside of her lectures, or the excerpts of books and poetry she’d teach from, he would sometimes look over while she watched a show with him and see how her eyes shined, how the episodes reflected in them. Her face would go blank, absorbed in the drama, and she’d curl up on the other end of the couch like a cat. One night, he’d brought her a blanket when he’d noticed her shivering in silence, and then a pillow when she kept fussing, trying to get comfortable against the couch’s arm. And then she’d slumped further down as the night wore on, until she was laying down, and Elias knew she was asleep when she didn’t shake her mouse awake to click on the next episode.
What a fool, that she could fall asleep next to him—or so he might’ve thought, if not for the blue creature hovering nearby whenever her guard went down. It haunted him, waiting in the shadows with its glowing eyes, stretching those bright wings out in threat if he so much as raised a hand to the sleeping sorceress. Though as the nights wore on, and the sorceress grew increasingly more comfortable near him, that blue thing made rarer appearances. Either that, or Elias simply stopped noticing it. 
Nadia would greet him with a smile as each night passed, as well as a new story about her customers, or a new complaint about the preparations she was making for the spring semester. She’d tap him on the arm to get his attention sometimes, or sidle up to him to show him photos she’d taken during the day, of birds or her church’s art or strange merchandise she saw in the windows of shops on Westminster. 
And she’d play songs she thought he’d like, or ones she liked that made her feel certain ways, which she said put her in the right “mood” for different types of magic. And if she made herself a couple of drinks, she’d soon be swaying to the music, eyes closed, a cat-like smile on her face between sips. She’d even begun sitting closer to him on the couch, creeping from her far corner over to his side, until one night, she settled that pillow against his leg and fell asleep right under his gaze.
It made him wonder how a human, especially one so careless, and so easily enamored with mundane things like animals and cartoons, could come by such wisdom in these things she showed him. Moreover, he didn't understand how she could articulate such wisdom, given she was such a crude and boisterous thing. If Rose was like a gentle, well-groomed cat, this creature was some scraggly thing from the alleys, all sharp-clawed and cagey, even as she grew so familiar with him. Though the closer she came, the more he tried—and often failed—to keep some distance, if only because the scent of her blood on her ruined lips constantly assailed him.
It was maddening, that scent. Her blood muddled his judgement. All he could think about sometimes was the one glass he’d sampled from her. It’d been two long weeks since he’d tasted it, and it occupied his thoughts recently: the acid, the sting, that it left on his tongue, and the burn of it—as if every mouthful were like that last drop he could safely pull from his victims in the shack. Still, he didn’t want to scare this creature, and so he did his best to move away when the scent grew too strong for him.
How much better would it be, his teeth stung with venom as he indulged in the idea, to draw the blood directly from her throat?
His phone buzzed on his desk and shattered his thoughts. When the screen lit up, the name on the message made him unlock it.
hey u got what i asked for right


Elias stared at the sorceress's text. And this woman teaches the youth. She’d proven it when she’d showed him the online learning modules she had to format for the upcoming semester at a local community college. However, her texts were never written properly; even Cormier didn’t text like this. He typed a more coherent response.
hey u got what i asked for right

Yes. You said you preferred the zero sugar ones?


The two check-marked bubbles lit up, and then came the three dots that signified her typing. Elias watched them move until her message came.
mhm. u put it in the fridge too?

Yes.

cool thank God cuz im gonna fkin kms otherwise. Anyway lockin up now; be omw in 15min or so


What did this mean? “kms”? After Elias finished scheduling a few more e-mails to send in the morning and shut his computer down, he went to ask Cormier, who was standing motionless behind the bar while the newly glamored staff swept through the winery. Elias was pleased with what he saw: the three girls on shift smiled, gestured naturally as they spoke, and looked the other way as their wrists found their way into the hands of the clientele. Exactly as it should’ve been. Nadia taught the boy well. She did better than Elias even cared to do—which was only a problem insofar as the waitstaff was then sentient enough to want to come up and say hello to him each night, like a pack of cats running to curl their tails around his leg.
When Elias held his phone up to the boy, however, he found the Cormier’s insolence strong as ever. Cormier chuckled at the messages and drifted away to wipe the counters; he didn’t look at Elias as he answered.
“Means ‘kill myself.’” Before Elias could respond, Cormier added, “She’s not serious.”
Elias frowned. “How do you know?”
“Because,” Cormier sighed as he tossed the towel over his shoulder, “it’s just how people talk nowadays.” Then he faced Elias and leaned his hip against the counter. “By the way, Boss... you gonna need a visit to the shack again or what? Been over a month.”
It had been, hadn’t it? And yet Elias felt no thirst. Even if the dream of Wallachia came and went as it always had, there was no thirst, because he’d drank from his sorceress two weeks earlier—and, to temper himself after being near her so often, he’d found himself digging more often into the blood he’d stored in his own fridge. Cold and lifeless as it was, his winery’s product did enough to keep him from acting on his worst impulses—though the taste was off-putting to him. He kept comparing it to Nadia’s, and he found he needed to force the old, dead blood down.
“No,” he said as he pocketed his phone. Then he went to leave.
“Boss,” Cormier called, a note of concern in his voice. When Elias turned, Cormier stood there with his arms crossed. “Be careful with that girl.”
Hmm? “What do I have to be careful about, exactly?”
“Be careful you don’t,” he dragged his finger across his neck, “you know.”
This boy. Thirteen years turned, and he still couldn’t say out loud what they did—even in the face of his own savagery. Or did he think Elias hadn’t seen the case files that came with him, all detailing what he'd done to his own House in New Orleans?
If only I could’ve done the same with the voivode and his generals.
Elias didn’t dignify Cormier with a response. He left, his mind once again focused on the sorceress. The whole drive home, he wondered: what if she was serious about dying? Humans did that sometimes, wasting their already short lives for dramatic nonsense. If she’d wanted to die, he could offer her an easier, more satisfying death than pitching herself off the Jamestown bridge, or whatever humans did—but that wasn’t an option for her either way.
He wouldn’t share his latest fascination with Death any more than he would readily leave her with the Diduch House. And so, when he pulled into his driveway that night, he went about setting up as he always did: shuffling some of his books and papers away so she might not trip on them, like she had in the first week, and drinking yet another glass of the A+ he’d stashed. It was similar to Nadia’s blood in the acidity of it, but otherwise, the lifeless stuff was a shadow of what he’d taken from her—so much so that he almost preferred to go thirsty than to taste it. 
For her sake, however, he finished the glass. He would’ve starved to death rather than risk the trust he’d earned in those last two weeks, the warmth that she shared with him, the laughter and the enthusiasm for nights around the T.V. or the bar. Just the thought of losing it scraped through his chest as if he were tangled in thorns.
Not a moment after he’d sucked the stuff down, his phone buzzed in his pocket, and a single knock came from the door. He went for it without checking his phone, and sure enough, there Nadia stood, huddling into her worn old peacoat with her bag slung over her shoulder. She waved and slipped past him with a long, weathered sigh. 
“God, dude, these fucking kids.” She hurried to the refrigerator without removing her bag or her coat. “It’s gonna be a rough semester, I can already feel it.”
It should’ve been the end of her first week at the college, from what he’d told her, and it seemed it was going about as well as she worried it would. Elias drifted after her and said, “Are the students rude to you?”
“No, but they’re, ugh,” her head hung low, and she took one of the strange orange cans she’d requested of him from the refridgerator, “they’re like robots, man. They just stare at you when you talk. And then they e-mail me some dumb shit like, ‘sorry, I can’t make it to the first week of class, am I missing anything?’ Yes, Timmy!” The crack of the can’s seal breaking punctuated her yelling. “You’re missing the explanation of how the entire Goddamn class runs, and the deadline for the first assignment is already coming up, so good fucking luck!”
Elias leaned against the kitchen island while Nadia’s shoulders heaved in another sigh.
“And they’re late afternoon classes,” she grumbled, “so it’s not their fault they’re so dead inside, I get it, but Jesus, man.” Then she looked at him with tired eyes and a brittle smile. “At least I got you—my best student. Right?”
Her praise made him curl closer to her, and he wanted to take her coat, to make her more comfortable. The circles under her eyes were growing darker as the weeks went on. Something stung his chest as he looked at her—a small pain, yet sharp enough that he rubbed his chest. Perhaps his shirt caught on him, as it did sometimes.
“Sounds like you need a different drink than that, then,” Elias said as he pointed to the can—some kind of “energy drink” to keep her awake.
“No.” He surprised her with how quickly she denied him, and her face went hard. “I try not to drink in this state of mind. Maybe next time, though.” Then she leaned against the counter. “Anyway, so—I been teaching you a lot of shit, but you know what I wanna learn about today?”
Elias blinked. “What?”
She jammed a finger in his chest. “You. Your magic.” After another sip, she said, “It’s been annoying the fuck outta me. All you vampires got different magic, like it feels different. And I only know of two other people in the world like me, and their magic was different than mine, too—which means they got a different source of magic than me. And clearly so do y’all.”
He pursed his lips. “What’s your source, then?”
She plucked a golden chain from under her shirt, and the cross hanging off it made Elias squint, but not as much as usual; the light was softer, warmer. “God, duh.”
He didn’t understand. God was her source? The same God whose men burned entire villages worth of women in their clerical hysteria, and whose believers lynched anyone they could blame for their unproductive livestock, stagnant waters, and late-season frosts? But she said it with such conviction that he didn’t question her. He set himself instead to the idea she’d put forward: of every House having a different “source.”
It wasn’t a far-fetched idea, given how varied the magic was. The St. Germaine boy, Cormier, was talented in making things putrefy; the Diduchs were known for their ice and ghost-like invisibility, passed down from the frigid winters of their founder’s native Ukraine. Nobody had true eternal youth and beauty like the Báthory House, and the Grandos had an uncanny affinity with animals. As for himself—
Steel, smoke, and fire. Blood and sharp rocks. Elias shook his head. He didn’t want to remember the progenitor of his House. Or the things he’d done and had to do under the voivode’s pressure. Yet the mere mention brought it to the surface, past everything he’d ever filled his head with.
“Hey.” Nadia slipped to his side, touched her hip to his. Her body was so warm; it reminded him of when she’d cowered in the crook of his arm that night Hansen found her, and he wanted to collect her to him again, if only to feel more of that warmth, to breathe in the scent of her, all bright citrus and spiteful tang of life. But this time, rather than with fear, she looked up as if meaning to comfort him. “You okay?”
How could he explain it? The memories, and the terror that came with them? He shook his head again, fending the thoughts off, and he muttered, “It’s unpleasant to think about. My House.”
“Which is... like a clan or something, right? Do the Houses matter? Like, does everyone in a House have the same type of magic, or—?”
He nodded and explained the system the Council built to track vampire progenitors and lineages—which, come to think of it, may have been for similar reasons as his sorceress’s curiosity—and a few of the major houses of southern New England. He told her of Rose’s old House that her family was pledged to, Báthory, and of the vampire family that had started in Rhode Island: the Browns, who were disgraced in the budding Council after Mercy’s death became such a scandal. All the while, Nadia’s eyes took up half her face, and she listened with her full attention, draped over the kitchen island with her head propped up in her hands.
“Wow,” she breathed. “That’s... Are you serious? Báthory, like Elizabeth fucking Báthory? And you’re telling me that grave in Exeter had a real fucking vampire in it?” She sighed and shook her head. “I thought that was just because people were stupid and didn’t know what tuberculosis was...”
“That’s what her brother Edwin said before he disappeared—or so I’ve heard,” Elias said with a shrug. “He was the real progenitor of the family.”
“What? Not Mercy?”
“No.” Elias rubbed his face, trying to remember the morbid details Vovk told him during that whole ordeal. “They dug up her corpse and fed him a tonic made with the ashes of her burned liver and heart. It was vile enough that the fools in Salem could've come down and arrested everyone for witchcraft, if they hadn’t already learned better. That was what made Edwin waste away, and then what made him dig himself free from the grave they put him in.”
“Jesus Christ,” Nadia whispered. She stared at the counter. “What the fuck.” Then she looked at him through narrowed eyes. “And your House?” 
“I told you, I don’t—”
“Nah, c’mon, spit it out. One word, you can do it.”
That word was bitter on his tongue, but with her insistent stare, he managed to say: “Dracula.”
Her mouth fell open. Then she puffed her cheeks and blew out a long pffft. “No fucking way! Are you serious?” When Elias nodded, grim, she slapped the counter. “That’s crazy! Oh my God, that’s crazy. Him, too? For real? I thought that was just Bram Stoker making shit up for his stupid book!” She stood up straight, shook her head at nothing—and she couldn’t have known that Stoker’s book was exactly what had Vovk leveraging his House’s name for more contacts and opportunities among star-struck humans seeking immortality. “Think of all the shit the history books ain’t telling us, man.”
“I’d prefer not to speak of it,” he muttered.
Nadia went silent. She ducked her head and looked at him through long lashes.
“Do you still think about it, though?” 
The smoke and fire—the iron of sword and blood. The two teeth in his neck and the cold of his bloodless body. It always stayed with him. “I still dream of it on occasion.”
“Oh, okay!” Her eyes flashed, and her smile warmed her otherwise tired face. “Wanna do a little ritual about it, maybe?”
Elias frowned. “What do you mean?”
Before he finished speaking, Nadia started digging through her bag. She produced her notebook and a pencil, and she slid it to him.
“Let’s try this,” she said. “We’ll do a little banishing. What you’re gonna do is write everything down, okay? How you became what you are. And I,” she patted herself all over, then grabbed the bunch in her coat pocket—her keys, “am gonna be right back, okay? Gimme thirty minutes.”
“Wait.” Elias snatched her arm before she could race past him. “Where are you going?”
“Home. Gonna get some things so I can make you something.” When he let her go, she slipped under his arm, tucked herself against his side, and rested a hand on his back. Her hand was small, yet firm. With her other hand, she dragged the pencil and notebook closer to him and tapped a nail against the blank page. “By time I come back, I expect this to be full of shit. Then we’ll handle it together, okay? So just let it all out of your head and onto the page for now; imagine every word you write down physically leaving you, like you’re pouring water out of a cup. Don’t do anything with what you write until I come back.”
Then she slipped away, and the door opened and shut. The headlights of her car washed over the piano until the car disappeared. Elias frowned. He supposed, with her bag still here, she’d have no choice but to come back—but the silence grew thick in his home as he stared at the blank page. It weighed his shoulders down, and her absence made him more conscious of how cold he was—how lifeless. Meanwhile, she shined, radiated heat like a torch.
A banishing? It made him feel foolish, to spin that pencil in his hand. What she'd asked felt too mundane to be the start of any sort of ritual. He pressed his teeth together hard enough to hurt. All those memories—he didn’t want to untangle them in a coherent narrative, nor did he want to remember the end of his human life: the cold, wet stone, the rats in the straw beds, the rusted iron bars of a cell. 
But his sorceress knew something about this that he didn’t, and she’d already run off to prepare whatever she had in mind, so he wrote. It took a moment to gather the fractured pieces into something coherent; he described the Ottomans and their devşirme system, where they took boys and young men like Elias from their families and turned them into soldiers for the empire. He wrote briefly of his education with them, and how he hid the komboskini his mother gave him to pray with in the dead of night. A few lines he spared for his family in Galatissa—his sisters and mother and father. How he’d never gone back to see how they were after he’d become what he was.
He knew nothing of his sire, the voivode of Wallachia. All he knew was that in one of the Ottomans’ many assaults on the area, Elias's whole camp got captured—a small crew of other conscripted men. Bulgars and Slavs and Greeks. Good soldiers, but not good enough. They were held in the dungeon of a voivode that history had given many names: Vlad III, Vlad Țepeș (the Impaler), Vlad Dracula—and try as Elias might to plead with him, to beg for asylum, to show proof that he was still no follower of Muhammad with his weathered prayer rope, neither the voivode nor his men listened.
One by one, over the course of many nights, the prisoners were dragged into Dracula’s quarters. They were carried back cold and limp—and then they would wake up in the night and start thrashing and screaming and begging for God to kill them. Elias was one of the last to see what caused such horror. It took fifteen days for them to pull him into the room.
The memory assaulted him. Elias dropped the pencil and pressed his face into his hands, but the darkness only made a clearer theater for the images to dance across. Even in the Ottoman barracks, he’d never begged for anything, but he’d begged then before the voivode. His face was still so clear all these centuries later: leathery and pale, the eyes brown as graveyard dirt, the strong nose and lips overshadowed with facial hair. Above all, Elias remembered the thick, dark hair from under his jeweled, velvet cap, which reached the breast of his red coat.
Elias sighed. All his years, all his books—all the sights, the travel, the thousands on thousands of other faces he’d committed to memory, both of victims and other vampires alike—and still, this memory refused to be buried or warped. He couldn’t lose it. It was tucked there in his mind, hiding, biding its time until it could catch him in his sleep and torment him all over again. The voivode’s sneer—the way the torchlight made his eyes water—
Like you’re pouring water out of a cup.
He shot upright and looked around. His sorceress—he'd heard her voice as clearly as if she’d been beside him, yet he was alone. The kitchen light made him squint. Something about her absence made the silence louder, but he held onto his sorceress’s direction. Elias looked at the paper, at all he’d written, and he picked up the pencil again. Pouring water from a cup. Decanting memories from his skull. Like to like. Sympathetic.
Elias began writing again, describing Dracula’s face in every detail that still stuck with him; he pushed his power through him the way she’d taught him, dragging it up through his belly and down into his writing arm, and he imagined that ink-like stuff that flowed from his palm to be these wicked memories—all the rot, all the ugliness, infusing into the pencil and carrying these thoughts away from him.
And he remembered how the voivode didn’t care for his pleas. Barely listened to them, if at all. Looked at his komboskini with contempt, even. Then Dracula, without warning, had pulled Elias’s head back and bit his throat, and the last thing he remembered was being so very cold before that voivode poured something metallic into his mouth—something thick, coppery, rancid. 
Then Elias fell asleep, and when he woke sometime later, all was dark, no torchlight at all, yet he could see everything as clearly as if he stood under a full moon on a clear night. He was thirsty enough to drink the whole sea. There was such fire in his veins, coals in his throat; there was rage, a clawing fury, and there was stiffness in his body he couldn’t unwind. In fact, his body didn’t feel like his anymore; it took time in the dark to reacquaint himself with it. 
In the days that followed, he’d melted into the darkness; his limbs couldn’t be distinguished from one another, the borders of his body gone. He might’ve taken any shape he wished—a mouse, a lion, a woman. Anything he could imagine, he knew he could become if he wished for the fur and the claws, the soft voice, the shining eyes. But he wanted his own face, his own skin; it was all he could call his own, from the moment he’d left Galatissa, and so he’d spent ages finding himself in the dark, knowing only of the fire of his thirst and the bars of his cell, until finally, the torchlight returned.
And then came the night attack. The razing of the Sultan’s camp. The failure to find the Sultan—and the collapse of this hellish troupe, the remaining bloated vampires scattering into the hills and left to survive on their own.
Elias threw the pencil down. Six pages, he’d filled with words. When he tried to read them, they seemed little more than whorls of graphite; his mind would not register them. And his sorceress was right: his head felt as empty as the silence then, his skin but an outline of a creature that had nothing within it, no blood, no bones, no flesh. All of it was there, on the page, as if he’d vomited it up and left the sticky black refuse outside of him. He knew, when he passed over the pages, that it wasn’t entirely untrue; he could feel the smoke and heat of low burning coals reach up from the pages, could smell the copper of his magic, could see the wisps of inky shadows imbued into the paper, underneath the graphite.
His throat tightened with thirst. Each breath scraped him and dug new tunnels into his flesh. Cold blood from a bottle wouldn’t do; he was already so—
Thud-thud-thud. “Elias!” The door muffled his sorceress’s cry. “Open up; I’m freezing!”
Each step felt uncertain. Each blink made his world a smear of shapes and colors that he couldn’t connect from one moment to the next. How odd, that simply thinking of those memories he’d buried, writing them down, might disorient him to this degree. Even the feeling of the doorknob under his palm was alien to him.
It wasn’t until his sorceress stood before him that he could focus again, and the wicked sting came back to his chest—the sensation, the proof that he was still animate, alive. All he could see against the hard lines of shadow was her face, and the straw-colored hair tied up behind her head—the red ears and flushed cheeks, the shredded lips. These images did not smear when he blinked.
“Jesus, bud,” Nadia murmured. She hopped inside, and something sloshed in her hand—a handle of some clear alcohol, like vodka. So she did want to drink. “You okay? You look all zoinked out over there.”
He focused on her golden head; when she put her things down by a neat pile of books to undo her coat, he was there to slip it from her shoulders. Her neck—with her hair up, he could see the pulse in her throat. His fingers brushed her arms as she pulled them free from the coat, and the warmth of her body pulled him closer, as a campfire drew frigid men near in the wilderness. When she turned to face him, she studied his face.
“Hey, seriously.” She patted his shoulder, her face twisted in concern. “You good?”
So warm. The inside of her coat was still flush with the heat of her. He held it a moment longer, then nodded and pulled himself out of his fugue.
“Fine, yes. I’m fine.”
She cocked her head, then snatched her things and hurried off. “Okay, so!” Nadia didn’t so much as glance at him as she took her things to the kitchen island: the alcohol, a small purple pouch, and a little glass bottle with some brown item in it. She paused over the notebook, and Elias rushed to her side after hanging her coat. “Is this—?”
“Don’t touch it,” he rasped. “I—”
“Poured your whole ass into it, yeah. I feel it.” Nadia hovered her hand over the pages; she couldn’t see it, surely, but the shadows reached up to her magic-coated palm and dissipated before they could touch her. The magic in her erased those shadows, exorcised them. She peered up at him. “Do you mind if I read it?”
He hesitated, unsure. “Wouldn’t it taint you? If you did?”
“Huh?” Her lips hooked into a teasing smirk, her brows pinching. Her soft chuckle bled into her response, “No. The fuck? I just wanna make sure you’re alright with me knowing this stuff. Figure it might help me find some clues about your magic, so... yeah.” She gestured to the notebook. “Lemme read it real quick, okay? It’ll take me two seconds.”
Before he could answer, she ripped the pages out of the notebook and picked up the pencil. Then she rubbed her eyes before she leaned over the counter and began scouring the blighted pages. Elias backed away and let her read; that was consent enough. On a new page, she scribbled notes—dates, names.
All the while, Elias watched her from just outside the kitchen. She’d found the drink she’d abandoned and was once again sipping it; the ting of the can hitting the counter punctuated the flip of papers. She shifted foot to foot, ran her hand over her hair—and she stretched herself over that counter. The swell of her hips pinched into her narrow waist and sloped into her back, her rounded shoulders. Elias mapped each curve and let her silhouette cut itself into his mind, if only to fill it with something that he might use to anchor himself to the present.
“Alright,” she sighed as she stood up. Then she crooked a finger. “Come here.”
When he did, her hand fell to the purple pouch and the bottle—which, he realized, contained a single walnut.
“See that?” She took the bottle and opened it, then slid the walnut into her palm and held it up to him. “That’s your brain.”
“...Excuse me?”
“Look at it. Doesn’t it look like a brain?” Nadia cradled the thing, and he admitted that the two wrinkled halves did look like a human brain. “Sympathetic magic,” she said, reminding him. “This represents your noodle. I need you to prick your finger or cut some hair or something, and then put it on the walnut, so we can make a tag lock. Then I’m gonna drop it in here,” she tapped the pouch, “with some poppy, valerian root, and lavender—all good stuff for good dreams and protection. And then all these little ingredients and I are gonna ask God to bless the pouch after offering up all our prayers, and we’ll have ourselves a nice little anti-nightmare charm. Got it?”
Elias stared at it, skeptical. Another pouch, then? If not for the red pouch he’d already seen come to life in her curse on him, he’d think this was nothing more than the type of nonsense he’d heard of women doing before the clergy hauled them off to their draconic witch trials. They were silly things a child would think up, make-believe and superstition. And God? What did God have to do with the pouch—or with him? But his sorceress motioned to the walnut again and commanded him with a look, and so he bit the skin of his thumb. He smeared the bead of black blood on the walnut and handed it back to her.
She wrinkled her nose at it and carefully plucked it from his palm, so as to avoid his tar-like blood. Then she opened the purple pouch, dropped the walnut inside, and tied the drawstrings together until it was sealed closed. She clasped it between her hands and closed her eyes, and though she didn’t make any sound, her lips moved in what looked like silent prayer. 
Elias caught a scent off that bag: floral, pungent. It glowed with purple, red, and blue light, twisting like the unstable flame of a gas stove. Her honey-magic flowed down her arms, into the bag, and then he watched, awed, as a ray of gold came through the ceiling and poured onto Nadia's head. Meanwhile, a mix of purple-blue and honey-red light rose from the pouch as a bubble, floating up and away. That river of gold that poured down into his sorceress traveled through her, just as her own magic did, until it reached the pouch; the purple cloth glowed with a light so bright that it made his eyes ache—just as the crucifixes did, or her holy medals.
This would hurt him, not help. And he would’ve said as much, but his sorceress was already done with her prayer.
“There we go,” she said, and when she took his hand, her skin was warm enough to radiate heat into his bones. She put the pouch in his open palm and closed his fingers around it—and to his surprise, unlike her blessed rings or her medals, it didn’t burn him. It only warmed him the way a candle flame might, tingling against his palm. “Put that under your pillow or hang it on a bedframe or something, and it should keep any nightmares away. As for this,” she picked up the pile of papers he’d written, “you are gonna do this part. This here," she tapped the bottle, "is high proof grain alcohol; infuse it with your magic, soak the papers in it, and let’s light it up outside until it’s all gone.” Nadia grinned at him. “Then you can forget about it for good.”
She made it sound so simple. Believed it to be, clearly. As her hand slipped off his and left him holding that warm pouch—as the warmth of the thing seeped into him, filled the outline of his form with honey and some faint buzz, like that of fresh blood infused with strong liquor—he wanted to believe it, too.
So he chose to believe it. After he tucked that little purple pouch into his shirt pocket, where it continued to radiate its blessing, he did as he was told. He found himself outside with his sorceress, watching all his memories of Wallachia burn away in a makeshift bowl she hollowed out in the snow. He watched the papers curl up in the flame for a while, and then he watched her—his sorceress, who smiled so easily at the destruction. With her shivering profile, she gave him an image to hold in his mind and replace all the burning ones with.
As Nadia absently drifted closer to him, shuddering against the cold air, he wondered if he might not watch her a little closer than he already had been—if he might not take more inspiration from her life, her movement, her little daily uses of magic. If he might not start watching her at the winery, too, or maybe bringing her places, to see how her magic intertwined with the world she took all those photos of.
Danger. Every ounce of him told him it would be a mistake. Already, his chest stung with those incessant thorns of his resurfacing emotion. Madness.
Yet this creature held his fascination anyway, even as he tried, and failed, to look away from her cold-nipped cheeks, her reddening nose. He’d burned his past in the snow, and he didn’t care to know of the future. His mind held her image tight—remembered it so much more easily than the books he’d skimmed for hours on end.
So despite the sudden scrape of fear in his chest, he decided: he would let the creature come a little closer and would come closer to her in turn. He would replace every empty space in his mind with her—his greatest fascination. And he would do so for as long as she let him.
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Nadia blinked the bleariness out of her eyes. The bright overhead lights of her college’s library irritated her, and worse, she hadn’t revised anything on her stupid slides on citation styles in half an hour. She wished she’d cancelled class. Every bone in her body begged her to, but she’d already gotten two free days off from school and the Lobster alike thanks to the snowstorm the week prior. Elias couldn’t get her to the vineyard or his house, either, given there was a travel ban and white-out blizzard conditions—and that sucked, because that was her favorite part of the week. She couldn’t keep re-watching Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood without him. As it was, they only got through an episode or two a night.
She was surprised he agreed to watch it, though. In fact, a lot of things surprised her. He was a pretty cool guy, that Elias—observant, tolerant of her bullshit, considerate. Even at the winery, he wasn’t half bad. With the exception of Liam, she noticed how gentle he was with the rest of the winery staff: he would check on them and what they were doing, make sure everyone had taken their breaks, and ensure that they used the supplements and ate a proper meal from the kitchen. It was like he was the Winery Dad or something, with how the waitresses clustered around him like ducklings when he came downstairs. Little Alice had nothing but nice things to say about Elias, even if it made Liam sour to hear. 
Something was up between those two, and Nadia had asked him about it one late Thursday night, over a slice of the pizza he’d ordered for her.
“By the way, what’s your problem with Liam? Every time you two are in the same room, it’s like... tense.”
Elias had sucked his teeth and shrugged, then leaned against the kitchen island. “He irritates me.”
Well, yeah, I caught that. “Because...?”
“Because,” Elias had sighed, and he’d glanced around the room, looking anywhere but her, “he can’t seem to exist on his own. What am I to do with a boy that’s convinced he’s the poorest soul in the world?”
It was weird, seeing him display anything other than indifference. The restless way he’d looked around, the way he crossed his arms, and that blunt way he spoke about Liam—yeah, irritated was right.
“I mean,” Nadia had shrugged, “I dunno. Can’t you, like, help him? Support him?”
Elias had side-eyed the hell out of her. “I give him plenty of ‘support,’ Nadia. The boy’s an ungrateful menace.” He’d sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “I don’t know why Vovk dumped him on me.”
Nadia had blinked at him, all her conversations with the little drummer boy from New Orleans flashing back. “Man,” she’d started, “I dunno, this is just a shot in the dark, but I think Vovk maybe wanted you to like, y’know, mentor the kid? Help him adjust to your lifestyle? Feel less like shit about it? Or something?”
Again, Elias had given her a sharp look, then rolled his eyes. “‘Help him adjust,’” he’d muttered, scornful. “He’s an adult. I was around the same age as him when I was turned, and I managed alone. He’s just a foolish, immature thing.”
Did you manage, though? From everything she’d seen, and that crazy ass story he’d written down about Dracula, it didn’t seem that way. Nadia had stared at him for a while. Then she’d put the pizza down and looked him in the eye.
“Elias, wouldn’t it have been nice, though? To have someone help you manage? Or are you one of those old heads that thinks if he suffered, everyone else has to, too? No one helped you, so you don’t wanna help anyone else? Is that it?”
He’d frowned, but he hadn’t said anything else, so Nadia had dropped it and finished her food before diving into whatever she had planned. At least she could be blunt with him like that. Whenever it was just Nadia and Elias at his house, he didn’t seem to mind her mannerisms or her rough, unfiltered speech. Not with the way he was always hanging on her every word. It was like she was the thing he wanted to study, rather than all the books and shows and music she’d been teaching from.
Regarding the lessons, Elias proved to be a great listener—both with her stories about her day and her lectures—and an even better student of magic. He’d been so curious to see what magic he could learn as a vampire, and it turned out that the answer was anything a human could. Magic wasn’t all that hard once someone got a feel for their own energy, and he’d gotten the hang of that early on. He’d already been part of the way there, with how he could blow her glamor off so easily. The rest was all bells and whistles; that just took some memorization and maybe a little poetic flair, if he wanted to write his own spells. It’d only been about a month, and he’d already learned how she constructed her charms and incantations, as well as the correspondences of basic household herbs and spices.
Though even if he let her test him on things, like the function of cinnamon or dill, and even if she taught him a few of her babcia’s little folk charms with animal teeth or eggs, he seemed skeptical until the night she made that anti-nightmare charm. It was something so simple, but she noticed the look on his face when she was done enchanting it, and how he held onto it for the entire rest of the night, like it was an emotional support pouch instead. And maybe it was, all things considered. She hoped he felt better after the ritual, which was essentially medieval psychology.
She thought about it until she was able to get back to him after the snowstorm: how he’d been turned, what he’d had to do. The “Night attack at Târgoviște” happened in 1462. And Elias said he was twenty-two years old by that point. 1440, dude was born. And in July. On the twenty-eighth, so he was a Leo, of all things. Unbeknownst to him, she’d ran his chart the second she got home—and, like some asshole teenager, she’d ran a synastry chart with her own birthday: April 5th, 1993. The years made her want to die—nothing like a 553-year age gap, which, in hindsight, is probably why he watched her like she was a cool bug rather than a lady in the first place—but she had to know, even if she knew this little magical apprenticeship was doomed to go nowhere romantically.
And it wasn’t that bad. His Aries moon matched her sun. Her Virgo moon, his Mars. Her Mars, his Cancer stellium, spattered across the eighth and ninth houses. And his Scorpio rising—she could’ve guessed that. Dude acted so cold and impassive, but he was the wateriest fire sign she’d ever seen. She’d have to crack him open a little more if he was serious about using his magic; it was all head-based, sure, but it required some heart to move magic with any finesse.
Getting turned by Dracula himself, too... wild. Nadia spent a lot of time learning more about that legendary voivode during the snowstorm, and what a ride that was. He’d apparently been taken hostage by Mehmed II to keep his father in line, and so he’d lived in that Turkey/Anatolia region for a few years before picking up his daddy’s torch and beating the shit out of the Ottomans that came around Wallachia. Didn’t end well for him, apparently, but hey—whatever he’d done, it started a whole new line of vampires distinct from anyone else. How he did it, though, was something she couldn’t so easily search up. All she knew was that Anatolia felt relevant, but she couldn’t put her finger on why. Maybe Lily had mentioned it once.
What was around there? Greek empire, then Roman, then Ottoman... 1440s... Did old Drac contract a demon for power? Or something else? Remembering the Diduch folks, and the magic that made her think of Marzanna, she wondered: can gods make vampires after all?
Unfortunately, she didn’t know all that much about cults and gods and demons in pre-Abrahamic Anatolia, but based on how Elias’s magic felt, all coppery and smoky with that ember core, it was something at least a little spooky. What she did know was that being cooped up in the house with nothing but her laptop and the silence sucked. The roads stayed shit for a while, and so Nadia was happy to get back to campus—especially since she’d finally coordinated some time this afternoon to grab coffee with Lyle.
She stared at her slides for her classes, watching the cursor blink on the sentence she hadn’t finished typing. Lyle was still the same avoidant guy, despite all his boyish charm, but when she’d finally caved and texted him first a couple weeks ago, he responded immediately. So she was right: he must’ve been waiting for her to make the first move again. A fancy suit, a pretty watch, a nice job—all that hadn’t changed the fact that he was still a shy, hesitant guy. But based on how easy it was to get back into texting him every afternoon before her classes or her shifts at the Lobster, and how often he came around—even alone, without Emily—to catch up with her on his breaks at work, Nadia thought her love spell was on the right track after all (even if Lily hated seeing him walk in, overprotective menace that she was). Everything was going great. So why did Nadia feel so... weird when she thought of Lyle? 
And why, when she was trying to think of Lyle, and his cute, dimpled smile, and his pretty green eyes, did she start thinking of a different, sharper-toothed smile? And redder eyes?
“There you are.”
With a peep of surprise, Nadia slammed her laptop shut and blinked up at the source of that voice: her date, with his easy smile, that finely gelled blond hair, those cute circular glasses. Lyle had a deep maroon sweater and dark brown coat that morning, with dark brown pants and leather shoes to match; between that and his fancy watch—a new one, this one with a leather strap—he looked quite the law firm darling. Only thing out of place were those dark circles under his eyes. She’d been right to drag him away from Hatcher & Sohn’s, if they were going to tucker him out that much after a month. 
He eyed her laptop, and his smile twisted into something mischievous. “What were you up to?”
“Oh, uh,” Nadia shrugged, then cursed her face for flushing at that teasing tone of his, “nothing much. Just putting lessons together.” She shot off her chair and started collecting her things, and as she did, she changed the subject: “So where did you want to go? I’ve got about,” with a tap of her phone screen, the time appeared: 10:37 A.M., “three hours before I gotta touch down on campus again.”
Lyle’s smile went thin as he held her eye. “That’s plenty of time. There’s a place about fifteen minutes from here; I can drive, if you’d like.”
“Yes, please!” One last look at the empty table told her she’d successfully put all her shit away, and then they were walking out of the already buzzing library together. She fell into the old cadence she always took on with Lyle: lighter voice, nicer language. “Don’t wanna have to fight for a parking spot when I come back. You’d think they’d make some more spaces for faculty, but maybe they like making us walk from a town over. I dunno.”
He chuckled. “I’m lucky that I get to skip a fiasco like that with my firm. They have their own employee parking lot.”
“Must be nice. Wish the Lobster had that.”
“Oh my goodness, they don’t?” The note of scandal in his voice made Nadia think he had some pearls to clutch under his sweater somewhere. “Where do you park if they have no lot?”
“A side street, maybe a paid parking lot if it’s busy—y’know, something like that. Sometimes I take the bus if I don’t feel like dealing with it, though.”
Lyle shook his head, but he kept smiling as they rambled more small talk about the snowstorm and the slushy roads and the general state of their lives. Though by time they were in Lyle’s car—which was a nice silver Buick that still had that new car smell and stiff leather seats—Lyle settled into his favorite topic again: yapping about the law firm. Pay was good, benefits good, Emily was apparently a stellar manager that got him all kinds of extras like coffees and a company phone and whatever else, and the hours were so flexible because of the nature of the job. Apparently he worked in the marketing and PR department, putting his literary and philosophy and psychology skills to work.
Good for him.
By time they got to the coffee shop, Nadia heard enough to be able to picture his firm down to the layout of the damn cubicles. The coffee shop was somewhere in Smithfield, and it was a pretty cute place, chic and yet still cozy with the deep brown wooden walls and the plush seats and electric fireplace. Even late in the morning, there were still a few people hanging around on their laptops, sipping both regular coffees and cocktails—as that coffee bar was lined with all kinds of bottles of Kahlua and Bailey’s and Frangelico.
More than ever, Nadia regretted that she didn’t cancel class.
Lyle herded her to a table towards the big windows, where they could watch people in the café. It was what they did a lot in Amsterdam: grab a coffee outside and watch people pass by. All kinds of characters rolled through Amsterdam, but in Rhode Island, it was mostly the same types of people, like students and work-from-home folks looking for a change of pace.
Though as they put their bags down, the natural lighting of yet another shitty winter day made it impossible not to notice: Lyle was pale. Like, paler than she remembered him being. Between that and the dark circles, Nadia wondered if there was something else going on at that law firm of his. Because she’d seen Emily’s eyes a few more times at the Lobster since Lyle first came back, and they had a weird glitter to them that reminded her a lot of Elias’s eyes.
And Emily loved to smile, so Nadia caught a glimpse her long, sharp canines more than once. They were longer than normal people’s canines, that was for sure.
“So,” Lyle pulled out his brown leather wallet and flipped it open; a shiny silver card was at the top of his little stack of plastic, and as he whipped it out, he flashed the Hatcher & Sohn logo on it, “what would you like? I’ll buy.”
Nadia grinned. “It’s not really you buying if you’re using a company card, now, is it?”
He rolled his eyes and beckoned her to follow him to the counter. The menu spanned the whole length of the bar, and the writing was so tiny and cutesy that Nadia was hopeless to read it. She squinted as if that would help, and eventually, she made out something like a rose pistachio latte. That sounded perfect for a little green magic on the go—if the person she was with wouldn’t have sniffed it out. She figured that would’ve looked pretty suspicious, to be casting a beauty glamor right in front of a guy she’d already done a love spell on.
But Lyle paid as promised—or, rather, the law firm did—and he sent her back to the table to wait for him. Every now and then, he’d toss her a glance from the pick-up area, a little smile, and Nadia played with her hair like an idiot, unsure of what else to do. Just a look from that guy was enough to make her remember all the butterflies he’d ever give her in Amsterdam. 
Soon enough, he came with one of their drinks in each hand. Nadia’s was a fat cup of creamy green goodness, little crushed rose petals on top, and Lyle’s was some foamy hot cocktail in a glass mug—an Anatolia Café, or whatever. 
Anatolia, huh? Just like that, her attention went from Smithfield to Scituate—to Elias.
Nadia blinked and refocused on her date. The café music was a nice, calm jazz, not too loud, and the flow of traffic around the coffee shop’s strip gave her something else to look at now and again as she and Lyle reminisced over the Amsterdam Days for the millionth time. They laughed and joked about the professors’ lecture styles, about the people that would come and go through the city, the stacks and stacks of books they’d have to read in absurdly short amounts of time, the nights spent studying and testing their own theories about magic—the absolute dream that was their time in the program together.
And what a sweet dream it was. A shame it ended the way it did: with Lyle running off to who-knows-where and leaving her holding the bag on an expensive city apartment’s rent.
Eventually, he cleared his throat. “You know, I’m serious, Nads—you really should come join us in the marketing department. Emily thinks you’re a riot, and she likes the way you upsell at your little bar downtown. Says that kind of thing is helpful for face-to-face networking.”
Emily this, Emily that. Nadia plastered on a smile and waved her hand. “Nah, Lyle, I’m no good for a place like that. Too stiff, y’know—?”
A flash of pain scraped against her head and lodged in her throat. She glanced at her cup. For a second, she thought she might’ve gone munching on an actual rose bush; the scratchiness, the difficulty swallowing—am I allergic to something in here? That would’ve been weird. She’d never been allergic to food and drink.
“You’d be perfect,” Lyle said, and his voice felt like it was smoothing out the wrinkles of her brain. That scratchy feeling prickled along her face, her neck, and her arms—a prickle like black bramble, like his— “Really, Nadia, isn’t this life too small for you now?” 
Nadia looked into her half-drank coffee. The prickling bramble feeling made her thoughts sluggish, her tongue thick, but one thought still formed as bright and clear as a star: Did you charm this?
Surely not. What reason would Lyle have to try and pressure her like that? No way he wanted her to work at a law firm with him that badly. But she couldn’t shake it: the feeling of blackberry bramble curling around her head and squeezing her mind. Maybe this was what made her feel so weird when she thought about Lyle lately: the fact that his magic was so different from how it used to be. Sharper. Tougher.
Meaner, even.
“And … be honest with me: has it even done anything for you? Your magic?”
Nadia blinked, but the mental haze didn’t clear. Even imagining her magic cutting through the fog didn’t last forever; she had to keep focused, keep her magic burning in her head like a gas lamp, and that meant she didn’t have the wherewithal to get smart with this man.
“What do you mean?”
“I mean,” he gestured to her—to her ratty old purse with fraying edges and scuffed leather, her old blue sweater with a stitched up hole near the neckline, and her eight-year-old black pea coat, the same coat she wore in Amsterdam, with mismatching black patches she’d sown over holes and tears to extend its lifespan, “all this time we haven’t seen each other, and… here you are, not much different than how I left you. What happened?” 
Lyle took her hand; his palms were soft, but the thorns of his magic scraped her. It rattled her focus and slammed that haze back down on her mind. Still, she eyed that shiny watch on his wrist, probably worth a month’s rent, and she thought of that fancy job at that ritzy law firm. She would’ve loved to know what “contracts” he’d made with which spirits to get all that.
“You were so motivated,” he whispered as he traced patterns on the back of her hand—though each touch felt like he was cutting squares of her skin out. “And you’re so intelligent, so… skilled. Even now, I can feel the magic in your hands. But what have you done with it, Nads? What has it gotten you? Where has it gotten you?” 
Where was it supposed to have gotten her? On Forbes’ 30 Under 30 list? Or maybe at the Met Gala? That wasn’t what her magic was for—or so she’d told herself. The magic she’d done with God worked just fine in her eyes: after all, the apartment she lived in was one where management conveniently forgot to raise the rent for the first two years. Her fridge was full-ish, too, and even with the recent rent hike, it wasn’t all that hard to keep it so—both because of Elias, and because she lived the way her babcia taught her: like a Polish peasant farmer.
Her clothes were comfortable, and her babcia’s patch-work lessons served her well. Her car was functional, too, and God’s blessing kept it from crapping out on her more than once. Above all, Nadia thought her magic worked great, considering she’d followed the breadcrumb trail God left her and ended up finally finding a career path she could truly envision herself pursuing in teaching. 
Even if she’d gotten another rejection from a Ph. D. program recently. And even if the past five of ten teaching jobs she’d applied to either ghosted or rejected her. Even if she couldn’t go full-time at her college, because each contract was semester to semester, and going full-time when it was available one semester would put her back at the bottom of seniority in the part-time faculty pool in the next semester. Even if working doubles between the Lobster and the vineyard, on top of teaching, was starting to make her eat sleep for dinner out of exhaustion.
Lyle let her hand go and looked into her eyes. “Don’t you think that… even if you love magic, that magic just isn’t what you should be focusing on? That maybe,“ he sighed, “that sharp mind of yours would be better used elsewhere?”
Maybe, maybe—
Nadia’s stomach twisted. Should she have been farther in life? She should’ve been, right? It’s why she went so buck wild with the spells in December, after all. Too small, her life felt: too stifling, stagnant. She was past thirty already, and what exactly did she have to show for it? Not much. No 401K, no partner, no benefits, no pets—still mending old clothes instead of getting new ones, still living off the poor man’s food her babcia taught her to make, like potato dumplings and simple roast chicken (and rosół with the saved bones).
He’s got a point, yeah. Maybe.
And what did she get, anyway, for all that frustrated spellwork? Another part-time job? Playing around with a vampire—discovering a whole nest of vampires crawling around Rhode Island? True, her inner child was skipping with glee over all of this, and maybe, if she got delusional enough, she could try to finagle some way to make the vampire subsidize the rest of her life as his little human hamster, but she knew better than that. Lyle, with the good job and the cute smile, that was the kind of thing God would want for her, clearly. It was more realistic to go back to dating Lyle. Maybe even working with him, like he suggested.
More realistic, yeah, more realistic—
“Hey.” Lyle’s cup clacked against its saucer, and he reached a gentle hand out to brush hers. His smile was as cute and dimpled as ever, and in his eyes was that flash of bright green warmth that reminded her of the rolling fields they’d explored on rented bikes back in the day. “I just want to help you, Nads. I know you can be so great! You have so much life in you, so much potential! I know you can’t see yourself at the firm, but give it some real thought! Besides,” he ducked his head, and a touch of color tinged his cheeks, “I can’t just keep haunting you at the bar. I can see I get in your way over there.”
She pushed all the thorns out of her head and sighed. “But,” that’s not what I wanna do with my life, “that’s just—“
His elbows landed on the table as he leaned forward, and he said with such seriousness: “Fine. Forget the actual firm for now. Come to the Hatcher & Sohn’s ball with me. Please.”
Huh? “I thought you were going with Emily. As coworkers.”
With a wave of his hand, Lyle said, “Ah, well—that was because I felt like I had to. She was the one I connected with on LinkedIn, after all, but she insisted that if I wanted to take someone else, I should.” Then Lyle ducked his head a little, working that shy, polite charm. “And I really would like to bring you, Nads. I owe you so much, and I want to make up for where we left things—for how stupid I was back then.”
Got’cha! Nadia fought with all her might to keep from smirking, especially as that magic he wove over her was starting to give her a headache for resisting. And you say my magic doesn’t work! Look at you!
But something in her gut just would not play ball. The thought of going anywhere with him, especially with this damn bramble wrapped around her brain that she couldn’t shake off—no, this was all wrong. For all his anti-pep talk on magic, he apparently forgot: it was her who taught him magic, not the other way around. 
And as much as she understood his worries and his points, the fact was that this heavy-handedness with trying to get her to agree was really started to hurt. It hurt in a way that a magician with any tact and finesse wouldn’t have let happen, and that was proof enough that, for all her magic hadn’t earned her in his eyes, it still earned her enough to know how to use her magic in a way others couldn’t so easily detect and undo.
Maybe I should remind him how it’s done. And so she did—though she filled her head not with her own magic, but with St. Michael’s prayer.
St. Michael the Archangel, defend us in battle…
It kept going in the back of her mind, like how the lesser stories on the news drifted by on the side-scrolling banner at the bottom of the T.V. screen, and it brought immediate relief. She could’ve sworn she felt a sturdy hand land on her shoulder, the hand of a soldier, but there was nobody around when she glanced aside. At the very least, though, it made it easier to imagine the thorns around her head snapping and twisting and burning up. 
Be our defense against the wickedness and snares of the Devil…
“Sorry, Lyle,” she said. “I don’t think I—“
“Come on, Nads; just go. Go as my date.”
She blinked. He got bold, that one; the Lyle she met in Amsterdam never would’ve outright asked like that. The love spell must’ve been eating him up worse than she thought.
“I just,” he crossed his arms, shrugged, looked all bashful and cute, “I—Nads, I’ll be honest, I thought of you all the time since I left Amsterdam. I wanted to be good enough to make you happy, and now, I want to help you if I can.”
Tighter, the bramble wound around her head. May God rebuke him, we humbly pray, and do thou, O Prince of the heavenly hosts… Harsher, the scrape of dead vines.
“I think we can be great together, you and I,” Lyle said, leaning forward, “and if you don’t want to work at the firm, fine—but at least let me take care of you, will you? Let me show you what I can do for you. For us.”
By the power of God, thrust into hell Satan, and all the evil spirits…
He was really laying it all out there, wasn’t he? This wasn’t like the friendly, if busy, Lyle she’d been texting, certainly not like the shy Lyle afraid of making the first move in their program—and somehow, Nadia didn’t like it like she thought she would. It made her chafe, even, because every single thing he said, sweet as it was, was also backhanded as hell. The way she lived wasn’t just because she had less money than him; it was a part of her culture, her childhood. Didn’t he get that? 
She glanced at him and made a show of being unsure; she cocked her head side to side as if thinking about it, then shrugged. “I, uh… I can see if I can get the night off, I guess. I got a new job on top of the bar, so it might be hard to make it work.”
“A new job?” That made Lyle’s brows shoot up. “Where?”
“A winery. It’s a cool place. Maybe I’ll show you around sometime.” 
Who prowl about the world seeking the ruin of souls. Amen.
Each line of the prayer felt like taking garden shears to Lyle’s spell, but only enough for her to form coherent thoughts and resist the words her mouth was trying to make against her will. By the end of her prayer, she still felt the sounds of someone else’s words curling just behind her lips; she felt her tongue twitching to say some shit like, I’d love to go with you; please help me get a job; I owe you one; I’m so tired; take care of me, Lyle. 
And all of it made her back light up with goosebumps. What an aggressive suggestion spell he’d put on this stupid latte. It was like a weed. How many times had she torn up grass and random shit from her babcia’s garden beds, only to see it all growing again—even the weeds she’d tossed, roots and all, on top of the soil itself?
“Anyway, Lyle,” she said as she tapped her phone, which lit up and told her it was 11:23 A.M., “I think I should get back soon—“
“Didn’t you say you had three hours?”
“Um,” you’re right, Lyle; why would I want to leave just yet? “yeah, but I got some final slides to touch up, some e-mails to answer… you know how it is.”
Lyle pointed to her cup. “You haven’t even finished your drink yet.”
“Yeah, I—“
“Don’t you like it? What is that, rose and pistachio?” He tipped his own cup towards it, then murmured, “That sounds nice.”
You’re right, you’re right, you’re right—
“You wanna try it?” Nadia held it up to him.
“Oh, no, no thank you.”
Huh. That wasn’t suspicious as hell or anything.  “What about yours? What’d you say it was? A—?”
“An Anatolia Café. It’s got cognac in it; you can’t drink that before class.”
Nadia narrowed her eyes. “But you can drink it before work?”
He shrugged. “I’m not going to work for a long time. The marketing team doesn’t get together until around six o’clock.”
“Wow,” she said with a whistle. “What’s that about?”
“It’s when Emily gets in.”
Well, if that didn’t confirm what Nadia suspected, she didn’t know what did. She set her cup down and sighed, even as her lips tried to twist into different words. Lyle stared at her, watching so closely, no doubt trying to figure out why she wasn’t saying anything. They sat quiet for a long time—and God, Nadia wanted to call his bluff—but she chose the high road and kept resisting the bramble of his magic as if he’d never cast it. 
I mean, does he really think he can pull the wool over my eyes like that?
“You might wanna be careful around that law firm,” Nadia muttered, and when Lyle raised his brow at the warning in her voice, she covered her tracks with: “Places with crazy hours like that are a recipe for serious burnout.”
Lyle blinked, the dark purple circles under his eyes making his irises look greener. “I’ll be fine.”
“Mm.” She stared into her cup and sighed. “Anyway, this is good, but I think it’s a touch too sweet for me. And I’m serious: I gotta get back to the campus and finish my lesson.”
He studied her, then nodded. “Alright. Let me finish my drink, and we’ll go.”
Well, she smiled, even as her stomach twisted from his little charm digging its roots into her, looks like the lesson’s gonna be on exorcisms and hex-breaking tonight.
Two classes trying to spark some life into half-asleep freshmen, one quick shower, a can of tinned mackerel with eggs and toast, and a five-hour bar-tending shift later, Nadia finally made it to Elias’s house. She pulled into Elias’s driveway first that night, which was a surprise. Maybe she’d got done locking down the Lobster early because Lily wasn’t there. 
Lily had called out for one of her four brothers’ birthdays and left Nadia all alone, which meant she also wasn’t distracting Nadia with photos of the latest tattoos she’d done, or with the profiles of girls she’d matched with on her dating apps, or with her many colorful thoughts on Lyle. How was Nadia supposed to get back together with her ex if Lily kept pouring libations to Dionysus and (half) jokingly begging the god of revelry and chaos to turn Lyle into a chicken? Maybe this was another part of God’s test: seeing if she could go for what she needed even when those she loved tried to drag her away from it.
Though she wasn’t all too keen on Lyle herself that night, thanks to this bullshit charm. Her stomach ached ever since she left the cafe, and after she’d pulled some cards and asked God about removing the charm, weirdly enough, she got some signs to let it be. But why wouldn’t God want to help her undo it? Something mean spiderwebbed up from her stomach—something sharp that felt like it was tunneling under her skin and aiming to stab right past her ribs and into her heart.
Cold sweat broke out on her scalp as she cut her car’s engine. She took a breath and threw her car door open to puke, but nothing came out; she sat there dry-heaving and clutching her stomach for what felt like forever. Eventually, she managed to grab her phone, and the first thing she did—for some fucking reason, because her brain apparently didn’t work in emergencies—was open her messages with Lyle.
He’s a Virgo, she reminded herself. September fourteenth. And she knew she couldn’t tell a September Virgo shit about any mistakes they might’ve made without them freaking out. Just thinking about it brought back memories of the shit-fits he’d have when she tried to do peer review with him on a term paper. But this was beyond a mistake. If this was his idea of a persuasion charm, he had to know: this was dangerous. She typed a quick message and hit send without reading it back.
The strength in her hand failed. Her phone slipped out of her grip, onto the driveway. Light washed over her; the crunch of tires over snow sounded like someone was crashing cymbals next to her head. All she wanted to do was curl into a ball and sleep; this was worse than any hangover she’d ever had.
“Nadia?”
God, what the fuck did Lyle do—?
“Nadia, what’s wrong?”
She clutched her head. It hurt like a bitch, enough to make her want to tear her hair out, and when she tried to speak, it felt like her throat was full of dry twigs.
“Hex,” she managed to say. “Hexed. I’ve,” she couldn’t breathe and talk at the same time, “someone,” hell, she couldn’t breathe at all, “I’ve—”
Her vision swam, her lungs threatened to pop—and then she got what she wanted. She slipped out of her car, hit the ground, and went out like a light.
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Elias carried his sorceress inside and laid her on the couch. To touch her was unbearable; whoever had done this, they’d wanted everyone to stay away, and those thorns sprouting from her stomach certainly would’ve ensured it. They dug into Elias’s arms like razors; they threatened to bleed him, to lace him with poison as black as the branches themselves, and he bore it for the sake of getting his sorceress off the driveway.
Who did this?
Nadia mumbled something that he didn’t catch. Her brows were knit in pain, her skin glistening with sweat—and her phone, it buzzed again. Elias had slipped it into his coat pocket before he picked her up; he pulled it out and scanned the screen, where he caught some Lyle across the notifications:
I wasn’t trying to...


There was a fingerprint scanner at the bottom. Before he could think better of it, Elias unfurled Nadia’s clenched hands and touched her thumb to it; after two attempts, he unlocked the phone and opened the conversation. 
whatever u did to that latte hurt me btw; im in real pain

What do you mean? How are you hurt?

Nads? Are you okay?

Hello?

What do you mean, “hurt”?

Where are you?

I wasn’t trying to hurt you. It was just a little charm. I didn’t mean it to hurt.


Elias stared at the messages—swiped up, saw the long history of them, dating all the way back to January. This Lyle—from what messages he’d skimmed, it was a boy, then? He’d tried to charm Nadia—to what end? Why?
Do you mean to take her from me?
Nadia made another pitiful sound. Elias dropped the phone and found her curled up tight, and the thorns, the bramble—they were reaching further around her as if meaning to encase her. They grew from her stomach, curling through her chest and around her throat, roping up to her head, but they couldn’t get past her lips; a crown of embers encircled her head and kept the branches at bay. And behind the couch, hovering above her, was that blue, gold-winged creature. 
It had its sword planted in the ground, its wings tucked to its sides, and it lifted one spindly hand from the sword’s hilt to point to the woman. Elias waited for it to speak, but it said nothing.
“Do something.” Elias dared to speak to the creature, even as the light shining off its wings pierced his eyes. “What do you haunt her for, if not to help? Do something for her!”
Quiet.
The word ripped through Elias’s mind. It was the crack of a gunshot, that one word; it shredded his thoughts and seized his focus. Then the spirit pointed to him, as if that finger were a separate blade to hold under Elias’s throat.
You. Again, it pointed to Nadia. Cleanse her.
Then it was gone, and the sudden darkness its absence brought on made even Elias’s sight fail. He blinked until he could make out his sorceress in the low light again, and the glow of her phone, too, caught his attention. Whoever this Lyle was, he was calling her.
Elias couldn’t be bothered with the boy. His focus was on Nadia, on the tangle of dry branches digging around her. Cleanse her, the spirit said, but with what? Was he to douse her in grain alcohol and burn her, like he had all his memories? Then she’d be little more than smoke and ash to offer up on an altar to her God. What did the spirit expect him to do?
Smoke and ash. Elias eyed the circlet of embers; when he raised his hand to it, the circlet burned him before he could even get close. Low burning coals. Who made this circlet? Who warded the vines off her mind? So many questions, and his sorceress could answer none of them. But he had something. Living in his own veins, he knew he had embers not unlike those; he saw them as he lifted his hands. Saw the black smoke, the flickers of brassy orange, like torch-fire, that rose from his hand. Something infernal. Something wicked.
Something hot enough to burn.
He saw the bramble crushing his sorceress, saw the red heat rise from his hand, and without any hesitancy, he reached out to grab those branches. They stung him—nicked his skin, scraped him, tried to dig their own way into his veins. But he was full of those living coals, and the thorn that scraped him caught fire.
So he pushed it—the magic. Met the branches with it. Imagined it in his mind’s eye before he saw it with his true eye: the branches erupting in flame, burning up into ash, until his sorceress was wreathed in bright red fire. He worried for a moment, unable to separate magic from the mundane; he thought she might burn up with those branches, and the couch under her, too, but it never happened. The bramble simply burned away, until all that was left was the ball of dry roots that came from her stomach. Elias lifted her shirt, and yes, there it was: the black tangle of roots, writhing, smoking, yet already trying to grow again.
A latte? Coffee? Elias picked up her phone again. Seven missed calls from whoever this boy was. He opened it with her hand again and searched it, and he confirmed it: she’d gone out to some cafe with this person, drank something with him. Poison? No, it was clearly something spiritual, not anything a doctor might make an antidote for—but then what could—?
Fire. The idea came to him, as if whispered from beyond. Consume the fire.
Elias shot off the ground and rushed for the kitchen. Since Nadia made him that little pouch full of such seemingly mundane items, he’d asked her to explain them more—the herbs, the spices, that she wove into her spells. These were items anyone could find in any common market, and yet she’d claimed they had affinities, “talents,” and he sought some then, dried ones she’d brought over in little jars and cannisters for him to learn: cinnamon, allspice, clove. These had affinity with fire. But she couldn’t choke down dried sticks and berries.
Like to like. A drink, she’d drank something—so then this, too, he might make drinkable. Hot water. Like a tea—he’d seen Rose make tea with loose items like this, and maybe somewhere with the other utensils and such—
In one drawer, he found it: a mesh ball on a chain, with a hook on the edge to hang on a mug. He was thankful that he hadn’t thrown away any of Rose’s old things, or the appliances she used, like the microwave; he filled one of her old pink mugs with water and put it in the microwave until the water steamed, and meanwhile, he trapped those three ingredients in the mesh ball. Then he dropped it into the mug of hot water, where it sank to the bottom and began to infuse.
But Nadia, she’d done more than this. She’d prayed, and the items themselves—they exuded something, too, some power. She’d said the ingredients were alive somehow, with their own spirit. And that she’d exchanged all their prayers for a blessing from somewhere.
Elias had no one to pray to or draw blessings down from. He only had himself, and whatever strength lived in his veins. So he held the sides of the cup, even as it burned his skin, and did as she’d done with the pouch: infused it with magic. He hissed his demands of those spices over the surface of the water:
“Cleanse her. Burn away her affliction. Rid her of this evil.”
His strength left him. He felt it as he might feel blood draining from a human’s neck, and he leaned against the counter in case his knees buckled; it fled from him, filled the cup, and the water glimmered with burning shadow, the red embers sparkling in the murky dark. Whether this was safe to drink, he didn’t know. But it was all he had, and he brought it to his feverish sorceress. She was stirring, but not enough; he had to hold her up, tilt her head back, and pour some of the hot water into her mouth. Her eyes flew open, and she made a noise of complaint; the water might’ve still been too hot.
But when she saw him, and she registered what he held to her lips, she relaxed. Her own shaky hand supported the cup, and she drank it until there was nothing left. Elias took the cup, and she dropped back onto the couch.
And he marveled at how he could track the liquid through her skin—how it looked as if a river of magma slid down her throat and pooled into her stomach. The ball of roots cracked, hissed; its black branches caught fire, enveloped in the red glow, until it became nothing but ash, and all that was left was the red embers pooling in Nadia’s stomach. The skin was once again smooth, clear, and otherwise unmarked.
“Damn,” Nadia croaked. “Good shit. I didn’t even have to tell you what to do.”
Nadia. He brushed her hair away from her face. The skin was still cold and clammy; he felt the sweat at her hairline. “Are you alright?”
“Yeah, yeah, I’m fine.” She cleared her throat and rubbed her eyes. “I’m just... tired.”
“Sleep, then,” he insisted. He pulled down the blanket draped over the couch and spread it on her. “Rest.”
She stared at him. “But what about your lesson—?”
“I’ve had enough of a lesson tonight.” His sorceress settled down on her side, and he sat on the floor beside her. “Are you comfortable?”
“I’m fine.”
“Good.” Again, he brushed her hair aside—then pulled the elastic from it, so it wouldn’t bunch against her neck if she laid on her back. He put it on the coffee table. “When you wake, we’ll—”
When he faced her again, he found her eyes were already closed. Her breathing slowed, and she relaxed into the couch. The red glow of the tonic he’d given her already started to fade.
For a long time, he watched her, if only to make sure the curse didn’t come back again. Every passing moment made his own limbs heavier, however; his own exhaustion blanketed him, and with so much power gone from his veins, his throat became so dry, brittle as the bramble he’d burned. Each cold breath scraped down his throat, whistled past dry flesh, and when he swallowed, his throat cinched. 
When he was sure Nadia was asleep, he once again pressed her thumb to her phone and unlocked it. What he did was shameless, yes—but he needed a distraction from the thirst, and he wanted to know who this boy was that would poison this woman. Elias scrolled to the top of their conversation and read. 
Lyle Thornston. By time Elias was done reading, and looking for the boy online, he’d pieced together enough of a picture. He appeared human, yet according to his LinkedIn, he was recently hired at Hatcher & Sohn? Given they’d met during daylight hours, this might’ve been one of the many humans that would be bled dry and turned at Hatcher’s upcoming ball. In Elias’s winery, no less. But the nature of the messages—the many mentions of Hatcher and Sohn’s firm, and the many little suggestions for Nadia to come see it, to apply for some role or another there—made Elias’s jaw tighten. The boy had been trying to coax Nadia to that firm all month, and each time, she’d downplayed her skills and gracefully denied his attempts.
Elias grew uneasy. Even as a human, the boy wove magic that could injure his sorceress. Yet their messages didn’t suggest any malice from him. She didn’t text him any more cleanly than she texted Elias, but there were more of those emojis or some such—the sparkles, the smiling faces, the winks. It made her tone playful, even for all her misspelled, broken words; it made her sound sweet, cheerful. So impressed with the things he told her about Hatcher’s firm. So enthusiastic to meet with him.
The books and papers scattered around his house were interesting. Pleasant enough. Perfectly mundane in how they filled his head and left his chest empty. This, however, this single chain of messages, it gripped him. Consumed him and left his head so dreadfully quiet as he ate up the words. It stung him for reasons he couldn’t name, filled his mouth with bitter poison. Elias wasn’t a fool. He knew what the tone of these messages meant. He had no reason to mind it, either; he was Nadia’s employer, her student in this occult science. He was certainly not anyone that could walk in the sun with her, nor was he someone that had any reason to.
And yet… this boy, even if on accident, he’d done her harm, and it—
A rough breath snagged on his dry throat and almost made him choke. He dropped the phone and covered his mouth, stifling what would’ve been a cough that could wake his sorceress. He kept his hand over his mouth until something sharp pricked his lips and palm, and when he pulled his hand away, he ran his tongue over his venom-slicked fangs. Too dry—his throat burned with thirst. And beside him—gently, Elias took hold of his sorceress’s hand, slid her wrist out—beside him was a vein, pulsing with blood that he caught the scent of. Orange and sharp, young liquor, the fire of honey-gold daylight living in her. 
Elias glanced around, and when he could see no blue creature hovering over his sorceress with that sword in hand, he decided he wouldn’t try to find this Lyle. There was no need. If he was under Hatcher’s care, he was under Báthory’s eye, and that would cause Vovk too much trouble to meddle with directly. But there would be other opportunities to ruin him, Elias knew—and truthfully, he couldn’t fault the boy for his negligence, or the harm he’d done. Because as Elias's fangs hovered over Nadia’s arm, he knew he wasn’t any better. In fact, perhaps he was worse.
He whispered apologies into her skin. Then he pierced her wrist and drank.
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God, what the fuck… 
Nadia cracked her eyes open and immediately squeezed them shut again. Her head throbbed. If she didn’t know better, she’d have thought she spent the night getting blackout drunk with Lily in another Providence pub crawl. Her hairline was crusted with cold sweat and her mouth tasted like sawdust. And she felt heavy. Like a boulder, settled all nice and snug into an old couch.
Where the fuck am I?
By the grace of God and all His angels, she finally managed to look around. The couch that killed her back, the little T.V. she saw her crumpled-up reflection in, the old blanket draped over her, the weak light coming through the windows… it all made the air taste weird and the silence buzz in her ears, as it always did when she slept over someone else’s house. But this wasn’t just anyone’s house.
This was Elias’s house. And on the coffee table in front of her was her phone, sitting pretty on a wireless charger, along with her hair tie. There was also a glass of water and a little box of whole wheat saltines.
Where the hell’d he get these? Nadia rubbed her face and reached for that box. Maybe he ran to the gas station for it, because he didn’t keep food in the house besides the takeout he let Nadia order. 
She might’ve complained about only having crackers to chew on if her stomach didn’t still feel a bit weird. Whatever Elias did the night before broke Lyle’s charm, at least. Nadia finally understood why God told her to leave it be: that was as good a magic test as she could think to give, and he’d passed it with flying colors. 
Good man.
Halfway through her crackers, Nadia tapped her phone and paused. 3:07, it read—but it sure as hell wasn't three in the morning. A long, groaning fuck leaked out of her. There would be no pre-Lobster leg day at the gym, apparently. Best she could do was get home, quickly un-stink herself, and get back to work. 
When she stood up, though, her vision swam with spots, and she wasn’t able to see or hear for a second. Nadia stayed still until she didn’t feel like she was going to fall over. She shook her head, and that only made her dizzier to the point that she flopped back on the couch. And the nausea that hit her, God—that and the dizziness made her second guess operating a vehicle.
What the fuck? 
Nadia rubbed her temples. Her stomach twisted in knots, and her chest burned with acid reflux. She pulled herself up off that couch, slower this time, though her shaking legs made her sit right back down. The nausea didn’t let up, and she had a hard time seeing straight. Whatever Lyle did, it fucked her up good—and the thought of it only gave her heartache to match the heartburn.
Why would he do this to me? When Nadia took her phone off the charger, she saw the million notifications flash across the lock screen: calls, texts, all from Lyle. She opened them and ran through it, and from what she’d seen, it was apparently an accident, but... He’s good enough not to mess this up, I know he is, so how—?
It wasn’t like she was acting any different from when they were together. She was playing the sweet, friendly girl he knew, and shouldn’t that have been hint enough that she liked him? That he didn’t need to do weird shit like this to get her attention? Or should she have been flattered at the idea that he would try to get her attention at all, given nobody ever had before?
Nadia could already imagine what Lily would say. As Nadia called up the other managers, Maggie and Ellie, and eventually cajoled Ellie into covering her shift on such short notice in return for covering the next Sunday, she knew that she could never tell Lily about this. Not if she didn’t want Lily to send hell hounds after Lyle, or actually poison his next drink.
It took four rings for Lily to answer. “What’s up, bitch?”
“Hey, listen,” Nadia’s voice was raspy, even after half a glass of water, “I gotta call out.”
“What? You sick or somethin'?”
“No, but—”
“’Cause you sound like shit.”
Gee, thanks. “I’m not sick, but I’m just—I'm in a bit of a situation, alright? So I can’t make it in. I got Ellie to cover me.”
Lily went quiet. Then came a barrage of questions: “What kind of situation? You good? You need me to come get you from somewhere? What’s goin’ on? Where are you?”
“Oh my God, I’m fine, I’m just,” Nadia sighed, “it’s a long story.”
“And my shift doesn’t start until five, so start talkin’.”
Aw, shit. Lily had the Italian Mob Wife voice going on. If Nadia didn’t spill everything right then, she could count on Lily finding her location by some miraculous (or maybe illegal) method and busting through Elias’s window within twenty minutes. Nadia grumbled and chewed her lip, trying to figure out how to spin this whole fucking mess.
“So you know that new job I told you about? The winery?”
“Uh-huh.”
“Okay, so...”
And somehow, without mentioning vampires or Lyle, Nadia managed to give Lily a basic idea: she’d drank something that fucked up her stomach, and her darling boss Mr. Belevonis helped her out when she could neither drive nor take care of herself, and now she was sitting alone in his living room while he was... not there. Easy enough. Though every time she thought of the rot-gut latte in question, and Lyle, she got another wave of nausea that knocked her back down on the couch before she could finish her tale. No, this was nothing to feel flattered about, she decided. This was too rough to be an accident—but why would Lyle want to hurt her like this? It didn’t make any sense, and the confusion only made her feel more like shit.
So did the silence on the other end of the line. At one point, Nadia even pulled her phone off her ear to make sure the call was still connected, and right at that moment, of course, was when Lily finally decided to say something. 
“So you’re fuckin’ your boss, is that right?”
Nadia balked. “What—?”
“Is he hot?”
“Lily, we’re not—!”
“How long is it?”
“Stop it, you freak!” Nadia took her phone away from her ear to listen for any sign of life in the house. The kitchen clock said it wasn’t even four yet, but it got dark so fast. Who knew when Elias would be up? Nadia tried to shake the burn out of her cheeks and muttered, “Again, he’s my boss. And he isn’t the type of guy for me, anyway, so quit it.”
At least, he couldn’t have been, because God already pinned His blessing on someone else. On Lyle. Because of course she deserved a guy like Lyle. And based on how pale he looked, and the shit he’d said over coffee... maybe God wanted her to swoop in and get him away from vampires, and from that law firm. Maybe she was supposed to be part of some great cosmic lesson for him, or whatever.
No matter what the case was with Lyle, though, there was one thing she knew for sure when it came to Elias: if she ended up with someone like him, he’d probably expect her to stay home and not bother with work anymore. It’d make sense; he had money and time galore. But if she wasn’t willing to be a stay-at-home wife for whoever she’d be with one day—even Lyle—then she didn’t see how being a vampire’s personal court magician, living wine barrel, and fuck buddy would be any different. There would certainly be no marrying a vampire that would outlive her and forget she ever existed after a couple centuries. Even thinking that sounded stupid.
But Lily didn’t ease up. She squawked, “And who is?” Before Nadia could respond, Lily added, “You better not be talkin' about that nerd-ass ex of yours.”
Nadia’s mood withered. Her response sounded bitter even to herself, but she couldn’t help it; she was getting tired of Lily’s shit. “And what if I am?”
Lily made a sound halfway between a sigh and a groan. “Bitch, why? He’s a pain in the ass! He’s been in here every night lookin’ for you, and then when you are here, he just flaunts that lawyer girl around, or whatever the fuck she is!” She sucked her teeth and grumbled, “And he looks like he’d break in fuckin’ half if you sat on him, on top of it, which—”
“Will you stop?” Nadia ran a hand over her hair and snapped, “Listen, nothing’s going on; it’s just my boss. My ex is a bit clingy, sure,” and his stupid-ass charm almost put me out, okay, “but he’s a decent, normal guy. Seriously,” she huffed. Again, she listened for noise in the house, but she didn’t hear Elias moving around, and the sun was still leaking through the windows, so surely he was still asleep. Nadia muttered, “Quit hassling me. If I wanna date him again, I will, got it?”
Though when she blinked, trying to bring up memories of the coffee date again, all she felt was more of that bitterness. She didn’t see Lyle’s face in her mind’s eye, either, only the latte he’d charmed—though the taste she remembered wasn’t the latte at all, but whatever tea Elias had thrown together for her. That was charmed, too, she could tell. And even though it was too dark to see him, she remembered how he’d held her up, so she wouldn’t choke on it.
“I think you’re not tellin' me somethin’, but whatever,” Lily said, shattering Nadia’s memories. “You sure know best about men; you got the datin’ track record to prove it and everythin’.”
Oh, fuck you. Nadia clenched her jaw and snapped, “Lily, you don’t understand—"
“What don’t I understand? Try me. Because if that guy owns a whole-ass winery, he’s probably got some good money. And he did want a piece of you, you’d be a moron not to put it on a fuckin’ platter.”
Nadia groaned. There was no getting through to her. Nadia hissed, “It’s not all about the fucking money, kid!”
“Then what’s it about?”
“It’s—!”
“Because I’m gonna be real with you: I hate seein’ you play some Sugar Plum Princess shit every time your ex comes around. That ain’t you.”
Huh? It was Nadia’s turn to hit the mafia tone. “The fuck you talkin’ about?”
“That is what I’m talkin’ about. Every time that fancy little shit comes around, you’re all cute and cuddly and sweet-talkin’, like you’re a character that just popped out of a kid’s movie or some shit. It’s like, I don’t even know who the fuck you are when that happens. Gives me the creeps.”
Nadia frowned. Sugar Plum Princess, was that really how it came off when Nadia talked to Lyle? Nadia didn’t think so. She was just being nice. Her babcia told her all the time it wasn’t polite or ladylike or whatever to swear like she did, and Nadia never really gave a fuck—until Lyle flinched when she swore once over a broken zipper on her boots. Last time she ever did that in front of him.
“But whatever, man,” Lily said with a sigh. “If you’re so sure that’s your man, then go get him, I guess. Have a blast. Just don’t ask me to like it.”
Never asked you to, never will, but okay.
“Anyway, I gotta get ready for work, so I’ll see you when I see you.”
Then Lily hung up, and Nadia sighed. She tossed the phone on the coffee table and curled up tighter under that blanket. She understood Lily was looking out for her, or trying to, but Lily couldn’t keep a girlfriend for more than five minutes herself, so who was she to lecture Nadia about anything? Especially when it came to Lyle. She just didn’t know him, was all. Didn’t get what he meant to Nadia. At least, before the coffee thing.
It was an accident. She kept trying to tell herself that, but it didn’t sit right, and it only made her feel worse the more she repeated it. So her thoughts shifted into something easier to believe. Maybe God made it worse so Elias could practice on it.
But that felt even worse to think, so she pushed the whole ordeal out of her head and reminded herself of the good times with Lyle—that era when her babcia was still alive, calling her every week she was abroad and asking her to send back certain sweets and things they couldn’t get in the states. Those days, all Nadia had to worry about was the fun of the books she and Lyle read for class, and bar hopping late into the night, only to come home and dance in the kitchen to Depeche Mode until the sun came up. 
He was smart, and composed, and he always knew what to say and what to do when she was ramming her head against a particularly hard assignment. So what if she acted all sweet and nice with him? Why would she show him what a rough bitch she’d become since they’d parted ways, and everything around her back home fell to shit? With her babcia dying, and all the debts her deadbeat dad left still hanging over her head? 
Nadia didn’t even know the debt existed; babcia’d been paying them off for years without Nadia suspecting a thing. But she had to settle all that shit when babcia died, and between that and her student loan bills and everything else, it was just one shitshow after another. No wonder she never felt like she was getting anywhere. How could she, when the ground underneath her always seemed to be slipping away? Lyle said her magic didn’t work, but the reality was pretty simple. Without God, and without the magic Nadia did with Him, she wouldn’t even have the simple comforts she did: the roof over her head, a full pantry and fridge, warm clothes.
She wallowed in her thoughts while the sun sank behind the horizon. Between physically and mentally feeling like shit, she knew there was no way she could’ve gone to work. Calling out was the right choice. Though she couldn't have made that choice without Elias paying her as well as he did, that was for sure. He was a lifesaver in more ways than one—which was funny, all things considered.
So you’re fuckin’ your boss?
Nadia rolled over to bury her face in the couch’s back and groaned. Now that Lily put that thought there, she knew it’d never leave, like a splinter buried in her brain. But if she was all sweet and cute with Lyle to not put him off, then she was her raw self with Elias for precisely the opposite reason: because she knew nobody would ever like her real self, even if everyone said she had to be authentic when making first impressions. Her babcia was right: guys just didn’t go for that shit. Her past few years of flopped first dates was proof.
“Nadia, are you—?”
Nadia flinched and squeaked, “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!” 
She pressed a hand to her fluttering heart and rolled over to see Elias standing there, hair wet and leaving water tracks on his dark grey pullover. She looked past him to see the clock: 5:04 P.M. She’d been rotting there and feeling sorry for herself for well over an hour.
“I’m sorry.” Elias slipped into the living room and sat on the edge of the couch. “I didn’t mean to scare you. Are you feeling well?” He glanced at the empty box of crackers, the half-drank water. “Do you need anything?”
Whoa. Since when did a vampire act like a mother hen? That Cancer stellium he had must’ve been working overtime. Nadia eyed him, then shook her head and sat up. Her head swam a little, but she couldn’t lay there all day and all night.
“No, but I should probably get going.” Nadia tossed the blanket off and stood up. “I’ve caused enough—”
And then she was down again, woozy and nauseous. Elias had grabbed her hand and guided her back down before she could fall the wrong way. He held her upright while she tried to get her head on straight.
“Stay,” he whispered. “Rest.”
“But I’ve been doing that all day already—”
“It doesn’t matter. You can’t go anywhere like this.” 
Her head finally stopped spinning enough for her to look at him, and she went still. Was this how he looked when she’d gone down last night? So… intense? His eyes were glittering a dark, yet noticeable red, weighing heavy on her face, scouring every inch of her like he was looking for something. There was some warmth to his face, too, a lively glow—
Am I really lightheaded from the hex?
The thought came suddenly enough to shock her, and she tried to push it away, but it wasn’t going anywhere. She shrank from him and, unable to think of a way to put it delicately, she blurted, “Hey, did you… bite me while I was out? Or something? ‘Cause I can’t remember the last time a hex laid me out like this.”
He blinked. “Of course not,” he said, and his expression darkened. Elias’s gaze dropped to her stomach. “That ‘hex’ looked horrific. Like you had some great mass of thorns ripping through you.” He paused. “Are you saying you’ve experienced things like that before?”
Huh. It was weird, how nice he was being. Nadia didn’t trust it, but she didn’t have much of a choice but to take his word for it. She didn’t have any marks anywhere she could see—and she probably wouldn’t even if he had bitten her, if his super-spit could fix it. 
“A couple times,” she said with a shrug. Spirits and residual, location-specific curses could do some crazy things. Still, if Elias didn’t bite her, then it must’ve really been that bad of a hex. Which meant that there was no way Lyle could’ve done this on accident.
But why?
Nadia shook the thought away and studied Elias. She wasn’t sure if she should offer what she was about to, but with how he’d helped her yesterday, and how nice he was being, she knew his reaction would tell her everything: if he was being gentle because he saw her as a person, or as just another food source.
“You know,” she started, and her heart skipped as she gathered her words, “if you ever were thirsty or something while we’re together… you could just ask. To bite, I mean.” She rubbed her neck, and the words kept coming, especially as Lily’s words once again started spinning around her head. Her cheeks stung with her blush as she rambled on, “Unless it’s—unless that’s too, uh, weird. Or, like, inappropriate or something. Is it? Or is it not—? I mean—actually,” she shook her head, “never mind, forget I—”
“Nadia.”
The way he whispered her name made her heart skip again. She ducked her head; there was no way she could look at him. But then he put his hand under her face and forced her to look—and those garnet-colored eyes were practically on fire. Suddenly, he felt way too close.
“You shouldn’t offer that carelessly,” he whispered as his fingers slipped from her chin down to her throat. 
“Uh—”
“Don’t offer it to anyone else.”
Her face went red-hot under his stare. Maybe it was inappropriate, if he was going to act like that. “It’s not, like,” she pushed his hand off her, “an intimate thing, is it? I just thought—”
“No,” he said, maybe a little too fast, as he took her wrist in his hand. “Not at all. But some might hear an offer like that and… take advantage.”
The way he looked at her when he said that did nothing to help her burning cheeks. His hold on her wrist didn’t, either. She looked away and took a few deep breaths, reciting drink recipes, class rosters, anything in her head to get her mind off the fact that he was touching her. And looking at her with those glittery red eyes.
“You should eat,” he said, his voice scattering her thoughts. “You can have something delivered here, if you’d like.”
“What? But no, I,” she chewed her lip and finally got the courage to look at him, “really, I don’t wanna bother you more than I have. I can go and make something at home—”
Elias shook his head. “Stay.”
But— “I don’t think I’ll be able to do a shift at the winery later, either, though.” Especially because this was now her only day off for the week, technically.
“Then you won’t.”
“But don’t you have things to do? I can’t just camp out here while—”
“Nadia,” he said, and even though he gave her a small smile, there was no more room for debate in his voice, “it’s fine. I have nothing to do tonight that I can’t do another time. Though if you’d prefer to be alone—”
Nadia shook her head, only to clutch it when it started spinning again. She really didn’t want to be alone, not when her thoughts kept drifting back to stupid places—though Elias himself was about to be the source of many more dumb ideas. At least, though, if she had some company, she could talk about anything else. Occupy her mind with whatever million and two things she could talk to Elias about. Maybe he could tell her some stories. Surely he had more than a few, what with being nearly six hundred years old. Or maybe they could play a game or something. She'd brought her PlayStation 5 over a while ago and started showing him all the cool sorceries in Elden Ring, so he might get some more ideas for conceptualizing spellwork with raw energy.
Listen to me. Her heart fluttered as, once again, her thoughts went stupid. It’s not like he’s my friend or anything.
Yet as she grabbed her phone and went surfing through local places that delivered, Elias looked through them with her and let his shoulder bump against hers. Neither of them moved away. Neither did it seem like either of them wanted to. Nadia couldn’t help but feel like boss and employee, or teacher and student, just didn’t really cut whatever was going on between them anymore—and she didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing. All she knew was that, for at least that night, she'd let those thoughts be a problem for another time.
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Elias didn’t wake from any nightmares of Wallachia that night. But that didn’t mean he was any less haunted. 
He’d woken up with that little purple pouch clutched tightly in his hands, and in the darkness, his dreams still danced across his mind’s eye: dreams of his sorceress in his house, with particular focus on the red flush that had started to creep into her cheeks over the past week. How it enchanted him, that color—and how he enjoyed watching her, when she would turn on her music and sway to the beat, as if trying to funnel the music’s essence into any sigils or charms she’d demonstrate for him. How it amused him, when she would muddle ingredients together like some old apothecary in his basement, explaining each item as she went. Mint is good for boosting intellect and communication, she would say; cucumber is associated with the moon. 
Such nonsense. And yet, as she spoke, her magic would infuse into those ingredients; they would shine back as if to answer her call, sparkling blue and green and yellow, creating what was to his bewitched eyes a dazzling elixir from an otherwise mundane cocktail. Then she would press a sweating glass of mint, cucumber, tonic, and white rum to her temples to cool her faint blush—only to catch his eye and turn a ripe shade of crimson all over again. Almost as red as when she’d first appeared to him as a specter.
He understood why a human would turn red like this, and yet he wasn’t sure what inspired it in her. She wasn’t the type of creature to be fooled into opening their homes to him; she was not the rebellious daughter of rural farmers, or the lonely wife of a touring soldier, that she would so easily open her window or her doorway to invite him in. He’d done nothing to coax her into a night of sighs that would turn to panicked screams and eerie, bloodless silence an hour before sunrise. And yet she flushed just as his favorite prey as a young, irreverent vampire had, peering up at him through dark lashes.
These were the things he wanted to keep buried. These were the phantoms that haunted him still, that he thought he’d buried under all his books—memories that she uncovered with a look, and with the nervous twist of her fingers around her glass.
And for her to turn deep red like that, it cast the scent of her blood out like perfume, radiating those bright notes of citrus, the liquor-sting of her magic underneath. That was what he’d tasted when he drank from her wrist directly: her magic, her life, hot on his tongue and searing down his throat. It set his veins on fire; it mixed her magic with his and made him buzz with energy, as if he could’ve stayed awake for three nights straight.
But he’d taken too much, and it’d made her weak the next morning, too weak. The only flaw in her blood was that, when taken directly from her vein, it had a stringent quality. One that dried his tongue as soon as he lifted his lips from her skin and tempted him to return for more. It took all of his will to restrain himself and detach from her wrist, and even though it’d been just over a week since that bite, he still wished for her blood, craved it to the point that he had to dig his teeth into his tongue to distract himself from the thought of it.
You could just ask. To bite, I mean.
Such a terrible offer. She didn’t know what she’d promised him. He would kill her. Lose himself in the taste of her and drink her down to nothing. And then he would be exactly what Cormier thought he was: a monster good for nothing but destruction. 
Regarding Cormier, his sorceress had said he needed a mentor. In what? The boy’s days of misery were behind him. If he remained a maladapted fool, even with a safe place to rest each morning and ample stores of blood that required no killing, then it was his own fault if he fell to pieces. Elias had nothing to teach him that could be learned through talk; everything Elias knew came from years of desperate will to live. If Cormier didn’t have that, then no mentorship would save him. It was useless.
Though the way he looked at the sorceress—the way he smiled, laughed, unbent his back, and the things he spoke about, like music and whatever online personalities they watched—perhaps he should’ve asked Nadia to do whatever it was she thought the boy needed, if she hadn’t clearly taken it upon herself to do so already. If she saw that will to live in him was only buried, and she knew how to dig it out, then why not let her? 
Elias thought he might observe her interactions with the boy and the other staff as much as with her magic. He’d begun losing hours in the winery, sneaking downstairs as a fly or a spider, hiding under the racks of glasses, listening—and because of her easy presence, he heard more about that boy’s contempt for his own kind than Cormier ever would’ve let Elias hear otherwise.
“I’d watch out if I were you,” he’d said when Nadia asked him why he went so quiet around Elias. “Boss ain’t any different than anyone in that dining room. Neither am I, for that matter.”
“Aw, c’mon. Neither of you are—“
“I mean it, Nadia.” Cormier had held a wine glass’s stem tightly between his fingers. “You don’t know the type of shit he’s asked me to do.”
“Like?”
The glass had hit the counter with a sharp clink. “Like catch and clean up his meals, for one. Every month, he wants a fresh one, and then I gotta turn it into garden tea—except for last month. I don’t know what he did, but I don’t doubt he’ll text me soon, asking for another body off Atwells Ave or something.” Cormier had sighed while Nadia stayed silent; for whatever reason, she hadn’t told Cormier that Elias had already revealed his habits to her. “He just drinks them to death and leaves their bodies lying there like butcher scraps. Doesn’t give a damn about people. And I’m in no place to refuse when he tells me to go get him a meal, given what I’ve done.”
“Which is…?” When Cormier had started fussing with something in the small refrigerator, Nadia had crossed her arms and huffed, “Dude. You can’t keep hinting at these things and never tell me what your issue is. C’mon. Let’s hear it.”
And that was how Elias finally learned what Cormier had never told him, and what Elias had never bothered asking: that where Dracula took young men as his own type of hellish soldiers against the Ottomans, Cormier’s patriarch, Jacques St. Germaine, took young men as meat rabbits—as disposable things, only good for keeping him flush with blood enough to look lively and friendly as he hosted his parties in high society. That practice had gone on for decades, with St. Germaine’s favorites being made into vampires to occupy the nights with, and Cormier had been pushed to patricide when, after promising to exchange his humanity for his brother’s freedom from the whole House, Cormier had found his brother’s arm in the pile of scrap to be decomposed for St. Germaine’s gardens anyway.
“I burned down the whole villa,” Cormier had told her. “The whole thing. With everyone inside. St. Germaine, the other rabbits—everyone. Then I ran north like the Devil was at my heels. Mr. B took me in, but not because he wanted to. It was the big guy from Diduch that put him up to it. He hates my guts, though, I can tell. And I’m not too keen on him either. He’s just another messed up freak like the rest of them—of us.”
The whole time he’d spoken, Nadia had only leaned against the counter and listened. Elias had hoped she would say something in his defense—though hearing Cormier’s story, he would’ve understood if she’d agreed. He found that story distasteful, despite his own bloody history.
“Jeez, man. I’m sorry you had to go through that,” she’d finally said, “and I don’t wanna upset you, ’cause I know this is a raw topic for you, but… I dunno, I don’t think it’s fair lump Elias in with the rest of them—“
“Didn’t you hear what I told you? About what he has me do?”
“Yeah, he’s already told me about that.” When Cormier had gone quiet, Nadia shrugged. “It sounds like he was at least letting people go quick and easy. Can’t compare that to what you dealt with, I don’t think, so—“
“It’s still murder, Nadia. And he does it every month.”
“Except last month.”
“A fluke. He wants a fresh body every month on the twelfth; he’ll text me again tomorrow night—“
“And if he doesn’t?” Nadia’s voice had gone hard. “If he never does again?”
“Then there’ll still be other things he does that’ll be just as bad. I’m serious, Nadia. Mark my words: one day he’ll do something you can’t spin in your head, and you’ll regret thinking he’s anything other than what he is.”
She’d only shrugged, unphased. “I guess time will tell.”
But it was true. Elias was a killer as much as any other vampire. His hands weren’t clean and hadn’t been for centuries. Nadia didn’t know the extent of his past, the types of victims he sought, those beautiful women like unblemished lambs. She didn’t know what he allowed to go on in his winery, with the other Houses hosting their induction ceremonies there, or the equipment the winery had for each House’s draconic disciplinary rites that preceded said ceremonies. 
Still, Nadia’s faith in Elias touched him, and for her sake, he hadn’t texted Cormier—though he doubted he would’ve been able to stomach another woman’s blood anyway, what with the taste of his sorceress occupying his every thought. Still, he had to admit that Nadia was naïve. Either that, or she was much more dangerous than he thought, with or without that strange blue creature that guarded her, if she could afford to be so trusting.
Elias sighed. He couldn’t spend much more time thinking of it that night, anyhow. There were many other things to attend to—like Hatcher & Sohn’s induction ceremony, which the law firm couldn’t have made more of a nightmare to organize if they’d come to burn his winery down first. Even with the firm’s partners in exile after Hatcher’s slaughter of the DuPonts, they still had to have oversight of every event detail through their marketing lackeys, so as to make sure their patriarch recognized them as the ones bringing new members into the House with these grand festivals.
“They rejected the amount of wine you outlined for the event,” Rose said. She’d slipped into his office a moment earlier, and she didn’t meet Elias’s eye; her gaze stayed on the desk. “And they’re inviting us to a dinner at the Levi to discuss the contract in person. I guess they’ve had enough of going back and forth with me…” 
Elias looked at the e-mails Rose had printed for him. He slid them closer and scoured the text, though of course, neither Hatcher nor Sohn would’ve dirtied their own hands to write anything. Rather, it was the marketing director, a certain Emily Westenfelder, who dear Rose had been fielding e-mails from, and based on the e-mail history he leafed through, it seemed the firm was keen on getting what they demanded, both in bottles and in equipment for live casks.
“Tomorrow, then? At the Levi?” Elias frowned at the pile of e-mails. Ms. Westenfelder mentioned a maximum of a party of six were invited to dinner that Friday, specifically with the marketing team—though who they thought Elias would bring was a mystery to him. “Fine.”
Rose’s head shot up. Her eyes were glassy with her worry, the normal warmth in them gone cold and waterlogged; between that and how ashen she’d become, it was clear she’d been agonizing over this since he came in for the night.
“You’re actually going?”
“Do I have a choice?”
By the way Rose deflated, she knew the answer. She’d said it herself already: there was nobody that could say no to a member of House Báthory, not if they didn’t want to suffer for it in some way. Even Vacher, as established as they were in the northern parts of the state, had to play nice if they didn’t want a headache on their hands. But then, to Elias’s surprise, Rose straightened her shoulders and blinked some of her worry away.
“I want to go, too, then.”
Elias shook his head. “No.”
Rose blinked, then planted her hands on the desk. “What—Elias, as your event manager, I should be there for—“
“No, Rose.” He shook his head again. “This isn’t just an event; this calls for dealing with vampires who have no love or care for humans. You can hardly stand to be around Cormier.” 
“Well, that’s because…” 
Her words faltered, but her wide eyes swallowed her face. Elias regretted to see it, but they both knew what he said was true. If not for the fact that he raised her, he didn’t doubt she’d keep her distance from him, as well.
Rose’s brows set hard in her resolve. When she found her voice again, she said, “You shouldn’t be going to meetings alone, Elias.”
“And I won’t. Mark down Ms. Wojcik as my companion for this meeting. Cormier, too.”
If anyone could offer assistance for whatever tricks Hatcher’s people threw at him, it would be his sorceress. Cormier was just extra presence.
“Nadia?” Rose stared at him with all expression wiped from her face. “You’re going to take someone who’s only been here for a month? She doesn’t know enough about the vineyard to be able to help you out, Elias.” When Elias didn’t answer and instead shifted to open his e-mail client on his computer, she huffed. “Elias, you don’t really believe her, do you? About the… magic? That’s not real. Right?”
Elias paused. He looked at her, and with a sigh, he said, “It’s real.”
Rose blanched. “It is not.”
“It’s what she’s been teaching me this whole time.” Elias opened a new e-mail and scoured the print-outs for this Westenfelder woman’s address. “It’s as real as any glamor you’ve seen Cormier or I put on the staff.”
He typed Westenfelder’s e-mail in, CC’d Rose, and the girl’s voice floated over the clicking of his keyboard.
“If she’s going,” Rose said, “then I definitely want to go. And no, I don’t care if there will be vampires there,” she added when she saw him open his mouth. “I have to get over that eventually, don’t I? I can’t just hide from them forever. And,” she pointed to the e-mails on the desk, “it’s my job. You shouldn’t stop me from doing my job.” 
I should’ve never given you this job. Elias tried to find something gentler to say, but she barraged him with more of her pleading before anything came to mind.
“Please, Elias, do you know how it makes me feel? To be the event manager and constantly be shuffled off somewhere every time the vineyard holds, you know, an event?“ She twisted her fingers together. “I have to—I mean, you’ll turn me soon, and then… I’m going to have to be around vampires all the time anyway. Not like you can throw a rock without hitting one around here.” She tried to smile, but it seemed more like a wince. “Right?”
The girl was rambling. Even as she tried to put on a brave face, her hands trembled. Rose was still a child in the end: one whose parents had been butchered after they’d hid her under the floorboards of their home. She had every right to be fearful, and every right to avoid meetings like these until she could stand on her own among his kind, as his kind. But to say any of that would only upset her further, so he tried to soften it.
“I made a promise to keep you safe, Rose,” he said. “I didn’t keep you as long as I have to let something happen to you now. There’s no need for you to be present in an event to do a fantastic job organizing it, like you’ve already done. Let me take over for now.”
Rose held his stare. Her voice was thick as she said, “You did hire me here as a real employee, didn’t you?” 
Elias’s hands hovered over his keyboard. “Yes, but—“
“Because I need to do a real job here, Elias. I need to be there for the sake of organizing the details of all of this and giving a real estimate of what we can handle; hearing it secondhand will just make things harder than they need to be,” she insisted. Rose’s hand landed on Elias’s elbow, and when he looked at her, she made sure her stare pierced him through, so earnest was she—though her voice grew louder and shriller with each sentence. “I’m not just some kid you’re watching for who-knows-how-long. I’m your employee. I’m my own person; I can make my own choices. I’ve already been going back and forth with these people via e-mail! Wouldn’t it be weird if I wasn’t there? Let me be there with you in person, too! It’ll be fine, really—!”
“Rose, you know I hate when you whine.”
She flinched as if he’d shouted at her. Rose’s lip trembled; a thin film of tears made her eyes gleam. He sighed. The tears were more obnoxious than the whining. But she had a point. Neither Hatcher nor Sohn were ever at smaller events like these; they were exiled still, not due back until well after Rose’s own induction. It was the ball he had to worry about keeping her away from, what with so many of that House there to possibly recognize her, like their patriarch. And she did keep her hair a very different shade than the starry blonde she’d been born with, and she’d changed her name…
“Fine,” he said, “you can go. But you will not go anywhere unattended. Cormier will drive you.”
He hoped that last part would make her reconsider, given how she avoided Cormier as much as possible, but no. Rose blinked her eyes clear of tears, sat up straight, and nodded. “Thank you. I’ll do my best.”
Rose. “I know. Go home now. It’s late.”
“Okay, okay. But,” Rose stood up and peered at him as if trying to see inside his head, “are you… do you want me to get you something to drink? Or do you maybe…?” She rolled up her sweater sleeve and held out her wrist. “Do you need any—?”
Elias watched the vein pulse in her arm. Even though his throat tightened as he listened to her heartbeat, and his breathing whistled past his parched flesh, he shook his head. “No. I’m fine, thank you.”
“Are you sure? You sound a little—“
“I’m sure.” He would choke down a glass of something downstairs before he went to his sorceress. “Go get some rest now.”
Then he turned back to his computer and ignored her until he heard the office door open and close. When he swallowed, his throat complained; he was thirsty beyond measure, but what he had available to him—the bottles of his own vineyard, the fresh blood dear Rose offered him—he could hardly bear it. Compared to his sorceress’s blood, all of the rest tasted like refuse on his tongue, or like syrup sweet enough to make him gag. The single glass of old blood he forced down every other night became more like medicine than sustenance.
After another half hour or so of trying, and failing, to read any of the reports from distributors and amended retailer agreements, he found his phone in his hand, his messages with Nadia open. His thoughts kept drifting back to Rose. Surely she would be fine at the dinner; he would be there, Cormier would be there. His sorceress—she could do things he’d never seen another vampire do. It would be fine.
And yet he sent a text anyway. 
Call me when your shift is over.


It acted as an alarm when his phone finally rang. He took it as his sign to log off and shuffle some of his files away. Elias picked up on the fourth ring, though seeing his sorceress’s name on his phone’s screen speared him like a scorpion’s sting; his chest bloomed with pain that made him short of breath.
What is—?
“Hey. What’s up?”
Elias rubbed the odd sensation away. “I want you to do something for Rose tonight.”
“Rose?” She paused, then muttered, “Did something happen, or—?”
“No. But I am concerned for her.” His hand stayed pressed over his dead heart. “I want to know how I might keep her safe even when I can’t be beside her. Is that something you can teach me?”
“Oh, I mean—yeah, I guess. But what do you mean, concerned? That’s a little ominous.”
He sighed. “I’ll explain when you arrive.”
“Alright. Catch you in fifteen, then. But listen: doing something for Rose is gonna cost you extra.”
Elias blinked. “Hmm?”
“You heard me. Get me a real dinner sometime, will you? Getting sick of ordering take-out all the time.”
Then the line went dead. Elias huffed and packed up his things; the sorceress’s request was soon forgotten, given his worries about Rose.
When he arrived home, she pulled into the driveway shortly after. Nadia dumped her things by the door after he let her in; she was lost in thought to the point that it was as if she didn’t even see him. She certainly didn’t see the pile of books she tripped on and knocked over, though that finally made her focus enough to huff and glare at him. He hadn’t thought to move that pile, admittedly.
“You know why you don’t like garlic?” It was forgotten soon enough, what with how Nadia rumbled through his kitchen, tearing through cupboards and utensil drawers.
“I don’t have any, if that’s what you’re getting at.”
“Well, no shit.” She paused at the kitchen island and looked around with her hands on her hips. “I’m looking for salt.”
“I don’t have that, either.”
“Oh, Goddamn it.” She dropped her elbows hard on the island, then rubbed her mascara-smeared eyes. “Of course not. Anyway, garlic—know why you don’t like it?”
He joined her at the island and mirrored her, leaning on his elbows and forearms. “Because it stinks.”
Nadia snapped her fingers and stood up straight. “Yes! Exactly! The sulfur—evil spirits hate it.” 
So I’m an evil spirit? The thought reminded him of Cormier’s words, and it brought back that venom-sting in his chest. She isn’t wrong.
“And people figured that out,” she continued, waving her hands as she spoke, oblivious to him and his darkening thoughts, “so they’d do shit like braid up garlic to hang over their doorways and whatever. Apotropaic, learn that word,“ she said as she shook a finger at him. “A lot of things are apotropaic; they protect by keeping nasty shit out.”  
Though of course, he could guess the word’s meaning easily enough: it came from apotropaios. Something awful, it meant: something that could avert other horrible things with its own wretchedness. Was that was he was to her, then? A wretched thing? Even after the weeks they’d spent side by side, sometimes so close that their shoulders touched? And even when she praised him for the magic he managed to perform for her sake?
Am I so terrible to you? Perhaps she’d seen him in her own witchery, whatever she did when she wasn’t with him—seen into his head, maybe, and seen all his history laid out behind him, like one long, bloody road.
Nadia counted her fingers on one hand. “Things that are blessed at a church, things that stink or are otherwise nasty—sulfur, piss, shit, all that—things that are sharp, like teeth or thorns, all that unpleasant stuff keeps all kinds of spirits, and usually also people, away. So if you had some fucking salt, maybe I could make some holy water or something, but—oh, wait.”
She snapped out of her reverie as if she’d walked into a wall. She stared at him, her mouth wrenched into the same pout she always made when thinking too hard, and she ran a hand over the strands of hair that had come loose from her hair-tie.
“Probably can’t use any of that in your winery, huh? Because it’ll mess with you and your clients, too.”
This time, Elias couldn’t keep the question in his head. “You think I’m an evil spirit?”
“What? No.” Nadia blinked at him as if he’d asked if he could make wine out of rocks. “The hell?”
His breath finally came to him and inflated his lungs. The ease in which she’d answered him lifted some of the pressure from his chest—though the sting remained. It didn’t make the fact of his nature any less wretched, even if she could deny it, but he believed her when she said no—especially since she moved on from the question as easily as blinking. 
“But you don’t like my amulets, and Liam got his shit rocked with just a touch of my rings,” she mused, “so obviously, whatever I might do against spirits of any kind probably affects you, too, in some way.“ Nadia paused, crossed her arms, and eyed him. “So... what else can we do?”
He was as lost as her. “Anything. It’s my kind I want to keep her from. Let it hurt us; it’s necessary.”
Nadia rolled her eyes. “Uh-huh. Okay. Before you go fall on your sword, though, the problem is that anything I would have you do, if it’s supposed to hurt vampires, will also hurt you. Which would make it hard to do the thing in the first place, y’know?“ She took her teeth between her lip and chewed it, arms crossed, and then she glanced at him. “Gimme the run-down, by the way. Why’s Rose in trouble?”
Ah. Elias had promised to tell her, and he did then: he told her about the dinner invite to discuss the contract, the reasons for needing the security. But when he told her that he needed her to go, as well, she sucked her teeth and slapped his arm.
“Dude! Goddamnit, you gotta give me more than a day’s notice for shit like this.” She tore her phone out of her pocket and started texting someone. “You better hope the other managers can cover my shift, or we’re fucked.”
“Can’t you say you’re sick?”
“Not if I wanna keep my job, man. I already played that card once this month.”
He found himself reaching a finger for the bone in her wrist. It jutted out in such a way that he was curious to feel how the skin draped over it. “You can work more at the winery.”
“Yeah, no,” she said while tucking her phone back into her pocket. Before her rebuff could bruise him, her eyes lit up. “Oh! I know.” 
Then she hurried around Elias, out of the kitchen, and she scoured the floors. Eventually, she found the purse she’d thrown by the door. After rummaging through her bag, she pulled two cards out, then came back to Elias in the kitchen. She slapped them on the counter and tapped one of them: a card that said Berith. 
“Here we go,” she said, nodding, as she slid that card to him. “This’ll do for you, I think.”
The card had a man with a crown on it, though his head seemed far too big for his body. He rode a decorated horse. The other card that Nadia kept close was one that said Seehiah, and on it was a rather typical depiction of an angel, nude and carried on massive wings, with a red rod of Asclepius. On both cards were other strange symbols that Elias vaguely remembered from decades prior, when he bothered to peer into such manuscripts on spirits he wasn’t quite sure existed. That angel’s card, however, glowed in a way the demon’s card did not, and it made him squint.
“I can ask Duke Berith to help you,” she said. “This is old theory, but it works, y’know? Back in the day, if people had trouble with a demon or an evil god, they would just call up a stronger demon—like how people in ancient Mesopotamia called Pazuzu to deal with Lamashtu. It’ll cost us both, though. Do you have anything that’s real gold?”
Oh, creature, he ignored the quip about demons defeating demons and rubbed the sting from the angel card’s glow out of his eyes, what are you going to do?
He found out soon enough. With one of Elias’s old rings he’d lifted from the corpse of some rich man in 17th century France, and with a previously unopened bottle of pinot noir from the small wine rack in his kitchen, he met Nadia downstairs. She’d ransacked his home for any candles she could find, and for a brass bowl that he’d kept stray trinkets in and stashed in the drawers of the T.V. stand. Where she’d emptied the trinkets into was anyone’s guess.
“Perfect, good,” she said when she saw what he had. On the bar table itself, she’d set that card down, then lit several white candles around it and put the empty brass bowl before it. “Now, keep in mind this is not how you’re normally supposed to do this; this is some folk bullshit conjuring method I made up, but I mean,“ she grinned at him, winked, “I got some history with the Duke, so this should work. He’s great; I think you’re gonna like him. And if shit goes sideways,” she tapped the angel card, “maybe we can call up my guardian to help us out. Have you seen him, by the way?” Nadia peered up at him. “Blue-looking thing? White-gold wings?”
An angel. Was that what the creature was? Elias remembered how it’d held a finger to its lipless face and begged for silence, so he shook his head. “No.”
“Oh.” Her face fell, and it stung him to see it. “Alright, well, there goes that idea, then. We’ll just have to be careful.”
Then she took the paring knife and held it, and her thumb, over the bowl.
“Nadia!” Her name ground through his teeth like wheat through a millstone. “What are you—?”
“Shut up; we gotta do it. It’s how I’m gonna introduce you to him.” She shook her head as if he were some fussing nanny, but she hesitated with the knife on the pad of her thumb. The ice in her eyes froze him at the counter, and as she studied him, she muttered, “You cannot freak out, okay? You gotta keep a handle on yourself. Can you do that?”
Could he? Just the thought of her blood had his mouth burning with venom. But as he looked at this outlandish set up, and as he stared at that crowned man on the card, he found his curiosity outweighing any restraint or caution he might’ve had for his sorceress. He nodded, and Nadia nodded in kind—and then she split her thumb.
Elias backed away and pressed a hand over his nose and mouth. The scent hit him so quickly, pulled on him so strongly, that his fangs already pressed their points into his lip; the warmth radiating off her blood, as if imbued with the essence of the sun, rattled his nerves. A few garnet drops disappeared into the bowl before Nadia glanced at Elias.
“Stitch it up?” She turned her opened thumb to him. “Please?”
You stupid thing. He’d killed many who tempted him with less. Many women had pricked their fingers, breasts, or neck, taunting him, thinking him little more than a mindless animal they could enslave with the promise of fresh blood and a night of pleasure—or a coward they could threaten with destruction at the hands of an angry village, should he not bring them what they wanted. Jewels, gold, fine clothes, the hearts of those betrothed to their unrequited loves. He’d played their fool for a night, maybe even a week, until he was sick of their taste, and then their necks cracked as easily as those of the chickens in their yards. 
Yet there she was, offering herself freely. No expectation of anything glimmered in her eyes, save that he would seal the cut she’d made. More blood dripped into the bowl and coated the brass. He watched that rich red river flow from her thumb, frozen, not daring to—
“Elias!” Nadia snapped her fingers on her other hand. “Today, please! Just,” she shook her bleeding hand, sending another few drops into the bowl, “come on. Quit dreaming.”
Fine. If she insisted, who was he to deny her? The scent of her blood addled his senses; his body pulled him near before his mind could conjure reasons to keep away. He took her wrist and ran his tongue over the cut until his venom stitched her skin together—and the blood, it lit him on fire. Just a taste, and it ruined him; it left his mouth dryer than before, begging him to bite and drink until he was blood-drunk.
It was only when Nadia gently tugged her hand away that he realized he’d been watching the pulse in her wrist.
“Mm, alright,” she said, watching him carefully, “ring in the bowl, please.”
He held her gaze as he dropped the ring into her blood—and there it was again. The creep of color, the red flush, that made her look away before he could cool his own desire in the blue of her eyes. His skin prickled with gooseflesh; his hands twitched towards her, the blood stinging his tongue like acid—
“And the bottle, open it.” 
She stared at the counter, waiting for him to crack the wine’s seal. Her heart fluttered in her chest; he heard its erratic beating, heard it skip as he came close enough to take the wine from the counter. As his chest brushed her back, her throat bobbed with a hard swallow. It dragged his eye to her neck, to the thin blouse he could’ve so easily torn away— 
Nadia reached a hand to his thigh and squeezed it hard. Her nails dug through his trousers, and the sharp pain snapped his thoughts back to the bar counter. 
“Focus.” Then, after he’d collected himself enough to open the wine, she pointed to the bowl. She never looked at him. “A little wine in there, please. A shot’s worth, or maybe half a glass. Don’t overflow the bowl.”
He stared at the bowl that, had he less restraint, he might’ve stolen from whatever “demon” Nadia meant to summon. Elias tipped the bottle, watched the wine mix with her blood, the rich stuff drowning out her scent, and it all swallowed the ring until there was nothing but a dark pool.
“Good.” 
Once he’d set the bottle down, Nadia snatched his hand and pulled him against her back. She slashed a cut into the meat of his palm, just below his thumb. The sting startled him enough that he flinched, but she held his wrist tight and watched as black ichor dripped from his hand into the bowl; it disappeared into the wine. 
His other hand landed on her shoulder, his grip matching hers, and he felt her tremble under his palm. After five drops, Elias pulled his hand away and licked his own wound closed, and he managed to step away from his sorceress before the heat radiating off her could ruin what little sense he had left. His gaze tore off her and landed on the bowl.
The bowl of both of their blood, mixed in wine—something even he, for all his disappointment with man’s superstitions, shuddered to witness.
“Alright, now,” Nadia cleared her throat and opened her palms up to this makeshift altar, “you, my friend, will be the John Dee to my Edward Kelly. Except, well,“ she cocked her head back and forth, “with a demon instead of angels, but whatever, same idea.”
Who?
“Pay attention,” she said, and she gave him a sharp, reproachful look. “Make sure you remember everything Duke Berith says. Anyway, here we go.”
Then, with great fascination, Elias watched. Yes, she’d done magic in front of him before—charmed the little purple pouch, twisted shapes of raw power in her hand, infused her power into her drinks and recycled it back into herself. But she’d never performed in front of him like this, and as she chanted some strange collection of sounds, her magic poured into the altar until it shined like a pool of starlight.
“Duke Berith,” she said, “come close. Hear my call, wherever you are. I have gifts for you, and I hope to beg a favor from you in exchange for them.”
Something changed in the air. Elias felt the weight of some other consciousness; something had come around, and its essence skittered across his skin like stray, snapping embers from a great fire. It didn’t feel like his sorceress’s magic, whatever this was; it pricked his back and arms like hot steel needles, and a shudder rippled down his spine. It felt as if someone were standing right behind him. When he turned to look, however, nobody was there.
What is this—?
“Please accept these gifts of wine, blood, and gold, and in return, hear my request,” she said again. “I wish to introduce you to this man, Elias Belevonis, who seeks your help.”
When Elias turned back, he gasped. Behind the bar was a figure that made heavy dread knot in Elias’s stomach: a man, a noble soldier, tall enough to look down on Nadia. He was a beautiful, well-groomed lord in red armor, with straight black hair perfectly cut to his chin, hard brows and a straight nose, pallid, waxy skin, a fine golden-hilted sword at his hip and a lustrous golden crown on his head—all of which made him more human-looking than whatever his sorceress called her angel.
Nadia’s head lifted. She looked directly at Duke Berith, yet as her head twitched side to side, Elias knew: she couldn’t see him. Nadia asked over her shoulder, “Is he here?”
Then this demon lifted his head, too—looked at Elias with watery, pale eyes that, even though they seemed little more than the mist and clouds of coming rain, still pierced him through. The demon’s lips stretched in a cruel, curling smile.
“Yes,” Elias rasped.
“Thought so. Now pray. Tell the Duke what we’ve called him here for.”
Pray. When was the last time Elias prayed to anything? He stared at the smiling demon and couldn’t help but feel ridiculous; he was at a loss as to where to begin with any concept of prayer. It’d been hundreds of years since he dared to whisper to any Saint or angel, and especially to God. After becoming what he was in that musty, cold cell in Wallachia, he didn’t see the point in speaking to empty air, to a God he couldn’t see. For all he had seen, he’d have thought God, as powerful as everyone said He was, would make Himself known as easily as monsters like Dracula had. Centuries passed in silence so stark that Elias believed only in his own solitude in this world.
And yet, here before him was an intelligent phantom, grand and terrible in the heft of its presence, waiting for him speak.
“Duke Berith,” the name hissed off his tongue, and that was enough to wrack his body in a shudder, to make the embers pinching his skin burn even deeper, “come. As the sorceress Nadia Wojcik has called you on my behalf, now I, too, call you to come near, and stay near, as my and mine’s protector.”
“Hmm. Good, leech, very good.”
Elias made the mistake of blinking, and then the demon was gone. Elias bunched his shoulders as the prickling burn of the demon’s presence washed over him again. The spirit was looking at him; he could feel the stare piercing his back. With slow, measured movements, Elias turned to face the demon: the devastatingly beautiful Duke, who already had a gleaming red hand on the pommel of his sword. That thin smile cracked, and Elias caught the flash of the demon’s sharp white teeth. He towered over Elias, dwarfed him, and his voice was a steel string threading through Elias’s mind.
“Is there anything else you wish me to be? Or shall I content myself with this fool’s errand, and the irony of it—that death’s own servant would ask for my protection?”
Cautious, Elias said, “Nadia’s only intention was that you be a protector.”
“And?” With a wave of a hand that looked more like a bloody claw thanks to the red armor, the Duke said, “That girl’s intentions have no bearing on us. Look.”
One sharp finger pointed, and Elias followed it to see Nadia slumped over at the bar counter. His throat cinched; he turned to reach for her, but a wash of fire scratched down his back and seared him. He hissed in pain, and then the Duke’s voice forced him to turn back.
“She’s only sleeping; pay her no mind. I’m here for you, boy,“ Duke Berith said as his smile stretched even wider, impossibly so, flashing all his terrible teeth, “and whoever you would ask me to look after, of course. But to destroy all your enemies—no matter who your enemies are, be they leeches like you or mortal men—is only one function you might employ me for. I might provide other counsel and aid, as well. You have my attention. All you have to do is ask.” 
There were so many meanings wrapped up in the demon’s words. Elias could’ve spent hours picking them apart. One meaning, however, was a temptation that felt like a mistake—and yet, for all it made Elias chafe to hear anyone call him boy, he could not help but reach for what this demon offered. And with Nadia asleep, surely she wouldn’t hear…
“How can I break this curse she’s put on me?” 
It was a question he’d had since that first night in his basement, when some strange intuition stopped him from draining her to nothing, as he’d intended to do—prevented him from cracking her sternum and pulling her skin, her bone, her lungs aside, so he might see if she had a heart proper, or just that little red pouch she’d left on his vandalized property. And with Nadia’s stringent taste still on his tongue, Elias wanted nothing more than to pull her upright and bite down on her neck—to feel her skin give under his teeth, and to drag that burning blood into his mouth. 
Moreover, for all the beauty she’d shown him, all the theory behind her craft, he still didn’t have his full glamor back, and she still couldn’t see haunts like this Duke. They were closer to recovering their skills, perhaps, but it still wasn’t perfect. Elias understood the idea behind glamoring now; he could comprehend what she’d taught Cormier, and maybe even apply it. But unlike before, where the glamor was as effortless as breathing, this skill now cost him his restraint. It made him thirst like a revenant to use too much of his magic at once—for any such purpose, be it glamors or elixir-crafting or whatever else. Neither of them were restored, and he wished he might give her this sight back, that she might see these monsters again, and he might be secure in his own power again.
When the demon only stared, Elias asked again, “The sorceress—how can I disentangle myself from whatever she’s done to us both?”
Duke Berith studied him a moment longer, then raised a brow. “Rape her,” he said, shocking Elias with the nonchalance in which he suggested it. “Kill her. Drag her to that shack she humiliated you in and drain her to her last drop after you play with her. Make meal of her bones and shred her skin and organs down into compost, then feed it to your grape vines to make more of this fantastic wine.”
In another blink, he was gone, and Elias spun to see him behind the bar counter again. The Duke picked up the bottle of wine and held it up, inspecting it—but the bottle also remained on the counter at the same time. Elias didn’t understand this any more than he understood when the Duke put the bottle down: it was as if he was putting an after-image down, with how it seamlessly blended back into the physical, tangible bottle sitting there. He also didn’t understand the demon’s suggestion, and so he chose his words carefully.
“Wouldn’t you stop me from doing any of those things?”
The demon’s armor clinked as he leaned against the counter. He yawned as if bored, then shook his head. “Why would I do that? I’m being contracted to protect you and yours, and she isn’t yours.” One red claw reached for Nadia and touched a loose strand of her hair. “Unless…?”
Unless what? What are you suggesting? “She is mine,” he insisted. “My employee.”
The Duke stared at him, one dark brow raising like a banner, and he shrugged. “Then what happens to her is up to you. Tell me to keep her, and I’ll keep her. Tell me to bury her, and it’s all the same to me.”
The way the demon looked at him, peering through thick, long lashes and smiling so pleasantly, made Elias think this was a trap. It had to be. His sorceress spoke too highly of this demon for him to take those poisonous words at face value. “What about her angel?”
“Seehiah?” Duke Berith shrugged again. “Have you seen that boor around lately?”
Not since he’d burned those roots out of Nadia’s stomach—and that was only to give him near-useless commands with no explanation behind them. It’d done nothing to help the woman.
As if Duke Berith could read Elias’s mind, he whispered, “Exactly.” 
Then the demon took the bowl of blood and wine—or, rather, it seemed he took the spirit of it, because the physical bowl stayed on the counter even as a copy of it appeared in the Duke’s hand. He raised the bowl to his lips and sipped it, never once breaking his stare with Elias. When he pulled the bowl away, a shockingly red tongue licked what drops of dark stuff stained his lips. 
“That angel won’t make a single move his Lord and Master tells him not to make, good dog that he is,” the Duke said. “If it be God’s will that the girl dies, she’ll die—though the details of how she’ll die, I suppose, will be left to you. So?“ A smile sharper than broken glass cracked the demon’s face in half. “Will you be rid of her?”
Elias stilled.
“It isn’t like she has any family that’ll look for her if you decide to free yourself early,” Duke Berith mused before taking another sip from the bowl. “No real friends, either, save maybe the young dread witch she mucks around that backwater tavern with. Your people could shuffle her existence away in some police precinct’s many files and let it lie. Then you could go back to whatever,” he glanced around the cluttered basement with a grimace, “existence you created for yourself here.“ He stared at Elias and pinned up that awful smile again. “Well?”
Seconds ticked by as Elias held the demon’s stare. It’d been a long time since he felt like this: like an animal, hackles raised, eyes locked on a competing beast to see who would move first. Like the cats disputing territory in the alleys of Rome. Like the great mastiffs facing down the yellow eyes of wolves peering from thick, dark forests in rural Spain. There was a challenge in the demon’s eyes, a threat—and Elias did not know the answer to the underlying riddle in the demon’s suggestions. Unease slithered through him and made him feel sick.
“When the time is right,” Elias finally said, lowering his gaze.
“Ah, yes, of course.”
When Elias lifted his head again, the demon’s eyes glittered, his smile tight with repressed laughter as his shoulders shook. Elias’s mouth went bitter, and he found himself rambling an explanation, as if he needed to justify himself to a demon, of all things.
“The sorceress knows many things. While I might do away with her now, there’s value in keeping her still, more that she knows she can—“
“More she can what? Give you?” Duke Berith let his laughter loose. His smile became the grin of an amused, if unstable, aristocrat as he swirled the bowl of blood-wine. “Am I not standing before you, child? Can you not see? She’s taught you what you need to know to contact me again, and what to give me, that I might consider your requests.” He extended his clawed hand. “The more you give, the more I’ll give; such is the way of making contracts. What do you need her for now? When I could give you everything she could twice over, if only you’d give me what I ask for in turn?”
When Elias blinked, he could’ve sworn the image of a chess board flashed in his mind, the pieces already moved in certain positions. But he didn’t dare keep his eyes off the demon any more than necessary, and so he couldn’t understand the image. He measured his words.
“You have the wine I give you,” Elias said, “and she has her blood—a drink like I’ve never experienced before.”
“A drink she’s bewitched you into consuming near-exclusively,” Duke Berith muttered. The smile slipped; all that was left was the bone-white face of a predator. “Kill her, and your desperate thirst might disappear, boy.”
At that thought, Elias swallowed, and it seemed the Duke’s bare suggestion was enough to dry him to desperation; he withered under the demon’s stare, every inch of his throat burning, and the dryness of his tongue made it stick to the roof of his mouth. His flesh felt coarse as sandpaper, the air itself shredding his throat with every breath. They were all sensations he’d endured before, but while buried in the earth for a number of years and immobilized by a fugue-like half-sleep, not up and active as he was.
“She is an invader.” Even though Duke Berith hadn’t moved, his voice seemed to whisper right into Elias’s ear; it filled his head and nearly split it in half with the sudden volume of it. “Look how she’s disrupted your quiet existence. Look at the trouble she’s caused you. One final drink, and all will be well.”
But—
The Duke laid a hand on Nadia’s head, smiling down at her as gently as a father. “All will be well, boy, all will be well…”
But what was the value of quiet? Elias shook his head and looked around his basement: the darkness, the clutter, the stillness. He’d been exposed to too much in the past month because of that woman—too many new fascinations, possibilities. The books he’d once gathered to numb his mind into stillness, the way humans might’ve drowned themselves in liquor, they’d lost their appeal. Every time his sorceress spoke—every time she looked at him, barreled into his home, commanded space in is winery—there was that intrigue as he waited to see what she would do or say. The brusque nature of her, it appalled him, yes—but something about it, something in the way she simply burned with life, it—
I must have it. Her.
Some strange feeling washed over Elias, and it bloomed a new agony in his chest—a prickling, scraping sensation, as if his heart lay in a field of nettles. He rubbed his chest as if that would soothe this phantom sting away, then squeezed his eyes shut and pushed the demon’s voice out of his head. 
“No,” he said. “I’m not done with her.”
The pain made him hunch over. It spiderwebbed through him, pulsing in his bones as much as his flesh; he would’ve torn his heart out, if he thought that would’ve helped. But then the Duke’s presence surrounded him, choked him, and that toxicity gave way to a worse pain: the flash of hellfire, as if he were a tree struck by lightning, burning into cinder from under a deceptively healthy outer layer of bark. 
“What an unkempt garden you are,” Duke Berith muttered, and every syllable worsened that burn until Elias thought he might die. He clutched his shoulders, half out of his mind as the pain drove him to his knees; he thought he might rip his skin off and let the fire loose. The Duke stood over him and seemed so much taller, tall enough for his crown to scrape the ceiling—and Elias realized it was because he wasn’t standing, but sitting high up, on a red-armored horse. Duke Berith drew his sword, touched the golden tip to Elias’s sternum, and his face went dark, displeased, as he rasped, “What an insolent pest you have among your vines.”
And then the fire, the poison, even the Duke’s voice, all of it was gone, wiped away, as if it were never there. Elias thought he might feel some relief with the demon gone. However, what he saw tangled him in some toxic bramble all over again—with scraping fear that coiled in his chest, making it impossible to draw breath. 
Nadia sat at the bar with a straight back. The Duke’s eyes locked on hers, his lips curling in a serpentine smile. His hand was on her head again, stroking her hair as if she were a child, and in her hand was the paring knife.
“She trusts both of us far too much,” Duke Berith whispered.
Then he winnowed away. His presence faded and left the air empty of pressure, all while Nadia lifted the knife to her arm and dragged its point deep across her sleeve. It sliced her flesh open, and the tang of her blood filled the air.
“Nadia!” He rushed to her and snatched the knife from her hand. Her fingers fell away from it immediately; her hands dropped to her side as the blood trickled down her arm. It soaked her sleeve, blooming a violent red. “Nadia, what are you—?”
“Shit!” Nadia blinked back into consciousness and clutched her arm. She bolted off the stool and stared at him, wary, accusing, until she spotted the red-stained knife. Then she gushed a long sigh. She set her jaw and nodded to herself. “Okay.”
Elias approached with his hands outstretched, the way he might approach a frightened animal. “Why did you hurt yourself—?”
“I didn’t.”
Then, without taking her eyes off him, she began unbuttoning her shirt. She winced as her fingers slipped over the buttons, and Elias said nothing, even as he crept closer—even as she slipped her bloodied arm out of its sleeve. Her nose twitched with her grimace; her lips stretched thin over her teeth as she tugged her arm out of the sticky fabric. The blood ran down her arm from that deep gash.
“Can you—?” Her voice cracked. She held her arm out to him; when he took it, his mind already swimming with the rich scent of her, she swallowed her pain down and croaked, “Can you fix this? Not for free, of course, you can, um,” again, that maddening flush of blood in her face— “you can have some—“
Her permission was immaterial. Already, he’d brought his tongue to her skin—started at the bottom, where several drops of blood raced for her wrist—and had she tried to stop him from indulging in this, he might’ve held her down and taken it anyway. She wouldn’t have been able to get away from him, and it seemed she knew it with how she stiffened in his grip; her breath hitched when he squeezed her wrist to warn her against pulling away. 
This wound wasn’t her own doing, she said. Was this the demon’s trick, then? Did he think he could coax Elias into losing himself in the bliss her blood gave him? Perhaps he shouldn’t have let his teeth skate over her skin—she jerked, and it risked him scraping deeper, into the meat of her forearm, where another blue-green vein pulsed in the crook of her elbow.
“Be still,” he whispered into her skin—and when a wave of gooseflesh ran down her arm, monstrous satisfaction curled through him.
He didn’t let a single drop go to waste. No, that would be a greater sin than any he’d ever committed, to let any of this fall to the ground. The shock of her taste—the way it left his lips aflame, made his skin buzz, intoxicating—
“Jesus, Elias, c’mon.” Nadia’s voice trembled. Her chest rose and fell in ragged breaths; her face had gone pale with her fear. “No more.”
Stop. It was his voice, but her thoughts, echoing in his head. Her magic, her glamor. Stop.
That little plea was enough to snap his sense back. Even if what he’d taken was little more than a mouthful, she was so afraid, and he knew he’d lose her trust if he continued. Elias blinked the last of his bloodlust away and focused. When he pinched that cut between his fingers, so the flesh touched again, she hissed in pain, and he was decent enough to feel sorry for it. As venom raced down his fangs and pooled on his tongue, he held her steady, because he knew what would follow.
When the venom dripped from his mouth and into the cut, she whined and jerked; no doubt it stung. But with as much as he’d gathered, one swipe of his tongue both caught that final sample of her blood he’d squeezed free and sealed the flesh back together. It healed with little evidence of any damage, save for a thin pink scar.
“There,” he whispered. His gaze flicked to the hollow of her throat—to the shining skin that sloped down to her breasts, the shadows pooling in her collarbones. Her arm stayed in his grip; he tightened his hold when she shifted, and he heard the flutter of her heartbeat. His eyes dragged up, inch by inch, as he watched her blood once again rise to the surface of her chest, neck, and of course, her face. “Though I can’t fix your shirt the same way, I’m afraid.”
“Yeah, well, that’s—” her voice trembled as her skin flushed an even brighter red, “I didn’t, um, I didn’t ask for that, so—” 
And then he saw her. As if for the first time, he saw her, truly witnessed her, curling into herself, so small in his grip—his sorceress, the ice-eyed witch with her flaxen hair framing her hard-angled face, whose lashes brushed her brows when she looked at him with such a flash of alarm, whose pale skin glistened with sweat under that white shirt, whose pulse drummed in her throat and beckoned him near for even more of her… 
How—? He didn’t understand why he couldn’t tear his eyes off her, or how witnessing her undone like this made his mind hazy. Didn't know why the haze in her eyes made him ache with a feeling he had no name for—that speared his heart through, suddenly and without mercy, and coaxed him to hover over her, even as his chest burned with the heat of a hearth’s red coals. Why are—?
Keep the bowl full, boy.
Elias startled when the demon’s silvery voice from somewhere beyond his perception, and Nadia yanked her arm free of his grip. He looked around, had expecting Duke Berith to appear somewhere, but it was only him and Nadia in that basement. She stuffed her arm back into her ruined sleeve; the blood on it made him want to pounce on her like a man possessed, even with the swipe of that infernal presence crossing his shoulders.
Keep your end of our contract.
When something fizzled and sputtered, Elias and Nadia looked at that bowl. What they saw had no explanation: only a quarter of the bowl was full, his golden ring suddenly visible, and it was covered in thick sludge, as if the wine had been boiled down into a black syrup—the unmistakable proof, Elias figured, of an accepted contract between him and that awful demon.
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Nadia's phone buzzed. When she looked at the name and groaned. For the five millionth time since his stupid-ass charm, Lyle texted her some bullshit. She hadn’t opened any of his messages; she only ever read the first few words as they came in, and usually, that was all she needed to see. 
Nadia, I’m sorry…

Are you upset? Your…

You’re going to listen…

I didn’t mean it, I…

There’s a place near you…


Finally, he was texting her first, and it was to beg like a bitch. It was up to her to do her part in this love spell and rope him in, she knew—but who said this wasn’t part of it? She’d make him sweat a little, make him grovel, and then she’d come back with some shit like oh sorry, I was just so busy! Sorry Lyle, I meant to respond, really!
Or maybe she wouldn’t. Maybe she’d let the spell fall to shit, ungrateful bitch that she was, or maybe she’d just have to see him the next time she worked—which would’ve been that night, actually, if Maggie hadn’t been able to switch with her at the last minute. Lily didn’t work Fridays, either, so she’d have no choice but to deal with him alone. Maybe Elias was her lucky charm against bullshit that week. 
Nadia rolled up to Elias’s house a few minutes shy of nine. They had to be at the Levi for nine-thirty, and she’d texted Elias a reminder to keep Duke Berith’s bowl full. Asked him who was driving, too, but the shithead never responded. If she had to navigate the streets of Providence on an empty stomach, she’d kill everybody—and probably herself, too.
She paused in the driveway and took a deep breath. The memory of the night prior made her stomach twist in knots. Fucking Berith. She’d been so excited when she closed her eyes and got a solid image of the demon that she’d let her guard down, and while he had her in a nice enough meditation, offering little sighs of sympathy for how she’d fucked up her spells, he’d gone and puppeted her body around. Why he goaded Elias the way he did was anyone’s guess, but all she could think about was the way Elias looked at her, eyes half-lidded and glowing bright red. And the way he held her, the feeling of his tongue all over her... If she was a dumber bitch, she might’ve let Elias know that she wasn’t the only one having issues with restraint.
Fuck.
Nadia's stomach growled. She dug in her purse for the granola bar she’d snatched before she left her apartment and wolfed it down. That’d have to do, in case there would be no food at a vampire dinner. And so would the magical items she’d equipped herself with: the traditional necklace of koral czerwony, red coral, and the blessed rings, and the Polish shirt her babcia got her, embroidered with red designs meant for protection and health.
With a sigh, Nadia steeled herself and got out of the car. The lights were already on in the windows; no doubt Elias was taking care of business like she told him to. The Duke already took the contract, he’d told her so in their little meditation, but the way the wine fizzed into tar like that afterwards? Already, the Duke must’ve handled some threat around Elias, though she couldn’t guess what. Maybe Lyle’s charm still had stray thorns floating around.
Nadia rang the doorbell once, then again, then another three times. A shadow slipped past the window. She was just about to press it again when the door flew open, and there stood Elias, in another well-fitted, purple button-down shirt, nice slacks, and shiny leather shoes.
He grumbled, “Once is enough—”
Then he looked at her and paused. Nadia froze, too. Every memory of the night prior came running back, especially since his gaze tracked over the coral necklace and the embroidery down the front of her shirt before snapping back to her face. The air felt like it’d been sucked out from between them, and her skin buzzed with her nerves.
“Uh,” Nadia shifted on her feet and tried to shake those nerves off, even though she thought she’d get crushed under Elias’s fifty-pound stare, “sorry. Anyway, you didn’t, um,” the fuck am I stuttering for? “you didn’t answer me: am I driving, or you driving?”
The dude was catatonic in the doorway. Something about it made her unsure of herself—reminded her of the shit Lyle said, for whatever reason. Maybe Elias thought the little bit of drugstore mascara and blush she’d put on was ugly. Or maybe he was put off by the ratty, patched edges of her coat and the scuff marks on her shoes. He probably also thought her shirt wasn’t formal enough for a company dinner. But what she wore was better than plate armor against his kind, so he’d have to live with it.
She shivered. The wind was starting to bite her arms and chest. Nadia had opened her coat to cool down a bit from how high she’d cranked her car’s heat on the way over, but it didn’t mean she could stand there forever; it was still a cold February night, after all. Nadia waved a hand in his face and flashed all her rings at him, thinking maybe that’d hurt his eyes enough to bring him back to earth.
“Hello? You good?”
“I—yes, I’m fine,” he said. It was like he didn’t even notice the rings. 
He looked at her through her fingers a second longer, then went patting at his back pocket and looking all over for something. While he disappeared to the kitchen, and Nadia heart the jangle of keys, she stared at her hand. These rings really weren’t any different than any of her holy medals that apparently hurt his eyes; they were blessed and consecrated, by both herself and her priest (which took a bit of beating around the bush to avoid suspicion, but hey, it wasn’t like she’d invented the idea of a wearable blessing). Point was, they were as legitimate as any medal that had Jesus or Mary or any Saint on it that made Elias so uncomfortable, and yet—
“I’ll drive,” Elias said as he popped back into the doorway. The whole house had gone dark, and he was basically just a shadow there, throwing his own coat on and hurrying out. The door shut behind him, and he reached a hand for Nadia, brushing her arm. “Come on.”
“Wait.” Nadia held her hand in his face. “You don’t got a problem with these?”
He paused and studied the rings as if they were a crossword in the Sunday paper. “No. I can see the magic on them, if that’s what you’re asking.” He glanced at her. “Am I supposed to have a problem with them?”
Now what in hell—? “You call up the Duke for tonight?”
“Yes.” His focus zeroed in on her. “As you told me to do. Why?”
Nadia chewed her lip. Maybe he’d been exposed to her magic enough to build a resistance to it. Was that possible for vampires to do? No, right? So maybe, somehow, the Duke and Seehiah were in cahoots, and they were doing something behind Nadia’s back that she didn’t understand. Or maybe, because there were no obvious religious symbols on them, this was a matter of the psyche? Was Elias psyching himself out about religious imagery? He said he was Christian once. Or, going even further, maybe God Himself—
“Stop doing that.”
“Huh—?”
Elias stuck his face in hers. All she could see were his wine-dark eyes, which at least weren’t glowing like last night, but his stare still made her nervous. Hell, she could feel his cold breath on her, he was so close. And then, in the biggest shock to her nerves, he touched her chin—pulled her lip out from between her teeth with his thumb.
“This,” he whispered. He looked at her ripped up lips, eyes half closed as he brushed his thumb across them, to the point that Nadia got a full view of how long and dark that guy’s lashes were. “You’ll cause us both trouble.”
Oh!
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” he said, and the shithead smirked when she blushed.
Goddamnit, I hate—
Suddenly, it felt like a shadow passed over her, covering her—like she was a little chipmunk hiding from a hawk under a big bunch of plants that had just sprung up over her head. It made her thoughts fizzle out until her head was empty. Elias physically moved over her, too, his face hanging over hers and making her feel so small. She could relax, could speak freely—that’s what that shadow said. She was safe and in familiar company—and his cologne, it hit her right between the eyes, the amber smell of it, fuck. 
“I see something’s on your mind,” he rasped. The sound ran straight down her spine. “Aren’t you my teacher? Shouldn’t you share your thoughts with me?”
His lips were so close to hers, to the point that she wondered if he was sucking the breath out of her lungs, because she sure as hell couldn’t breathe with him that close. The lack of air made her dizzy; her heart fluttered in her chest. If she twitched wrong, she’d accidentally bump her head against his. Had he ever stood over her like this? Like he was her shelter, like the big plant from Jonah—?
And then God sent a worm…
“Not when I’m not sure what I’m thinking is any good,” she croaked—and then she cursed herself to hell and back, because that came out so wrong, and he caught it, the way his brow shot up—fuck, no that’s not what I meant— 
Still, thanks to that little scrap of scripture that popped into her head from somewhere on high, the shadows scorched away, and so did that sense of false safety. The burn of her embarrassment finally faded, too; the cold air on her cheeks helped. She glanced up at the dark sky, then gave Elias’s stomach a light smack. He didn’t try to avoid her touch. His stomach was hard, though, shit—like stone. 
“Come on. We’re gonna be late if we don’t get moving.” Then she sauntered to his car and put a hand on the door handle, waiting for him to unlock it. She turned around and tossed her dear student a bone: “You almost got me, by the way.”
He stalked up to her without taking his eyes off her. “How do you mean?”
The car lock snapped; the headlights flashed on and gleamed off the house’s windows. Elias’s chest brushed her back as he reached over and tapped her hand. Had the circumstances been different, she might’ve let herself get really stupid and think of the night’s adventure as a cute little date.
No, no, no, we’re not—
“I mean,” Nadia slipped out of the way to let him open the door for her, “you tried your funny little vampire tricks on me there. And it almost worked.” With the door open, she slid onto those nice seats and looked up at him. “You’re getting your teeth back.”
He leaned an arm on the top of the door and watched her. Did this guy ever blink? She was starting to think he didn’t, with how intense his stare was.
“I don’t know what you mean,” he whispered, even as his smile hooked one corner of his mouth and his eyes sparkled like a trickster’s. “I was just asking you a question.”
“Uh-huh. Yeah.” Her own grin bloomed on her face; she couldn’t help it, not with the little fluttery feeling in her chest. She thought she might’ve given an arm and a leg to see him smile like that more often; there was something smug in it, a real ball-busting quality that made her feel like an imp out of hell. “But really—looks like you’re getting the glamor back on your own. Maybe we don’t need to swap our magic back after all.”
He cocked his head. “But your sight, how would you get it back?”
“Ah, well,” she waved a hand, excuses tumbling out of her mouth, “it’s not like I need the sight to do magic; we’ve established that already. And, you know, it is kind of nice, not seeing spooks around every corner. Not all of those are nice. Besides, blessed are those who believe without seeing, or whatever. I’ve never been given a chance to not see before, though—” and then she blinked, and her grin became a soft little smile, “until I got all tangled up with you. Funny.”
He paused, and then his lips parted like the idea surprised him. There was something weird in the air between them, something that made her stomach do flips, and she cleared her throat before she could blush again.
“C'mon,” she said with a snap of her fingers. “We gotta go.”
Thank God he listened, or else things would’ve only gotten weirder, no doubt. He closed her up in that car, got in on the other side, and drove them all the way to Providence for whatever mess of a corporate dinner a bunch of vampires could reasonably put on. What the hell were they going to order? Surely not food.
They pulled up to a rather nice restaurant on the Providence river: the Levi, tucked into a fine white building with big windows showing off a beautiful modern, yet sort of nautical, dining room. It was a place she’d seen before hosting Restaurant Week deals that looked amazing, but were still way too expensive. Who really needed wine-infused compound butter? Or twenty billion courses of one bite each? But if they were meeting at a fancy-shmancy place like that, then it was all more reason for Nadia to go postal if she couldn’t order any food. That granola bar wasn’t going to hold her all night.
Vampires or not, I mean, come on, they gotta have at least one human on the staff…
The valet took Elias’s car, and then there was nowhere to go but inside—but Nadia had to take a minute. Her gut was twisting in knots. It was always like this: getting all nerved up at the last second, realizing that she might’ve been stepping in more shit than she could handle. But she was there, and she did a quick sign of the cross as Elias held the door open; she muttered the Lord’s prayer in Polish and took a deep breath before squaring her shoulders.
Elias frowned. “Is something wrong?”
“It’s—I,” Nadia paused, sighed, and shook her head as she passed in front of him, “it just feels like… I dunno, like we’re going into battle or something. I don’t like it.”
She could feel him staring at the back of her head. “I know,” he said. The words fell on her like a cloak. “Sit by me. Don’t speak unless spoken to. It’ll be over soon.”
The hostess took them through the dining room, with the herringbone floors and the high ceilings, the big ships in glass bottles on hovering wooden shelves and a massive wall of alcohol gleaming behind the beautiful oak bar. The people in there looked expensive, too, with shiny watches and suit jackets, women all crusted up with jewelry like living geodes. Nadia felt all the more out of place with her old clothes and her dull coral beads, but she did her best to avoid eye contact with anyone—and thankfully, the private dining room they set up in cut them off from all the noise of the restaurant floor.
Elias and Nadia were the first to arrive. There were four places set on each side of the white-clothed table. Elias sat the farthest away, by the opposite wall, which meant Nadia had to sit in one of the two middle spots. She was able to stare out the window, getting a good view of the river and the buildings beyond it.
Elias pulled her chair out for her, which surprised her. She didn’t think he’d bother with little things like that, but then he took her coat and hung it over her chair before she sat down, too. He was probably just trying to be polite to make her feel better about the whole situation they were in, but still—it was nice, and she wasn’t about to complain. Better yet, the menu that sat on top of her plate had more than just blood on it; there was food, real drinks, and that made her breathe a sigh of relief.
“Thank God,” she muttered. “I was worried it’d be all vamps here, and I’d have to go hungry.”
Elias didn’t say anything, which was fine; Nadia was too busy looking over the cocktail menu as a waiter came in. He paused behind Nadia, and maybe Elias signaled something, because a glass of water came down in front of just her and what she assumed would be Rose’s spot next to her. It seemed the menfolk were going to be on the edges of the table, then.
“Can I get you anything else to drink, ma’am?”
“Oh, yes.” She tapped the cocktail menu. “The ‘Summer Memories,’ please?”
It was a margarita with habanero tequila, orange juice, and a chili salt rim. How could anyone go wrong with that? The waiter nodded and hurried off, and then it was just Elias and Nadia. And that cheeky shit, he tapped his shoe to hers before his low voice broke the silence.
“Don’t have too much.”
Nadia held her hands up, palms facing the table. They shook. “See that? I won’t even feel the first drink.”
“Your only drink, you mean.” Elias took one of her hands, ran his fingers over her rings—and still didn’t burn. That alone could’ve made Nadia tremble. “I need you focused.”
“I—trust me, boss,” she tugged her hand free and lifted her chin, trying (and failing) to stay stoic, “I’ll be more focused if—”
If you stop touching me.
God had clearly abandoned her. He must’ve. Because Elias didn’t catch a hint—or maybe he did and elected to ignore it as he leaned closer. So close their shoulders brushed, and so close that Elias’s voice was just a rough whisper in her ear.
“If what?”
“Nothing, never mind.” She flipped the main menu around. “Anyway—”
Cold fingers took her chin and forced her to look at Elias again. He might as well have been drilling a hole in her brain with the intensity of his stare. “If. What?”
She grabbed his wrist and pulled his hand away from her face. The fuck’s got him so touchy tonight? Her cheeks burned, and she grumbled, “If I have a couple drinks. It’s—shit’s a depressant, y’know? And I’m—well—I—” 
Fuck.
Nadia shut up. Hopefully her stuttering ass made her point for her. She turned her attention back on the menu, but it was useless. All the letters looked like squiggles; they wouldn’t translate in her head. On top of that, her hands shook even more than before. She slapped the laminated menu down and shot him a look, frustrated.
In the light, she caught the tiniest speck of red in his eyes. His lips hooked into a mean smirk, but he didn’t say anything else; he just slid away from her and pulled his phone out to check his messages or whatever.
Asshole. Nadia tried to fix her face while she had time—and thank God she did, because that door opened not two seconds later, and the waiter led Rose and Liam into the room. Rose was cute as a button in her cream peplum top and black pencil skirt, all pulled together with a black knit blazer with gold buttons and shiny black Mary Jane heels. Certainly looked a lot more put together than Liam, who at least wasn’t wearing his fuck-ass bandana, but was still dressed in the regular winery uniform: black jacket, white button-down, black slacks and shoes. No tie, of course. Maybe that was all he had for any kind of formal wear.
“Hey, there you are!” Nadia motioned to the seat next to her, which Liam pulled out for Rose. She floated into it like a princess. “Was wondering how long it’d take you to get here.”
“Well, someone was driving on less than a quarter of a tank of gas,” Rose said as she shot Liam a look, “so we had to fix that.”
Nadia threw her hand out. “Dude,” she said, “c’mon.”
Liam shook his hair out and flopped in his own seat. “I forgot I was low,” he muttered.
Nadia rolled her eyes. She couldn’t talk too much shit; she always discovered she was low on gas when she was running late to class. But Liam’s face was a lot more grim than usual, and he played with the napkin on the table rather than look at anyone—even Elias. Nadia glanced at Elias and found him staring daggers at the guy. She whapped his arm, and he blinked the murder out of his eyes just in time for the door to open again.
The waiter held it open; on his tray was her pretty, red-orange drink with a slice of bright green lime on the salt rim. But behind him was the real show-stealer: four people dressed in pressed suits, slacks, shiny watches, perfectly done hair, the whole thing. The first two were men, one with short black hair and a square jaw that screamed nepo baby, the other taller, reedier, with short sandy-brown hair and cheekbones so high that it made him look alien. They sauntered in like they owned the place. Behind them was a woman in a little black dress and a black and white striped blazer, and Nadia gawked.
It was Emily. Fucking pretty-haired, perfectly manicured Emily.
Wait, Emily—?
Nadia’s stomach dropped. The last person walked in behind them: a shorter man with blond hair, a clean-shaven face, round glasses, and a light brown blazer over a navy blue shirt. It felt like the air got sucked out of the room when they all sat down. Nadia couldn’t breathe as they settled in—and her stomach twisted in knots, her heart-rate skyrocketing from her lack of air, when Lyle looked across the table and locked eyes with her.
What the fuck are you doing here—?
“Mr. Belevonis,” the black-haired man said, and that broke whatever anti-oxygen spell had fallen over the room, “good to speak with you in person again. It’s been how many years?”
“About fifteen, Mr. Hatcher.”
Elias’s voice was harsh as steel wool. When Nadia glanced at him, though, his face was a blank mask, perfectly composed. He didn’t take his eyes off Mr. Hatcher, and the tension in the room got heavier, like they were all sitting under a hydraulic press that was slowly, but relentlessly, bearing down on their shoulders.
Mr. Hatcher’s smile went thin. “Fifteen, really?” Then he glanced at Rose. “Feels like only a week.”
A shaky breath to Nadia’s right made her glance at Rose, and that did nothing for Nadia’s nerves; she’d need half a handle of vodka to herself by time all this was over. And Rose, Jesus—the poor girl was paralyzed. The whites of her eyes were huge, and she kept doing little jerky shivers. Nadia didn’t know what else to do, so she reached for Rose’s hand under the table and squeezed a wordless question: you okay?
Rose didn’t even acknowledge Nadia. Her eyes were fixed on Mr. Hatcher. Nadia puzzled over it, trying desperately to put two and two together. I thought this event was for the Báthory House? So what is—?
“Mr. Hatcher,” Elias started, then cleared his throat, “I understand this is a great occasion for you, but I’m afraid the amount of my winery’s supply you’re looking for is—”
“Oh, come now,” Mr. Hatcher said as he raised a hand. “We just sat down! Let’s get our people something to eat first before we talk business. You, yourself—good God, man.” The guy chuckled. “Still practicing your tired old asceticism, even now?” 
The fuck’s that mean—?
“And speaking of your people,” Mr. Hatcher scanned the three sitting beside Elias, “you haven’t introduced anyone to us.”
Nadia took a fat sip of her drink. The liquor burned her throat, and the salt stung her chapped lips; it was what she needed to restart her brain. Meanwhile, Rose finally came to life; she pulled her hand out from under Nadias’ and slapped it on top, crushing Nadia’s hand in hers.
Whoa, Jesus—
“Of course.” Elias cleared his throat again, but it didn’t take the mean, raspy quality out of it. His voice hadn’t sounded bad before they’d left, but Nadia couldn’t disagree with Mr. Hatcher at that point: guy sounded parched. Feral, even. Which was weird, given he’d just sampled her own blood the night before. “This is Nadia Wojcik, and on the end is Liam Cormier; they manage my winery and will be taking care of your guests during the event.”
Nadia caught Lyle’s eye, and his face flattened in a way Nadia knew too well—especially with how he cocked his head and smiled so smugly. She could practically hear his thoughts: just a winery manager?
“And this is my event manager, Rose Nadeau,” Elias said. “She’s been the one corresponding with, I believe...?”
“Emily Westenfelder, Marketing Director,” Emily said with a shiny white smile and a raised hand. “Good to put faces to names. Oh, and this is my assistant, Lyle Thornston.”
It was Nadia’s turn to smirk, and when Lyle caught it, his own smile faltered. Just an assistant, huh? So much for all his humble-bragging and faux pity bullshit. Couldn't have been getting paid all that much—not enough to go showing off the way he did. Or maybe this lawyer firm had money to burn. Must’ve, if they were run by fucking vampires.
“And I’m Robert Hatcher, and this is my partner, Jared Sohn,” Hatcher said as he stared holes in Rose, like he was trying to see under her skin. “We’re very excited to announce our return at this year’s induction ceremony—been quite a few years since we got tangled up in new business on the west coast, very high stakes stuff.” Then Hatcher’s eyes slid to Elias, and it was like he was holding Elias at knifepoint. “The bigger the party we can throw, the better, right? The whole House wants in, I’m sure.”
Rose squeezed Nadia’s hand so hard that Nadia winced. She knew she couldn’t just sit there that anymore. After one more sip of her drink, Nadia got up.
She cleared her throat, made a show of pretending to adjust a bra-strap or something, and then said, “Rose, can you come to the bathroom with me real quick?”
Rose’s head turned like a ventriloquist doll’s, and she blinked up at Nadia with just as much wooden stiffness. “Uh—I—yeah. Sure. I—”
“C’mon.” Nadia tossed a syrupy smile across the table, aiming it at that Hatcher freak. “Sorry. Don’t mind us; we’ll be back.”
Then she snatched her purse, pulled the poor girl up, and led her out of the room. She didn’t stop walking until they found the bathrooms. They were down a hallway lit with soft orange lamps and paneled with nice warm wood, totally different from the corporate hell-zone they’d just walked out of. Nadia herded Rose into the women’s bathroom, which, to her delight, was a single occupancy room rather than a big mess of stalls, and she locked the door behind them.
“Alright, Rose. Talk to me. What’s—?”
But Rose slumped to the floor—God, no, don’t sit on the fucking bathroom floor, ew—and buried her face in her hands. Her shoulders shook, little hiccups punctuating her erratic breathing.
“Rose!” Nadia crouched down next to her and put a hand on the kid’s shoulder. “Girl, what is going on? What’s the problem—?”
“That’s him.” Her hands shook on her face; she was a jittery mess. “That’s him, that’s him, God, that’s him, that’s him—”
“Who?” Nadia huddled closer. “What are you talking about—?”
“That’s,” Rose lifted her face, and her eyes were rimmed bright red, her face already a wet mess of tears she’d been smearing around, “that’s the—he's—that man, he—that's the one who—”
“Breathe.” Nadia wiped some of the tears off her cheeks. “Breathe, girl.”
“That’s the one, that’s the one that—he killed my p-parents!”
Aw, Jesus Christ—
Rose made a fist and bit down on her knuckles. Her chest jerked with tiny hiccupping gasps, and then she whispered to herself, “They were supposed to be gone still—I was supposed to be—they weren’t supposed to be back yet—they weren’t—”
“Rose, baby, breathe! Look at me.” Nadia lifted the kid’s face up and held her eye. She reached out with her magic, cocooned Rose in it, and in that soft, golden cocoon, Nadia spoke her words directly into Rose’s head: “You are safe. You are just fine. Neither I nor Elias nor Liam would ever let anything happen to you.”
Rose grabbed Nadia’s wrists. The magic kept spooling around them; Nadia could feel it. She imagined her magic to be like thick husks of a hornet’s nest, papering them away from the world, with Nadia ready to sting the shit out of anything that interrupted their peace. That magic knit them closer together, and Nadia let the words sink into Rose’s head, imagining them coming and going, winking in and out, like the gentle light of fireflies.
“You’re safe. Nobody can hurt you. I promise, you’re okay. We’re all here with you. Just breathe. In and out. Ready?”
Rose blinked, her gaze gone foggy, and then she nodded.
“Good. Breathe in.” Nadia did it with her and paused when her lungs were full. “Breathe out.” She and Rose both slowly blew a thin stream of air out of their pursed lips. They did that a few more times before Nadia locked eyes with Rose and said, “Better?”
Rose nodded with one last deep breath. At least she wasn’t shaking anymore.
“Good.” Christ almighty. Nadia was no trauma-informed therapist or nothing, but that didn't mean she couldn’t recognize a gnarly panic attack. If only she’d studied psychology in college instead of philosophy. All she could do was rub Rose’s shoulders and try to get something out of her. “Can you talk to me? Tell me more about all this—?”
Rose’s face crumpled instantly.
“Alright, alright, or not—!”
“No, no, it’s,” Rose swallowed hard and waved her hands in front of her eyes, as if she could shoo the tears away, “I should—I need to be able to talk about it, I guess, so—”
“Uh-huh.” Well—maybe not, I dunno— “So…?”
Rose carefully swiped the tears out from her lash line with the edges of her pretty blue and white nails, and Nadia made a note to ask what mascara she was using later, because that shit did not budge. Then Rose clapped her hands down on her knees and let out a massive sigh.
“I mean, there's not much else to say, really. I don’t know if maybe Elias told you anything—?”
“He told me some. About how your family got kind of,” for lack of any better, more sensitive words, Nadia swiped her hand across her throat and clicked her tongue, “you know. Some big feud between families, and the Báthory head honcho didn’t do shit about it?”
“Worse,” Rose muttered. Her gaze fixed on the bathroom floor. “They treated it like—God, like a fight between kindergarteners. Sent everybody away. My aunt, my other family that were already turned, they all got sent to Oregon, and then Hatcher and Sohn were shipped off to California. Fifteen years. To ‘cool everyone’s heads.’” Her lip quivered.
Jesus, what is with these people? “Damn.” Nadia had no idea what else to say. “I’m sorry, Rose—”
“No, but that wasn’t the worst of it.” Rose’s shoulders shook as she fought back another round of crying; she took a deep, shuddering breath and pulled herself together. “The vampires of the family, they could hold their own—but there weren’t many, you know? We were… a new family, I guess. So a lot of us were still waiting to get turned, at the kind of event that the Hatcher & Sohn firm puts on at the winery every year.”
Oh, Goddamnit.
“Anyway, this—it wasn’t supposed to be a problem,” Rose said with a sigh. “I’m turning twenty-five in October. That’s when Elias was supposed to, like,” she touched her neck and grimaced, “make me like him. That way, I could at least try to hold my own.” Again, her face fell, and it took a bit for her to find her words. “The reason my parents… the reason they died was because they were still human. Hatcher’s family hunted those that weren’t turned, to hurt our family’s position in the House since they wouldn’t have any new blood to bring in. And Hatcher wasn’t supposed to be back from his exile until the end of the year, so…”
Nadia blinked. “Does it matter if you’re twenty-five, or…?”
“Council rules,” Rose said with a wave of her hand. “Something about making sure people are old enough before they’re turned. Don’t want people frozen in a twelve-year-old body or something.”
Seemed like someone on that Council read Interview with the Vampire. Or maybe lived a similar scenario as the one Anne Rice cooked up. She nodded, and Rose kept talking.
“Only thing is you have to do a couple probationary years as a bloodmare to whoever’s gonna turn you, y'know, so—”
“Uh,” Nadia raised a hand, “pause. I do not know. A what? The fuck is that?”
It sounded awfully close to broodmare, and if they were anything similar, Nadia was gonna vomit on poor Rose’s cute office fit. She’d never look at Elias the same, that was for sure.
“It’s someone who agrees to be a living source of blood for a vampire,” she said, and she sighed like the idea exhausted her. “Makes it so they don’t just go attack random people on the street as much. People treat it like a loyalty test for a House, too, so it’s just,” she shuddered, “it’s a lot. Vampires are a lot. I guess you wouldn’t know, since you didn’t grow up in this, but... yeah.” Then she shrugged. “It could be worse. Elias doesn’t really bite more than a couple times a month, if that. And he hasn’t even done that lately, which...”
That so? Maybe that was why he sounded weird, because he hadn’t taken Nadia up on her offer, either, save for the freak incident with the Duke—and that couldn’t have been more than a mouthful or two at most. It made what Hatcher said make more sense. Ascetic, huh?
“Anyway,” Rose shook her head and scowled like she’d just taken a bite of spoiled food, “it’s—I hate it, to tell you the truth. I hate everything about it. I hate blood, and the smell of it, especially after that night, and,” her eyes watered, and her voice cracked into a whine, “I don’t want to be a vampire, but what else can I do? There’s no other way! Vampires can’t kill other vampires, that’s against Council law, but there’s no real law against killing humans—even ones sworn to a House—so I—I don’t wanna die, I don’t wanna—!”
And then she was crying again, face in her hands and everything. 
“Okay, okay, okay.” Fuck. Nadia pulled Rose’s mess of sweat-damp hair away from her flushed neck, then rubbed her shoulder. “You’re not gonna die. You’re gonna be okay.” 
Rose’s cries were pitiful, hiccuping sobs that made her whole frame shake, and Nadia had no idea what she could say to make it better. Only thing she could say was the truth.
“There’s more than one way to defend yourself against a vampire, Rose. Way more than one. You don’t have to be a vampire to beat one.”
The girl’s shoulders still shook, but she managed to peer up at Nadia through red-rimmed eyes. “Huh?”
“You heard me.” Nadia shrugged. “Lots of ways to fuck up a vampire. Tons.”
Rose just stared as if Nadia had started speaking Polish at her. At least the crying stopped, but then Rose stared across the bathroom, her mind a thousand miles away. Nadia gave her a few minutes, just until her breathing went back to normal, and then she patted Rose’s hand.
“Alright, listen, as much as I’d love to take up the bathroom all night, we can’t stay in here forever.” When Rose dug her nails into Nadia’s wrist and looked about to throw up, Nadia said, “We gotta go back at some point. I’ll be right next to you, though, so—”
“Nadia, what can you do?” Rose swallowed hard and stared at Nadia with those big wet eyes. “I—maybe Elias and Liam can help, but you’re in just as much danger as I am—!”
“No, I am not,” she said. Then she held up her rings. “I assure you, I am not.”
Because if a quickly blessed drink tray could put a burn on a vampire’s face, then Nadia figured it’d be ugly if a vampire caught a gem-studded, holy backhand. Even just grabbing them could probably do some decent damage, if her first shift with Liam was any indication.
Rose just frowned. “What? You can’t just punch them to death, if that’s what—”
Nadia shook her head. “That’s not what I mean. Didn’t Elias tell you what we get up to?”
She blinked, and her mouth fell open. “Oh—but that—can that really—?"
A fist beat on the door and made both women startle. “Hey, you okay in there?” Liam’s voice warbled through the wood. “Everything alright?”
Fuck’s sake. Nadia held her hands out to Rose. “Can you stand up?” When Rose nodded, Nadia called through the door, “We’re fine! Give us a minute!”
Then Nadia stood, and Rose used Nadia’s outstretched arms to pull herself up. Before Nadia let Rose leave, Nadia took her travel pack of wet wipes from her purse, then wiped off what she could of Rose’s legs and ass, even as the girl whined and huffed about it. Nadia didn’t care. She could not in good conscious let Rose sit everywhere after being on the floor of a public bathroom.
“There,” Nadia said, and she did the sign of the cross over Rose with the dirty wipe still in her hand, “purified and cleansed of sin. Yay.”
That made Rose roll her eyes. “It’s not that bad—”
“It’s a public bathroom! Yes, it’s that bad! Sitting on the floor, Jesus.” Nadia sucked her teeth and tossed the wipe out. “You know how much nastiness ends up on bathroom floors? What if someone flooded the toilet recently, and you just sat in shit water?”
Rose rolled her eyes, but she couldn’t fight her smile. “With all due respect, I think we have bigger things to worry about—”
“Ah-ah, I think not. What’s the point of worrying about vampires if you catch ass-rot and die from toilet germs?” 
With her face firmly planted in her hands, Rose groaned, “I—yes, I understand. I’ll be more careful.”
“Good. Now,” Nadia washed her own hands and said, “you ready to go back out there?”
Just like that, all the light-heartedness got sucked out of the room. Rose’s hands dropped to her side, but to her credit, she squared her shoulders and set her face hard. “Yes. I—I think I am. I don’t think—those men, they probably didn’t recognize me, so,” she swallowed hard, “I should be fine.”
“No ‘should be,’” Nadia said. Then she took off one of her rings, the gold-and-ruby one, and slid it on Rose’s finger. That one was consecrated to Archangel Michael. “You got Elias and Liam and I right here with you. Nothing will happen to you, okay? We’ll make sure of it. Trust us.”
Rose nodded, though her tough-girl mask wavered as her lips trembled. Nadia herded Rose towards the bathroom door, but before Nadia could open it, Rose put her newly ringed hand on Nadia’s and looked up at her.
“Can you teach me?” Her eyes sparkled, still a little red from crying. “How to keep myself safe? Without… without being a vampire? Like you do?”
Nadia sighed. What she wanted to say was, do I look like fucking Merlin? But with those puppy dog eyes staring at her, Nadia, wimp that she was, said, “If Elias is alright with it, then I guess it wouldn’t hurt to try.”
But I’m gonna need some back-up. She couldn’t do all the magic work. And this kid—was she Catholic? Atheist? Some other religion? Did vampires have their own? Nadia didn’t know, and she didn’t want to box the kid into only one option.
Rose beamed at her, and that seemed to give her the confidence to finally leave the bathroom. Liam was leaning against the wall on the other side of the hallway, and as soon as he saw Rose, he sighed. He glanced at Nadia with a question in his eyes: is she okay?
Nadia nodded. She gave Rose a gentle push towards Liam. “You two head back. I gotta make a call.”
Then she hung around that bathroom area and punched Lily’s number in. Nadia hoped this would go better than their last phone call, though she was lucky Lily wasn’t the type to give the cold shoulder; they’d gotten over the Lyle thing quickly enough, especially since Nadia didn’t really want to give Lyle the time of day anymore. That seemed to put Lily in a better mood at the bar, especially since Nadia started making excuses to take inventory in the back when she saw Lyle coming down the street.
The phone rang four times before Lily’s voice quacked through the speaker and speared Nadia in the ear. “What’cha callin’ me for?”
Nadia turned the call volume down a few clicks. “Oh my God, will you fucking—? Lily.”
“What? Better not be askin’ me to come in. Fuck you, it’s my night off.”
“No, I’m not. I ain’t even at the bar; I switched with Maggie.”
“Oh, damn. Where you at, then?” She was chewing on something—chips or popcorn, something crunchy that made Nadia wince with each bite. Then she paused. “You out with that blond shit—?”
No, God, no.” Not technically, anyway. “Listen. You got time for some extra-curricular activities?”
“Some who?”
Jesus Christ. “I got a girly-girl that wants to learn some witchy shit. Problem is, I dunno what she’s into, so I was wondering if you’d be willing to chat with her a bit and show her a different side of this shit than I can.”
“Ooh, okay.” A beat passed. “A girl, you say?”
“M-hm. Winery boss’s daughter.”
“Oh, what? I don’t wanna teach some kid how to—”
“She’s not a kid; she’s like, almost twenty-five. And,” Nadia chewed her lip, debating on adding this detail—because if this didn’t get Lily on board, nothing would—but Rose did say she wanted to leave the vampire world, so maybe it’d be fine to bring Lily around Elias after all, “she’s got a lil’ heart keychain, y’know—all orange, white, and pink. Just saying.”
Another beat passed. “Mm, okay. I got’cha, alright. What time would we be doin' that?”
“No idea, but I’ll keep you posted. Lemme work the boss first. Just be ready to come over when I get a date.”
“Yes, ma’am.”
“Alright, cool. I’ll text you when I know what’s going on.”
“Mm-kay. Bye.”
Then the line went dead, and Nadia tucked her phone in her bag. As she rounded the corner, though, a voice made her stop short.
“So this is the winery you’re working at.”
Nadia turned to the blond marketing assistant by the wall, and she pinned up a smile. He looked at her like a lost puppy, hands in his pockets, all sheepish, but she knew better; that was what he did when he wanted to get out of trouble. 
“Sure is,” she said. “Looks like I won’t be able to get this night off after all, if I gotta be working your firm’s event. Sorry, Lyle.”
She only walked about three steps away before Lyle grabbed her wrist. “Wait,” he said. “I’ve been trying to reach you all week, Nads. Can’t we talk a moment?”
“Yeah, sorry, I’ve been busy,” she mumbled, and it sounded even lamer than it had in her head—especially because she didn’t want to look him in the eye, what with that pouty face he wore like a cheap Halloween mask. “Anyway, we’re at a work thing. Let’s focus on that for now.”
Once she tugged her wrist free, the whole lost-puppy act dropped off his face. A brick would’ve fallen slower. He drew up straight and said, “Focus on your boss, you mean.”
Nadia blinked. “Excuse me?” 
“I didn’t think you’d sink this low, Nads.” He closed the distance between them and set his face hard. “I’ll be honest: I’m worried for you.”
Okay, it’s bait. She knew it was. Lyle’s favorite trick when they were together was to be dramatic like this—dance around something that he was mad about and make her play guessing games until her gut felt like it was full of rocks. At least Nadia was old enough not to fall for it anymore, and if he wanted her back, he’d have to cut the shit, too—the guilt tripping and the drink charming. Nadia stared Lyle down.
“Sorry, Lyle, I don’t got time to chat—”
“How much does he pay you?” Lyle glowered at her. He tried to tower over her, but they were the same height when Nadia didn’t wear the heels she had on, so that was… something. Still, behind those glasses were eyes as green and mean as nettles. “And what for, exactly? That boss of yours—don’t tell me he’s made you his pet on top of a bar manager?”
Huh? She had no idea what he was talking about. Maybe the love spell was making him the stupid type of jealous. How annoying. She was really starting to think that God and Lilith were working together to make Nadia dislike Lyle, just so she might fold and cut the cord, cancel the spell. And if that was the case, hell, then maybe the spell’s lesson was that she wasn’t cut out for love in the first place. 
But she had bigger fish to fry at that moment, and with a million and two other thoughts swirling in her head, she didn’t even dignify Lyle’s bullshit with a response. She turned around and headed back to the dining room.
Then a hand as hard as a clamp latched onto her shoulder and spun her around. Nadia lashed out on impulse; she shoved Lyle so hard that he stumbled.
“The fuck’s your problem, dude?”
Oop—
Lyle stared, wide-eyed. Nadia snapped her mouth shut. Never had she cursed at him, not once, and sure enough, Lyle’s face fell. He shook his head and sighed, then said, “God, Nadia—what’s happened to you?” He approached her gently, as if afraid she might bolt. “What’s made you so… harsh? Compromised?” The way his brows quirked up in that played-up pity made Nadia’s scalp prickle. “You look so tired, Nads. Don’t you know you don’t need to live like this? And do these things?”
What the fuck are you talking about—? Though she couldn’t deny that she was tired, especially with the three jobs she was juggling. All of these late nights with Elias, and the teaching, the grading, the Lobster—it was eating up what time she had to live, and it was making her brain feel all rusty.
“Nadia, my offer still stands, you know. Let me help you.” Lyle stretched his hands out. “Don’t let that man take advantage of you.”
“What do you mean?” She couldn’t help it anymore; he made no sense. “How—?”
He drifted even closer, and this time, Nadia felt the reach of something dark coming her way, as if a thorny shadow was stretching out to her. “I saw the way he looked at you,” Lyle said. “I don’t think he wants you to only work for him, Nads; I’m worried about your safety. Don’t you understand?”
Nadia backed up. She pushed her magic into her rings and felt the bands tingle against her skin; in her mind, she imagined something like a wall of magic coming from each hand and erasing those weird, thorny shadows of Lyle’s magic. He’d already gotten her once; he wasn’t getting her again, and especially not with plain energy work, of all things.
More than that, though, some other feeling appeared—the feeling of burning embers, as if still-hot cigarette ash had been sprinkled all up and down her arms. Her lower back, too, went heavy as if a hand were resting on it, and the feeling made a chill run down her spine. Someone else was hovering nearby. Someone infernal.
Shit, fuck—
“Nadia,” Lyle stepped closer, and he smiled like he was in pain, “trust me—”
“Ms. Wojcik, come join us again, please.”
Suddenly, a cool arm wrapped across her back, and a hand gripped her shoulder. Elias appeared next to her and held her to his side. That wasn’t a good look, considering what Lyle was just squawking about, but Elias clearly didn’t care; he barely spared Lyle a glance before pulling Nadia away and leading her to the dining room with a hand on her lower back. That cold hand made the infernal pressure go away, at least.
Elias dipped towards Nadia’s ear. “That boy…”
How embarrassing. Nadia chewed her lip and huffed, “He’s my ex. Watch out, though; he’s the one that put that charm on me.”
“Is he, now?”
“Yep. I taught him magic years ago.” And now he thinks he can throw it on me any time he wants, the shit.
Elias didn’t say anything, and why would he? He had no reason to care about what Lyle did or who she went around town with. He led Nadia back to her seat, where, to Nadia’s surprise, there was another margarita waiting for her—and a small pan of paella, still steaming hot.
“I didn’t know what you wanted,” Elias said as he pulled her chair out for her, “and they were asking about food. I hope this is fine.”
“That’s—yeah, that’s fine.” 
Paella was tasty, but Goddamn expensive—not something she would’ve picked if she had to pay the tab, that was for sure. But she wouldn’t dare pass it up, not with all the goodies hiding in that rice. She eyeballed the scallops and fat pieces of chorizo, then glanced around before picking up her fork.
Nadia realized nobody else except Rose and Lyle had any food. Lyle had come back, adjusting his coat as he glared daggers at Nadia, but she was more interested in trying to figure out what he’d ordered. Rose had chicken, Lyle had a nice cut of steak, and everybody else had a glass of what looked like red wine. Elias did, too, but he ignored it.
Jesus, does all of Rhode Island do this blood-for-wine shtick? And nobody knows? The thought made her shiver. Guess Liam wasn’t lying.
Nadia’s fork hovered over her food. Her appetite had already disappeared, what with Rose and Lyle’s shit, but right then, she suddenly felt as disconnected to her little state as she was to Latvia or China or any other place she’d only heard of, yet never been to. The ground under her feet felt foreign; it didn’t seem like she knew the state she’d called home for her entire life.
Whatever. It wasn’t her job to give a fuck about all that right then. What she did give a fuck about was that food, and for about fifteen blissful minutes, nothing else existed except her and the paella. The vampires chirped some small talk at each other—something about California, and latest cases, and how the grapevines were faring with all the snow, yada-yada—and Rose’s chuckle made Nadia look up.
“What?” Nadia scraped the last bit of rice onto her spoon and popped it in her mouth. She noticed Rose’s chicken only had a few bites cut out of it; most of what she’d eaten was the potatoes and the roasted vegetables.
She pointed to the paella pan. “Is it that good?”
“Hell yeah, it’s that good. I haven’t had time to eat more than boiled eggs and pickles lately.” Plus whatever fuck-ups came back to the kitchen at the Lobster. Eggs and pickles, though—that would’ve been a good meal for Lent, if she wasn’t already sick to death of it. Nadia checked her phone to see when Ash Wednesday was—and when she saw it was the following Wednesday, the realization made Nadia groan. “Shit, Lent’s starting soon...”
“You’re religious, Ms. Wojcik?”
Hatcher’s sleazy voice made Nadia tense. She slung her arm over her chair and raised her chin at the guy, and she hoped the warning in her voice was clear: “Very.”
But the asshole looked amused more than anything, the way his brow shot up and his lips curled into a slimy smile. He didn’t respond; he glanced around the human plates instead. Aside from Nadia, the other two were halfway through their meals, and that was enough for him to start on his nonsense, apparently.
“Now that our dear ones have had a chance to eat,” Hatcher started, “I think it’s time the rest of us get this contract situated. Emily, can you confirm our guest list thus far?”
Emily took a long sip of her “wine,” then tacked on a sickly sweet, red-edged smile. “As of Friday, we had three hundred confirmed attendees. We’re still waiting on an additional eighty-five responses.”
Elias was quick to say, “Our winery’s capacity is three hundred and twenty-five, Ms. Westenfelder.”
“Well, we’re positive not all of those invites will confirm,” Emily said, and for some reason, she glanced at Lyle, who paused with his utensils hovering over his steak. “However, the fact is that we definitely have enough people to justify the amount of wine we’ve requested, I’m sure.”
“With that number, yes, but your original estimate for this ball was one hundred and fifty guests.”
Emily chuckled and waved a hand. “Yes, well, it’s a surprise on our end, too—but as you said, your event space’s capacity—”
“Not our event space. The winery in total.” Elias’s face went flatter than it already was, if that was even possible. “What you’re asking for is a considerable increase in event size that will require a revision of the quote for the space itself, never mind the wine. And we won’t be taking a single person over capacity inside the venue.”
“Oh, Mr. Belevonis,” Hatcher sighed. He swirled his own cup of viscous “wine.” “It seems time hasn’t made you any less of a stickler. Surely the fire marshal won’t even know about one graveyard ball.”
Elias opened his mouth to respond—but something was wrong. The feeling of sharp, prickling, shadowy thorns reached across the room. It was like the floor was suddenly covered in the thorns of a particularly mean, half-dead blackberry bush, and immediately, Nadia looked to Lyle, who was hiding his face behind his napkin and no doubt pretending to wipe his mouth, what with how long he held it there.
Nadia lifted her feet, and the thorny feeling left. It was crawling across the floor, though it didn’t seem like it was aiming for her. What the hell are you—?
And then it was back: the blaze of embers all up and down Nadia’s skin. Her neck burned, her forearms prickled, and the pressure in the air pushed down twice as hard on her shoulders. Nadia put her fork down, and then Rose reached over to grab her hand. Poor girl was shaking. Apparently she’d never felt the pressure of a Duke of hell before.
Even Hatcher and that lanky Sohn glanced around; it seemed they were looking to Emily for an answer. She was all wide eyes and pursed lips, though, like a confused fish. Nadia turned to Lyle, and—
Shit.
Lyle stared at his plate like it was telling him the secrets of the universe. He was deathly still: he didn’t blink, didn’t look up no matter how many times Emily nudged him under the table, and for a minute, Nadia wasn’t sure he was even breathing. Dude was locked in his own head, from the looks of it, and Nadia slapped Elias’s leg.
“Too much,” she whispered—and he responded with a sharp shh.
If only she could see what was going on. It didn’t take a genius to figure out what’d happened and who was there, but without being able to see or hear Duke Berith, she couldn’t possibly know what he was saying, or what Elias was doing. She only watched from the corner of her eye and saw Elias very slightly shake his head—then nod his head.
“There is nothing to negotiate,” Elias said, and his voice sounded odd. The timbre of it was tinny, warped, like it was layered with something—or someone—else. “My capacity is three hundred and twenty-five. If that many people attend, then I will happily supply the wine you’re asking for, but you will be responsible for every bottle left over. Every extra person past your original number will require more staffing for an outdoor venue arrangement, as well as more coordination for the space itself, which will come at a cost, you understand.”
That voice, the pressure, it was killer. Nobody moved. Nadia didn’t even try to look at Rose and Liam. She kept her stare fixed on her plate and waited for all this to be over, which was easier said than done as a fiery presence scraped past her back, bold and slinky as a cat with knives for nails. Then it was gone.
“Yes, we understand,” Mr. Hatcher finally said. His face was set hard, his lips a thin, displeased line. “Though perhaps we can negotiate this extra cost—”
“Lyle!”
Emily’s shriek ripped through the room. In the ten seconds Nadia took her eyes off Lyle, a shitshow had started in earnest: Lyle had a steak knife in one hand, and he was making a million holes in his other hand, which was spread flat on the table. Even Emily, with whatever vampire strength she had, couldn’t tug his punctured, bloody hand off the table and out of the way of that knife.
Shit, son of a bitch—!
While Rose screamed, and those lawyer-vampires started squawking and panicking, Nadia jumped up and bolted to the other side of the table. Liam only got up when she ran past him, but he didn’t stop her. She didn’t know what else to do except try to grab Lyle's knife-arm, but holy shit, he was strong. Impossibly strong. She ended up getting yanked around with him, and when she tried to take the knife, the blood he’d already smeared around made it too slick; her hand slipped over the blade, too, the serrated edge catching her palm.
Fuck!
She ignored the sting, then clapped the rings of her other hand over his head, and that made him howl like she’d never heard him do before. He twisted the knife around and aimed it towards her face, and only then did Liam step in, twisting his arm back so hard that a chunky snap by his shoulder made Nadia nauseous.
“In the name of God the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit,” she breathed over him, “I invoke the Keys of St. Peter and the Church’s authority—”
Stupid, she knew, to have a demon follow Elias around for things like this and then try to bind it, but what else was she supposed to do? She didn’t think the Duke would do this. Luckily, though, it seemed either the Duke backed off on his own, or Elias got a hold of him, because she didn’t need to say anything else for Lyle to drop the knife. He slumped over like he’d taken a boxer’s punch to the jaw, and when Nadia looked up, Liam stared at her with eyes wide enough to eat up half his face.
He motioned to Lyle and hissed, “What the fuck—?”
“Mr. Hatcher,” Elias snapped, as he stormed over to Nadia. He brushed his hand on poor Rose’s shoulder on the way, though she didn’t relax at all. Then he pulled both Liam and Nadia away by the arms, as if Lyle were a rabid dog about to bite everyone. Elias said, without taking his eyes off Lyle, “Rose will send you the final contract by e-mail for your review.” Then he cut Hatcher a sharp look and muttered, “This meeting is over.”
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The car ride home was silent. And that silence was fucking loud.
With how rattled everyone had been, Elias insisted on driving Nadia home and promised to make Liam bring her car to her before work the next day. Apparently Elias was sending Liam to talk to their sponsor in Providence, so at least it worked out, but man, was that a tense car ride.
There was no point asking what’d happened in that dining room, though. No doubt those sleazy vampires thought they had an ace up their sleeve with Lyle, but they had to be stupid if they thought Lyle was the only person capable of coercive magic. Elias had turned the tables on them, alright—had them eating out of his hand by the end of that whole mess—but to cause real bodily harm like that just didn’t sit right with her. Not at all. 
Maybe she’d made a mistake, teaching these kinds of things to a vampire. But she was in too deep by that point. In the quiet of that car ride, she’d texted Lily everything she could about Rose and Elias without letting the vampire thing out; she’d dressed up the whole Dracula thing as Elias only having family ties in Greece and Turkey, and apparently that was enough for Lily to get an idea, because the only thing she’d texted back is:
turkey like anatolia or somewhere else?

girl idk he didnt get specific

wtf ok is it fine if i pull some cards on this orrrr????

do w/e u gotta do; ill get a meeting set up soon

try to start it on a day off or somethin pls maggies gonna be pissed if i call out again 


Once they pulled into the parking lot of Nadia’s loft, she flexed her hand and sighed. Elias had patched her cut up easily enough, but the look he’d given her afterwards... it made her shudder just thinking about it. Reminded her too much of the night before, with her messed up arm. And the whole ride home, she’d felt him looking at her, even though she avoided his eye. His attention made the Lexus feel a little too cramped.
The engine cut, Elias’s door opened, and Nadia had only just gathered her shit when her door flew open, too. Elias hovered over her and extended his hand. His stare, however, glowed with an unnaturally red ember, as if that little lick of her blood had sparked fire in his otherwise dark eyes. It made her shiver, and she pushed his hand away.
“Alright,” she muttered as she got up on her own, “what were you thinking? You made such a fucking scene tonight.”
He gave her space, then closed the car door after her—but he blocked her path to the loft and boxed her against the car.
“I was only protecting myself and my staff,” he said.
“My ass.” Nadia jabbed a nail into his shoulder. “That was way more than just ‘protection.’ Don’t bullshit me.”
He studied her. With that pinprick of red shining in his eye, it was easy to track his gaze, and it roved all over her face. But he didn’t say anything.
“Elias,” Nadia said, “seriously. You shouldn’t get into the habit of doing shit like that. Have some restraint. Who knows what’ll come of this now? Don’t you think Hatcher and all them knew what Lyle could do? What’ll they think now?”
He shrugged. “Of course they knew. That’s why he was trying to glamor me into a terrible contract. I don’t doubt they asked him to do that. Now they’ll think twice before asking again.”
Nadia blinked. If for nothing else, that confirmed what she felt: that Lyle’s magic had been doing something foul. She crossed her arms and shook her head. “No. This isn’t just vampire bullshit. This is magic—”
“That the boy’s already hurt you with once before.”
She pinched the bridge of her nose. “That doesn’t matter—”
“It does.”
“No, Elias, it doesn’t! And even if it did, that is my problem to handle, not yours!” She huffed in frustration. “You overplayed your hand, do you understand? God, dude.” Nadia grinded her jaw and looked off into the parking lot, if only to try and chill out. “You know what occult means? It means ‘hidden.’ You keep that shit hidden. You don’t go throwing your weight around like that unless you want the whole fucking world trying to burn you down.” Another thought popped up. “And Rose,” she groaned as she ran her hands over her face, “ugh, Rose.”
Elias frowned. “What about Rose?”
“She’s gonna learn this shit, too, now,” Nadia muttered. Before Elias could respond, Nadia pressed a finger to his lips. “No, listen. She wants to learn it, and I was gonna convince you to let her, but now I’m not asking, I’m telling you: she’s gonna learn how to protect herself. Like I do. Especially if you’re gonna go gunslinging with the Duke like this and creating problems.” Nadia shook her head, the frustration sour in her mouth. “Stupid, Elias. What you did was really fucking stupid.”
Getting us all in trouble like this, fuck. Nadia chewed her lips and stared at the pavement. This was not how this was supposed to go, and it was just dawning on her how fucked up it was to go crossing two worlds like this—the vampires, the magicians. Converging them like this, what a mess. This was some Exorcist level shit, and if more vampires figured this out—if they started collecting witches and magicians like this, learning how to do it themselves—didn't Rose say vampires couldn’t kill other vampires? Or glamor them? But humans, magicians, there were no rules there—I wouldn’t be surprised if this made some kind of magical arms race—and if she thought about it, was this maybe why Lyle was pushing her so hard to join the law firm—?
“Are you asking me to repent, then?” 
"Huh?” Nadia’s thoughts scattered. She looked at Elias, and her heart skipped.
Elias’s face was hard like stone. He glowered at her; his eyes burned, and the weight of his stare made Nadia shrink. 
“Because I won’t,” he whispered, and he took another step closer, reached a hand up to her. His fingers brushed her arm, traced all the way up to her face, until he could brush a few undone strands of hair aside. “I won’t ever repent ruining the hands that hurt you. Everything I did tonight, I would do again.”
Oh, Goddamn. Her face flushed, despite everything. What she wanted to say was: you think you’re some kind of fucking hero? But the words tangled up on her tongue, and Elias… with him so close, and that warm cologne making her head buzz, she wanted to let herself be delusional for just a minute. Wanted to think she really was safe with a thing like him.
“The Diduch House already knows about you, after that incident with Hansen,” he continued. “I’m sure Vovk would've liked to look into it more, but it was only a matter of time before he went to the Council with it regardless. Now that there are two of you out in the open, I don’t doubt they’ll gather about all of this and call on you soon.”
Nadia stared. Only a matter of time? Her heart skipped again. Call on you—so did she have an execution day already etched in her future? It’d felt so insulated, fun, playing around with Elias in his winery and teaching him about all the stuff she loved in his house, but was it really only a matter of time before she got found out? And got some vampire death penalty for it? 
She swallowed and said, “And what if they decide Lyle and I are a liability to your kind?” How many dramas like this had she seen play out in her movies and books? Secretive things like vampires, from all she’d read and watched, weren’t the type to take risks like this. “What if they kill us? Then what?”
He shook his head. “They won’t.”
“You can’t be sure about that.”
“Yes, I can.” He took hold of her shoulders, and his face softened. He smiled at her as if she was being silly. “They wouldn’t let a resource like this go to waste.” He squeezed her shoulders. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Nadia. Don’t be afraid.”
“But...” 
She wanted so badly to argue, but the way he pressed closer—hovered over her with that damn cologne fraying her mind, slipped his hands up to her neck and cradled her head—she huffed and tapped the back of her hand to his chest. He didn’t get the hint to move away; he stayed silent, stayed in her space, and again, she flushed. Her face burned, and she was pretty sure he felt it when he ran his thumb over her cheek.
“Fine,” she muttered, “but Rose is still gonna learn. For her own sake, y’know?”
“I understand.”
“Good.” When he still didn’t back, she pushed him. “Now can you—?”
He caught her wrist and pinned it to the car, then pressed his hips against hers and held her there. Her heart shot into her mouth; a wave of goosebumps ran down her spine.
“Hey,” she whispered as he studied her. His face was way too close. “Elias, really—”
“You said,” his voice dragged over her skin, hoarse and crackling, “I could ask you for relief. I’ve used quite a bit of my own strength tonight, Nadia. It’s made this thirst worse.” His fangs slid down to his lower lip, and the hand cradling her face suddenly gripped her chin, tilted her head aside until her neck was exposed to the cold air. “May I?”
“Uh, I mean,” Nadia tried to pull her arm free from his grip, but he was too strong, “you can’t wait until you get home for a glass—?”
“I don’t want blood from a bottle.” His tongue swiped his lips, and it made her shiver. He leaned more of his weight on her. She clenched her jaw so she didn’t make any stupid sounds, but her skin was burning up—her face, her neck, her shoulders, all of it. “I don’t want anyone else’s blood but yours.” 
Jesus. Didn’t he say this wasn’t an intimate thing? It was getting harder to breathe. The fuck is all this? 
“Listen, I’m, uh,” her voice was barely a whisper, “I’m flattered and all, but—”
He dipped his head to her ear. “What was it you said to me, the night you cursed me?” 
Nadia paused.
“Like the body will wither without its blood,” his lips brushed her hair, “so will I wither without you? Something to that effect?”
...What?
He might as well have splashed ice water on her, even as he dropped his face to her neck. She remembered whispering those exact words in December, but that wasn’t for her Tower spell. Not the money spell, either. That was her love spell’s incantation—and that was what she’d said to Lyle, not him. It had to be Lyle. The thorny magic he had, it matched that thorn-circled heart she saw the night she did the spell; why wouldn’t it have been Lyle? How did Elias know—? 
“I am withering, Nadia,” he muttered against her skin. It made her breath catch. “And this magic you’ve taught me, it only makes all of this worse the more I use it; I think of your blood, and only yours. I’m haunted by it.” Then he pulled away and stared at her with eyes glowing deep, dark red. “I can’t bring myself to drink anything else. None of it is good enough. None of it is yours. So please,” he tugged at the collar of her coat and shirt, “let me have a little relief.”
Hold on.
Nadia planted her free hand in his chest and looked around. The parking lot was empty, so at least nobody would see them being a mess in public, but something was wrong. In fact, all of this was wrong. She’d messed up something major if Elias was telling her that the love spell hit him. There was just no way.
God wouldn’t have let that happen.
She was positive. More than positive. Playing with a vampire was a dream come true to an extent, and even then, it was decaying into a nightmare real fast. With everything Liam told her about his past, about Elias, with the way Rose broke down—no, this was getting to be a bit fucking much, actually. So what did this mean, that Elias was reciting her own incantation back to her? How could she have messed this up? The spell was supposed to draw her best match to her, from the ends of the earth if need be—and wasn’t that what happened when bramble-covered Lyle crossed the damn ocean to be here?
So what the fuck—?
“Nadia?” Elias ran his thumb over the veins in her wrist.
She shook her head and pushed him again, and when he finally backed off her, she muttered, “Come up with me. You’re not biting me in the middle of the parking lot.”
He frowned, confused. Nadia swallowed her thudding heart down and hurried for the loft, all too aware of Elias following close at her heels. Her apartment was on the east wing, third floor, and after she’d dragged him into the stairwell, she kept her mind as clear as possible by counting every single step until they got to the grey carpeted hallway she lived on. Her apartment was to the right, all the way at the end of the hall. After she unlocked it, she kept her hand on the handle and finally gathered the courage to look at him.
And God, he was pretty. She shouldn’t have stared at him so long—really shouldn’t have committed his face to memory, all dark brows and strong nose, the thin goatee, the garnet eyes—shouldn’t have noticed the way the hallway lights haloed his gorgeous dark hair, either. But she could feel some cosmic timer ticking. Nadia knew that when she asked God where she’d gone wrong and took the steps to correct her fumbled love spell, there wouldn’t be any reason to keep coming around. As it was, she should’ve figured he was only being schmoozy with her because he was thirsty. 
Everything I did tonight, I would do it all again.
He was just protecting a good tool. A walking meal. That was all. Even if some really stupid part of her rejected that idea, she made herself believe it anyway, because it was better than accepting the results of a spell that should’ve never manifested this way in the first place.
“You’re not coming in,” she finally said. “I’ll cut you one glass, and that’s it.”
“What? Nadia—”
He moved to grab her, but she’d already slipped inside, and sure enough, he stopped right at the threshold. That was another bit of folklore she could verify as true: vampires couldn’t enter homes without permission. Elias was looking at the threshold like there was something blocking him, and she knew that with her wards alone, her apartment might as well have been a fortress. He was probably seeing what she used to see: the big golden gates she’d woven across the door, like the gates of St. Peter.
“Nadia,” he said again when he’d refocused on her, “what do you mean, you’ll cut a glass?”
“Exactly what it sounds like.”
Then she tossed her coat off and went to the kitchen. She grabbed a single whiskey glass, her food scale, and a paring knife. A cup was 240 milliliters. He’d get exactly that much, and not a drop more. 
“Nadia—!”
“Hush. You’re gonna piss off the neighbors.”
She set the cup on the food scale and switched to milliliters, then held her arm over the glass, knife to her skin. Elias watched, wide-eyed, looking around like he wanted to find someone to help drag her out of her own apartment. Maybe he would. God forbid anyone came up right then and saw him panicking out there.
Come on. The blue light of her food scale went dim, suggesting it was a matter of time before it shut off altogether. Just make a cut.
Nadia wasn’t stupid enough to cut her wrist, but the bit of forearm meat where she couldn’t see an obvious blue vein was probably fine. She pressed the knife to it and braced herself, then aimed for a cut that wouldn’t need stitches to fix. Her skin split open, and she hissed as her arm stung with pain; she let red blood trickle into that glass and watched the scale.
10ml... 15ml...
"Nadia, let me in—!”
“Hell no.”
It took a long time. Nadia flexed her forearm sometimes to make it bubble out faster, and she tried not to pass out as she watched the red stuff leave her, even though her heart rate was picking up. No good. Last thing she wanted was to go woozy like she did when she had blood drawn and freaked out about the needle. She’d barely managed to avoid that after the Duke made her cut her arm. Nadia focused on the number on the scale instead and took deep breaths.
200ml... 210ml...
After what felt like a thousand years, the scale finally hit 240 milliliters, and she rushed for the kitchen sink to rinse the wound out. It hurt. She ignored the pain and snatched a fistful of paper towels and some tape from the junk drawer, making a shitty attempt at a tight gauze wrap. It didn’t take long for a little bloom of red to get through it all, though, and no doubt it wouldn’t be long before it was soaked. She needed a real bandage.
“Alright,” she said, though she steadied herself on the counter for a second. The wooziness threatened to come and make her legs buckle; her temples prickled with panic. “Alright, alright. We got it.”
When she turned and saw a cup of her blood sitting there like a criminally under-seasoned Bloody Mary, though, she couldn’t do it. A wave of cold sweat washed over her, and her legs buckled. She barely held herself up on the counter as her vision went spotty and her ears started ringing. Some muffled sound echoed behind her—Elias, probably. She couldn’t make out what he was saying.
“Hold on,” she said. At least, she was pretty sure she said it. She felt her voice vibrate in her throat. “Gimme a second.”
After she slid to the floor and sat there for a bit, and after a few dry heaves as the nausea hit her, she felt her cheeks flush again. Her hearing came back first, then her sight. First thing she saw was Elias, watching her with a deep frown cut into his face. She gave him a thumbs up with her butchered arm, and she noticed that the paper towels were already pretty red and damp—but at least it didn’t look like they were getting much worse.
Fuck’s sake. 
The bright red against white paper towel threatened to send her spiraling again. She hadn’t had to look at the mess so much when she was just peeling her arm out of her fucked up shirt, but seeing all this blood now—
Okay. Get up. Up, up, up.
Nadia pulled herself up somehow, then took that cup and shook off the last of her dizziness. She approached Elias slowly.
“Here. Drink.”
But he didn’t. “Why are you doing this—?” 
“Because I don’t trust you.” She angled the cup over the threshold, so he could touch it without touching her. “You can have what I give you. You’re not taking it yourself. Not with all that shit you said earlier.”
Her spell wasn’t supposed to make him literally wither, after all. That made all this mess that much scarier. If he got too thirsty, he’d drain her to nothing. Never mind the way he ruined her sense of equilibrium when he got as close as he did. He’d have her promising things before she could realize what she’d said—especially because he was getting better not only at glamoring again, but at doing so in a way she couldn’t pick up on right away. He was getting better at hunting her, and she’d taught him how to fucking do it.
No, this can’t work. She chewed her lip as he took the glass; she kept her eyes on the floor. Maybe she should’ve considered herself lucky she didn’t get killed already, all this time. This—what was I thinking? This is way too dangerous.
The suddenly empty glass entered her field of vision; he held it by his side, and his voice sounded a lot smoother. “Nadia, let me fix your arm, at least.” When she shook her head, he said, “I won’t hurt you. I promised you once already, didn’t I?”
Could she believe that, though? Nadia wasn’t sure. She shook her head. “It’s not a deep cut. I’ll patch it up better and it’ll be fine.” Before he could argue, she met his eye and said, “Goodnight, Elias. See you Monday. Just leave the glass outside; I’ll get it later.”
Then she closed the door in his face. Locked the deadbolt and the little chain up top. If he left, she couldn’t tell; the carpet would’ve muffled his footsteps. But he didn’t call for her, and her phone didn’t buzz with any messages—she kept checking while she cleaned up her cut and got some real gauze bandage on it—and so she thought it safe to assume he’d left.
Nadia checked her phone one more time and noted the clock: nearly one in the morning. Technically Saturday—technically Valentine’s Day. She huffed a humorless laugh, and then she figured, while her adrenaline was still running high, she might as well get to work trying to fix this fucking mess. Valentine’s Day was a commercialized shit-show of roses and cheap chocolate, but ironically, it was also a common day for break-ups, so why not take advantage of that and shred this stupid spell, too?
It wasn’t even that strong of a spell. So she told herself as she cleared her coffee table and gathered all her materials. It was just meant to get Nadia to meet the right one for her, and then the rest of the work was up to her own charm and personality to get the other person to like her. 
Which means I fucked that up, anyway, so.
No way a pretty vampire with all this money would want some gangly human magician with a sailor’s mouth and hardly any assets to her name. What good was she to him, outside shit he could probably teach himself at this point? The thought made her heart sink, and she could’ve slapped her own stupidity out of her for even feeling that way. 
There was no room to feel disappointed over Elias. No right, either. She’d just have to cut the cord between them, if there even was one, so he could at least drink his bottled blood again and not suck her dry. If he still wanted to keep her around after that was done, well, that was his prerogative. She’d stay as long as he kept paying her—with plenty of protective amulets and charms in case of an emergency—but she doubted he’d keep her around much longer after this.
Though the only thing worse than doing a love spell with Lilith, under God’s oversight, was trying to then break one under God’s oversight. Nadia no longer had any functional spiritual eyeballs to see if anyone was even answering her prayers, either, which made everything even harder. But what else was there to do? She got lucky, figuring this out on the last Saturday under a waning moon, and so she moved quickly.
Nadia collected ingredients that she could weave a spell out of: two chicken hearts from a frozen clump of roaster gizzards, which she'd thawed in the microwave, and then a circle of black candles, a whole clove of garlic crushed and scattered around her tarnished silver platter, and a very high proof grain alcohol, which she’d soaked some red thread in. There was also milk curdled with lemon juice that she soaked each heart in before sewing them together with that thread. 
On Saturn’s Day, with the moon in the right phase for decreasing things, the story she wanted to tell with this spell was a simple one: a story of love gone sour, of old ties burned, severed, and kept away, and with the door shut to any future love.
Nadia prayed the rosary and contemplated the Sorrowful Mysteries before she started. She spoke prayers of absolution, confessing and repenting her mistake. Then she begged God to undo what she’d asked Him to let Lilith do and repeated Isaiah 43:18-19 before pouring her magic into the table, calling St. Garlic and St. Lemon to pray with her that God might break this spell’s influence. She felt her magic in her palms, all warm and golden, and she imagined the table’s ingredients raising their own life up to add to it all, like a chorus singing praise together. Then she set a match to the red threads.
But they didn’t light. She tried again, put more alcohol on them and held up a new match, and—still nothing. Nadia poured a whole shot onto the threads, but somehow, they refused to light. She checked the bottle. It wasn’t regular vodka; it definitely should’ve lit up in a glorious blaze, but nope. Nothing.
And then the black candles went out, too. Choked in their puddles of wax, flames fading to nothing but soggy wicks.
“What?” Nadia tried to light the candles again, standing the wicks up so they were out of the wax, but they wouldn’t light. “What the fuck?”
Nadia even tested the alcohol. It burned just fine when she put a little in a separate spot on the tray and set it on fire; that flame ate up the liquid instantly. On the threads, though, there was nothing—and she thought she must’ve been going crazy.
Something was interfering, and it didn’t take her long to know what. A heavy presence came down and squashed her. Unlike Duke Berith or any other demon, this presence was heavy in the hips and the shoulders, as if the earth’s gravity got stronger. It was suffocating, yet warm and sturdy, and it cocooned her and threatened to flatten her at the same time.
It was God. Pressing the weight of the world on her.
Nadia bolted from the table and slid into her bedroom. She turned a lamp on, snatched a tarot deck from her dresser, and plopped onto the ground.
“God, what?” Thwip-thwip-thwip. “What’s the issue?”
One card stuck out to her, and when she pulled it, she found herself face to face with the Devil. Nadia rolled her eyes. Sometimes getting an answer that made sense was like pulling teeth, and sometimes God might as well have been commissioning billboards on I-95 for her. 
“Yes, obviously, the vampire, I get it,” she said. Then she huffed. “But that’s why I’m trying to break this, so why won’t you let—?”
Two cards flew out of her deck and onto the floor.
“Jeez,” she muttered as she picked them up. Wasn’t often that God tossed the cards at her. “The hell—?”
The Moon Reversed, Seven of Swords Reversed.
“Okay…” Thwip-thwip-thwip. “So…” Thwip-thwip-thwip. “What’s the big deal, then?”
The Devil—again. And Three of Swords Reversed. And the Hierophant Reversed.
What the fuck? Out of habit, she glanced around for Seehiah to shoot him a look, but of course, she couldn’t see him. It was just her in her room, looking around like a crazy person. But what the hell was all this God was giving her?
“What am I supposed to do?” Thwip-thwip-thwip. “I—clearly I fucked up! So how do I undo this? Why—surely You don’t mean You meant for this to—?”
THWACK.
One card caught the edge of another and flipped in her hands: the Tower.
The pressure came down harder on her, until she thought she’d get crushed into the carpet. She stared at that silver crucifix on her dresser in disbelief. So that was it, then. All this was just another opportunity for God to tell her to be careful what she wished for? To grind this mess in her face, to tell her not to lift a fucking finger without triple checking with Him first?
Book. Nadia blinked and saw her old Bible in her mind’s eye. Get it.
Nadia scrambled back into the living room and snatched the Bible off the shelf. She slid back to her mess of a failed spell and plopped the book on the table, which knocked one candle over and spilled wax all over the wood. Before she could piss and moan about it, the pressure in the air pointed her face to that book and urged her to start flipping pages.
“What’s going on?” Nadia ran her thumb over those tissue-thin pages a few times; the vrrrp of them whizzing to the cover punctuated the silence. “God, what—why are You doing this—?”
A sharp sting in her ear made her pause. She closed her eyes and flipped through the pages slower. How long had it been since she did a little bibliomancy? Months. Years, even. It wasn’t her preferred method of divination by a long shot, given she usually ended up in the middle of some random section about sinking boats or running around in the desert or something. This time, though, she stopped well past the halfway point, and that sting in her ear grew stronger until her finger landed on one specific spot. All the while, she kept praying.
“I don’t understand; why would You set me up with a vampire, of all things? What’s—how’s that supposed to help me? He’s not like me. He can’t—that doesn’t make any sense, so why won’t You let me break this off—?”
When she opened her eyes, she thought she’d be sick.
For this cause shall a man leave his father and mother, and cleave to his wife; and they twain shall be one flesh: so then they are no more twain, but one flesh. What therefore God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.
Mark 10. Verses seven through nine jumped out at her especially hard; her finger was right on top of the last one.
“But why?” Nadia could’ve ripped that page out. Instead, she flipped the pages again, a steady vrrp-vrrp-vrrp punctuating her freak-out. “Why him? Why not a normal, decent guy? Why is there always some fucking catch with You?”
Again, the sting—and again, Nadia closed her eyes, drifting her finger around the page until the sting made her wince. Her stomach dropped from the pressure in the room. Nadia took a breath and opened her eyes to 1 Corinthians 7:14:
For the unbelieving  husband is sanctified by the wife, and the unbelieving wife is  sanctified by the husband: else were your children unclean; but now are  they holy. 
Nadia read it three times. Then she tossed the Bible on her couch. 
It landed with a soft thump. She got up and dumped all the bullshit on that platter in the trash, candles included, and threw the platter in the sink with a loud clang. After, she snatched her rosary off the carpet and stormed into her room, then chucked her rosary onto her dresser and got dressed for bed. All the while, Nadia ignored every single cross hanging on the walls. Definitely avoided eye contact with that ragged, crucified Christ on the dresser. It wasn’t until she hit the bathroom to wipe her mascara off and brush her teeth that the verse finally sent her to her knees, dry heaving over her open toilet from the sheer insanity of it all.
Is there nothing just for me? Always, it was like this, with some stupid caveat to her spells. God working through her, not with her, and sure as fuck not for her. Apparently God didn’t think she deserved anything she asked for without becoming everyone else’s tool or mule. Nadia curled up on the bathroom rug. She gripped fistfuls of her hair by the roots to stop herself from screaming in frustration and getting a wellness check from the neighbors. Can’t I just have one thing to myself? Can’t just one thing be simple?
But of course not. God’s weight bore down harder on her, and even though she wanted to yell and throw things, she instead took a deep breath and reminded herself what she’d promised Him in exchange for all the things she’d seen, done, and learned—for all the magic He’d let her do.
“I know. Your will, not mine,” she muttered into the rug. However, she had to let Him know, “but God, I don’t want this. I just—I can’t! I can’t do this!”
She didn’t know what kind of answer she expected, but she got one anyway: the pressure in the air slowly disappeared, and in the buzzing silence, she knew then that she was alone.
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Because I don’t trust you. 
Elias couldn’t collect himself through the weekend. All he’d wanted to do was speak to Nadia. He’d pored over her every word that night, trying to understand what had happened, why she’d suddenly been so cold. It didn’t make any sense to him, why she would rather cut herself open and make a mess of herself than let him carefully put his teeth to her. The sight of her collapsing, her arm still bleeding—it’d made him forget his thirst. At least, until his attempts to crack open the golden gates of her magic had failed, and the effort inflamed his throat again.
What have I done? Even as he refreshed the brass bowl for the Duke, even as he tried—and failed—to divert his attention back to his independent studies, he kept fixating on that night. Even helping Rose gather her things to move back into his home for a couple of weeks, so she could sleep easily despite Hatcher in town, didn’t do enough to distract him from thinking of his sorceress. Why does she not trust me? Didn’t the Duke say—?
Demons lied. If he remembered nothing else from priests and monks, it was this. And Elias had lied to her already, too. She was right not to trust him, even if she didn’t know why. Smart, even. He would never fault her for it. But hadn’t he been nothing but generous to her? Hadn’t he healed her from that Thornston boy’s malice? What was the reason she could fix so cold an eye on him? Did she really feel for that boy, like her messages to him suggested? In which case, perhaps he had overstepped, when he gave the Duke permission to arrest the boy’s mind and puppet his body.
But there was something wrong with that boy. The Duke had told him so later: there was something else influencing the boy, some other patron hovering near, trying to fight the Duke off in a rush of rotten leaves and foul winds. Elias had tasted the poison in the air; he’d seen the thorns rush from that boy. It was the same bramble he’d exorcised from Nadia that had reached for him, as if aiming to tunnel under his skin and make a puppet of him instead. Duke Berith simply turned the boy’s tricks back on him—and chased out the murky thing with the golden eyes that’d been hiding in the boy’s shadow.
Nadia’s fears haunted him, as well. He’d called Vovk immediately after leaving her, and he’d informed his sponsor of all that’d happened that night—from his suspicions of Hatcher and Sohn, who were not supposed to be back in Rhode Island just yet, to the situation with his and Hatcher’s magicians. Vovk had listened in grim silence, then given a predictable verdict.
“It’s beyond us now,” he’d said with a sigh. “Tell me when your witch is available. I’ll call a meeting, if Rákóczi hasn’t already. Keep an eye on her. Don’t let her go anywhere.”
“Vovk,” Elias had said before the ancient vampire hung up, “will she be safe?”
Silence stretched over the other end. “That’s not up to either of us. It’s up to her.”
Then the call had ended. Elias’s body had gone so stiff during that conversation, brief as it was, that his arm felt like crumbling stone when he’d dropped the phone from his ear. He’d texted Nadia’s schedule to Vovk, and the date had been set for that Tuesday, with Vovk requesting both Nadia and Cormier to be in attendance. It was the fastest he’d ever seen a Council meeting convened, and it worried him. He thought surely, with how slow things moved for the patriarchs, that it would’ve been another month at the earliest, but perhaps Vovk was right. Perhaps Rákóczi had already called foul, what with a human under their House harmed.
Elias forwarded the date and time to Nadia immediately and pulled Cormier off Tuesday’s winery schedule, with one of Vovk’s fledglings slated to run the bar in their absence. Nadia had received the text, and all she’d said in return was: 
u better gimme the rest of the week off then. 

What of your friend? And Rose? Weren’t they to meet this Friday?

fuck. u right. gimme until friday then; God knows ill need that long to recover


Elias had reluctantly agreed. That was the last he’d heard from her until Tuesday; he’d even given her Monday off from the winery, so she might have more time to prepare for the meeting. He’d texted her as many details as he could about what they would expect from her, and she only ever opened the texts; she never responded. It was a relief when he could finally knock on her door that Tuesday and walk her to his car, where Cormier waited for them. Even then, she was as silent as if he were walking her to a criminal trial rather than a Council meeting.
His sorceress was heavily armored that night. The golden glow that came off her jewelry—the St. Benedict’s medal, the rings and their black and red stones—told him as much. More than that, she had her hair up in a clip, the shining stuff collected into what looked like a bundle of spun gold on the back of her head. Her outfit was simple, yet sharp: dark blue blouse with the sleeves rolled to her elbows, the hem tucked into black, wide-legged slacks, with black leather heels peeking from underneath it all. Under her arm, she’d tucked her leather clutch and her laptop in a smaller fabric case.
And the angel was there, hovering behind her like a knight sworn to the service of a great queen. As they all stepped onto the streets of Providence that night, Elias watched the hulking, radiant creature, who shed neither malice nor peace off itself—only a harrowing neutrality. It was as Duke Berith said: the creature felt as if it would put a sword to the sorceress’s back as easily as it would to Elias’s throat, if some higher being told it to.
They soon reached the Council’s favorite gathering spot: a local hotel, the kind where the carpets were plush enough to make one feel like they were sinking into the floor, where the common people of Providence came for the steakhouse connected to the opulent building, and where the doors were heavy and blocked all sound. On the fourth floor of the hotel, a whole level closed off to all but the most “prestigious” (and nocturnal) guests, it was guaranteed that only Elias’s kind would be nearby.
The waitstaff led Elias and his managers into the elevator and escorted them to a small conference room. Inside, a polished wooden table was set with glasses already gleaming with blood, and small bowls of candy crowded around the glass boxes of roses in the center, pushed aside and forgotten. On the ceiling, a projector was mounted, and a small podium and computer sat in the far corner, set up for business presentations. The leather chairs stood out against the swirling red-gold patterns of the carpet, as did the people in them: the patriarchs of southern New England’s established Houses and some of their attendants. One such patriarch was Vovk, whose stare was a knife slipping between Elias’s ribs, and one such attendant was Mr. Hansen.
“Ah, there they are!” Mr. Hansen stood and welcomed them into the room. His smile, as always, took up most of his face, though his eyes were thin, squinting lines that obscured the ice behind them. “Ms. Wojcik, good to see you again.”
“Likewise, Mr. Hansen.”
Her voice didn’t waver, even in the face of eleven other vampires. Moreover, it seemed the head of the table, closest to the podium and projector, had been reserved for her. The place cards at the table had been set; Elias and Cormier were to flank her on either side. As they took their seats, Nadia moved with straight-backed certainty to the podium, where she laid her laptop down and began setting up. She didn’t look up even once; she moved with military efficiency, plugging cables into the laptop and testing the projector’s control box on the podium. 
As Elias watched her, however, he realized: that “military efficiency” was a glamor. Her shoulders were sharp-edged with the finest, nearly invisible gleam of gold, her face obscured and distorted as though she wore ethereal gold chainmail on her face. Even if her heartbeat was quicker than most humans’, it was steady—but the quickness still suggested, at least to Elias, that she was nervous.
“Of course she’s nervous.”
Heat seared across Elias’s back. The clop of a horse’s hooves stole his focus, and like a flash of liquid flame, Duke Berith manifested behind the row of vampires opposite of Elias. The Duke rode his horse down the length of the table, yet his serpentine smile and glimmering eyes stayed fixed on Elias, to the point that his head turned backwards on his shoulders. When the Duke spoke, the voice was so close that he might’ve been whispering in Elias’s ear.
“These two,” the Duke stopped between the vampires at the other end of the table: Hatcher, and the Báthory patriarch, Francis Rákóczi, “shall I get rid of them?”
No. Just as he had at the contract dinner, Elias whispered directives in his head. Leave them be for now.
“Even though they mean to cause you grief?”
Elias took a deep breath. He wouldn’t repeat his previous decisions, not with his sorceress’s safety in question. Don’t touch them.
“Hmm. Fine.”
“Ms. Wojcik,” came Rákóczi’s steely, fried voice, and Duke Berith dissipated into red mist behind him, “please. No need to rush into anything. We’re all meeting for the first time; come and let us see you.”
Elias loathed to hear the man speak. He’d taken a different name in the modern era, something like Ryan DeMarcus, if Elias remembered correctly. Like Elias, Rákóczi had long since had to shed his identity, given the decades that had gone by—and unlike Elias, it was because that name would attract far too much scrutiny, especially for anyone that knew of the exiled prince of Elizabeth Báthory’s family line.
Rákóczi sat at the head of the table with Hatcher at his right hand, and what a venomous look Hatcher cast on Elias. Rákóczi himself, however, smiled from under his finely trimmed, dark mustache; his dark brown hair waved gently over the sides of his head, ending at his ears and highlighting his hard jaw and the stubble he’d neglected to shave from it. His teeth flashed white with his smile, causing his dark eyes to crinkle at the corners—though still, somehow, they caught the light enough to suggest a friendly sparkle. His frame was slimmer than the vampire to his left, cat-like, yet the way he lounged there at the head of the table, it was clear he had considerable power hiding under the fitted black suit he wore.
The chair at the other end of the table scraped away, and Elias realized Cormier had pulled out the chair for Nadia. She sat down as he tucked her in, and she smiled at the boy in a way that needled Elias. In all the time Elias had watched those two in the bar, he’d regretted to see how familiar they’d become. It seemed Nadia truly had taken up the work he'd neglected with the boy—and while that pleased Vovk, it put a foul taste in Elias's mouth.
Elias had no choice but to watch as they played about behind the bar: how casually they touched each other, pinching each other’s arms and tapping shoulders, or how they made jokes about the patrons, talked about movies they liked, played music for each other. Nadia was too friendly with the boy—his face brightened too much when he realized she was on her way to the winery—and yet he couldn’t say anything without them knowing he’d been watching all along.
The glimmer of gold rings brought Elias’s focus back to the conference room. Once Nadia settled at the table, she laced her fingers together. Wise thing that she was, however, she didn’t speak until Rákóczi again addressed her.
“Now, Ms. Wojcik, I understand you’re under House Dracula?” Rákóczi glanced at Elias, then smiled at Vovk, whose face was like a mask of the dead. “Are Diduch’s efforts to repopulate that old House finally gaining ground?”
“No, no,” Nadia said with a chuckle. “I’m not under any House, mister…?”
“Oh, excuse me. I didn’t realize Mr. Belevonis hadn’t given you our names.” Again, that knife-sharp, twinkling eye rested on Elias as Rákóczi kept his cheeks balled tight in that smile. “Let us make our introductions, then. On the street, they know me as Ryan DeMarcus, but among friends, you can know me as Francis Rákóczi the first: great-grandson of our House’s progenitor, Erzabet Báthory.”
Elias bit his tongue. Always the self-aggrandizing introductions with Rákóczi. Aside from him, however, were four other House leaders Nadia hadn’t met, and three attendants that crowded around the woman holding the power in Grando: a certain Melina Varga, whose thick black tresses gleamed with the dead shine only bottle dye could create. The third-generation heir of Blagojević, a blond, soft-jawed thing named Eric Barner, sat there in his ill-fitted blue suit, making an already stocky frame that much boxier. The Brown patriarch, Jack Miller, still looked like a young pup of a man, his cheeks marked with freckles and his hair cut short, boyishly swooping down. Lastly, a blond-haired woman in a sharp-shouldered black blazer with a thick line of pearls around her neck, Julia Frey, was Vacher’s standing matriarch. All of them eyed Nadia with poorly masked suspicion.
Rákóczi picked up his glass and sipped it. He never once looked away from Nadia. “I understand this is the time your kind prefers to eat,” he said. Then he gestured to those heavy doors, and they swung open, revealing two hotel waitstaff. They were glamored as well as any of Elias’s own staff, no doubt, and they wheeled in a single tray with a basket of bread and butter a silver-domed platter. They set it before Nadia without a word, alongside a glass of water and a glass of white wine. Rákóczi added, “Don’t let anyone ever say we were rude and didn’t accommodate you.”
A round of chuckles passed the table as one waitress lifted the dome. Beneath it was a plate of roasted chicken, the ends wrapped in some thin-sliced meat and the whole thing drizzled in a white sauce, resting on a pile of glistening, herb-flecked noodles. Nadia’s brows shot up as she appraised it, and once the waitstaff disappeared, she lifted her eyes and smiled.
“You certainly didn’t need to, but I appreciate the hospitality, Mr. Rákóczi.”
Who was this woman, so polite and gracious? Elias glanced at Cormier, and Elias’s question was reflected in the boy’s pinched brows. While Nadia ate, Rákóczi and the rest of them began discussing the agenda of the night, which included the smaller projects in each House’s respective territories—development projects, business ventures, and the like—and the “recent concerns” surrounding Elias’s vineyard. That last item made Nadia pause before lifting another bite of chicken to her mouth, and she glanced at Elias with a sharp twitch of her brows. Her little half-smile was quickly hidden by her chewing.
Again, Elias wondered: who was this creature before him? Where was the nervousness Duke Berith sensed? Even without the threads of her glamor, Nadia seemed like a dignified general, a guest of honor rather than the night’s point of interest and suspicion. Did her magic block her from feeling the heaviness in the air? Did it deflect the furtive glances, make her blind to the curled lips and deaf to the hissing whispers of Varga’s fledglings? Nadia swiped bread through leftover sauce and ripped it between her teeth; she washed down bites of her dinner with bold swallows of wine and didn’t care to quiet the scrape of her fork and knife against her plate. It was as if, in fact, the rest of these vampires were here for her—not to interrogate her, but to win her favor, as if she were truly a foreign queen.
And the angel standing straight-backed at her side, its sword stuck in the ground and gripped tightly in those spindly blue hands, only furthered that impression.
The rest of the room’s talk became little more than murmuring to Elias. All he could focus on was his sorceress; he was in awe of her courage, and the even beat of her heart. Where did she get this courage from? Her angel? Her magic? Where did she get the nerve to swirl her wine so casually and survey the table with those eyes made of ice? 
When the last of the pithier agenda items were gone, Nadia’s plate was clean and she was sipping the last of her water. The waitstaff came back to refill both her glasses and take her plate away, and then Rákóczi eyed her with that sharp smile again.
“Seems to me that you enjoyed your food,” he said, and Nadia nodded.
“I did. It was delicious; thank you again. Now,” she glanced at the podium behind her, “should I start addressing these ‘concerns’ you all have?”
“Please. Especially given,” as Nadia got up, Rákóczi’s smile faded, “the conundrum that happened at the Levi recently.”
If he meant to cow the sorceress, it didn’t work. She finished setting up her laptop and said, “Oh, that? Yeah. We certainly will get to that.” Nadia looked over the podium as the projector jumped to life. “Mr. Hatcher, good to see you again, by the way.”
Then what appeared on the screen was a slideshow titled Introduction to Occult Aptitude in Humans.
Elias couldn’t believe it. She was about to give a room full of vampires a lecture. It worried him, if only because he remembered how rough she’d been in his basement, impatient and careless with her words, lost in her own world as she gesticulated—often with a drink in hand—through convoluted topics on God, on nature, on philosophy and more specifically epistemology. It wasn’t that he doubted her intelligence. It was that he doubted her capacity to package her intelligence in a way that didn’t end with them tearing her throat open.
“Ladies, gentlemen,” Nadia started, and she paced to the other side of the screen, “what do you know of the occult?”
And so it went. Vovk raised his brow at Elias from across the table. The other patriarchs glanced at each other before gently offering answers to her question: fairytales, they called it. Human desperation and religious fanaticism, greed and vain wishes for glory, the stuff of movies used to scare children into keeping off the streets at night (and away from their kind). His sorceress listened to it all, and her face stretched with a curling smirk—especially as Mr. Hansen stayed silent. Before Nadia answered, she moved to the next slide with the projector’s clicker: a slide comparing manuals and ornate magical circles from old grimoires to social media videos of salt circles, crystal grids, and other such things. 
Then she lectured. Hands behind her back, legs set wide, and sometimes gently pacing, swinging one leg at a time in slow, comfortable arcs, Nadia was the picture of an amused professor in a room full of first years, and for the first time, Elias understood: that was what she was. He wasn’t watching a tired, irritable bartender spin her twisting thoughts; he was watching a professor in her element, sure of every syllable, her questions punctuating each point while keeping her audience engaged. She explained it to them: the barest concepts of magic as she’d explained to Elias, and the origin of it, and the use of it.
“And it’s dangerous,” she said, ignoring the way brows quirked across the table and looking especially at Mr. Hansen, who never met her gaze, “as well as volatile. Fickle, is what it is. Mr. Belevonis can tell you why. In fact,” she turned to him, for what felt like the first time the entire night, and she flashed a fox’s smile, “the reason we’re all sitting at this table today is because of a mix of both of our choices.”
Elias blinked. He hadn’t expected to speak until after her explanation, if at all, given Vovk had communicated that this would be on her head to defend herself. Yet clearly, she’d built this into her program. Elias stood when she invited him to; he cleared his dry throat before addressing the table.
“I was ensnared,” he said, and the words felt strange rolling off his tongue—as if admitting these things made them more real. He caught Nadia’s raised brows and curling, amused smile, and it made him feel small beside her, as if she were the ethereal, immortal thing, and he was but a man. He looked out at the Council. “She’d cast a spell, and I walked into it, not knowing. It robbed me of my glamor. Mr. Vovk saw the results of it that night, when my night staff became conscious in my vineyard during feeding hours. I tracked her down since then. She didn’t know about vampires at all; she had a completely different intention for her magic, and we’ve spent this time learning a good deal about each other.”
“A damn good deal.” 
Nadia pressed a button on the clicker, and a new slide came up: Observations on Vampires. It seemed she didn’t need him to speak anymore, so he sat back down.
“Mr. Belevonis and I have spent the past few weeks poking and prodding at each other,” and when a whistle rang from the table—Barner, of course, the menace that he was—Nadia chuckled and shook her head. “No, no, he wishes he could be so lucky. Anyway—” 
Her silent laughter shook her shoulders as the others laughed with her, and Elias’s mouth fell open, but what could he say? Still, he couldn’t bring himself to meet anyone’s eye; he could only look at her as she glanced at him and winked. But when they were alone—and Elias was determined to get her alone again—there would be none of this false bravado, he knew. Maybe others couldn’t see from far away, but he could, even under the glare of the projector screen on her face: the slight tinge of pink across her cheeks that she cleared her throat to tame.
Then she gestured to the screen. “I’m sure nothing I say will be a surprise, given this is your world, and I’m just visiting. But I’ve noticed things about your kind.” She clicked another button, and a new block of text appeared. “First is that you do have magic, and that’s what your glamor is: an incredibly potent form of magic that anyone can learn, but that you have a more natural affinity for. Another thing is that,” again, another block of text came up, “it seems how your Houses start determines secondary characteristics, and by extension, what magic might come more intuitively to you. For instance, Mr. Belevonis has some talent with shadows and shapeshifting, while Mr. Cormier here can make things spoil and decompose easily. Two different Houses, two different sets of secondary characteristics, which I find fascinating.”
Another block of text came up, and Elias stilled.
“Third,” Nadia said as she glanced at the board, “your kind is very weak to spiritual damage. Mr. Hansen has some experience with his, but we’ll spare him any more of that for my next demonstration.” She cast a look down the table, though Mr. Hansen only crossed his arms and huffed. Then Nadia looked at Cormier, softened her face with a little smile, and extended her hand. “Mr. Cormier, can you come join me up here for a second?”
Cormier glanced at Elias, who nodded. They’d discussed this earlier, in the car: Nadia would demonstrate the affects her magic could have on vampires by touching her ring to the skin of Cormier’s hand. When Cormier joined her, Nadia put a hand on his back. Then she looked down the table at Rákóczi—and she raised her hand into the shape of a gun and pointed it at the patriarch.
Elias stilled. What are you doing?
The table fell silent. Nobody whispered, nobody laughed. Rákóczi’s smile slowly faded from his face; his eyes narrowed. Hatcher shifted closer to his patriarch as if he could do anything against whatever Nadia planned. Elias gripped the arms of his chair, but he wasn’t sure what he could do, either. Her finger had no magic swirling at the end of it, but of course, Rákóczi didn’t know that. None of them did.
Should I—? Elias didn’t want to interrupt her theatrics, or do anything to ruin the presence she commanded, but the way Cormier glanced him and tightened his jaw, it seemed he wasn’t aware of whatever Nadia had in mind, either. Elias tried to catch Nadia’s eye and silently warn her off her plans, but she kept her gaze on Rákóczi and smiled.
“Fairytales,” she mused. “Ravings of madmen, superstition. Maybe that’s what magic is, like some of you said. Maybe Mr. Belevonis was duped. Maybe he just forgot how to glamor and couldn’t accept it, so he got hooked on some random lady’s lies. Sure. We can say that.” 
Then she jerked her hand up as if she’d fired a gun, and the whole table startled, shifted—some flinching from the table, others like Hatcher springing to his feet. Even Rákóczi flinched, but when nothing happened, they paused, cautious as cats. Elias caught Vovk’s eye as he watched the shock ripple across the table, and the old vampire’s eyes were wide in a silent command: get the creature under control.
But what could he say? She’d already caused her little panic and unsettled every vampire at the table. Nadia made a show of looking at her gun-shaped hand, frowning and shaking it as if it really were a jammed, misfiring weapon, and she still avoided Elias’s eye. At that point, the gold began to gather at her fingertips and form what looked like a small stone arrowhead.
Nadia, he reached his glamor towards her in the form of a long shadow—only for the angel to reach down and cut it away, erasing it in a wash of light.
“But what if it’s not all bullshit, y’know?” She pointed her “gun” at Cormier’s shoulder. “What if it’s real?”
Then she fired. Elias watched, shocked, as the arrowhead tore through Cormier. He yelped and clutched at his shoulder; he fell to the ground and curled into himself, writhing and hissing in pain. Nadia hovered over him, whispering apologies as she tried to help him back up; she was careful to avoid touching him directly with her rings. Cormier dry-heaved on the ground, gasping, and he shuffled away from Nadia.
Elias couldn’t stay sitting. The others looked on, nonplussed. But Mr. Hansen knew it was real, as otherwise, he wouldn’t have joined Elias in helping the boy up. Cormier was shaking. His eyes were wild, the whites of them taking up his face like a frightened animal. When they had him standing, Mr. Hansen and Elias both supporting him under each arm, Mr. Hansen undid his black button-down enough to pull the shirt away from where Nadia “shot.”
The skin was yellow-green and blistered where the arrowhead made contact, and the color spread further, up to his shoulder and the base of his neck, and down to the top of his chest. Someone behind them gasped to see the wreckage. Cormier shuddered against Elias; his skin was clammy with the beginnings of viscous, greenish-black sweat. 
Nadia took his cup of blood from the table and held it to his lips. It took a moment for Cormier to collect himself enough to drink, but when he did, he gulped it down to nothing. It took another two glasses for Cormier to relax, and only then did the wound stop spreading; it instead receded, until his skin was unblemished and the blisters had dried out.
“That’s a trick,” the Grando matriarch snapped. Varga rose and frowned at Nadia. “So you made him do some of his own party tricks and expect us to think you have any power?”
Nadia’s lip twitched into a smirk. She turned, held Varga’s eye, and when she put Cormier’s glass down, the clack of glass on the table made Varga flinch. Nadia pulled one of her rings off her finger.
“Ms. Varga, was it?” When the woman nodded, Nadia tossed the ring to her. “Catch.”
The matriarch was bold enough to hold her hands out, but the moment the ring touched her, she hissed and let it clatter onto the table. Already, her hands began bruising purple where the metal bit her skin. The ring shone bright gold on the table.
“Dangerous, as I said.” While Elias and Mr. Hansen helped Cormier back into his seat, then returned to their own places, Nadia clicked a button and brought the last box of text up. “And the last thing I learned about you vampires is that Elias isn’t the only one to have figured out we can do this.”
Elias glanced at the text and bit back a sigh. On it was one sentence rather than a full paragraph: Magicians are useful for skirting Council edicts. She must’ve talked to Rose, because Elias certainly never told her anything about the Council’s laws.
“Mr. Hatcher.” Nadia’s face went stony. She reassumed her original posture, hands behind her back, legs set wide. Behind her, her angel resolidified and reached its sword over her, ready to strike whoever came near. “Last time we met, your new marketing assistant made one hell of a scene. Is he doing well? Mr. Thornston?”
Mr. Hatcher straightened and adjusted his tie. All the while, Rákóczi shifted his suspicious gaze onto the lawyer. He pinned up the same smile he’d had during the contract dinner and cocked his head.
“I’m not sure I follow, Ms. Wojcik.”
Nadia sucked her teeth. “Lyle Thornston. How’d you find him? He says he connected with your director on LinkedIn. Is that so?”
“Maybe. I came home after he was hired.”
“Mm. Alright. Well, what I understand after meeting Mr. Hansen is that it’s against your laws to try and glamor another vampire. There’s no problem with glamoring a human, obviously, and it doesn’t seem like any of you ever considered that a human could glamor a vampire. Which is exactly what your marketing assistant tried to do.” Nadia picked up her wine, sipped it, and smiled. “Too bad you didn’t know about me when you tried to glamor my boss into a less than favorable contract for his winery’s event space.”
Rákóczi stared at Hatcher with disappointment in his eyes. The rest of the table, too, murmured to each other, casting looks at the lawyer; Barner pulled out his phone and began typing something, and Vovk tossed Elias a look, his thin brow arched high.
Hatcher stared at Nadia with a hard-set jaw, as if she’d just accused him of embezzling money or some other lowly crime. He was ever the good actor; he’d learned many tricks of the tongue in the courts he played in, and he used them as he stood at the table.
“That’s one hefty accusation, Ms. Wojcik. As far as I know, a newly hired assistant in our marketing department doesn’t even have any of these… talents you’ve told us so much about. You, however, seem to have plenty, and so I’m wondering why an otherwise stable and normal boy went catatonic and put thirteen holes in the back of his hand with a steak knife.”
“Okay, fair.” Nadia smiled over her cup, undaunted, then took one more sip before putting it down. “That’s a reasonable thing to think, so let’s all play pretend for a second. Can you think of any reason I’d target a poor new hire like that, when I can clearly,” and she swept her clicker out over Cormier and Hansen both, who stilled, “and I do mean, clearly put the screws to your type directly?”
Each sentence landed like a fist, both because of what she said, and the golden glamor she put behind them. The angel exuded pressure like the Duke’s, wings outstretched and glowing. 
It worked, too. Hatcher’s mouth became a thin line, though the fact that he was still standing meant he was only building a case, not backing down. Elias knew his sorceress was a good speaker, but playing games with someone whose latest life profile was about storytelling to juries, that was different territory entirely. Elias caught her eye and shook his head in warning. She only blinked at him.
Nadia. He spoke her name in his head as if he could needle it directly into her mind. Don’t provoke him.
Hatcher glanced at Rákóczi, who nodded. That was all it took for Hatcher’s confidence to come back in an easy smile. He took his cup of blood and swirled it, stuffing his other hand in his pocket. “I can think of a few reasons, Ms. Wojcik. One would be to, maybe, put us on the back foot and offend our good friend Mr. Belevonis, therefore ruining any attempt at us making a good deal in the first place. If you’d attacked any of us directly, then according to Council edict 37, section B, that’d fall on Mr. Belevonis’s head, since you’re under his employment.”
Nadia bobbed her head side to side and carved her mouth in a considering frown. “So that’s how that works, huh? Noted. And I suppose that, yeah, I could’ve done my magic to make it look like he had a psychotic break at the table, to do like you said earlier. But maybe he did have a psychotic break, and I actually didn’t do anything. What then?”
Hatcher smirked. “He’s been at the firm barely two months. What reason would he have to break down like that?”
Nadia shrugged. “Hey, y’know—maybe two months is all it takes when you’re adjusting to a whole new country, lifestyle, and work schedule at the same time. Or maybe the problem’s that you overworked him, and over-bled him on top of it. He didn’t use to look as pale and tired as he did that night at the Levi. I’d know,” her stare speared Hatcher through, and she lifted that projector clicker at the wall like the tip of a staff before pressing the button again, “given I’m the one that taught that man his magic seven years ago, when we were in our grad program together. Rhode Island effect, am I right?” 
On the wall, a new blank slide appeared, and so did pictures of a much younger, bright-eyed Nadia, smiling ear to ear with an equally younger boy, cheeks rosy with life, as they sat in a café. There were pictures of Nadia leaning against the railing of river bridges in some European city, where the buildings were pressed tightly together and clusters of tourists cycled or walked past. And pictures of the boy, dressed in an old shirt and red plaid pajama pants; he sat in some dim-lit apartment, where he read a black book over a cup of coffee, papers full of odd circles and diagrams littering the table. 
There were pictures of them in a lecture hall surrounded by other young people, pictures of them in front of museums and old churches and street stalls of fresh fruits and trinkets in weekend markets. Most importantly, there were pictures of the boy, specifically, puzzling over tools—like wands and daggers, chalices and discs, cards and runes, all on a cleared hardwood floor dusty with chalk that had been drawn in circles, smeared off, and redrawn again.
What felt like sticky black vines curled in Elias’s stomach—especially at the photos of the boy’s arm around Nadia’s shoulders. There were so few pictures of Nadia, hardly any of her alone. Most of these were the boy as she clicked through the slides, and the boy was not one for pictures, with how many times he’d thrown a hand up or ducked his face or simply stared, unamused, into its lens. Nadia’s phone reflected in his glasses. Elias looked at the surroundings more than anything—especially that apartment. Nadia told him the boy was her old lover. Seeing evidence of it, however… every photo only made the vines in his stomach grow thicker, until they threatened to make him ill.
Then another slide came up. Texts. Blue and black bubbles of messages between Nadia and the boy. The ones Elias had already seen, with the boy trying to lure Nadia to the law firm, and Nadia artfully rejecting each offer. To be reminded of those texts—and the night he’d seen them, when his sorceress was a crumpled mess on his couch—made Elias dig his nails into his palms.
“I wondered why he was so pushy about getting me to your firm, Mr. Hatcher. And then we all had dinner.” Nadia stared at the texts. “Can’t imagine what my boss would’ve done if he had two magicians trying to crack his head open and make him sign an unfair deal. But here’s a thing about magic: it’s defensive as much as offensive.” She shrugged and tossed her last line over her shoulder. “And Lyle’s just not as good at protecting himself as he is trying to attack others. Never was. It’s why he broke the way he did at the table.”
When put so vaguely, nobody could’ve guessed the specifics of the situation; they didn’t know about Duke Berith or the angel, or any of the more convoluted ways either Nadia’s or Elias’s magic could manifest. But it was more than enough to make her point. Clearly, she’d planned to reveal all of this whether or not Hatcher challenged her, and Elias wished she’d have let him review that slideshow before being this reckless, especially as another wave of murmurs passed across the table. 
Patriarchs hissed to one another in low, gravelly voices about how they couldn’t allow this kind of thing to continue, and how humans should be dissuaded immediately from such skills. Hatcher slowly sank back into his seat, and Rákóczi tugged the man’s ear to his lips, his mouth tight with sharp words meant only for his kin.
The murmurs were too low for Nadia to understand—and yet, somehow, that didn’t stop her from shooting an arrow directly through their plots and schemes anyway.
“Now, here’s the thing,” Nadia said, and she clicked to the next slide, where old books and quotes from holy texts smeared across the screen: the Malleus Maleficarum in its original Latin, quotes from Exodus and Leviticus and Deuteronomy, excerpts from the Apology of Apuleius, and paintings of people burning on the pyre with long sticks holding golden crosses up to their faces. Nadia leaned against the wall and made her point: “I understand what you’re all probably thinking, because it wouldn’t be the first time anyone’s thought it. 
“Once upon a time, if you got caught doing magic, you were screwed,” she said. “But that was when the Church, or at least some religious state, was in charge. Nowadays, as you might imagine, the influence of the Church is not what it used to be, and I say that as a practicing Catholic. Can’t burn people for witchcraft any more than you can dig up bodies and stake them through the heart if you suspect them of vampirism.”
Elias shifted in his seat, as did one of Varga’s fledglings beside him.
“So if you started asking yourself how you might dissuade people from using a craft like this, then I’m here to say: don’t bother. The information is as freely available as the internet is. People teach each other these tricks all the time.” Again, the presentation moved on to a collage of various social media posts, dozens of them from dozens of separate users’ accounts, grids of aesthetic images of ritual tables and magical materials or books or other such things. “Old gods are back and better than ever, especially thanks to that pesky First Amendment we have. But a question you should be asking yourself is why people are using occult tricks like this now,” and she clicked again, and another page of graphs came up—each with a photo of some ritual beside it, usually involving green candles and coins and green herbs like basil, “which I think is patently obvious.”
Everyone took a closer look at those graphs, Elias included. They were about the price of housing. Food. Gas. How they’ve risen over the years, and how wages had stayed stagnant. Nadia waved a hand at all of it as she went back to the wall and turned on her heels.
“If you want a chicken to give you eggs everyday, you feed her well,” she said. “If you want a cow to give you milk, you give her the conditions to have a calf that she’ll make the milk for. I’ve worked in Elias’s vineyard for a little while now; I’ve heard the conversations our guests have. If you want people to not only make better choices for the quality of their blood, but also forget about witchcraft, or occultism, or whatever you might call it, then the answer isn’t to try and dissuade them from it, but to solve the reasons they use it—like when life feels out of their control in a way only supernatural means can fix.” Nadia tucked the projector clicker behind her back. “It seems many of you have your hands reaching in high places. I don’t think it’d be too hard to put some effort into making better conditions for your livestock. In the meantime,” she shrugged, “I guess your next meeting’s agenda will have to include drafting some new edicts for how Houses can go about having their own magicians on standby.”
Then she clicked one more time, and the last slide was a title slide that simply read, Thank You for Listening, with her personal e-mail underneath it for further questions.
The Council meeting ended shortly after. There was a little bit more talk to coordinate the next meeting, exactly a month from then, and eventually, everyone filed out. They were escorted from the fourth floor at different intervals, so as to avoid the suspicion of everyone being seen leaving together. Elias, Nadia, and Cormier were the last ones left in the conference room, and Elias’s employees were reassuring one another seemingly endlessly.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Just like in the winery, Nadia touched Liam; she stuffed her rings into her purse and pulled Liam’s shirt aside to check the healed skin. Elias’s mouth went bitter, watching her trail her hands all over the boy. Even if nobody was left in the dining room, it only furthered his sentiments: they’d grown too comfortable, to the point of a lack of decorum in public, the way they touched each other so carelessly and spoke to one another. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t think this would be that bad…”
Liam scratched his head as she prodded him. “It’s fine, really. I’m okay.”
“But it looked really nasty…” 
“Well, y'know,” he shrugged, and her hand slipped off his chest before it dropped back to her side, “Knowing you, I was prepared for the worst, anyway.”
Liar. Elias knew that boy hadn’t a clue what she was about to do, not any more than anyone else.
She scoffed and collected her things. “Yeah, okay. That’s why you were flailing around on the floor like a dumbass.”
“I was trying to play it up for you!” He elbowed her. “What, did you want me to just tough it out and make it look like no big deal?”
That made her bark with laughter and jab a finger in his side. “’Playing it up,’ okay, sure, tough guy—!” 
“Yeah! How’s it supposed to scare anybody if your little finger guns are no big deal—?”
After he swatted her hands away, they started fooling around like children, slapping and shoving each other, laughing like Elias wasn’t there. He watched them for a moment longer—wondered how Nadia could give the same bright smile to that boy that she gave him each night, or run her hands all over Cormier, even where others could see. She’d asked Elias if drinking blood was intimate, and generally, it wasn’t. Rather, it didn’t have to be. No more than it was when she chewed on whatever sloppy, oily foods she routinely had delivered to his doorstep. But this—with how Nadia squealed, pinched Cormier’s side, and stuck herself to him when he took hold of her wrists—
Elias took Nadia’s forgotten ring from the table and tucked it into his pocket. Then he came between them, pulling them apart.
“Enough,” he snapped. Then he frowned at his sorceress. “Nadia.”
Her smile dropped off her face at his tone. “Uh, yeah?”
Elias gripped her shoulder. He leaned to her ear and muttered, “Never do something like that again. Especially not to a patriarch of a House. Do you understand me?”
“What—?”
“Rákóczi could’ve easily read your stunt as a threat. He might still see it as such anyway.” Elias drew up straight and surveyed the two, then shook his head and walked past them. “The last thing we need is their attention on us any more than it already is. Rose is scared enough, seeing Hatcher back early.”
“Why do you think I switched the plan last second?”
Elias caged a sigh and stopped before the door. Had she ever tested his patience like this? Aside from when she laid her curse and threw his winery operations in disarray, he couldn’t think of a single time where his chest had felt so tight. When he looked at her, she had her hands stuffed in her pockets, while Cormier hovered behind her and avoided Elias’s eye, as if he truly were but a dog at his master’s heel.
Nadia shifted her weight onto one leg and stared Elias down. “I could tell those assholes thought they had the upper hand, Elias. They wanted to command that space. Couldn’t you tell?”
So she had noticed the pulse of the conference room. Elias nodded and tipped his head up, a wordless sign for her to continue unspooling her thoughts.
She nodded back. “Right. So here’s your lesson for tonight: magic is mental. Visual, remember?” She twirled a finger in a circle next to her head. “Best way to fuck your opponent over is to get in their head before you even cast anything. Make them doubt they’ve got a handle on the situation. That makes it easier for your magic to do its work when you let it loose.”
Is that so?
“And anyway,” she turned to Liam, patted his stomach, “forget Rákóczi. What about Liam? He’s the one that actually got hurt, not that asshole.”
Did he not hear Cormier swear that he was fine? Elias didn’t understand Nadia’s point. It seemed Cormier didn’t, either, because he glanced between Elias and Nadia and shook his head.
“I—really, I said I’m fine. And I mean, Mr. B doesn’t need to worry about me—”
“But if he was a good boss, he would. Well?” Nadia pulled Liam beside her, hung an arm over his shoulder. “Weren’t you worried, Elias? Looked like you were.”
The silence was heavy. Elias didn’t understand what his sorceress expected of him, nor was it appropriate for her to embrace the boy like that. Cormier was grown enough to worry about himself, and he knew it, by the way he dropped his gaze. Yet Nadia looked at him so expectantly that perhaps she wanted him to lie—and so he did.
“I was.”
Cormier’s head snapped up. He stared at Elias for a long time, long enough that Elias sighed and opened the door.
“Come. We should leave.”
He held the door open for them, and it seemed like Nadia had more to say, but she held it back and thankfully did as she was told. Cormier followed in silence, ducking past Elias as if expecting him to strike the boy on the way out. Then they brought Nadia home in silence. But while Elias drove, and as he walked her back to the loft’s lobby, all he could think about was the image of her: proud, bold, speaking so easily. Nothing like what she was with him—or with Cormier. It continued to ring in his head, as well: her advice.
Make them doubt they have a handle on the situation. It wasn’t a foreign idea, not with how he’d hunted centuries ago, but he’d never bothered to articulate it. After they'd reached her loft and parked, he walked her to the door—walked behind her, watching how she adjusted her laptop under her arm and hung her head.
At the lobby doors, Nadia huffed and turned to him with a long, glum look. “Listen, I’m sorry, alright?”
Oh? “For?”
“For the stunt. You’re right.” She chewed her lip, then looked out into the parking lot to avoid his eye. “Can’t exactly bitch at you for doing something stupid if I’m also going off script like that.”
So that was what had her head so low. Even then, she avoided his eye, shifted on her feet, as if expecting him to scold her. She even hunched, bracing for his anger.
Make them doubt.
Except there was no trick to Elias’s behavior then. He wasn’t angry. He’d already resolved, on the drive to the loft, to be more vigilant concerning Rákóczi and Hatcher, for Rose’s and Nadia’s sake, though he didn't think it too necessary. They were troublesome, but for all their schemes, they were bound to the same Council laws as anyone else, and they surely didn't guess Rose's true identity. 
Though his scolding earlier—the nonsense he’d said about Rákóczi and Hatcher—where had it come from? Why had he said it, when the damage was already done? He supposed it didn’t matter. Elias took her chin between his fingers and forced her to raise her head. He hovered his face close to hers and mapped the edges of skin and scabs on her abused lips.
“You did well,” he said. His hand slowly trailed along her jaw, until he gently cradled her face, as he had so many times before with women who thought to provoke him into some blind and stupid fury, so they might expose him as a beast. “Your recklessness aside, I was impressed.”
And he was rewarded with the red flush of blood in her face—with the scent of it, bright and bittersweet, that made his teeth ache. Rewarded with the open lips, and the darting eyes—with the attempt to pull away that he thwarted by snaking his hand around the back of her neck. Her heart fluttered in her chest, the beat sharp as a snare drum, snapping in Elias’s ears.
Elias gently took her wrist. He didn’t miss the way she tensed, or the way her pulse beat against his fingers. All evening, she’d been so composed; in front of all those vampires, she’d been fearless. Yet in his hands, she became a nervous little creature again, and it infested him with some wicked, sharp sensation that curled tight in his chest.
“You forgot this,” he rasped.
Then he took her ring from his pocket. The red stone, the gold band, both gleamed in the lobby’s yellow overhead lights and felt warm against his fingers, as if he were touching a light bulb that had just come to life. He stretched her long fingers out and nestled the ring against her knuckles.
Nadia stared at that ring, then lifted her sharp, accusing eyes. Her lips parted and her brows knit together, as if what he’d done was some great mystery. 
“Thanks,” she breathed. Then she tugged herself free of him, and like a fool, he let his sorceress slip away. “I’ll see you Friday, I guess.”
Then he watched her slip into the lobby. Watched her until she disappeared behind the stairwell’s heavy door.
Even then, he stared after her. That awful sensation scraped the inside of his chest, stung him with some deep poison he wished he could siphon out. So many facets, his sorceress. So many layers, so many masks. A general one moment, a lecturer the next, and a nervous thing underneath it all, burning in his hands. He stared at the door, wondering how many more masks there were, until his own car beeped its horn a few paces away—Cormier, beckoning him back.
So he dragged himself away from the loft’s main entrance and got back in the car. Cormier was silent, and no doubt he would’ve remained so the entire way back to Elias’s house. The boy had left his car in the driveway, as he lived further south. Halfway there, however—after watching the boy stare sullenly out the window—Elias spoke.
“Are you that familiar with Nadia at the winery? Touching her like that?”
Cormier stiffened. He glanced sidelong at Elias and cleared his throat. “’Course not.”
Demons lied, and so did vampires. Still, Elias pretended not to know. It would be simpler not to let Cormier know Elias watched them, or what other things he’d observed; it would serve him better to let the boy lie and learn the tells. 
“Good,” he said, though he didn’t keep the steel out of his voice—his only warning. “It’d be highly unprofessional of you otherwise.”
The strained silence told Elias more than words could have. Elias knew Cormier lied. Cormier knew, by his shifting gaze and tightening fists, that Elias knew. Yet they carried on, in much the same way Cormier had earlier, when he stared at Elias and didn’t challenge him on his own lie in the conference room. Such was one of the few courtesies their kind extended to one another.
Elias ignored the boy the rest of the way home. He thought of his sorceress instead: the red blood flushing her face, the bright blue eyes. Her voice, so smooth and sure in the conference room. Her stride, so self-assured. Her lanky frame, deflating under the weight of her exhaustion.
Friday, she said he’d see her again. He would count the hours until then.
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so whered u meet that guy btw???


In hell, clearly. This fucker had to be a punishment for something, and that had to be why God wouldn’t let her out of that damn spell. She’d tried a couple more times to pull some cards and ask God to undo it, but the answer was the same: the spell would stay. As would whatever might come of it, if Nadia let it work the way God intended. 
Which meant she was fucked on that front.
Still, Lily had started texting Nadia her concerns a few days after the Council debacle. Apparently what vague shit Nadia had texted Lily about Elias and Rose was enough to set her friend off for the rest of the week; Nadia's phone had not stopped blowing up with questions about the guy’s religion, family, and job ever since. Meanwhile, Nadia was fielding fuck-shit from Elias left and right, trying not to burn alive every time he touched her and put that coal-fire stare on her. It’d been seven years since she so much as brought a man home, and if this asshole kept playing with her the way he did, she was pretty sure one day she’d spontaneously combust.
All that aside, there were other problems with that vampire mess. Nadia didn’t understand a lot about the Greek gods, but listening to Lily talk about them so much, she understood some basic ideas, like epithets: the different names the gods could take on, which signified a different sphere of influence or function that someone could call on them for. Apparently, when Lily had done some divination on Elias and Rose, a very specific epithet of Hekate came up to answer Lily’s questions.
Aimopotis—or “Blood Drinker.” Murderer.
idk what that guy got into but lady hekate does not like him at all dude srsly. idk about this whole magic lesson thing tbh


It took a little bit to console Lily, especially since Nadia had her plate full that week. Trying to break love spells, putting together what felt like her own God-awful court defense for a bunch of pissy vampires, and grading final drafts of one of her kids’ three major papers? In one week? While still working at the Lobster? Even without doing magic tutoring with Elias or hitting the winery (thank God), Nadia was surprised she was still alive. She certainly didn’t remember what a solid meal looked like. If not for the abundance of eggs and yogurt and clementines she’d stocked up on that Sunday after church, she was sure she’d have collapsed already.
But she did manage to talk Lily out of flaking on Rose's magic introduction. After all, didn’t Lily want to meet the hot boss Nadia had told her so little about? Didn’t she want to know what Nadia’d been up to every night after her shift at the Lobster? Nadia knew damn well Lily would’ve sold her firstborn to set eyes on the guy—and his car, and his house, and especially the pretty, educated, and gainfully employed girl he looked after—and so Lily was waiting for Nadia on the front step of her parents’ house at nearly midnight. She looked half-frozen on that step, yet she jumped up and bolted for Nadia’s car before she could even come to a complete stop.
Lily had a statue of Hekate in her purse: three ladies with their backs to each other, crescent moon crowns on their heads. One of the three ladies had torches, another a ring of keys, another a dagger. Lily took a little bottle of water from her purse, splashed some on her hands, and whispered some prayers with her palms facing the open air. When Nadia blinked, she could’ve sworn she saw the gleam of keys and the bright orange light of torch fire behind her eyelids, too. And her tongue tasted weird, with the sudden shadowy presence that filled the car. Metallic.
Coppery.
“Seriously, though,” Lily said when her prayers were done. “I’ve never had Lady Hekate be so… scary about someone I asked about. She told me to watch out around him.” Then she side-eyed her friend. “So, like, is this Belevonis guy in the mob or somethin’? That winery a front?”
The mob. Nadia burst out laughing. She wished that was all it was—though it was kind of scary, how close Lily’s guess about the winery was to the truth. When Lily frowned, Nadia waved a hand. “No, he’s not in the fucking mob, are you serious?”
Lily’s brows shot up. “You lyin’ to me?” She pointed to her Hekate statue. “In front of Lady Hekate?”
“Not any more than I’m lying in front of J-Man.” Nadia tickled the rosary swinging from her rearview mirror and sighed. “No, really—it’s not that, but it’s not something I can just tell you about, either.”
Her friend paused, then scooted closer. “Holy shit, are you serious? Are you okay? Is he threatenin’ you or somethin’? Do we need to—?”
“No, girl, Jesus. We’re fine, okay? Everything’s fine.”
Though for all that concern, and all the babble Lily had filled Nadia’s head with, apparently seeing the fancy neighborhood in Scituate was enough to slow her down a bit. And when they pulled up to Elias’s house, it was all over.
Lily gawked at that beautiful Victorian tower. “Holy shit...”
There was not one reason Nadia had to smirk. Elias’s house was not her house; she had no claim to anything, love spell or no love spell. But watching Lily stare up at that house in wonder, with the light shining in her eyes and everything—Nadia could understand why rich people liked to show off. 
“Alright, listen,” Nadia said before her mood could get all funky again, “you gotta be on your best behavior, got it? All this Aimopotis business aside, this guy’s my boss. Your boss’s boss, mind you—”
“Oh,” Lily’s hand shot out and pushed Nadia’s face away, “eat shit. You’re not my boss outside the Lobster.”
They both chuckled before Nadia got back on her lecture. “Seriously, though. Dude’s very particular and not all that people-friendly. Be on your A-Game for me, or else we’re both getting our shit kicked in.”
Lily was already scrambling out of the car. “You sure he’s not a mob boss?”
“I’m sure.”
“Then I’m sure it’ll be fine, so stop bein' so neurotic, Virgo Moon.” Then she turned around and rested her outstretched arms on the roof of Nadia’s car, leaning in just enough to look Nadia in the eye. “Anyway, we’re here to help him, remember. Ain’t it him and his kid we’re teachin’?”
“Yeah, but he’s not an easy guy to help, Sag Sun,” Nadia hissed as she got out of the car. “He’s not in the mob,” technically, “but he’s still a fucking mess and a half.”
“You run his chart yet?”
Nadia sighed. “I sure did.”
“And?”
“You’ll have to guess.”
Because who had time to think of astrology when the only thing on her mind was the fact that she was getting caught up in the whole nest of vampire shenanigans? Nadia was still rattled from that Council meeting, and the e-mail she’d gotten shortly after didn’t make anything better.
It was the Diduch patriarch that ended up in her inbox: that Matviy Vovk, or whatever. Dude looked like his name should’ve been Count Orlok. And he’d wanted to set up a time to meet with her about the magic she was teaching Elias. And about Elias himself. The only days she had away from Elias were over the weekend, and with the impending blizzard coming that Sunday, Nosferatu over there snatched up that Saturday night after her shift at the Lobster.
These fucking people.
Moreover, as Nadia stared past Lily and at the front door of that big house, there was another thing snaking dread through her: the fact that Elias was the answer to not one, not two, but all three of her spells. And that, based on her recent failed attempts at undoing them, and God’s directives, that there was no getting out of any of them. For a God who gave so much of a fuck about free will, He sure did like to close a lot of doors sometimes, until there was only one way she could go. But this love spell wasn’t one that could force love, and maybe God didn’t realize this, but she wasn’t exactly playing the cute dating candidate with Elias this whole time.
And Elias… yeah, she’d read and watched enough vampire shit to know what he was doing. He was thirsty and putting the works on her to get a meal. That was all.
So maybe the point was to make her ruin the spell with her shitty attitude. In fact, maybe she was supposed to become a nun or something. Because outside Elias, she had no other options, she was sure. After all, no matter how many times she’d texted Lyle, he wasn’t answering her—even though her messenger said he’d read everything she sent. It’d been a week of her trying to get in touch with him, but obviously, he was icing her out. Another door shut, apparently.
Better a nun than whatever’s going on here, though.
“Alright, bet.” Lily’s voice dragged her out of her agonizingly circular thought process. “What do I get if I guess his Mars?”
“A kick in the head.” Though she might’ve guessed his Virgo Mars before she guessed his Leo Sun. He was the most depressing Leo Nadia had ever met. Nadia gestured to the front door. “Let’s go.”
As they strolled up to Elias’s door, something flashed by the window. The red hair and a pink sweater told her it definitely wasn’t Elias, and thank God for that. Nadia was still steeling herself for dealing with him again. Even walking to his car with him in the silence of her loft’s hallway had been nerve-wracking, and then when he slipped that ring back on her finger at the end of the night… it was a bit much. Made her stomach do too many flips.
Before Lily could bang on that big brass knocker, the door flew open, and sure enough, Rose was behind it. “Hi, welcome—!”
Suddenly, it was like Nadia didn’t exist. Rose and Lily locked eyes, and that was that. It was funny, really; Rose didn’t strike Nadia as Lily’s type at all, if the girls she kept swiping on with those shitty apps were any indication. She’d really thought using Rose as bait to get Lily over would be just that: bait. And yet, here they all were, letting what little heat Elias kept on out of the house. Nadia worried she’d catch fire by proxy, what with the sparks flying between those two; Rose’s cheeks went pink, and Lily went wide-eyed, a shit-eating grin curling on her face.
“Um,” Rose blinked and shook her head, “sorry. Come in, come in!” She moved out of the way, and Lily gave Nadia one hell of a look before sneaking past poor, clueless Rose. “Don’t mind the mess. Elias,” Rose finally glanced at Nadia, “you know how he is, with his things.”
“Boy, don’t I,” Nadia muttered. She looked around, but she didn’t catch any sign of him. “Where is he, by the way?”
Rose hurried after Lily, who’d followed the light to the kitchen with her big bag still slung over her shoulder. “He’s printing something!”
That must’ve been what the clunky noise from the other side of the house was. Nadia sighed and followed the other two into the kitchen, and she was greeted with a cute charcuterie spread that Lily was already poring over. Rose had made little roses out of deli meats, as well as put out tiny bowls of nuts separate from the few hard and soft cheeses she’d set up on the dark wooden board itself, and she’d arranged clusters of grapes and strawberries and apples around, all pretty and perfect between fanned rows of crackers. Nadia wanted to say it was going to be too much food for a late-night snack—though she couldn’t eat the cold cuts anyway, it being the first Friday of Lent and all—but neither she nor Lily ever turned down free food.
“I didn’t know if anyone had any allergies or anything, so,” Rose shuffled a couple little bowls of walnuts around, “hopefully that’s fine, but—oh!”
She suddenly turned around and went rustling through the utensil drawers, and then a jar of fig jam and a glass beehive-shaped jar of honey ended up on the table, too. The whole time she was fussing with those extra accoutrements, though, Lily had that crooked smile, and when she caught Nadia’s eye, she wagged her brows. Nadia pulled out her phone to send as discreet a text as she could while Rose was distracted:
give it a rest girl omg 


Lily’s phone buzzed, and she typed something so fast that Nadia didn’t even have time to put her phone away.
give it a rest girl omg 

hell no do u see her?/??//?


Nadia rolled her eyes. Before she could type a response, Rose had her final pieces set up—and then a voice floated over all of their heads, a low, gravelly one that made Nadia shudder.
“Rose, get the bottles in the refrigerator, please.”
“Oh! Right!”
The smile dropped off Lily’s face. She stared past Nadia as if she’d seen a cryptid; Nadia could see the wheels turning as her eyes darted back and forth. Meanwhile, Elias slipped beside Nadia like he was her lost shadow. He was dressed all in black, his dark hair falling in his face, and he put whatever he’d been printing onto the counter; the few papers were folded in half.
“You’re Lily Moretti?” Elias stuck his hand out. “I see you’ve met Rose already.”
What the fuck? Nadia finally unstuck herself from her spot and sidled away, if only because she could feel the weirdness coming off those two. Even Rose paused after grabbing a bottle of white and red wine out of the fridge. She held them close to her chest and watched what felt like a stare down between two wild dogs. Eventually Lily straightened to her full height—which wasn’t much, honestly; she was still a shrimp compared to most people—and she clapped his hand in an aggressive hold.
“That I am, that I have. I’ve heard a lot about you.”
Elias didn’t break his stare. Nor did he let go of Lily’s hand, despite how she squeezed his. “From Nadia, you mean?”
Lily nodded, then said, “Sure, yeah.”
Elias narrowed his eyes. Rose slid beside Nadia and tapped her with one of the wine bottles. 
“What’s going on?”
Some bullshit. “Nothing,” she whispered. “It’s fine.” I think.
The taste of copper settled on her tongue again, and a chill swept through the house. With the way Elias looked around, too, Nadia knew: somebody was here. And it wasn’t the Duke, even though his little brass bowl was still at the far end of the counter. No, Nadia only felt this kind of chill when Lily stopped playing around, and when she had the bite to match her bark. Nadia wondered if Elias could see them: the black hounds that followed Lily everywhere. He glanced around like he could, at least—and he finally tugged his hand free of Lily’s grip.
“Before we discuss anything tonight,” Elias slipped the papers and pen across the counter, “I’ll need you to sign these, Ms. Moretti.”
“What is it?” 
Lily took them without taking her eyes off Elias. When she opened them, a pen rolled out and landed in her palm. Nadia hurried around the counter to look, and her stomach dropped. She snatched the papers and tried not to shout at Elias.
“What the hell are you thinking?”
Nadia looked again just to make sure she wasn’t going crazy, and unfortunately, she wasn’t. They were employment forms for the winery. And the same Council nondisclosure statement she’d signed, with the official letterhead and everything: Southern New England Council of Vampires.
“I’m thinking,” Elias said as he drifted around the counter, and he held Nadia’s eye, “that I’m not making the same mistake twice.”
“Elias!” Rose finally defrosted and set the wine down hard on the counter. She, too, came close to look at the papers, and she made a face like she’d been stabbed. “Why—you know why I wanted to do this, so why are—?”
Elias didn’t answer; he took three wine glasses from the cabinet and set them down on the counter. Lily was dead silent. She had her chin in her hand like she was unraveling the mystery of the century, and when she glimpsed the wine bottles, and the grape guy on the label, she nodded—but she still didn’t say anything. And the chill in the air only got deeper.
Rose tried again. “Why would you let her know? About you? I don’t—” she stared at Lily, her face crumpling, “she didn’t need to—!”
“She does.” Again, Elias stared Nadia down. “I don’t know what Nadia told you, Rose, but magic can’t help the way you think.” Then he turned to Rose and said, “I’m not opposed to you learning what you can, but things have changed. The patriarchs know about people like Nadia and Lily. They’ll want access in any way they can get it.”
Nadia swallowed a sigh and angled herself between Elias and Lily, who was still mentally five million miles away. Apparently Nadia’s guess about these blood-sucking shits starting a magical arms race wasn’t far off. 
“But we’re not here for you or your circus, Elias,” Nadia said. “Rose wants out of this shit. Rose, didn’t you tell him that?”
“Of course I did—!”
“So what the fuck?” Nadia shoved Elias, but he didn’t budge; it was like shoving a block of cement. “Tell Lily this is a joke. Because that’s all this is,” she shook the papers, “a joke. Vampires don’t exist. Right?”
His jaw shifted like he was chewing on what he wanted to say next. He crossed his arms, sighed, and shook his head. “She still needs to know.”
“But why—?”
“No, no, go on,” 
Lily’s voice cut through Nadia’s. When Nadia turned, she was too nervous to breathe. Lily had that look on her face: the squinting eyes, the hard brows, the pursed lips. A look that screamed, you’re bullshitting me. 
“Don’t mind me,” Lily said. “What do I need to know? And why?”
“Lily,” Nadia started, “really, you don’t need to—”
Lily held her hand up. She didn’t even spare Nadia a glance. She just kept that suspicious look on Elias and waited, and Nadia felt something around her legs—or thought she did. It was the brush of some animal slinking around. Hekate's hounds.
Elias saw them, too. She knew for sure that he did. He tried to be quick, but Nadia caught how his gaze flicked down to the floor before he met Lily’s eye again. Then he spoke.
“Nadia.”
“Huh?” She hadn’t expected him to call her. “What?”
“Were you able to avoid me when you didn’t know?” Elias’s garnet eyes cut to her, pinned her to the spot. “You say you want to teach Rose magic for her protection, but you want to keep her teacher in the dark. Tell me: what did all your magic do for you that first night I took you home?”
Oh, Jesus. Nadia would’ve liked to keep that fucked up story under wraps. She glanced at Lily, who raised a pencil-drawn brow at her, and Nadia huffed.
“I mean—it did enough. I’m still alive, aren’t I?”
Though why she was alive—why Elias ever even noticed her to begin with, and why he agreed to let her go—those were stickier questions with unpleasant answers.
“Maybe.” Elias’s stare needled her. “But how do you know that wasn’t my choice in the end?”
Trust me, I know. Nadia didn’t answer, didn’t want to. She sucked her teeth, and Elias took that as a sign he’d won this debate. He nodded, then fished around in the kitchen island’s drawers until he found a corkscrew for the wine.
“Exactly. So you want Lily to risk her life for Rose’s learning without considering what patriarchs looking for leverage might do. That’s selfish, isn’t it?” He gently pulled the papers out of Nadia’s hand and put them in front of Lily, who snatched them up and leafed through them. “Ms. Moretti, for your sake, I’d ask you to sign these papers before we discuss anything. To register you under my House would keep you safer than if you walked clueless through the night. Otherwise, this may all have to be nothing more than a very strange dream for you.”
Rose’s mouth dropped open. “Oh my God, Elias—!”
“So the employment forms,” Lily mused, “you want me to work for you? In your winery, right?”
“If you’d like. But I pay Nadia to teach me her ways; it follows that I’d pay you for teaching Rose as well.”
Lily looked up, then glanced at Nadia. So the winery was a front—that’s what that look said. “She said she worked at your winery, though. That a lie?”
Nadia cut in and tapped Lily’s arm. “I’m there Mondays and Wednesdays after the Lobster. Real graveyard shift.” 
Then she refocused on Elias—except there was nothing to say, and as she opened her mouth and nothing came out, it was clear they both knew it. The scratch of pen on paper behind her only solidified it all, and Nadia, stricken, couldn’t do shit but turn and watch Lily scribble all over those forms. 
There was no arguing with Elias. Deep down, Nadia knew he was right. As it was, with how hard Lyle had been pushing her to join the law firm before those other vampires found out about her, Nadia did wonder what would’ve happened if she’d been rolling around without Elias all this time. What would Hatcher have done, if Lyle had leaked the truth about her before she’d met Elias? Or had he already, and that was why Emily was always at the Lobster with him? To scout her out and nab her off the street, like Elias did?
This is some real bad news. And yet there was Lily, signing herself right into the middle of it. Calamity. Disaster. Complete pandemonium. This wouldn’t end well; Nadia could feel it like a boulder in her chest—
“Nadia.” Elias put a hand on her back, and the tension in her body snapped—or, rather, drained. As easily as blood, her stress left her, and she could feel it in his hand: the coppery, peppery-sharp quality of his magic, the coal-smoke clouding her senses and leeching her worry away. A glamor. A very different glamor than the kind she’d copped off Elias, but an unnatural one, nonetheless. He really was getting his skill back, and that made her proud, despite all this bullshit: that he could learn anything from her. “Trust me. All of you, please, trust me. I’m concerned for your safety first. This is the best way I know to protect you. You don’t have to come anywhere near our kind, even if they have you on record; you know this.”
Rose deflated, but she didn’t seem to notice the glamor. She just nodded and took one of the empty glasses, and that was Elias’s sign to open the wine. Nadia slipped away and went to the other side of the kitchen island, if only to get some distance between Elias and the whole fucking ordeal, and she ran her hands through her hair. Lily followed, still without a word, and God, was it nerve-wracking when Lily went silent like this. It was anyone’s guess what she was thinking, or what was going on now that Nadia couldn’t see the signs of Lily’s gods like she used to—but Elias wasn’t reacting, either. Lily might as well have not even been there.
What a mess. Maybe she was the idiot for thinking this wouldn’t happen—but why would she assume that Elias would give up his secrets like that? For nothing? Out of nowhere?
She didn’t know. What she did know was that looking up at Elias in that moment was a mistake, because something about the image of him opening those wine bottles just hit her like a punch in the gut. Maybe it was because his hair was the same mess of waves it always was, and that it made a dark curtain on half his face. Or maybe it was how his dress shirt stretched against his arms and shoulders as he pulled the cork free of the pinot, or the way his hand gripped the bottle, with the tendons flexing under his skin. Maybe it was the way he asked Lily what she wanted without saying a word—just a tip of the bottle’s neck and a raised brow—that got her. Or the way his arm stretched out like the arm of God on the Sistine Chapel when she nodded and he went to pour.
But her mouth went dry, and her brain went to shit. So much so that she asked for that sweet Riesling just to see him do it all again.
Fuck.
Lily gave her ankle a light kick, and Nadia ducked her face down again to read the unsent text on Lily’s phone that she flashed under the counter: 
girl holy shit fix ur face


She tried her best, but no matter how much Nadia rubbed her face to reset, she still felt the heat on her cheeks. So she clinked her glass with Lily and tried to ignore the man—but how could she look away when Elias bent over Rose and asked that same wordless question, all while gently sliding a hand over her hair? He really did look like a dad right then, and for the first time since the paperwork debacle, Rose lifted her head and smiled.
“The red, please.”
“Alright, alright, cheers,” Nadia said as she raised her glass, and once Rose had hers, they all clinked them together before taking the sip Nadia desperately needed to settle herself. She avoided Elias’s eye like her life depended on it.
Lily looked at the labels on the bottles. She smiled at the embossed image of Dionysus, then popped a piece of cheddar in her mouth and said, “Mr. B, aren’t you gonna have any?”
Elias paused, and Nadia’s shoulders bunched up. There was a twinkle in Lily’s eye, a meanness to her smirk, and it only got worse when Elias’s eye met Nadia’s. He planted his hands on the counter and shook his head, but he didn’t speak. The tension in the room was thick enough to touch.
He’s thirsty. Rose discreetly twitched her wrist towards him, and he gave the tiniest shake of his head, near imperceptible. It made Nadia feel queasy, thinking of Rose offering herself up. And it made her spine light up when again, Elias’s eye snapped back to her—lingered on her. Nadia curled over her glass and looked anywhere else. Is he asking me for something?
He’d have to use his words like an adult, if that was the case.
“Huh.” Lily swirled her glass and took a sip. “I mean, I guess it’d make sense you’d get tired of it, right? If it’s your own wine? Must’ve tried it a thousand times. It is good, though.”
Elias cocked his head. Even Rose looked confused. Nadia wanted to fucking bury herself, because this was the most awkward situation she’d ever experienced in her life, and that was saying a lot, given she used to wait on old men at country clubs for fancy club events.
“Um,” Rose finally found her voice, even though her fingers twisted around her wine stem in all her nervousness, “Elias doesn’t drink wine. Or anything, really, except… you know.”
Lily slowly nodded, then set her glass down and went fishing for her purse. When she found it on the floor beside Elias, and she snagged a pack of cigarettes from somewhere at the bottom of that black hole, she shook it at everyone and motioned to Nadia.
“Sorry—I’ll be right back. Nadia, come out with me, will you?”
Fuck.
That was how Nadia and Lily ended up freezing their asses off on Elias’s front step. Lily smoked a whole cigarette in silence, blowing it all down wind and huddling under the porch light. She stared out at the quiet street while Nadia nestled into her coat, and halfway through her second cigarette, Lily finally said something.
“So is this what you couldn’t tell me?”
God, here we go. “Lily, I—”
“That pretty boy over there’s a massive fuckin’ edgelord?” Lily half-laughed, half-coughed as smoke puffed from her lips. She side-eyed Nadia with a wicked toothy smirk. “What, he got a blood kink or something? ‘Cause there’s no fuckin’ way you expect me to believe he’s actually a vampire. God," she shook her head, sighed, “and you’re all just goin’ along with it, is the weirder part. I should’ve known there’d be a catch with a girl that cute, fuck.”
Nadia paused. Something hovered over them: something dark and hidden, yet patiently watching them both. Lily’s eyes flashed like yellow moons, even in the dark. One might’ve thought it was just a trick of the overhead light, but Nadia knew better: Lily was under the influence of something otherworldly. She was cloaked in copper and coal smoke, just like Elias; the only difference was that Lily didn’t feel like she was made of that stuff, just wrapped in it. 
Lily’s earlier remark snaked through her head. You lyin' in front of Lady Hekate? It dared Nadia to tell the truth—as did the shadowy presence of the titan goddess that cloaked Lily—even though this was the perfect opportunity to lie and pretend the vampire thing was just some cringey nonsense. And she might’ve, if she didn’t genuinely believe Elias about the risks of Lily not knowing about vampires—if she hadn’t lived them herself. She could still feel the rope biting into her wrists and that shitty wooden chair digging into her back, even nearly two months later.
When Nadia didn’t answer, Lily leaned against the house and blew smoke from her nose. “What’s this about him takin' you home? What, you pick him up at one of those edgy bars downtown or somethin'?” Again, those flashing eyes slid her way. “What’d he do to you?”
How the fuck did Nadia explain this? She rubbed her frozen hands on her face, only for Lily to kick her ankle.
“Bitch. C’mon. What’d he do?”
Nadia took a deep breath, and on the breath out, she muttered a silent Glory Be. Then she crossed herself and raised her right hand.
“Hand to God,” she said, and Lily’s brow quirked, because she knew Nadia never pulled that one out unless she was dead serious, “everything I’m about to tell you is true.”
And then she told Lily a heavily truncated version of everything, from top to bottom. The kidnapping and Elias’s weird magic. The whole Dracula thing. The nature of the winery. The contract dinner, and Rose’s story, and Lyle trying to pull bullshit on Elias. The Council shit she’d just gone through. She even told Lily about the spells—including the love spell.
“But he doesn’t know about that, so don’t say anything.” Nadia huffed and leaned against the door. “I thought that shit hit Lyle this whole time.”
Her friend rolled her eyes. “Well, thank every god there is that it didn’t.”
Lily had ground four cigarette butts into the front step by that point. Outside of that little quip, she’d stayed silent the whole time Nadia spoke. Both of them probably had noses as red as Rudolph’s, what with the cold. But it worried Nadia, with how Lily stared at those few orange cigarette butts and stayed so Goddamn quiet.
“Lily?” Nadia ducked down to try and meet her friend’s eye. “I know it’s a lot, and you don’t gotta believe me, but—”
Lily shook her head, shrugged. Then she stood up straight and, with a stiff lip, said, “Whether I believe it don’t mean shit, girl. All I know is that I get paid to hang out with a cutie. And maybe work at a bougie winery. If Mr. B believes he’s really a vampire, and so does Rose, well,” she grinned, winked, “that means we’re all gonna be on the crazy train, huh?”
“Lily, seriously, do not tell Elias about that fucking spell—!”
“Ah, c’mon!” Lily stuffed the box of cigarettes in her coat pocket and went for the door. “’Course I won’t, but don’t you act like Big G didn’t do you a solid. ‘Cause that guy?” She whistled low and did that shit-eating grin again. “Way better than the blond asshole, crazy or not. Goddamn.”
“Wait.” Nadia grabbed Lily’s arm and squinted at her. “I felt something weird inside. I can’t see them, but—your hounds. They’re around, right?”
Lily’s grin slipped. Her eyes fixed on the brass door knocker, and she said, “Maybe.”
“Did you figure anything out? About Elias?” Nadia glanced at the door, too. “You were giving him a weird look. Did you get a sense of why Hekate doesn’t like him, maybe? Do you know—?”
Her friend shrugged. “He’s definitely one of hers, whatever he is, and she,” Lily sighed, “it feels like she wishes he wasn’t. That’s about as much as I can tell after laying eyes on him and having her give me signals back there, man. Your boy over there—he’s fucked up. I dunno how, or why, but he is.”
“What—okay, do you think you can ask her how he was made later?” Because if Elias had to do with Hekate, and she didn’t want him… was it some illicit magic gone wrong? Some transgression on Dracula’s part? Whatever the case, that sucked; if Hekate was Elias’s source and she didn’t like him, there would be no tapping a higher power for him, the way Nadia tapped God. “Are there any kind of Greek vampires? Or something?”
“Not really. There are the empousai, but those aren’t really what we think of as vampires. They’re daimones that serve Hekate.” Lily shrugged and opened the door while Nadia kept getting lost in all these different details. “But unless Mr. B’s got a leg made of copper and a leg made of shit, I dunno what to tell you there.”
“Yeah, I think we can cross that off the list of worries,” Nadia muttered as she followed Lily back inside. “But he shapeshifts. And he gets weird in the shadows.”
“Empousai can shapeshift,” Lily mused, as if throwing Nadia a bone. Then she looked over her shoulder and said, “Whatever, though. Let’s just… see where this goes for now. I’m hungry. And it looks like Rose put a lot of effort into that board, so… yeah.”
And that was the end of it—for the most part. Elias and Rose were still waiting for them, and it looked like Rose had demolished half of that red wine herself. Her cheeks were flushed. Elias was gone, though he didn’t stay gone for long; the papers Lily signed had disappeared, and Elias came up from the basement with the bottle of gin and vodka Nadia’d left down there. She caught his eye as he came up, and she nodded, smiling, because they were on the same wavelength: this fucked up night required a bit more than just wine.
Not that Nadia was going to pass on the wine. Human compost in the vines or not, Lily was right: for a guy that couldn’t drink that shit, he made a mean product. Nadia sucked down the Riesling before moving onto gin tonics with what mixers she’d left in his fridge. There was no blood in the fridge, though—and with the way Nadia felt a set of eyes on her for the rest of the night, even though she tried to avoid Elias’s gaze, she knew that the guy must’ve been dying. He’d said as much, hadn’t he? That only her blood was any good to him these days? The thought alone made a chill run down her spine.
What do I do? She didn’t want to quit working for him. Playing Merlin was good money. But if he was going to look at her like prime rib every time she came around—and he didn’t seem to get hurt by her rings or her magic anymore—
Nadia shook her head and decided she’d cross that bridge when she got there. No use worrying about it right then, and especially not with Lily there. Just like Nadia’s first night with Elias, this was no night to start barraging an already half-in-the-bag Rose with information. This was a night to get information. 
So while Elias stayed mostly silent, save for an occasionally raspy one-word answer to something, Nadia and Lily found out some things about Rose: that her family was French, that they’d been a pledge under one of Báthory’s many families for a while before things went to shit, and that all she ever knew was vampires and mayhem until Elias got involved and gave her a relatively quiet, uneventful upbringing afterwards. Elias listened the whole time, offering his input here and there—and making it clear that he never believed in any of this stuff about gods and magic before Nadia came along.
“What?” Lily shook her head. “But you got Dionysus on your wine bottles!”
Elias waved a hand and cleared his throat. “Of course I do. It’s the obvious marketing choice. Doesn’t mean I believe in these kinds of fairytales.” His voice sounded like the crackle of dry twigs.
Lily scoffed. “Fairytales, huh?” Her smile was as mean as her chuckle. “As you’re tellin’ me you’re a vampire, you’re out here callin’ the gods fairytales… you got balls, man.”
Elias only shrugged, so Lily shook her head and dropped it.
Little by little, though, as they went passing stories around about religion, magic, and witchcraft, the energy in the room lightened. Lily had an uncanny ability to fit herself into new places and talk to new people like she’d known them forever, and as she did, Rose relaxed even more, head in her hands and eyes all big and sparkly. The liquor probably helped, too, but even with all the liquor Nadia had, she couldn’t fully relax—not with Elias’s stare constantly cutting across the counter and hitting her square in the chest.
She tried her best to ignore him and focus on the task at hand. Lily talked about starting Catholic and switching to Greek gods like Hekate and Dionysus, Nadia talked about staying Catholic and playing around with angels and demons and nature spirits, and she even let Rose in on the bullshit that happened at the contract dinner, pointing out that brass bowl with the Duke’s card and sigil on the counter. It all came to light that night, and Rose stared, wide eyed, as they explained it all—and her eyes only got wider when she occasionally looked to Elias, and he corroborated the stories about seeing spirits, about Duke Berith, about all that.
"But,” Rose paused and shook her head after a while, “do I... need to worship gods? Or,” she made a face, “demons? Or whatever? That seems a little...”
Lily shrugged, and Nadia stepped in. “I mean, I guess not. Maybe you’d have a better time with a Saint. St. Joan of Arc is France’s Saint, and people ask for her help all the time with protection and whatnot.”
Rose pursed her lips, like she was honestly considering it, and Nadia kept going. 
“Hell, you could even go out in the yard, pick your favorite tree, and make a deal with the tree’s spirit, if you wanted. There are no rules. But if you get a friend on the spirit side of things, I’m telling you, it’ll help a lot more than trying to do everything by yourself, with just your own magic.”
“Oh.” Rose blinked. She put her glass down and lifted her hands, and as she stared at her palms, her face fell. “I don’t even know if I have magic...”
“Everyone’s got magic,” Nadia insisted. “It’s just that barely anyone tries to learn how to use it. We’ll teach you about that, too. Right now, we’re just brainstorming friends for you.” When Rose looked up at her with those shiny puppy dog eyes and that tiny frown, Nadia couldn’t help but feel for the kid. “Friends’ll help keep you safe.”
Elias put a hand on Rose’s shoulder, then glanced over his own to Duke Berith’s bowl of wine. When he looked back to Nadia, the pinch of his brows and the slight part in his lips made it as if his thoughts were written across his head, like the side scrolling text on the news: Isn’t that what the demon is for?
Nadia shrugged and pursed her lips in a way she hoped said, The more, the merrier. Though she didn’t think putting St. Joan of Arc and Duke Berith under the same roof would go all too smoothly at first—but who knew? She’d been wrong about that kind of thing before.
“Anyway, so,” Lily started, and she leaned over on her forearms with her phone in her hands, her cup of Moscow mule nestled in the crook of her arm, “let’s see here...”
They went googling all over for spirits Rose could call, and they also ran Rose’s chart; they discovered she was a Libra with all that harmonious, lofty energy being completely railroaded by a Scorpio Mercury and Venus and a Virgo Mars. That North Node in Cancer in the twelfth house wasn’t helping anything, either.
Good luck, kid.
By time they’d heaped half a life’s worth of stories and ideas and whatnot on Rose’s head, at least she’d opened up a bit more; she was leaning on the counter, engrossed in whatever Lily was saying, smiling and drinking and loosening up a bit more with every sip. Elias kept looking between Rose and Lily with narrowed eyes, like he was two seconds away from solving a puzzle, but it seemed he never quite got there. 
Nadia could bet a c-note on him not knowing what the colors on Rose’s keychain meant. Or maybe he just didn’t care enough to understand what was unfolding in front of him, because Rose’s laugh was music in that otherwise empty house. At one point, Nadia was pretty sure those two girls forgot Nadia and Elias even existed.
But that was fine. It was good to just see Rose get out of that funk the prick from the law firm put her in, because by God, had that poor kid been rattled coming out of that dinner. And learning she’d packed some of her shit up and run back to Elias’s just to feel safe made Nadia feel awful for her. 
By time Nadia and Lily were ready to call it a night, it was well past three in the morning, and Nadia was finally free of the little buzz that the alcohol put on her—though Lily looked like she wanted to grab her own stuff and move into Elias’s house, too. Nadia tossed Lily her car keys and told Lily to wait in the car for her, as she didn’t think it’d be more than a couple minutes before she was out, herself. But before Lily made it out the door, Rose followed her—and then a few moments later, Rose was skipping off to bed with quite the spring in her step. Lily worked fast, that was for sure.
Elias was still skulking around, cleaning and drying the glassware and the cutting board. It was just them left in the kitchen, and while Nadia was getting the last few bits of the charcuterie board wrapped on a separate plate to put in the fridge, Elias slid beside her.
“Nadia,” he said, his voice scratchy. He bent his head to her ear, and his hand reached for her wrist. He traced a still-damp finger over her skin. “May I?”
She never should’ve told him to ask when he was thirsty, because the guy had no shame about doing so. It was better than him trying to hold her down for it, though, so she huffed and said, “Yeah, I’ll cut you a glass—”
“No.” His hand closed on her wrist. “Let me do it.”
“I—Jesus, dude,” her face flushed with embarrassment, “c’mon—”
“I don’t want you to collapse again. You need to drive.”
Nadia’s stomach twisted. “Elias, aren’t you just being dramatic? About the blood?” Every part of her wished for it to be the case. “Surely you don’t mean you really can’t drink anything else, right—?”
“I mean it.” His hand wrapped around her wrist, and his rough voice skated past her ear. “Other blood tastes like poison. I can’t swallow it.”
“… And that’s why you haven’t had Liam get you any bodies lately, isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
Well, how the hell is this supposed to work, then? 
Nadia didn’t like how fast he answered that—like he’d have killed another person without a thought if he could. It only made her surer that eventually, he’d kill her, if she didn’t get away, and that made the fact that God wouldn’t let her get away that much worse. Did He want her to die? Surely not. But there was something worse about all this, and the realization made it hard to breathe: Nadia could distance herself all she wanted, but it sounded like Elias would eventually die if she ran away. 
There was a choice, though, and even if it made her sick, she knew it was there. She could still check out, flee the state and disappear; she could decide to let this situation be his problem to deal with, and his alone. He’d lived nearly six hundred years, anyway; everyone had to die at some point. Even immortals.
But then I’d still be the one that indirectly killed him. And God really didn’t want to let her out of this spell, knowing that her hands were technically tied like this? She’d have to think of a way out of this at some point, some way to convince God to let the magic fall apart, even if a million other things squashed it down on her to-do list for the time being.
“Nadia,” the rough hair on his face grazed her cheek; his chest brushed her back, “let me.”
Her heart lurched just thinking about it, and her face burned hotter, knowing he was basically on top of her. She huffed, then pulled her phone out—brushing his hip as she reached for her back pocket—and texted Lily.
im gonna be out in a few minutes. make sure the cars warm


“Okay, but,” she shrugged him off, and he got the hint to back up a step, “not too much. And make it quick.”
He turned her around, so the counter dug into her back. Nadia couldn’t look as he lifted her wrist to his mouth. She stared at a spot on the floor and waited for his teeth.
“Relax,” he whispered. “You’ll make it worse if you stay tense.”
That didn’t help her loosen up at all. No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t drop her shoulders or unclench her fist. Elias sighed. The breath snagged on his throat, crackled. He peeled her fist open with one hand, massaged her forearm with the other, until finally, her hand loosened enough for him to lace his fingers with hers. He held her tight enough that she didn’t need to squeeze anymore—and then his teeth skated over her skin.
Nadia took a deep breath. Then his teeth punctured her forearm, and she squeaked at the way the skin popped—squeezed his hand when she felt those teeth pushing into her veins. It set her whole forearm on fire at first, and she moved away on impulse, only for his other hand to latch onto her shoulder and hold her against the counter. Nadia still didn’t look, but she felt how he pulled the blood out of her, felt his lukewarm tongue guide it into his mouth, and she thought she’d pass out anyway. 
Especially because something else went into her bloodstream, something that caught her flesh on fire in a totally different way, and it made her clutch the back of Elias’s shirt. Made her want to pull it off, even. She dragged her nails down his back, and her breathing went heavy enough that she accidentally made a weird sound—which didn’t make this any less embarrassing.
What the fuck?
He swallowed four times before he let her go, and if he noticed her acting weird, he didn’t let on. The venom in his mouth made the puncture wounds close quickly enough, but her blood pressure still crashed; she lost her sight, her hearing, and her legs felt like jelly as her hand slipped down his back.
“—dia? Nadia?”
The spots eventually left her eyes, and her hearing came back in a minute. How embarrassing. This happened every time she got bloodwork done, and it was always bad enough having the nurse judge her, waiting with a juice box in her hand. But this? This was the worst ever, because there was no old lady with a juice box. There was Elias.
Elias, who had his hands under her arms, and who’d stuck his leg between hers to keep her from falling down. She sat on his thigh as her head spun.
“You can’t whip yourself into a panic like that,” he said, and his voice already sounded so much smoother, even though he had the balls to be huffy with her. He messed with the plastic wrap on the plate and pulled a small cluster of grapes out. “Eat something,” he said as he plucked one off its stem and pressed it to her lips. “Get the color back into your face.”
Nadia took the grape and crushed it between her teeth. “Gee, I wonder where the color went,” she muttered.
Elias pinched her arm and made her start. It gave him the opportunity to bend a bit, catch her around the waist, and hoist her up to sit her on the island. Then, while her mouth was hanging open in surprise, he plucked another grape and put it in her mouth.
She took it, of course. But she also kicked him as she chewed it, just on principle, because her face was already heating back up. Elias grabbed her leg, then studied her face and smiled. With the kitchen light shining in his eyes, all glittery-red from the blood, and that smile—Jesus, she thought her face would melt off from all the blushing.
“There,” he said. “Good.”
And then Nadia’s phone buzzed in her pocket, against the counter. “Oh, shit,” Nadia pipped. When she pulled her phone out, sure enough, there was a message from Lily—a photo.
It was one of Elias and Nadia through the kitchen blinds, with Elias looking up at her with his hand on her thigh. That made her flush so hard that she thought she’d knock out again. Another text followed.
damn girl whens the wedding


“Fuck, okay, I gotta go,” Nadia said, well aware that her face was red as a stop sign.
She put her foot to Elias’s stomach and pushed him until he got the hint to step back, then slid off the counter and hurried for her coat and shoes. Her face was still on fire the whole time, but at least she wasn’t dizzy anymore. She had no problem hopping on one foot to tie her sneaker.
“Are you feeling better?”
“Yep. Just peachy. Anyway, uh,” Nadia patted her pockets and made one last harebrained scan for all the stuff she’d brought with her, “Monday. See you Monday. At the winery.”
She ripped the door open, only for Elias to push it shut. He hovered over her and said, “Have Lily drive if you still aren’t feeling well.” Then he let her open it, and she tossed him a glance before hustling to her car, her face burning hot against the winter air.
Have Lily drive? Yeah, okay. She thought Elias didn’t want her to die. That kid couldn’t go two feet without hitting one of the craters in the roads; sometimes it felt like she hit the potholes on purpose. And with Lily already wide-eyed in the passenger seat, she knew there was no way Lily was going to stay focused on the boring old road.
Goddamn it. 
Nadia knew she’d have to relive what just happened sixteen ways before she got Lily home, anyway, so she had no choice but to give up on getting Elias out of her head for the time being.
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Friday, February 27

2026


Dear Ms. Wojcik,
Thank you for your application. We appreciate your interest in the ADJUNCT FACULTY | ENGLISH position. It is with a heavy heart that we write to inform you that we will not be moving forward with your application.
We will keep your resume on file and contact you should any other opportunities arise.

Nadia read the e-mail a thousand times. It was word for word like the rest of the rejections—all eighteen of them. There weren’t that many teaching positions nearby, and she was starting to lose hope for what few applications were still active. At this rate, it was looking like she’d have to do a novena to St. Jude to get anywhere. 
Though even if this e-mail made her lay on her couch with all the joy of a wet brick, the one below it was from someone she didn’t want to think about at all: Vovk.
God, what an uncomfortable Saturday night that was. She likely should’ve known better than to visit a strange vampire at his own house, but then again, it wasn’t like Vovk didn’t see what she was capable of. And he did invite her to talk about Elias, which suggested there might’ve been something Nadia could be useful for. She figured if that was the case, then he wouldn’t have tried to hurt her, at least. 
So she’d driven up to Lincoln, where the houses were sometimes big enough to have entire fountains in the front yard, like Vovk’s did. It looked more like a mini castle than a house, what with the rough white brick and the thick white columns holding up what must’ve been the main bedroom’s balcony. The inside was even wilder, with the ornate carpet runners on warm wooden floors and the sitting room full of old mahogany furniture and rich leather seats. There was no T.V. anywhere, only shelves with books and an antique bar cart stocked with very old wines. That was as far as she’d made it inside, but she could see by the two curving staircases in the foyer and the flash of rich blue paint in the dining room that there was a lot more to this house, and it made Nadia wonder what the hell people with this kind of money were doing in Rhode Island, of all places.
Vovk had offered her a glass of wine, though she’d refused, if only because she was already doing something pretty stupid by going there and not telling Elias anything about it, like Vovk requested. And the conversation had started easily enough, with Vovk explaining who he was, how long he’d been in Rhode Island, and how he’d come to sponsor Elias when he discovered “the boy” stowing away alone on a ship some couple centuries ago. 
She gleaned that he was older than Elias by a country mile, which apparently explained why he looked actually old—like late fifties, maybe early sixties. Apparently vampires did age, just really damn slowly—save for the Báthorys, whose progenitor’s whole thing was bathing in blood to stay pretty. No wonder everybody was lining up to get into that House.
Vovk had been so stiff, though. Blunt. Nadia would’ve even said mean, if she didn’t know how central and eastern Europeans could be; her own babcia had that flat face that rarely smiled, even when she was having a good time. He’d sat there, dressed in a regular grey turtleneck sweater and black slacks, looking every bit like an old Ukrainian grandfather out to ask her if she’d found a husband yet.
“I want to hear about the nature of your employment with Elias,” he’d said, “and more about this incident with the Báthory magician.” 
It was weird, hearing him call six-hundred-year-old Elias a boy, but she went ahead and spilled the beans for him. He’d appraised her with those weird, milky-pale eyes in silence the entire time she’d told him. He might’ve blinked maybe once a minute, and the only sign that he was alive was the little smile he had when she mentioned Liam or Rose, the little nods like he was pleased. But outside of the occasional clarifying question, he didn’t say anything the whole time Nadia spoke—not until she was done.
At that point, he’d start a new line of questioning. “Tell me about your magic,” he’d said, and then, “tell me about your observations of the Houses,” and “tell me more about your theories.”
Then, at the end of it all, he’d nodded and clasped his veiny hands over his stomach. “Good. Thank you. Now I also want to know, Ms. Wojcik: would you be interested in teaching other vampires how they might better use their skills?”
“Oh, um,” Nadia had tried to find a nice way to say absolutely fucking not, “I’ve kind of got my hands full already with Elias—”
“House Diduch could certainly use the instruction, as could Vacher,” he’d said, as if she never said anything. “We might set up a means for you to run private lectures in secure locations.”
“Um—”
Vovk had sat up and fixed her with that creepy stare. “You spoke of magic as if it were a science, Ms. Wojcik. This interests me greatly. Along with teaching what you know, of course we’d compensate you well for any further research you’d like to do into our kind, and the origins of any of our skills.”
That had made Nadia pause. It sounded like everything she’d wanted from her Ph. D. program, and she’d wondered if she wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth when she eventually shook her head.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Vovk, but…” Even if it sounded like a Ph. D., it wasn’t one, not really—and it would’ve been a bunch of work experience she couldn’t exactly put on a resume anywhere. Nor would it have gotten her any farther away from the whole vampire shit-show. “I’ve got some different ambitions surrounding all this—”
“Ms. Wojcik.”
The ice in his voice had made Nadia freeze. Maybe he’d noticed he freaked her out, because he’d relaxed and continued in a softer tone.
“I need you to understand: as patriarch of the Diduch House, I offer this to you. Others will not offer. You were a fool, to tell the others you’re under no House’s jurisdiction as of now. I’ve seen your registration: you are the legal responsibility of House Dracula, and while you may not have any binding contracts with that House, you should still acknowledge that registration, lest others misunderstand their rights concerning you.” He’d sighed, and Nadia had a hard time breathing, what with the implications in that. “Your ‘other ambitions,’ as well, I can assist you with easily. By no means would I monopolize all your time. But you put yourself in a dangerous situation, and it isn’t one you can simply run away from now.”
But—
“Consider it,” Vovk had said, “though I advise against taking too much time to do so.”
And that was that. Vovk had given her his number, made her promise not to tell Elias anything about this, and then ushered Nadia out. When she’d sat in her car, she had to take a few deep breaths before she could drive. Her stomach had twisted in knots so bad she thought she might puke on her steering wheel, and the weight of all this shit crushed her the whole way home.
I can’t get away. She’d royally fucked herself, she knew that then, but at the same time, the realization of how stupid she’d been in the first place hit her over the head. What did she expect, really? That the vampires would just let her disappear because the reality of them wasn’t as fun as she’d initially thought? Nadia really did believe it was just a matter of getting the love spell undone before she could walk away, but Vovk had made it crystal clear: what she wanted didn’t matter for shit. Lily asked if Elias was in the mob, and it was really starting to feel like all this mess was just as bad, and just as hard to get untangled from.
And Lily, God, what had Nadia done? She hadn’t expected Elias to pull the paperwork out, but if she was going to be registered under Elias’s House, too, and if people started to come around and start ask who she was and why she was added to the registry…
Around and around, those thoughts went after she got home. They’d circled her head all weekend, kept her company when a record-shattering blizzard boxed her inside for three days, and they’d made her dog shit at lecturing that Thursday when the snow was finally cleared, to the point that she flew through her slides and sent the kids packing twenty minutes early in an hour-long class. No activities, no questions, no nothing: just hey kids, here’s what demographic and psychographic mean, and paper two’s outline is due Sunday, bye. That was all she had the patience for that afternoon. Poor Joey found that out the hard way when the kid came up to tell her that he had to miss the next week’s Thursday class for his basketball team’s away game—as if Nadia gave a fuck what these technically grown adults were missing class for. 
Loud banging at the door made Nadia jump. When she threw the door open, there was Lily, in her big black aviators, her leopard zip-up sweatshirt, and her black leggings. Her brown slipper-boot-things were wet from the slush; she was ever a mess of tote and paper bags, though she separately clutched her tank-sized water tumbler, her keys with the thirty obnoxious, fluffy keychains, and her sticker-coated phone. What was the point of the bags if she was going to carry half her shit in her hands? Only God knew.
Nadia herded Lily inside, and Lily’s shit crashed all over the counter, the ting of keys on the metal tumbler ringing like a church bell; bags somehow still full of junk hit the floor. One thing sounded especially heavy in its paper bag: a fat bottle of cheap red sangria. 
“Girl,” Nadia glanced at the stove clock, “it’s not even three.” 
Lily turned around and curled her sticky pink slip in a dramatic scowl. She chewed her gum as obnoxiously as a cow chewed cud and said, “So? We can’t pre-game this shit a little?”
“… You do know this is a job, right? That teaching Rose magic is, like, work?” Work she was taking more seriously than the Lobster, given she'd had to call out again for this. Maybe she'd just permanently switch her Fridays to Sundays, if the blizzards would finally ease up.
Lily shot Nadia a look over her aviators before she took them off. “Yeah, duh. It’s just sangria. And it’s not all for us, anyway, so get J-Man out here.” 
The next thing Lily dragged out of one of her million bags was a travel altar for Dionysus, which she’d made in an old mint tin. She set it up on the counter and went to wash her hands. Nadia rolled her eyes and marched off to her room. She got an un-crucified statue of Jesus from the cluster of figurines and crystals at the corner of her bureau altar, along with his drink coaster and fish-shaped offering plate, and met Lily back in the kitchen. She’d already found the grape-red candle they liked to use and lit it, and by the tiny mint-tin was one wine glass already half-full with the sangria. The bottle sat on the counter next to another empty glass.
Nadia set Jesus up next to Dionysus, said some silent prayers, and then there they were: two Wine Boys having the same playdate they always did every time Lily came over. She didn’t know why Lily insisted on it. Maybe she just thought it was funny. Whatever the story was, though, they’d done it enough—and Nadia had once seen enough—to know those two divine figures did, too. Despite everything, as Lily unpacked more stuff, Nadia breathed a quick prayer of thanksgiving over Jesus’s cup of sangria.
“Anyway, I just,” Lily shook her head and sighed as she went fishing for her own wine glass in Nadia’s cabinets, “I need to take the edge off if I’m gonna deal with this shit, man.”
“What shit?”
She spit her gum into the trash and poured herself a cup of sangria. “The… y’know. You know!” Then she stared at that sangria, all deep red, and her jaw set hard. “I just—fuck, I dunno, I really didn’t think y’all were serious.”
Well, yeah. Nadia did feel bad, though. Poor Lily thought working at the winery would be all fun and games when she had her first night with Nadia the day before. If not for the blizzard, Monday would’ve been their first day, but Elias thankfully let them save it for when everybody could safely get outside. Lily and Liam were two peas in a pod, like long lost siblings, and she’d loved the winery’s “theme,” with the labeled bottles of “fake blood,” until she took a swig when Nadia and Liam weren’t looking and nearly puked. And then she’d seen the waitstaff check out when a vampire bit them for a few mouthfuls of something fresh, and it was all over. 
Liam even showed her his fangs and his swamp-green vampire eyes, the way Elias had that first night in the basement, and Lily had been a total space cadet for the rest of the shift. Poor Liam thought it was his fault that Lily had that five-thousand-mile stare; Nadia had spent a good hour convincing him otherwise.
Nadia shrugged. “It is what it is.”
“Yeah.” Lily stared at the sangria a little longer, then snatched the glass and sucked down a big gulp. Then she glanced at Nadia and gave a weak smile. “Do you think werewolves are real, too, if vampires are? I was always more team werewolf growing up.”
“Pfft, listen,” Nadia got her own glass and filled it up, “at this point, I wouldn’t doubt it. But,” she glanced at the stove clock again, “we got a few hours until Elias is up, so… if you got any questions, now’s the time to ask ‘em.” Nadia lightly elbowed her friend. “Even the stupid ones.”
“Oh,” Lily slapped Nadia’s shoulder, but she laughed, at least, “fuck off, will you?”
Then they were both laughing, and the more they drank, the more the floodgates on Lily’s chaotic thoughts let go, all while Jesus and Dionysus watched them slide into sangria-induced madness.

      [image: ]Elias's mouth felt like it was full of cotton. But it hadn’t even been a week since he drank from Nadia’s wrist.
Elias stretched and pressed his forearms against the wall. Even the cool sheets and the perfect darkness couldn’t soothe his restlessness when he’d woken up thinking of his sorceress, and the blood he’d taken—or the way she’d clung to him after. Her touch on his back, the weight of her on his leg, it stayed on his mind as much as the vibrant taste of her blood.
He’d been irresponsible. The way she’d squeaked, he wanted to soothe any pain she might’ve felt, and so he’d let too much venom into her veins to numb the pain; he was sure it was the only reason she’d scratched him and made the sounds she did. Her heartbeat was erratic, her face so red. There was a delicate balance to maintain with a vampire’s venom, and it was all too easy to cross the line from it being a useful anesthetic to an aphrodisiac; it was why he never used any on Rose and instead tried to be quick with any bites. At least the venom hadn’t affected Nadia for too long.
Elias sighed, then twisted and snatched his phone from its charging stand, then squinted at the bright light from his screen. A message waited for him. Nadia.
sorry guy, cant come tonight. tell rose lily said sorry too. cant drive lol


Elias stared at the text. He didn’t bother responding. Can’t drive—what could this possibly mean? Was the dread witch with her already? The one who served forgotten gods from myths and fables, those deities who only lived in poetry and art?
Apparently you’re one of Hekate’s. So Nadia had said when he'd called to check on her during the blizzard—but it meant nothing to him. He had no more use for the Titan daughter of witchcraft and fallen stars than he did the God that abandoned him in Wallachia.
Moreover, Elias didn’t doubt Rose already spent the time and money to set up more snacks or find something to cook for them all. Last time, she promised she’d make something. It’d be rude of the sorceresses to miss it for nothing.
The burn in his throat didn’t cease as he dragged himself up. He’d take them both to his home; he’d put the black-haired sorceress in the trunk if need be. She was a loud, squawking thing, that other one, and the way her big, cartoonish smile faltered every time she glanced at Elias made him uneasy. The way she lingered in the basement doorway and watched him get a new bottle of wine when she’d asked for more also unnerved him. What was she seeing? Did she have eyes like Nadia’s—like his? Whatever the case, this Lily was an odd one, and all the more odd because of the way she hovered around Rose and took up the girl’s time at home. Elias had never seen Rose use her phone so much in a week, and she wasn’t texting or calling him.
But it was also the first time Elias had seen Rose smile so much. As a child, she’d been a rattled thing, and homeschooling her each night did her no favors in making her any less morose. As a teenager, she kept to herself and spent much of her time writing, whether in endless stacks of paper journals or on the laptop Elias bought her for her studies. She’d occasionally played a board game with him, or read a book in the same room as him, but that’d taken years—and even then, the brightest her face ever became was simply neutral and clear-eyed. Not unhappy, but not happy, either.
So when he finally pulled himself out of bed and got dressed, it stole any words out of his mouth to see her there, already fussing over onions and chicken and tomatoes. A book stand on the counter had her favorite old cookbook on it, and she was checking and rechecking the page, then rustling about plastic grocery bags for boxes of pasta and cheese. Her thick pink sweater spilled over the tight ties of her strawberry-patterned apron; her red hair was piled high on her head, her reading glasses threading through the strands to hook on her ears. Elias caged a sigh watching her flit around with such sharp twists and turns, as if her thoughts were fighting over which one would be acted on first.
When Rose saw him drift towards the kitchen, she startled. “Oh! You’re up!” Then she twisted her fingers together. “You said this was their night off, right? That means they’ll be here earlier?”
They’re not coming. Little Rose. She only twisted her hands like that when she wanted something from him, which wasn’t often. Her eyes sparkled in the kitchen light. They cancelled. Put all that away.
“I have to go get them,” he said, and the words dragged on his aching throat. His skin felt too tight on his face. “I’ll be back within an hour.”
“Alright, but call me or text when you’re on your way back! So I know when to boil the pasta!”

The car was silent. Noise and filth from the outside tried to crawl in: the tires scraping asphalt, the clicks of rocks off the windshield, the sun refusing to be snuffed even though it was long gone from the horizon. Elias drove on through it all. He navigated without seeing; his body saw what his mind didn’t and turned at the right streets, braked at the red lights and stop signs. All the while, his mind was elsewhere: on Nadia.
On her blood. Her skin. Her pulse against his lips. Elias hardly dared to breathe; the air whistled past his throat and dragged its cold claws down to his lungs. Wretched. To take his glamor, it seemed, had been the least of Nadia’s sorceries; this was the true pain. What sin was it for? Which death was the death too many, that the world should suddenly throw his existence into this level of disorder, especially after he’d finally grown used to the ugly business of his being?
The loft’s floodlights made his eyes ache. He parked and tried to unravel the mystery all the way up the stairs, all the way down the hallway. While Elias had never been able to enter a home without permission, he’d also never been able to see why—and this was another novelty of Nadia’s sight that he appreciated, because he realized what had kept him out of people’s spaces: golden threads, like spiderwebs, that threatened to trap and burn him for his transgressions. When he could see the threads, however, he could maneuver past them with ease. Entering the loft itself was simple: because nobody truly owned the loft’s lobby, there were only a few golden threads hanging in the doorway that he hardly even had to dodge.
Nadia’s door, however, was different, with those golden gates she’d woven with her own magic. Those, he knew he couldn’t get past so easily—though as he approached her door that night, there was something different in the air. A strange feeling skittered down his spine when he hovered his fist over her door, ready to knock. He clucked his tongue because suddenly, all he could taste was copper. His spine tingled as if lightning were about to strike, and his skin went cold enough for even his sluggish, tar-like blood to notice. Elias put his hand on the door. His breath stilled.
What is this?
He knocked. Once, twice, three times. “Nadia,” he croaked, and he heard something on the other side: hissing, scratching. “Nadia, are you—?”
The door clicked and creaked open. It moved on its own; nobody was behind it. Or, rather, nothing was behind it. Elias stared into pure black shadow. His eyes couldn’t begin to pierce it; all was black as if the world hadn’t been created beyond that door frame.
Boy.
The word settled on Elias’s mind like winter’s first snowfall.
You come uninvited. Why?
No answer formed in his mind, only another question: who are you?
Whoever or whatever this thing was, it hissed in his mind: Apotropaios. Averter. Was this a spell, then? Some strange ward the women set to keep him out? Now why do you come to the door of the Lamb’s beloved? Worse, to my pup?
He didn’t realize he’d moved away until his back hit the wall. In the darkness, something gleamed—two things. Two eyes shining like coins for the dead.
Misery and caution have blunted you. Whatever this voice was, whoever this was, it wasn’t confined to that doorway, and Elias realized that too late. The lights in the hallway shorted and cut out; the darkness stretched, inky and endlessly deep, until two frozen hands touched his face. You squanderer. You fool, thinking to dull a blade would make it any less a weapon.
A big dog growled somewhere. Two gold eyes glimmered beside the silver, two low wolf moons. The growl vibrated in the air; the cold hands at his face gently tugged and guided him forward.
Why do you come? The voice speared his mind. Tell me.
Elias would trade that answer, not give it freely: who are you?
The darkness fell away into a vision—or, no. A memory. Elias slid down into a crouch, his breath ragged in his smoke-dry throat. He had a ratty wool cloak around his shoulders. His bare feet were marked with cuts from the stone in the path; black blood and dirt mixed into grime that made his skin stiff. He stood at a crossroads on a hilltop, and the moon hung above him like one half-closed silver eye. Smoke still hung in the air, even so far away from the tavern down the hill, where menfolk had laid a trap for him and what remained of his miserable troupe.
Elias leaned onto the splintered signpost for support. His head ached; his mouth felt full of sand. Every breath he heaved made his lungs ache; his long nails dragged over the sign post and embedded splinters in the flesh just under the nailbed. He had to go somewhere. Had to find a new place to feed, and to sleep come morning.
But why?
The thought bloomed as a freshly lit candle flame might on a new wick. Why, indeed? It’d been several years by then, since the night attack that failed to kill the Ottoman’s sultan. Things had gone no better for the territory known as Wallachia; Elias was still miles and miles from home, and he kept it that way, cursing the very possibility that his family would ever see him as he was then. He’d slept in the cellars of abandoned houses, in den’s he’d carved only half as skillfully as the foxes and the dogs, in the tombs under long-forgotten, toppled, and desecrated churches. The clothes he wore were ones he’d stolen off those he’d bled to nothing.
There were no pleasures anymore, except for blood. Food tasted like ash and made him violently ill until he threw it back up. Water did nothing to soothe his throat; it only threatened to drown him from within. People took him for a shade when he approached at night, or worse, a beggar. They’d try to beat or stone him if they thought he was the latter. And the few that might’ve opened their homes to him then were put off by the way he refused food. His Greek accent and his stumbling through their tongue did him no favors, either.
Why keep going?
At his back, those flames raged. Men yelled and dogs barked. They were searching for him. He’d melded with the shadows long before the oil pots dropped and the floor caught fire; he’d slipped out the window before the slaughter started. He’d seen the suspicion, and then the murder, in the eyes of those men, who his troupe of former soldiers tried to play for fools, dirty hands out, voices trembling and miserable. Let us stay by the fire, sirs, they’d said. We’re cold, we’re cold. Let us stay by the fire.
It’d only taken one long look for a human to see the red coals burning in the back of their eye sockets. One refused bowl of broth. Then there was chaos.
I should go back. The thought pressed down on him from the moon—from heaven, from God. I should just burn with the rest. Call it done.
His body would not move. He crouched on that hilltop like an owl and watched the tavern burn. The roof collapsed and sent a plume of embers up into the sky. Shadowy smears still wandered around the wreckage—most with two legs, some with four. Up at that crossroads, Elias surveyed the area. The sloping path led back down to hell, there at the tavern, and to his left was dark forest. The safest option, perhaps. To his right was the rest of the village, sleeping quietly across the river. Up ahead was nothing but rolling, empty hills.
I should go back and die.
But he wouldn’t. His body would not take him. It wanted to move on, even when his soul snagged on that signpost and sighed like a lovesick woman as Elias watched the fire dance. He stood to his full height, and only then did the shouts of men grow louder, and the four-legged things come running his way.
There would be no cover for him in the path ahead. No shadows to disappear into and stand still until all had left him alone. Yet with the moon as his soft lamp, he faced the path ahead and knew there would be no hiding from these beasts. Only running. Ever forward, never ceasing. So he dug his calloused feet into the jagged path under him and ran, and he never looked back even once; he only heard the shouts go quiet, the barking cease.
Why? Still, the thoughts pelted him like hail stones from on high. Why run? Who waits for you? Who will receive you? Where will you rest? What will be the purpose of rising again, to repeat all of this horror the next night, and the next, with your stolen valor, the life you rob from others?
Elias didn’t have a single answer. He thought only as far as the next footfall. There would be no past behind him, and there would be no future ahead of him, either—not farther than the next step. Then he wouldn’t have to mourn or worry, which were their own kinds of soul-swallowing flame, and which he’d seen cull his troupe from thirty to ten already, before the tavern fire.
Why are you here?
The question hung around his neck like a millstone. Still, he ran.
Why are you here, O Child of the Morning Star?
Countless steps. Endless fields. Morning Star, this voice said? So it was true. He was the Devil’s child, Lucifer’s spawn, as he’d heard priests say of his troupe and men scream after him.
Why has he asked me to keep you? From what? For what?
“I don’t know,” he finally rasped, and his vision blurred. “I don’t know.”
“What—so you just bumbled up here for fun?”
Elias blinked, and the field, the moon, the tavern and the fire, all of it was gone. Cold hands still clasped his face; he looked into the moon-bright eyes of his sorceress. Her hair was in a mess of a bun on top of her head, her frame swallowed by a huge black shirt, and her face was twisted into an impish mask of delight, what with her stretching grin and her quirked eyebrow. Over her shoulder hung the honey-gold eyes of the other sorceress, yellow as the moon—though unlike Nadia, her face was a watchful mask, lips pressed thin and eyes wholly focused on him.
“Dude.” Nadia patted his cheek. She chuckled, and he smelled something on her breath: alcohol, sweet and sharp. “If I wanted you to pick us up, I would’ve just asked you.”
“Yeah.” The other thing, Lily, her voice rumbled in her chest like a big dog’s growl. “You don’t know what ‘callin’ out’ is, big guy?”
Something snapped around her: crackles of silver-black glitter. Behind them, through the apartment’s open door, Elias caught glimmers of gold like Nadia’s magic, and something green and sharp and sweet, like grapevines curling across the walls and floor. He didn’t understand. He was standing there at the door as if he’d never left it, and the lights in the hallway were on again, too. Everything was as it was just before—or perhaps after?—he’d knocked on Nadia’s door.
“I,” Elias glanced around; something hovered over him, he could feel it, but he couldn’t see it, “you didn’t say you had anything else to do, just that you couldn’t drive.”
Lily burst out laughing, and Nadia’s lips twisted into a wry smile. His sorceress patted her friend and said, “See? I told you he’d come. That was too vague.”
“Jeez, guy,” Lily said as she slung an arm around Nadia’s waist. “What if we didn’t wanna come, huh? What if we’d been passed out drunk already and didn’t even answer the door?”
What was that? What hovers near us now? Elias’s mind was so overtaken that his mouth acted on its own, spoke a fragmented thought. “Rose,” he said, and the name made him blink at least part of his stupor away. “Rose, she’s already preparing food. For you two. She’ll be disappointed if you don’t come.”
The women gasped, and Lily’s face finally broke from its jovial, if watchful mask; she pouted at Nadia and hung off her shoulder. “Oh my God,” she whined, “no, Rosie!”
“Elias, why didn’t you tell her we weren’t coming before she started?” Nadia, too, pouted and wrapped her arm around her friend. 
They were unsteady supports for each other, swaying and bumping their heads together. He glanced past them, to the counter, and there was the culprit: a large bottle of terrible corner store sangria, as well as a handle of vodka and a couple empty bottles of ginger beer. Two stained wine glasses, a copper cup. All of it crowded around two statues that had their own thimbles of sangria in front of them. One he could guess was Jesus by the red painted strip down the front, and the other had its arm up, a cluster of something hanging over its mouth—Dionysus.
They’re not real. Those literary gods, those myths of his people, they were nothing more than stories. And yet that makeshift, messy altar flushed with the green of the vine, sparkled with gold, and it made him wonder. And over them all, that silver-black essence still crackled—still rebuked him, stinging him like a spray of gravel.
In which case, Elias supposed he’d been rejected twofold: once by God, and once by this Titan. Nadia had told him he should find the source of his magic—yet if that source wanted nothing to do with him, it seemed he could rely on nobody but himself. The demon Nadia conjured, he’d never trust fully—not while his assistance created more problems than they solved.
Elias frowned. He slipped his hands into his pockets and tried to forget the feeling of something, someone, hovering over him and watching from somewhere unknowable. “She’d already bought and started preparing everything by time I got your text.”
Nadia hung her head. “The fuck, now she’s gonna be all by herself cooking—"
“For nothing, yeah, no, we,” Lily buried her head in Nadia’s shoulder and sighed, “we can’t do that to her! Nadia, poor baby Rosie’s gonna be all by herself—!”
“I know, I know, ugh!”
Rosie. Who ever called her that? Elias watched the women flounder about and stumble away. He couldn’t follow. Where there’d been the blackness, there was once again that golden gate, a concrete symbol of the protection magic Nadia had woven in front of her door. He could also make out the faint outline of the angel. Beyond the angel, Lily blew out candles and stumbled around to collect her things, and Nadia shouted from somewhere down the hall.
When she came out of her room, she’d changed into jeans and a tight black turtleneck sweater. Her hair had been more carefully slicked back into its tie, like it was at the winery. The stumbling sway to her gait was gone; she swung her hips and stepped with force enough to make her hair swing behind her like a clock’s pendulum. As she approached, she pointed at him, her extended arm the spear of a charging soldier. “We’re stopping at the packie first.”
The what?
Lily cackled and began slinging bags onto her shoulders.
“And honestly, I ain’t in the mood to be teaching shit,” Nadia said. She looked around, hands on her hips, until she spotted her purse on the ground. “I’m tired of being Merlin all the time. I just wanna,” she made her hand into the shape of a gun and put it to the side of her head, “not think for a bit. Alright? I’m tired.”
What is there to think about?
Elias didn’t ask. He did as he was told: he brought the two women to the nearest “packie,” the little liquor store down the road, and let them run wild, plucking shiny new bottles of alcohol off the cramped shelves, dodging boxes stacked on the floor, giggling and clucking to each other like hens. When Nadia tried to pay for it, he snatched her wallet and pocketed it, and he only gave it back when they got back in the car.
He texted Rose that they were on their way. Let Nadia connect her phone to the car via Bluetooth and play some grating electronic noise she called music. Herded the two women into his house as easily as he might’ve herded cats. Rose was waiting for them, the dining table already set, and her smile froze on her face when she saw the four brown bags of bottles her guests carried in. The girl’s apprehension melted soon enough when Lily squealed to her and crooned over the plates she’d set, the chicken parmigiana she’d put together and rested on serving platters; then Rose was curling into that witch’s attention, all bright eyes and sweet smile. She drank up Lily’s crowing praise like a flower drank sunlight.
Nadia bumped his hip with hers, and he absently handed her two bottles to put in the refrigerator: club soda, tonic water. “Look at them,” she whispered, and he looked at her, instead: her tongue was stuck between her teeth in her impish grin, and her eyes danced with light. 
What did she mean? Elias watched the other two from the kitchen. Lily brushed her hair back and leaned forward on her elbows from her seat; she looked like she hung on every word as Rose gestured to her food and talked with her hands. Then the witch reached out and touched Rose’s wrist, and Rose pulled her sleeve up to show off her charm bracelet. Lily said something that made Rose’s face go red and her lips twist in a curling, bashful smile. It was the same shade of red his sorceress could turn with him, and this puzzled Elias.
“Hey!” Lily suddenly barked from the dining room. “Food’s getting cold! C’mon!”
He would’ve made some excuse to avoid the table, but he wanted to be close to all of this oddity. To observe. With Rose at the head of the table, and both sorceresses focused so wholly on her bright smile—Nadia listening more than talking, watching Rose and Lily curl towards each other—Elias watched Nadia.
How she relaxed. Smiled. She ate and complimented the food; she kept her wine glass tucked towards her face, draining it twice over the course of dinner. Whenever he refilled it for her, she spared him a glance and a smile and stayed so docile and quiet—until they all went downstairs, took the mixers with them, and Lily and Nadia put on a show of mixing drinks like they were working a shift at that little bar on Westminster. 
They rapped stirrers on the bottles and tossed glasses behind their backs to one another; they poured emersons from shakers at such ridiculously high heights that Elias worried they’d miss and pour on the floor; they twisted the peel of the lemon Rose forgot to use into a fine ribbon and misted it over the top of negronis; they kept the counter clean each time and slid their simple drinks to a delighted Rose with wolfish smiles. Then they’d join Rose and Elias on the other side of the counter until their drinks were done and do it all again.
He didn’t talk so much as watch. The women were in an insulated world; just as Nadia said, there was no teaching that night. They laughed and played terrible music on their phones instead; they talked about T.V. shows, books, school, anything else, and Rose absorbed it all with such a bright smile, such shimmering eyes. Even his sorceress seemed younger, with how she laughed and joked with the dread witch; the edge was gone from her face, her expression easy and carefree as she smiled at Rose and her friend.
Though Elias could tell he was intruding, hanging over them like a dark shadow that Rose sometimes glanced at. Whenever she did, her smile dropped ever so slightly, and her laughter became quieter; she started twisting her fingers and ducking her head.
Elias understood. He was sure Rose was safe with these two, even if they were a bit unsteady from all the liquor. So he lifted himself from the counter and silently drifted upstairs. He’d find something else to do for the night—read the books Nadia gave him to ferret out yet more their imagery, maybe, or clean the dishes for Rose. She’d been good, Rose; she’d been careful not to disturb the full bowl of wine he’d set aside for Duke Berith, as was his habit by that point.
From upstairs, Elias listened to the chatter of their voices. They were too far for even his hearing to make out their conversation, but they occasionally brayed with laughter or gave some wild shout, and the clinking of ice against the shaker interrupted their noise again and again. Sometimes, as Elias cleared the table and began soaking dishes, they’d thunder upstairs like beasts, even Rose, laughing and stumbling through the hallway to the bathroom, before helping each other back down the stairs. Sometimes they’d become very quiet, suspiciously so, only for them to suddenly roar back to life in a mess of yelling and hollering that he wasn’t always sure was friendly.
But then, what did he know of these creatures? Rose had been tucked into his home for over a decade, and he never knew she could be so lively. More than that, the air was thick with some presence that wouldn’t let him pierce it, even for all this “sight” Nadia switched for his glamors. There was gold in the air, and silver—vines and torch light, and something soft and warm as a cloak draping on his shoulders. He knew nothing of these women or their secrets, and as his thoughts dragged him back to the apartment hallway, the vision and the darkness, he puzzled over it all.
Elias eventually glanced at the stove clock, his hands full of soap and scalded by the water. It was past nine. Rose had to be at work in the morning. He thought it was about time to go downstairs and end their reverie when suddenly, a hand skated across his back and made him pause.
“Look at you,” Nadia purred. She leaned against the sink and surveyed his work with a nod. “Nice. I’m sure Rose’ll be happy.”
When had she snuck up to him? The feeling of her hand on him seared into his back like a brand.
Nadia pointed herself towards the basement door and tipped her head to it. “She’s a good kid, y’know. Really nice girl.” Then she reached out and tapped his elbow, smiled. “You did a good job making sure she came out right.”
He paused. Then he shifted closer to her. “I didn’t do anything. She only lived here.”
“What, she raise herself, then?” When Elias didn’t answer, she rolled her eyes. “Give yourself some credit, jeez.”
They stood in silence for a moment. He didn’t see the point in giving himself any credit. All he’d done was keep the girl fed and watered, and maybe sit near her and speak to her sometimes, teach her the homeschooling curriculum, so she didn’t become too dim and unsocialized to thrive.
“I dunno how this is gonna work, though,” she huffed, arms crossed. Her mouth screwed up in a displeased pucker. “I mean, is teaching her magic really going to make a difference, if the Council knows about it now? Maybe I over-promised a bit. I dunno.”
You did over-promise, yes. But she looked troubled enough without knowing that. Elias put the last of the dishes in the drying rack. “These aren’t the words of someone who wanted to stop thinking,” he said.
“Yeah, well.” Nadia dragged herself off the counter and sighed. “You know how that goes. Anyway, get me some water glasses, please? We’re all dying down there.”
Then she lifted her arms up to the cabinets in front of Elias. It seemed he was in the way of her getting them open. Her arms stayed up, but she swayed, unsteady, and she bumped into him. The alcohol made her face flushed. He remembered then: the dryness of his throat, made worse only by that bright citrus note swirling off her skin.
Elias held her steady with a hand on her waist, then opened the cabinet for her. He let her sidle in front of him to get three glasses; his hand never strayed from her waist. When she hooked her fingers into a glass and nearly knocked it over with a clumsy tug, Elias sighed and reached up. His palm skated over the back of her hand.
“Let me help you,” he murmured, and she went still until he put one glass in each of her outstretched hands. He took the last himself. “You’ll get water and glass everywhere, I know it.”
“I’m not that trashed.”
“M-hm.” As she’d said that, she swayed into his chest. His grip tightened on her waist, and the scent of her blood got much stronger as it all flushed into her cheeks. It dizzied him. Without thinking, he bent his head and whispered, “Nadia.”
“…What?”
I need more. When he didn’t answer, she twisted around until she was facing him. She’d had to brush hard against both him and the sink to do so, and it made whatever came over him—that daze, that warmth—replace his rational thoughts with nonsense. Maybe I can bite her and be drunk for a while, too—
“Elias?” The glasses in her hands clinked together; the sound chased his thoughts away. She watched him, eyes wide and round, as she clutched those glasses to her chest. “Are you okay?”
Just a little more. Elias lifted his empty hand to her cheek. Her skin burned against his fingers; her eyes were wide, her lips parted in surprise. A few mouthfuls—surely she’ll give me that again.
“Hey, um—they’re gonna—the water?” Nadia touched the glasses to his chest. Her heartbeat quickened. It made the scent of her all the stronger—like a sidecar. She’d made one for Rose, and the smell was the same, Cointreau and cognac. “I, uh—we—maybe if—"
It was her blood he wanted, and yet nobody alive could’ve explained how he missed her neck. Nobody could’ve told him why his lips closed over hers, why his teeth scraped the plush bottom one; he hadn’t wanted to do this. Yet he was compelled to. Her breath was so warm, bittersweet, and her fluttering heart was a dizzying drumbeat in his ears.
Old blood graced his tongue when he ran it over her lips—rough scabs, torn edges. He wanted more of that blood, so badly did he want more, and yet when she opened her mouth, his tongue caught hers instead and learned of everything she’d drank: the wine, the Campari, the gin. He cradled her head, tilted it back to taste more of it. Some little sound squeaked from her throat.
Then a gasp came from behind them, and Elias tore himself away. He caught the tops of two heads, red and black, before they disappeared back down to the basement on thundering steps. The shock of being caught unaware in his own house rattled him; the shock of what he’d been caught doing made it all the worse. 
And what exactly had he been doing? To touch his sorceress like that—it was a gross lapse in judgement. There was no way he could explain himself. He stepped away from Nadia and thought he might avoid looking at her.
“Um.”
Yet that froggy croak, and the tap of glasses on the counter, pulled Elias’s attention back to his sorceress anyway. Her face was still so red, but then, so were her eyes. They were glassy, tears filming over them with every blink, and she looked anywhere except him.
“Actually, can you, uh,” her voice was hoarse; her throat bobbed in a hard swallow, “can you take us home? Please?”
The tightness in his chest made it hard to breathe. “Nadia, I—”
A tear slipped free. When he tried to wipe it away, she blocked his hand and hastily brushed it off herself. Her lips trembled; she stared at her feet and whispered, “Just take us home.”
Nadia. He didn’t know what to say, or what to do—but as he let her slip away and go find her friend, his mind filled with nonsense Nadia, it was a mistake, I didn’t mean to—
A lash of pain scratched his heart, and he couldn’t bring himself to finish that thought.
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God won. Because of course He would. 
Nadia spent the rest of the week coming to terms with it. Drunk as she was that Friday, she remembered the events of the night well enough. Once Elias went upstairs and left the ladies alone, they’d spent the night just getting to know each other. They shared all kinds of stories, from bad first dates to stupid moments at work; they talked about school and career goals, family—and cackled about any number of things along the way. 
Because Nadia had done nothing and gone nowhere in life (yet), she didn’t feel too out of step with Lily and Rose, even if the latter was eight years younger. For the first time in a long time, she was reminded of her bachelor’s degree, where nights with her dorm mates sometimes became a giggling mess like this: completely unaware of the world beyond those walls and unconcerned, at least for a night, with any of the problems they might wake up to the next day.
And it would’ve stayed that way, if Lily and Rose hadn’t mentioned Elias. Lily must’ve put it in Rose’s head that there was something going on between Nadia and her boss, because they both grilled her to hell and back about it. They thought there had to be some spark between Nadia and Elias; Rose insisted he’d been acting weird and distracted for a month, and Lily started telling Rose all Nadia’s secrets, like how she’d accidentally slept over one time. On and on it went, until Nadia got fed up trying to defend herself. After a good few glasses of liquid courage, she had been determined to prove them wrong—and, more importantly, to prove to herself that there was nothing between her and Elias and never would be.
So much for that.
Nadia could still feel it, even two days later: the scratch of his facial hair against her skin, the prick of his teeth on the edges of her lips. His tongue on hers. Even if it was only for a few seconds, it was the most mind-scrambling few seconds of her life. Nadia was sure he was about to ask for more blood until she’d turned around and saw him looming over her like that. She’d never felt so exposed. Never been so embarrassed by someone else’s attention on her. Something about that guy just… paralyzed her. And it wasn’t anything to do with magic or him being a vampire.
It was just him. Somewhere along the way, she realized she was watching him just as much as he was watching her—and how could she not? He was everywhere she turned, never farther than a few paces away when she went to see him. Whether at his house or the winery, she watched him: she noticed how he walked with that slow, heavy gait, like he had all the time in the world (which, she supposed he did), and how he would tuck his hair behind his ear when he was absorbed in something he was reading. How he would bend his head to whoever was talking to him and give them his full attention. Even little movements were graceful; he didn’t sit, he lounged. He didn’t stop hard or pivot quickly, nor did he startle at anything, even if a girl came around the dining room corner quickly. Whenever Elias came in the room, everything settled down and felt… nice. Calm.
And maybe it was a Balkan thing, but that Greek bastard got handsy in ways that made her drop her guard: he’d pass behind her and gently touch her back, so she knew he was there, or lay a hand on her arm or shoulder to get her attention. He always insisted on taking her coat when she got in the door, too—every single time, to the point that she would just drop her shit and hold her arms out to let him slip it off her. And then there were the things he thought she didn’t notice—like when she started dozing while they were watching something, and she’d feel him slowly twisting his fingers around a lock of her hair. Maybe he thought she was dead asleep, and that’s the only reason he did that, but either way, it just…
He wasn’t just a boss, or just a student. And she couldn’t run away from the reality of her feelings anymore.
At least on the way home, Lily had the decency to let her have a silent mental breakdown about it, without telling her how she should’ve been happy about all this. She finally understood, after witnessing the winery’s secret and listening to Nadia talk, why this love spell fiasco was such a mind-fuck. Though at the end of the night, after Elias had dropped Nadia and Lily off at the loft, of course Lily just couldn’t let Nadia walk away without giving her two cents. She’d stayed at Nadia’s long enough to sober up, and on her way out, she’d tossed Nadia that knowing look.
“Hey, man,” Lily had said as she pinched Nadia’s arm, “listen, I know you don’t wanna hear it, but… seriously. If you feel it, you feel it. The heart doesn’t give a shit about what ‘should be’ and ‘shouldn’t be.’ Or what’s right or whatever. I think you should just let it ride.”
Easy for her to say. Rose was a normal person. Elias wasn’t even human. What the fuck was their life supposed to look like? Nadia living alone in the mornings, doing a whole normal day, only to come home and have to live a whole second life when Elias finally woke up? Or was she supposed to also get some kind of night job, or teach night classes, and get on his sleep schedule? She’d still be cooking for one, and there’d be no doing anything she liked to do with him: no going out to cafes or the beach during the day, or even in the early evening. No apple picking in the fall. No going on trips, if he couldn’t handle the sunlight; some asshole on a plane always wanted the window open when everyone was trying to sleep, even as the sun was glaring into the cabin. And then what would she do when she got older, and he stayed exactly the same?
She didn’t want to be a vampire. She didn’t want to be stuck on earth, in this one body, forever.
And yet, as she laid in bed each night with a head full of thoughts just like these, she kept coming back to that moment in the kitchen with Elias. Her heart fluttered at the thought, and it wouldn’t go away no matter how much she tried to think about other things. Like a lovesick teenager, she would lie awake for hours, replaying that kiss, among other mundane memories, until she fell asleep and dreamed them instead. It was beyond pathetic, and it was as clear a sign as she could get: yes, she did in fact feel that way about a fucking vampire. And the text he’d sent her the day after didn’t help her relax at all.
I believe you said I owed you dinner for summoning the Duke. Be ready tomorrow for 6PM.


Nadia couldn’t sleep after seeing that. She’d tossed and turned all night, half with dread, half with some morbid excitement, but overall knowing either way: she’d have to tell him the truth. The only reason they even knew each other existed was because of her love spell, of all things, and she wouldn’t be able to live with herself if, God forbid, Elias found out about it from someone else, and he jumped to stupid conclusions. She wanted to make it abundantly clear: if he liked her in any way, she certainly hadn’t forced him to, and she never would. She hoped if she did that, he wouldn’t take it too bad, and then they could move on from it.
As it was, she wanted to make sure she wasn’t jumping to stupid conclusions about what Elias felt, either, and so when six o’clock came near that Sunday, she dressed in her best date-night armor: a rather corporate-casual, sleeveless black dress with a knitted black bolero and simple black tights, along with a shiny gold belt, all her golden rings, her St. Benedict’s medal, and her chunky boots. And since it was the first of the month, and she’d gone to church and munched on the Eucharist yet again, she figured she might as well have reset her monthly money spell, too.
Like every month, Nadia took her money bowl off the top of her living room’s bookshelf, then put it on her coffee table surrounded by crystals and her anointed green candle. Then, with a collection of prayer books and her Bible at her side, as well as a collection of herbs to add to the bowl that represented the qualities she wanted to be magnetized to her home, she went raising that energy all over again and asking God to help her out. 
Because these rejection e-mails from employers and Ph. D. programs alike were getting heavier and heavier on her mind—to the point that Vovk’s offer was looking like her best bet at getting anywhere she wanted to go in life. She was afraid to ask God about it, because with the way things had been going, He’d probably have told her to go jump headfirst into a contract with him, too, and couldn’t she do a single damn thing the normal way?
The spell wasn’t done until she stood in the hallway, took a little pile of cinnamon in her palm, and blew it over the threshold of her door. As if blowing a kiss, she bent over and puffed a short breath, and the cinnamon went scattering like amber fairy dust into her apartment.
“Cinnamon?”
Nadia jumped at the voice and squeaked, “Jesus!”
When she turned, she saw Elias leaning against the wall some couple feet away. Like always, he wore his nicer clothes out: the shiny leather shoes, the black slacks, and on his wrist, a black leather watch with a simple, gold-rimmed timepiece peeked from under his sleeve. He wore a maroon shirt under his black coat that went well with the warm tone of his skin. It wasn’t fair, really—that he was so fucking pretty. Pissed her off, even. Her heart fluttered in pure irritation.
He smiled, and his gaze ran from her head down to her toes and back again; he didn’t even try to hide where he was looking. That made them both shameless. Elias lifted himself off the wall and meandered to her side, then tilted his chin towards her door.
“What spell is this, now?”
She didn’t miss how close he stood: close enough for his arm to brush hers. Nadia shook her stupid thoughts away and said, “It’s, uh, not much. Just the monthly money spell.”
His brow quirked. “Are you saying I don’t pay you enough?”
Nadia sucked her teeth and huffed, “No, of course not.” At least nobody was in the hall to hear him say that and get the wrong idea. After she’d locked her door, she followed him out to the stairwell and said, “It’s more a career spell than anything, I guess—and a thanksgiving, too.”
“Hmm?”
“You can’t just do magic to take and ask all the time, especially if you’re doing magic with gods or spirits,” Nadia insisted. “Gotta do stuff to say ‘thank you’ here and there, too. So I do that every month, no matter what.”
“Ah. But for your career, you said—what are you trying to do?”
He led her to the car, opened the door for her, and then started driving in silence as she answered: “Well, y’know, something more than what I’m doing now. I’m in my thirties. I can’t just be part-time teaching and bartending forever; I gotta do something with my life at some point.”
Right? Don’t I? As much as she knew better, she couldn’t help but remember what Lyle said that day they got coffee. Charmed latte or not, what he said wasn’t entirely bullshit.
Elias nodded, but he stayed silent. Still, she could tell that he was thinking about what she’d said, just by the way his stare twitched back and forth over the road. As the loft’s big floodlights faded away, and only the lights of the car’s dashboard shined in his eyes, as well as the occasional passing street lights, Nadia turned on whatever she was listening to last—Type O Negative’s October Rust album—and curled up in her seat to watch Elias drive.
His side profile was something else. Strong nose, those half-lidded eyes, hard brows, strong jaw, black hair that practically blended with the shadows of his car. That reddish glint came out in his eyes when the streetlights shone on him, too. And the way he relaxed in his seat, like it was a king’s throne, with his elbow on the center console at red lights—God, what the fuck. Nadia hated how much she loved it.
Out of nowhere, Elias said, “I laid in a box for ten years once.”
Nadia blinked, then pursed her lips to keep from laughing. “What? Why?”
He shrugged. Steered easily with one hand, while the other laid in his lap, gold watch flashing with every passing light. “I was tired of each day being such a fight.”
She sighed, relating a little too hard. “Didn’t you need blood?”
“I was very weak when I woke, yes.”
“Well,” Nadia pulled her coat tighter around herself, “it must be nice to have that kind of time. I used to wish I could freeze time, y’know? To catch up on sleep, if for nothing else.”
A few seconds passed in silence. Nadia watched the road—watched the freeway bleed into the maze that was Providence, until they were slowly navigating through streets lined with cars, where all the restaurants and bars were already casting their warm light out into the night. If it were warmer, and the streets less full of snow, Nadia would’ve suggested parking at the state house and walking the fifteen minutes into the fun part of town, but Elias didn’t bother with either free or street parking. He pulled into paid lot around the corner of Custom House Street and threw the car in park.
But before they left the car, Elias coaxed her wrist into his hand. Her scalp prickled, because she knew what he was going to ask.
“Nadia,” he turned her palm upwards and pulled her coat sleeve down, “may I? Before we go in?”
Her mouth twisted. It’d be rude to let him to sit through dinner with nothing to drink, she knew that, but it still made her skin itch to think of him biting her again. This was another thing that made her stomach do flips all day while she waited for six o’clock to roll around: thinking about how, if she was serious with Elias, that this would be her life. Constantly offering her wrist up, always a little light-headed. Her doctor would start wondering what her problem was, with such sudden anemia issues—and how would that impact the activity of her daily life?
None of those questions could be answered right then. Nadia took a deep breath and nodded, then looked out the window, hoping nobody was around to peek into the car. For the most part, the city seemed abandoned, at least. She tried her best to relax, though she couldn’t help it when his teeth grazed her: she shuddered, and her shoulders bunched up tight.
Then came the pop of broken skin, the sting, and the burning pain of his teeth pushing her flesh out of the way. That was the worst part. It made her want to squirm and pull her arm free, but Elias’s grip was too strong to break free even if she tried. He drew the blood out of her, and all she could do was shake her head and look at anything other than his mouth on her wrist. 
Having blood taken would never not make her squeamish. At least this way, though, she didn’t have to see her blood fill a syringe, all dark red and viscous. Just the thought threatened to make her nauseous, so she started running through the topic she’d teach her students that week; she visualized every slide she’d written and imagined how she’d teach it, what the kids would say during discussion.
Though he was greedy that night. Seven mouthfuls. Even if she distracted herself, she could feel when he swallowed, and she’d counted. And towards the end, she felt it again: that weird buzz, like her body was humming with electricity. Nadia pressed her legs together and gathered the courage to look at him, and she immediately wished she hadn’t, but not because of the blood. 
It looked like he was kissing her skin. The way one of his hands curled around her forearm, too, and the way he ran his thumb over her palm to keep her from making a fist—it knocked all her sense out of her head. She let out a rough breath as her skin went all warm and tingly, and she made the mistake of leaning closer. Her brain felt like it was going to melt into soup when she smelled his cologne, and the longer he touched her, gripping her arm and running his thumb over her palm, the more she wanted to burst out of her skin.
“Elias,” she whispered, and she almost lost her words when he glanced sidelong at her with those glowing red eyes, “No more. I, uh… I feel weird.”
One more swallow, and then he slowly pulled his teeth out of her wrist. That made her grimace, seeing the teeth slick with blood, and the two holes in her arm. He licked the two puncture wounds closed, and she didn’t realize how stiff her body had been until it was over. He licked her blood off his lips and turned to study her up close.
“Are you dizzy?” His breath tickled her face; his eyes glowed like live coals. “Can you get out, or do you need some time?”
Even if she’d been tense, she was at least sitting down, and she wasn’t as freaked out as she was the first time, so her blood pressure didn’t crash. Maybe this was something she could get used to. Nadia shifted in her seat, and when her head didn’t start spinning, she undid her seatbelt.
“I’m fine,” she said, and then Elias was out of the car and opening her door for her before she could register it.
Nadia managed to pull herself out of the car, even though her legs shook a bit when she stood up straight. Elias stayed close; he wrapped an arm behind her back and gripped her waist as they left the parking lot. Nadia clung to him, not so much because she needed to, but because she had an excuse to. Being curled up under his arm like that, it surrounded her in the smell of his cologne, made her head feel all hazy in a lovely way.
Elias guided her towards a French restaurant, its little sign sticking out of the black carved columns, lamps overhead bathing the sidewalk in warm light. They went down into the basement of the place, where brick and stone walls gave the alcove a cozy, intimate feeling—and all the more so because those little tables for two were set between partitions made of warm wood and frosted glass. 
Along the sides of the wall, the brick ledges were lined with empty wine bottles, and the hostess that greeted them guided them all the way to the back, to a seat nestled in the corner behind two partitions. The hostess had to open one like a door. The windows were high up, street level, and Nadia sat with her back to a big line of bottles. The double-partition made it feel as if they’d been hidden from the rest of the dining room—like the whole place was just for them.
They settled in, and when a middle-aged waiter came around, Elias handed his menu back. The waiter’s eyes glazed over as he took it—glamor. But he was all smiles with Nadia, as if Elias not needing any food was totally normal. After he took Nadia’s order for an espresso martini and left them alone, Elias studied Nadia.
Then he said, “Would you like that kind of time?”
“Huh?”
“What you were saying earlier—about having the kind of time I have.” Elias picked up the butter knife from the cloth napkin and rolled the handle between his fingers. “Would you want that?”
“Oh.” She pursed her lips. Immortality sounded cool and all, but when would she know to call it quits? If six-hundred-year-old Elias was any indication, she’d have to make that call herself, and she didn’t want that kind of responsibility. She wanted to go home when God said it was time to go home, and to never have to think about when that time would be. Nadia shook her head. “I’m not interested in that.”
Elias’s brows quirked, like he didn’t believe her. “No? Not at all?”
“Not at all.” Nadia tried to read the menu, but it was all squiggles to her. She knew she was going to need something red, and that was all she knew. No, she was too distracted with thinking of all reasons that being a vampire would fucking suck. Nadia crinkled her nose, shook her head. “Life the way y’all do it ain’t for me, I think.”
That made him pause. “What about it ‘isn’t for you’?”
Nadia tilted her head back and forth, like all her reasons were marbles rolling around her head. She spit a few of them out after a minute. 
“I like the sunlight,” she said, “and the birds singing in spring. And steak. And I wanna know what it’s like to get old and rickety.” Then she gave him a wolfish grin. “Besides, you’re the blood sucker; I’m the witch. I’m supposed to be, like, eating children whole, according to the stories. Making soup from their bones and lampshades from their skin and all that.”
“You’re telling me you don’t already?”
Nadia’s mouth dropped open. Where did that come from? Had she ever heard him joke like that before? No. Not any more than she’d seen him grin the way he did then—or heard that low chuckle from deep in his chest. It was like a rumble of thunder, and it made her blush.
“Eat shit,” she breathed. 
But she was grinning, too; her burning cheeks balled up tight. She leaned back in her seat and covered half her face with her hand, if only because it was embarrassing, how easily he got under her skin. Nadia stared at the bottles on the wall to try and chill out, but when she glanced at him—saw him watching her, with that lion’s smile still on his face—she went even redder. Her heart ran a mile a minute, and her stomach went tight with anxiety.
God, I hope he doesn’t freak out later. Nobody liked knowing they’d had a love spell thrown on them. But maybe he’d be interested in how it worked, since he was so attentive to everything else she’d taught him. Either way, she was determined not to let him know until the tail end of dinner. She didn’t want to accidentally mess up whatever warm feeling was hanging in the air—not yet.
Though with the topic at hand, the levity between them wasn’t bound to stay too long anyway. After the waiter brought her drink, she waited until the partition was closed again before she muttered, “I also wouldn’t want to have to,” she crooked her two fingers like a viper’s fangs and made a mean face, hissed like a cat, “do all that shit. That’s silly.” 
“Silly?” He had the meanest smirk, by God. “I wouldn’t describe it that way.”
Nadia sipped her drink. The bittersweet espresso liquer took some of the tension out of her shoulders. “Yeah? How would you describe it, then?”
His half-lidded stare flayed her. It skated over her chest, her neck, before it finally cut up to her face, and his eyes shimmered, though the bright red from drinking her blood had faded to a more brownish-red. Still brighter than usual, but possible to pass off as a human eye color, at least. Elias’s lips shifted like he was testing out the shape of a few words, and then he murmured in a way that made goosebumps rush down her arms.
“Intoxicating.” His gaze dropped to the table, and that smirk faded. “A transgression.”
Oh, jeez. Again, the logistics of giving this love spell mess an honest try ran through her head. This was yet another thing to deal with: the melodramatic vampire angst. She could only handle that for ten minutes at a time. Nadia shrugged and took another sip of her drink. The foam on top stuck to her lips.
“If everyone’s fine with it, and nobody gets hurt, then there’s nothing wrong with that.” 
Elias paused. He looked at her like he was suspicious of her. “Doesn’t it disturb you? What we do?”
Nadia licked the foam off her lips and said, “I mean, it’s not like I don’t know how y’all work.” Then she gave him a crooked smile. “And it’s not like I can judge, either. You drink the blood of Man; I drink the blood of God, y’know?”
Which obviously wasn’t the same, even with the concept of transubstantiation and all that. The Eucharist required wine to make, not a trip to the blood banks. Still, the blood was what was left in that cup by time Fr. John was done doing his thing. Though the way Elias was looking at her, with that frown and furrowed brow, he didn’t seem convinced.
“I think,” Nadia wasn’t sure how to phrase it, “the way you choose who to drain and who to just bite is a little fucked up. But I mean, to get mad at you for doing either would be like getting mad at a wolf for eating a bunny. It’s just what y’all do. No way around it.”
Then she finally found the section she was looking for on the menu: the steak section. She glanced at the items, then the prices, and she gasped.
Elias craned over the table to see what shocked her. “What?”
“Sixty dollars for a ten ounce steak? Jesus Christ.” 
Granted, it was filet mignon, but with the exception of that contract dinner that fell to shit, it’d been a long time since she went anywhere nice. She didn’t remember steak being this expensive. Even regular old steak frites were forty-five dollars. She could’ve made several days’ worth of meals for that price. Hell, she could’ve gotten four cuts of eight ounce filet mignon from the store and grilled them herself, if she wanted it that badly.
“Nadia,” Elias started, huffing a little laugh, “get whatever you want. It doesn’t matter.”
She pursed her lips and pointed her menu at him. “Now, see, that, I really don’t like. Throwing money around, wasting it like that.”
His lips twisted into an amused smile. “What else am I to do with it?” Then he motioned to the menu. “Take what you’d like. It’s no waste if you enjoy it.”
Oh. He was really putting the works on her, this guy. And if he insisted, she wasn’t going keep bitching about it. Nadia tipped her chin up and said, “Fine.”
And then she prioritized the good stuff: the chicken liver pate, the rare filet. Iron-rich things that she wouldn’t get a chance to eat on her own budget. All she had at home was some wilting spinach, a bit of chicken, some mushrooms she needed to use up, and a half-empty bag of buckwheat she could boil into a decent porridge. It’d help, but not as well as this.
At least complaining about menu prices seemed to make Elias forget about all his dramatic nonsense. He was back to lounging in his chair like he owned the restaurant, and soon enough, that whole conversation about immortality and blood drinking was under the table. Just like at Elias’s house, he listened to Nadia tell him about her students—how some of them were asking if there was any way to pass after they hadn’t done shit all semester, how others begged her to take assignments days after they were due. All the while, Nadia had another drink, and then another, because she wasn’t driving, and she needed the courage for the end of the night.
They talked about the winery, too, and Elias let her know the date of the event: April 3rd. “Will you have enough notice to take the night off from the other bar?” He watched her, curious, because she’d paused her buzzed swaying when he’d told her the date. “I’d like you to work the event, if you can. They added a request for a cash bar with wine-based cocktails at the last minute, that marketing team.”
Nadia put her French 75 down and pulled out her phone. Something about that date seemed weird. With Lent starting so early, she wasn’t sure if Easter would be that week or—
“Oh my God, Elias.” She puffed her cheeks and held up her phone, which had the words Good Friday slapped across it. “Why the hell did they pick that day for this?”
Elias read it and shrugged. “You shouldn’t expect anyone trying to tie themselves to Báthory to know or care about that.”
“Yeah, but,” fuck! “Elias, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Do you have some obligation that day?”
“I mean, no,” she never went to anything more than the Easter service—or the Easter vigil the night before if she was lucky enough to have the night off, “but it’s—”
“Then I see no reason why you can’t work the night.”
Nadia shifted her jaw. Good Friday and Holy Saturday were the two days a year she didn’t do any serious magic. Not only because she didn’t feel it was appropriate, what with the fasting and the gravity of the time, but because that was the one sliver of time in the year that God was dead—and when all the chaos ensued. When, according to legend and folklore, witches and demons would run wild, and people would curse each other to hell and back or do all kinds of stupid shit, because it was said that God wasn’t watching, and none of their sins counted. And it was when she couldn’t tap into that Source whatsoever, meaning any magic she did do was coming purely from herself, like a laptop running on its own battery instead of being plugged in.
She explained that to Elias, and he stared at her like she was speaking Chinese. With a huff, Nadia came to a decent solution.
“Let me see if Lily’ll pick up a shift.” Before Elias could disagree, she’d texted Lily with the request and put her phone away. “It’ll be good to have us both there. Her magic won’t be messed up that day.” Then another thought crossed her mind, and she huffed. “Aw, man!”
“Hmm?”
“If April 3rd is Good Friday, that means my birthday’s on Easter this year.” Nadia pouted. “I guess we’ll just have to put a birthday candle in the babka or something.” Which she’d have to bake in time to bring to the church to have blessed on Saturday, which meant she had to be up early that Friday, but then—
Whatever. She’d think about that later. For the time being, she wanted to focus on Elias. When he kept asking about the logistics of Good Friday, and what she could do, she reassured him: she’d still have her rings, and maybe she could cajole her angel into coming out of hiding, or prepare some other spellwork in advance, like sigils or whatever. And if Elias had the Duke on deck, and they had Lily, too, with Hekate and Dionysus’s blessings, then even if they were surrounded by the vampires and humans of a less-than-friendly House, they should’ve been fine. Liam, too. Liam would be a big help, and then the night might even be a little fun. Though Elias insisted there’d be nothing fun about a night like that.
“Eh.” Nadia shrugged. “We’ll see.” 
Her steak had come out by then, and it was beautiful. Nice and red in the middle, too. A plate of that and roasted veggies and mashed potatoes, along with her fourth drink of the night, and she was set. They let the conversation drop off so Nadia could focus on her food.
Nadia drained her glass, savored every bite of that steak, and then, when she was stuffed to the gills, she sat back and studied Elias. Under the warm light, surrounded by wood and brick—and especially because his face was aglow with that drink he’d taken earlier—he looked so alive. It wasn’t fair that she’d never get to see him stand under the sunlight; he wasn’t meant for skulking around in the night. Soft silver moonlight wasn’t the right fit for him. He should’ve been out in the open, shining where everyone could see him, glowing with that vitality.
Nadia took a deep breath, and as her stomach did flips, she knew she couldn’t keep holding the weight on her chest anymore. Unfortunately, though, the liquor ruined any sense of tact she might’ve had. “I like you a lot,” Nadia started.
Elias’s eyes flashed. “I know,” he murmured. When Nadia flushed, caught off guard, his mouth hooked into a mean half-smile that revealed a few white teeth. “Your heartbeat’s been erratic all night. And now you’re the same shade of red as the seats.”
“I—okay, well,” Nadia could’ve kicked herself as her heart once again stumbled, and she knew if she didn’t spit it out then, she’d never finish her piece: “um, I mean—y’know, I think you like me, too.”
He cocked his head, still smiling, but he didn’t confirm or deny it.
“And based on, y’know, everything,” Nadia started, and she paused to take a deep breath, “I think I gotta be transparent with you. Which is part of what had me all messed up Friday after—well, after what you did. We did.”
The smile faded. Nadia thought she’d throw up her steak. She swallowed the nausea down and blurted out what she’d been holding in for weeks.
“I did three spells in December: a money, Tower, and a love spell. And I thought I’d caught you with the Tower spell—y’know, like the tarot card? Tower?—but,” God, his eyes—they glittered like chips of garnet, sharp and hard, “it was the love spell. You—when—after the contract dinner, when you mentioned ‘withering,’ that was… that was part of my love spell’s incantation. I’d said it in meditation that night to whoever was, um, like, supposed to be mine. But I didn’t know it was you. I didn’t see you.”
The whole time she spoke, it was like she was watching him freeze over in real time. Save for the way his smile slowly faded, there was no sigh of life to him, and this reaction—
“Don’t worry, it’s not a spell that makes you feel anything. I’d never do that. And actually, that’s not really how it works anyway, but,” she was rambling, unable to stop the word vomit, “y’know, whatever, point is: anything you might feel, it’s not fake—”
“Why would I feel anything for you?”
She blinked, and her train of thought derailed. Huh?
“Nadia,” he frowned like he was confused, shook his head, “you didn’t misinterpret my hospitality, did you?”
Her heart sank. The words coming out of his mouth made no sense to her. What the fuck are you talking about?
Elias gestured to the table—the empty plate of food, the half-drank cocktail. “This isn’t a date, if that’s what you were thinking. You told me this was the extra payment for your help with Rose. Ours is a professional relationship. Or have you forgotten that you’re my employee?”
“But—” Nadia leaned over the table as if that’d help her read his face better. It didn’t. His face was a blank mask, his eyes cold. “I—what about all the things you do for me? When I come over—?”
“I prioritize your comfort so you can teach better.”
“And—but—at the dinner with Hatcher and all them? When you,” she splayed a hand on the table and made stabbing motions with the other, “y’know, with my ex—?”
“That boy harmed my employee.” Elias shrugged, as if it were obvious. “He had to answer for it somehow.”
Bullshit. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing—couldn’t understand why he was saying all this. “And the kiss?”
His lips twitched.
“What was that, a perk of the job?” Nadia sat back and crossed her arms. “How else was I supposed to interpret that? Elias, why are you—?”
“That was a mistake,” he said; his voice cut her words out of the air. “It won’t happen again.”
What—but why did it happen at all? A mistake—Nadia didn’t understand. She opened her mouth to speak, and the question was right there on her lips—Elias, why are you icing me out? What’s wrong?—but she couldn’t find her voice. Her eyes stung; her throat cinched closed. If she spoke, she knew every word would hurt on the way out.
“Okay,” she managed instead. Her voice failed before she even finished that one word; her next was a whisper as her lip trembled. “Sorry.”
Then she dropped her gaze to her plate and chewed her lips to hell, twisted her fingers around her rings, all while her brain went through every memory of the past couple months it could dig up. She’d analyze every single one if she had to; she’d check them twice, looking for how else she could’ve possibly interpreted—
Elias heaved a sigh, then called the waiter for the check.

The car ride back to her apartment was silent as death. Her whole focus went into getting home with some dignity; she refused to cry in front of Elias. At a red light, she’d texted Lily just a scrap of what happened, and sure enough, Lily called wanting to know what happened. 
Nadia rejected the call and texted that she was still in the car with him, but even if that hadn’t been the case, she still had a frog in her throat. If she had to speak a single word out loud, she’d lose it. Lily texted back that she’d be at the loft in fifteen minutes. Which meant, by time Nadia pulled into her loft, that she only had a few minutes left to decompress before Lily beat her door down.
In those few minutes, Nadia breathed. Elias had dropped her off with a lifeless goodbye, and then he’d left her standing on the sidewalk leading up to the lobby. None of her tears had fallen, at least. They’d only given her a runny nose and glassy eyes. She calmed down as best as she could, and then sheer spite took over—so she opened a different conversation on her phone and didn’t let herself think. Her thumbs tapped the words as if they had a mind of their own.
hey Lyle. hope ur doing ok. we should talk. i got a lot to apologize for.

u were right about my boss.

when are u free? wanna come over sometime?


She didn’t expect a response. The cold air bit her nose, and she stared at those texts, feeling stupid. Scrolling up a little more to all the other how are you?’s and are you okay?’s and I’m sorry about the dinner; wanna talk?’s made her feel even stupider. He hadn’t responded to any of those other little nudges, after all; it was a one-sided conversation going all the way back to mid-February. Still, she stood there reading it all over, until bright lights flooded into the lot. Lily’s black Mazda pulled up right as her phone pinged. The sound made her flinch.
I’m fine. I can stop by after work on Friday, if that works?


Nadia’s mouth went bitter. Of course those were the messages he’d respond to. The bitch. He’d never miss a chance to gloat when she admitted to fucking up. Still, Nadia would take it; she’d just call out of her shift at Elias’s house and see if she couldn’t get something going with Lyle after all.
Nadia just finished agreeing and typing up her address when a bottle of something tapped her elbow. She hit send and quickly locked her phone, and with Lily holding up some cheap sangria from the packie down the road and chips she must’ve gotten from a gas station, Nadia sighed. So much for only drinking when she was in the right headspace. She couldn’t break the spell she’d put on Elias, and apparently, she couldn’t break her family’s vodka-soaked generational curse, either.
Oh, well. Nadia didn’t say a word, even as Lily wrapped an arm around her shoulder. She and Lily were tumbling into her apartment soon enough. Tears were stinging her eyes before she’d even started trying to explain anything; her hands were searching the cabinets for wine glasses before any tears could fall. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, I guess.
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Love. 
The past week was a dark smear in Elias’s memory. All his focus had returned to his routine, and to the many pursuits that stabilized his waking hours. When the sorceress wasn’t explaining spellcraft to him in his home, it was the books and the winery’s work that occupied him. The Báthory House’s inauguration ceremony was in less than a month, and there was much to coordinate to prepare for the grizzly spectacle they always indulged in. Otherwise, his forgotten fascinations with botany or human biology were what he filled any empty space in his mind with, so as to avoid losing time to unproductive things.
The fiction, the poetry, these were discarded; they reminded him too much of the sorceress, and he didn’t want to be reminded of her outside their allotted time together. When he did have to see her, he gave the strictest attention only to the work he’d paid her to do: teaching him her magic. However, he’d shifted her lecture focus from spell-casting to spell-breaking, and he’d become an even more diligent student as he watched her repeatedly try, and fail, to undo whatever she’d cast on him that night in December.
Why love?
Though, even for all the books he still had to read, and all the details he kept track of at the winery, something was wrong. Years had gone by with him ambling through these books, focusing either on their content or the mere shapes of the letters, to keep his mind in order. It was the best way he’d found to prevent his thoughts from wandering or memories from resurfacing. Yet since that night with the sorceress, he found he couldn’t read more than a few pages before he stopped seeing the diagrams and paragraphs of dense text. 
His eyes would become unfocused, and the blurred words and images would give way to memories of that night, when Nadia looked so lovely—like an angel made of gold and steel and wrought iron, all the brutalist edges to her strong limbs and long fingers, a halo of golden hair around her sharp face. Worse, the silence of his house became the perfect backdrop for Nadia’s clumsy confession to echo in his mind.
I like you a lot.
She shouldn’t have. It was his fault. He’d indulged her too much, far too much, and perhaps that was why she’d shed tears after he’d kissed her like a fool: because she knew that he shouldn’t have. This was both of their punishments, then. 
Stupid, Elias. More than her confession haunted him. Her every word swirled in his head, clouded his reason. Snatches from any number of conversations came up, such as that night the sorceress had cut her own wrist open for him and collapsed. What you did was really fucking stupid.
But Nadia said her spell didn’t force its target to feel anything, and that was his only hope that he hadn’t fallen victim to that awful thing, love. At all costs, he’d avoided this phantom known as Love. Decades went by, centuries, with Elias keeping the world and all living things in it at arm’s length. He’d tempted fate enough already, in those painful early years; he’d come as close to death as he dared, playing lover to countless young women he’d drank dry in their beds. 
It was all a trick, a cruel joke, in which, just as they waited for him to tell them he loved them, to nail his heart to theirs and die a madman’s death in their arms, he would swap places with them. He’d drain the life from their reddened cheeks and bury them in boxes they’d never rise from. That had been close enough to the love he’d heard all those stories about. He needed no more. 
Okay. Sorry.
But the phantom—that wicked phantom. It harassed him with her face, her voice, and in doing so, it reached into his chest and twisted his heart, as if it could snap the organ off its arteries and veins. He wanted to focus on his pastimes. His empty little amusements. He wanted to revel in the silence of his house, and he wanted to perform his work with the same efficiency he had for the past decade and a half. He wanted the dream-like slide of one day into the next, the familiarity that made time slip by unnoticed, and he hadn’t realized how he’d taken this for granted until the sorceress had shined such a bright, painful light into his waking world.
There was no room for it in his life. Love was the prerequisite to madness. How many times had he seen the story play out? Whether among humans or vampires, and whether the story was fact or fiction—some nonsense made up by wild playwrights, or a terrible tragedy hollered in the streets by the town criers, only to be used as a footnote in the draft of some celibate priest’s snide homilies—it was always the same. Love drove people to stupidity. To madness. And finally, to death.
I think you like me, too.
Nonsense.
Yet every time he blinked, or stared at a page for too long, or watched his computer’s cursor blink on a blank e-mail, he saw it again: the sorceress’s trembling, torn lip. The image stung him deeply, filled him with something heavy—with poison that spread like acid through his veins. To see her face sag like that, and her shoulders hunching, it didn’t fit her. Rather, it stole the radiance from her face and made her seem so ashen, her skin a lifeless grey: she, a dying star. It’d disturbed him to see it—to lie so brazenly, knowing it would hurt her—yet what else could he do?
Even the demon she’d introduced him to couldn’t protect him from her. After Elias came home and filled that brass bowl with blood and wine alike, as if he could bleed her curse out of himself, the Duke had done nothing for him. In fact, that demon had seen Elias’s desperation that night, and the fraying edges of Elias’s sanity as he scratched at the barbed thing in his chest—as if he could dig his nails into his chest and pull it out—and Duke Berith had done worse than nothing. He’d laughed. 
“You’ll kill yourself digging too deep.”
That night, Duke Berith had come in his full splendor, with his offering bowl full. His eyes were two silver disks, and when he’d stepped into the moonlight, his red armor shone like the wet chest of a freshly flayed corpse. His clawed hand sat on the pommel of his sword, his hair ever so finely brushed and topped with his golden crown. Nothing in the world, it seemed, could’ve toppled the Duke from his place; his assurance in himself and the ground beneath his feet was something no creature of flesh and bone could accomplish, not even things like vampires. Elias, his fingers tacky with his own blood from the cuts he’d made on his hands for this beast, had peeled his lips back in a sneer.
“Perhaps I should,” Elias had hissed, without registering what he’d said in his rising panic. “I’ve borrowed enough time, haven’t I?”
Duke Berith had sucked his teeth, rolled his eyes. “Don’t be dull, boy. You and I both know you’ll be quailing in fear of what lies past your last breath until the sun sputters out and falls from the sky. And now that you have me,” he’d clanked that armored hand against his red breast, “I’ll make sure of it. Wouldn’t want my little leech to say I was the one who failed to hold our contract.”
Had Elias ever felt like a cornered animal to this degree? He’d spat, “You were only contracted to protect me and mine—”
“And I am. Including from yourself.” Duke Berith had tracked Elias even in the dark; he kept walking until they were separated only by the kitchen island. Then the Duke had sat at one of the island’s stools and crossed one leg over the other. His stare had raked over Elias, and a bloodless smile had split his face. “Are you not pleased, boy? I’ve done everything you’ve asked, after all.”
“Not everything,” Elias had said. Then he’d picked up the full bowl and said, “This—if you mean to protect me, then I need you to undo that woman’s curse.” His voice had been a shredded whisper by that point. “She’s lied to me. She’s told me that she hasn’t made me feel for her, but that can’t be true. Nothing I’ve felt this whole time could have been real, nothing I’ve wanted—”
“Felt? Wanted?” Duke Berith had dropped his chin in the palm of one hand and huffed. “Boy, forget your little scab of a heart. Nothing in your life is real. Nothing you have is truly yours; you know this.”
Lies. Elias would have refused to hear this, but there was no blocking the Duke’s words from his mind.
“It’s all loaned.” In a blink, the Duke had stood. “Your home and your winery and your books and those womenfolk you’ve made your pets, it’s all borrowed.” Another blink, and Duke Berith had come around the island, a few paces away. “But your time—that isn’t borrowed at all, is it?”
One more blink, and Duke Berith had stood so close to Elias that all he could see were those two shining, watery, moon-silver eyes.
“It’s stolen. Every breath, snatched—like how the rat steals kernels from the granary.” That red-gummed grin made each of the Duke’s teeth flash bright and sharp. “Death snaps at your heels, boy; it waits for you, a cat prowling through the grain. How long do you imagine you can hide before it swallows you? How long shall I help keep it at bay, do you think? How much time can we steal together, out of the hands of that absent God you still hide your face from?”
Each word had pressed on Elias as much as the Duke’s burning, prickling presence did. His back hit the counter, and the outline of Duke Berith’s dedicated bowl caught his eye. Elias’s stomach twisted; his chest collapsed on itself, and all he could think of, even then, was Nadia. Nadia, that sorceress, witch—she’d put this demon here to hound him, not to help. She must have.
“Yes,” the Duke had sighed, as if bored—and then he’d answered Elias’s thoughts even though Elias hadn’t spoken them. “She’ll be your ruin, that sorceress. Just as you’ll be hers, if you haven’t ruined her already. At least tonight, your pride has saved you.”
None of it had made sense to Elias. “Just cut this cord between us,” he’d sneered. “Let me be rid of her. You said you were here to be a protector, so protect me from her, then!”
But the Duke had only stared. “I don’t like to repeat myself, boy,” he’d eventually said. “I’ve already told you what to do.” Then he’d appeared by that bowl, and he’d reached for the blood and wine until it began to bubble. “Unless you’re saying the woman isn’t yours? And that you’d like me to cut her down for you—?”
In a flash of blind panic, Elias had taken that bowl and dashed it against the counter, spraying wine and tar-black blood across the kitchen. And after one final, wretched exchange with that demon, with embers biting Elias’s skin, and his own voice becoming something utterly savage as he commanded the red-armored thing to leave, the Duke had disappeared with a final promise:
Through burning vines and poison weeds, you will find your God.
Elias hadn’t seen him since. And Elias hadn’t seen Rose since then, either. In the absence of the Duke’s fiery, ruthless presence, the sharp poison barbs in Elias’s chest dug even deeper, and he’d lashed out at the girl in his distress. He’d said awful things, though he couldn’t remember most of them, and then Rose had fled as if all the company of hell were snapping at her heels. After, he’d bled into the shadows—lost the edges of himself, dissociated from his own face, faded into the dark—and, as he wept into the nothingness, he thought he might’ve glimpsed it: the madness he feared.
That alone was enough to pull Elias out of the shadows, even if it took the rest of the night. He wouldn’t succumb to this. He’d decided then: the sorceress wouldn’t win. She wouldn’t break him, or infect him with her magic. If this spell she cast truly gave him a choice, then he would make the one that would preserve him. What was she to him, anyway? She, who apparently had no need for immortality? She’d be a brief moment of joy at most, as long-lasting as a hamster and a thousand times as painful to lose, and then what would Elias do, when she slipped through his fingers into the void? No, he would choose himself. He would live. It was this decision that helped him crawl back into his own skin after a night of despair.
But it wasn’t a decision that could save him. The "love spell" Nadia put on him was truly a wicked curse. And this throat-splitting thirst, after barely a week since biting down on Nadia’s wrist, was proof.
Elias leaned his head against his kitchen cabinets and struggled with every breath that scraped past his aching throat. Once more, he’d tried to drink his own stores of bottled blood, but not only did it bring him no relief, it tore down his throat as if he’d swallowed a cupful of thorns. He’d vomited it back up in the kitchen sink and collapsed to the floor; he’d taken the cognac glass and the bottle with him, spraying blood and broken glass across the tile.
She’s killed me. Elias shifted. Broken glass crunched around his legs and tore at his soaked pants. He pressed his palm to the floor and let the shards dig into his skin. The tang of iron, the reek of old, dead blood, it choked him. Through it all, Elias felt the noose of blessed gold Nadia’s curse had looped around his neck. I’ll die without her.
That idea paralyzed him. He didn’t know what to do anymore; he had nobody to turn to for help. Elias had thrown out the little charm pouch she’d given him. All it did was make him dream of her, and he would’ve rather suffered the burning fields of Wallachia all over again than see her twisting towards him in the dark, holding her hand out, offering her wrist while her face flushed that rich shade of red. 
The sight would’ve driven him to true madness, to mindless bloodlust—perhaps something worse. Though maybe that was her intention: to break him until he became her plaything. If so, she was close to her objective, dangerously so, and there was nothing Elias could do about it.
Rape her. Kill her. He dug his nails into his scalp in hopes the pain would make the Duke’s first suggestion go away, but the thoughts still slithered through his mind, twisting his stomach in knots. Make Cormier compost her for the vines.
Cormier. The boy thought so little of him as it was. What would he do, if Elias told him to come collect the latest casualty of Elias's thirst, and he saw Nadia’s face under the black tarp Elias covered his kills with? Would he burn the winery down, like he had St. Germaine’s estate? Perhaps. 
Elias hadn’t stopped watching him, the sorceress, and the newly onboarded dread witch in the winery, even after he’d distanced himself from them all. He noted the way they interacted—the way Cormier brightened when in the women’s presence, a mirror reflecting the exuberance of those around him. Even with one of the human staff—Alice?—the boy was alive in ways he’d never been when Elias addressed him, laughing and smiling and gently helping her with any questions or uncertainties.
What does this make me, then? Silence and a stone face, that was all he’d ever seen from that boy. What do I give worth reflecting?
Nothing. And so he could give nothing to the sorceress, either, surely. That much was made clear in the way she regarded him in his own home, or in the winery when he stepped out to speak to his staff: her face was a porcelain mask, always stuck in the same expression of faux-serenity. She spoke calmly, quietly, and only when spoken to; she carried herself with a precise grace as cold as her eyes. Her explanations were mechanical, and she never told him anything more than what was necessary for the lesson. No more stories, no more songs, no more quips and laughter and familiar touches. She’d become as devoid of expression as her angel, who had been hovering near her more frequently since that night in Providence.
Elias swallowed, and a lash of fire ripped down his throat and scattered his thoughts. She would be his ruin—so said Duke Berith. And he would be hers. Though he never said how this would come to pass, did he? That wretched devil. Like the mythic figures of old, his attempts to ward off such a future instead brought it directly to his doorstep. 
Because it hurt to breathe, to swallow, to blink, to move and pull his skin against his muscles. Everything was agony, and above all, in his chest was something rotten, toxic, something so dense and putrid that he thought he was decomposing from within. To think of Nadia, and the coldness she regarded him with each night despite how she laughed and shined for others, even for strangers, it made some poison bloom open in his heart and wrap its roots around his bones.
In what way had his pride saved him? And how had his fear preserved him? More of the demon’s lies. What he felt then was the definition of living death. He thought he knew what that was, after all these years, but this was stuff of nightmares: the ceaseless inner rot, the throat-splitting thirst, the darkness of his modern tomb he awoke to each night, the bitter, empty silence all around him.
Elias couldn’t bear it any longer. He needed to drink. Needed the light of her blood to dawn on him, even if only a mouthful. With great effort, Elias dragged himself from the ground and looked for the time. The stove clock read 11:17PM. The sorceress had requested the night off from teaching him anything that night, and it was good she had; he didn’t know what he would’ve done if he’d had access to her in his own house.  
He’d tried not to think what she needed a night off for. It wasn’t any of his concern, what his employees did outside working hours. All he could hope was that she would be home after her shift, and so Elias decided he would visit the loft to see. If she was home, behind those golden gates guarding the threshold, then as much as it’d disturbed him to see her do it once, Elias thought that if she could cut herself open for him and measure the blood he could take, then he wouldn’t get the chance to grab her and drain her into a husk.
Pathetic. The weight of his weakness bent his back the entire time he cleaned himself off. Wretched.
By time he reached the loft’s parking lot, he threw himself into the first space he saw, far away from the lights and nestled in shadows, and he crumpled from the exhaustion his concentration had brought on. When he spotted the sorceress’s old green car a few rows away, he sighed in relief—and then he caught sight of another car, a Buick shining under the parking lot lights.
More specifically, he caught sight of its driver. A blond man with glasses in a thick peacoat: Thornston. Hatcher’s magician. In one hand, he carried a bottle of red wine that looked like it’d been enchased in a mesh of bramble. And the boy didn’t see, but Elias did: the living stones in the parking lot. They moved to try and trip him, crowding his feet. The little spirits were trying to stop him from reaching the loft door.
Elias would’ve snatched the boy before he’d even stepped foot in the lobby. He would’ve torn Thornston’s throat out and watered the shrubbery around the side of the building with whatever refuse came out of his veins. But again, the sorceress’s voice slithered into his head and made him pause.
Stupid. You don’t throw your weight around like that.
There would have to be another way of dealing with the boy—and truthfully, even if he’d been stubborn that night, he knew the sorceress was right. He shouldn’t have been so reckless or put Nadia in the position he did with the Council. His lack of tact had backfired.
In a blink, Elias slipped into the dark corner of the parking lot. Despite the complaints of his body, he let the edges of himself dissipate into the shadows; he rearranged his flesh and bones, condensing down into a wasp, and shot after Thornston, cutting through the air in silence. Being so small, Elias easily maneuvered past the loose gold threads at the loft’s door to follow the boy. 
But what could he do? To threaten Thornston would bring more grief. Elias watched, frustration building, as Thornston marched for the elevator. Clearly, he was here for the sorceress. Had she cancelled her work with Elias to call on him? They’d been lovers once; was Nadia trying to twist herself up in the boy, now that Elias had rejected her—?
A terrible idea came to him. Before the boy reached the elevator, Elias snuck under the crack in the stairwell and shot up to the third floor, and then he hid in the shadows and let the boundaries of his body fall into nothingness again. 
Nadia could never learn of this. It was an unbelievable overstep. Yet once, in the dungeons of Wallachia, he’d realized how little his body meant, and how easily he could’ve become anything if it would’ve helped him take his vengeance. If not for his own mind-scrambling terror, and the fact that the voivode was a monster like him that would’ve likely seen through this ruse, he might’ve done it then—might’ve appeared as the voivode’s wife, or any woman, and tried to get close enough to kill him.
But Thornston was no voivode of Wallachia, and so Elias wove a new body from his memories—her lanky frame, her sharp features, her smooth voice—and he arranged the shadows of his essence into the perfect replica of the sorceress. He stepped out of the shadowy stairwell as not Elias Belevonis, but Nadia Wojcik, in her worn old coat and her bar-tending uniform, hair up and shoulders bent in exhaustion, as she’d always come to him during their nights together. Elias watched the darker side of the hallway as he waited for the ring of the elevator.
When it rang, and the doors slid open, Elias turned right and walked towards Nadia’s apartment door. He mimicked every detail of her, from her gait to the way she huddled into her coat, and it must’ve been convincing, because Thornston’s voice called out.
“Nads!” 
His steps thudded after Elias, and Thornston appeared beside him, a thin smile on his face. The boy looked tired, too, what with the dark circles under his eyes and the lack of color in his cheeks. Elias guessed the Westenfelder woman must’ve been feeding on him from time to time—or if not her, then someone else on the night staff. 
“Perfect timing.” He held up the wine that crawled with his sinister magic. Elias fought to keep his face straight, especially as he noted the scars on the boy’s hand, from when the Duke had coerced him into running that serrated knife through his own flesh. “Hope you’re not too tired for a glass or two.”
Elias forced himself to smile and shook his head. Despite the fire in his throat, he spoke in Nadia’s voice: “Sorry, Lyle. Didn’t you get my text?”
The boy blinked, confused. “About your boss? Of course.” Lyle glanced around as if there was anyone in that hallway to hear them, and then he tilted his hand so the hallway light caught his scars and whispered, “I’m glad you got away from that man. He’s dangerous. I should’ve gotten back to you earlier, but I was in such a daze after all that, and the firm’s been loading so much work on me, I—”
His words cut off as Elias raised a hand. Despite how Elias’s insides twisted to hear this boy speak of him—and to know that Nadia had spoken about him to the boy—he kept the sorceress at the front of his mind. After over a month of watching her, he fell into her own terrible habits: he chewed his lip until he caught an edge of skin he could peel away, and Thornston huffed.
“Nads, really, now.” He touched Elias—put his hand on Elias’s face, pulled his lip out from between his teeth. “You still have this awful habit? How many times have I told you—?”
Elias yanked his face away, and the lies rolled off his tongue. “Lyle, I told you I had to cancel. Elias and I have things to do together I couldn’t reschedule. So I,” he knew his words struck like an arrow when Thornston flinched, “you really didn’t get my text?”
“You and Elias.” The boy’s eyes glittered such a verdant green, rich as the poison he wove into his magic, and Elias caught a hint of some awful stench, like leaf-rot. “You… Nads, do you understand what that thing is? What all of them are? Surely you do.”
Elias paused. It disturbed him, that this creature thought to invade Nadia’s space with all this miasma seeping off him. “I—well, yeah—”
“Then you know there’s no doing anything ‘together’ with them. Don’t you?” Thornston pressed closer to him and muttered, “Look at me. You think it’s work alone that has me like this?”
So he was aware of his appearance.
“They’re parasites, Nads. Monsters. There’s no being anything but food. And I,” he swallowed, “I was wrong, too. About the firm. It’s—Nads, I think it’s killing me. And I thought maybe tonight, we could… talk. About how to get away from it all. Go somewhere else. Forget about these things. I thought,” he shook his head, “I thought when you said you were wrong about your boss, that you knew this, too. That you’d maybe want to go with me and—”
Elias saw it before he felt it: the bramble. It rustled up around Elias’s feet; it tried to grab him, so it might dig its thorns into him and coerce him, as it’d tried to do at the contract dinner. This time, however, there was no Duke Berith to burn the thorns down. Elias backed away to evade the branches. No doubt the boy could’ve felt if Elias pushed back with his magic, and no doubt the boy would’ve noticed that Elias’s magic felt nothing like Nadia’s. He could take her face, but he couldn’t recreate that golden shine that lived under her skin.
“You’re scaring me,” he said, and he improvised Nadia’s overwhelmed stutter, “I don’t—no, Lyle, that’s not—”
“He did something didn’t he?” Thornston followed him, wild-eyed. “He showed you what he really is.” The boy nodded, smiled. “Emily showed me what she is, too, and… it’s hideous. An abomination.” A rough breath ripped out of him, the smell of leaf-rot on his tongue. “I never should’ve taken this job; I know that now. And Nads, you have to get away, too. It’s only a matter of time before—”
“Lyle!” Elias put his hand out, and this time he did radiate some magic from his hand. It wasn’t gold, but it was still the heat of live coals, and he imagined this boy’s bramble becoming ash in the coals of a furnace; it was the only thing that kept them at bay. He attempted the sorceress’s slanted speech and spat, “You’re talking crazy. Seriously. If you wanna quit your job, go ahead and quit, but—”
Lyle paused. No doubt he felt the heat that radiated off Elias, burning his rancid glamors away. Even the bramble covering the wine bottle began to curl up and crackle. His shoulders slumped.
“You’re already sleeping with him.”
Elias blinked, appalled. “What—?”
“That man’s manipulated you this easily?” Thornston’s face twitched, and he licked his lips, shook his head—put on quite the performance. “You know, Nads,” he said, his voice shaking, “I can’t blame you. These things are charming sometimes. Emily,” his lips split in a thin smile, “Emily’s tried many times to get me to come home with her. But I haven’t. And I thought you knew better than this, too.”
Liar. It was easy for Elias to tell when a boy like this lied. His heart skipped before these ridiculous statements; his eyes glanced aside as if looking for inspiration for his next words. Elias studied him, and when Thornston got no reaction, he grew ever more frustrated.
“You think I can’t tell what your magic feels like, Nads?” He rushed to Elias, grabbed him by the shoulder. The wildness in his eyes only got worse. “You think I can’t tell it’s different? More like him? You think after what he did to me, I wouldn’t recognize it? You—” Lyle paused, and his hand slipped off Elias. He shook his head, scoffed with disbelief. Then his lip curled in disgust as he looked Elias over. “God, Nadia, he’s ruined you.”
Elias didn’t know what Nadia would’ve said to this. He only knew he would’ve liked to see the boy’s skull made into a bowl, because it was clear: he was trying to hurt Nadia. Cow her into relenting and letting him into her home. And with how easily Nadia relented with Elias over dinner, how she’d gone so small and quiet even in the face of what she must’ve known were lies, Elias thought it might’ve worked. He shrugged, foregoing any attempt at the shock or hurt that Nadia might’ve shown, and looked coolly down his nose. 
“Let me be ruined, then.”
That struck the disgust off the boy’s face. He blinked, slack-jawed. Then he scowled like a petulant child, turned on his heel, and rushed back to the elevator. While he waited for it, he cast one last glance at Elias—and when the boy saw Elias wasn’t running after him, Thornston’s magic writhed around him. It was all bramble and vines, some of which tried to bloom with fresh green growth, only to wither with leaf rot and go putrid at the stem.
And behind the boy, in the shadows of the dark end of the hallway, Elias thought he saw something glimmer: two yellow eyes.
The elevator rang its bell, and when Elias blinked, the two yellow spots were gone. The boy, too, disappeared in a fury. Elias sighed and winced. He’d tried his best to speak smoothly past the pain, but it was to the point that even if he didn’t draw breath, the thirst burned him. Using the skills the voivode had given him still took its toll, and so he rushed into the shadows at the end of the hallway and released his illusion. It took a moment to collect himself, but eventually, he found his face and his body, and he stepped back into the light as himself.
He’s ruined you.
It meant nothing. The boy had simply perceived the part of Elias he couldn’t conceal. Yet those words still needled him, digging under his skin just as painfully as any of the thorns of his magic.
They’re parasites. Monsters.
Elias found himself in front of Nadia’s door. The numbers on it taunted him; the peephole was like an eye, as if the door itself had sentience and thought to turn him away. He shouldn’t have come, he knew. As this barely-functional hallway light buzzed, occasionally flickering, Elias thought to turn away, to go home and suffer the thirst in silence, but another swallow sent pain through his throat, his jaw, even his upper chest, and he knew he couldn’t bear it a moment longer. This burn was too much.
So he knocked on the door and waited.
“Coming!” The sorceress’s voice on the other side of the door scattered his thoughts. “Sorry,” she said as the door flew open, and immediately, those golden gates of her magic shone bright enough to sting his eyes, “I was just picking up a bit—”
When she caught sight of Elias, she froze. Her hair was loose around her face, messy from a night of work; her blouse was unbuttoned and untucked from her slacks, her feet shoved into black cat-shaped slippers. And from behind the suddenly luminous golden bars of her wards, her face had gone slack in her quiet shock. It was a face she surely wouldn’t have made for her old lover, or for anyone she was sleeping with, as the boy said.
“Elias,” she shifted from foot to foot and chewed her lip, and her shoulders already started dropping; she’d begun to curl into herself as if bracing for a blow, “what are you doing here? Did I forget something at your house, or—?”
He shook his head, then touched his throat as he eyed hers, half-hidden by her blouse. “I,” even that one word caught on the edges of his flesh and made him cough into his arm, “I’m in need. Nadia. Please, can you help me?”
“Oh, uh,” Nadia blinked and looked around her apartment, “I—maybe, but do you want—?”
She’d started to cross her arm over the threshold, and he hurried away until his back hit the wall. “No,” he said; he covered his mouth with his hand, “I don’t trust myself right now.”
“What—Jesus, Elias, why didn’t you say something yesterday if it was this bad—?”
He blinked slowly, and his eyelids scraped past drying flesh. They stung as he pulled them back open, and it made his mouth bitter to ask over her voice, “Cut me a glass, please.”
“Cut—?” Nadia stilled. She grabbed her forearm and squeezed the meat of it; her other hand twisted into a lock of her hair that had fallen loose. “I mean, hey, listen: I was supposed to have company over. They’re gonna be here soon—”
Elias dropped his hand from his mouth. “The Thornston boy, you mean?” 
Nadia’s mouth popped open. “What—how did you know—?”
He drifted back to the door, step by slow step. “I saw him,” he started—and truly, he was no better than that boy, because to stave off her furrowed brow, her accusatory stare, he spun his own web of lies. “He was in the parking lot. He was about to come up, and then he got a phone call. I heard him mention an ‘Emily’?”
She froze. Her mouth set into a hard line.
“He got back in the car and left afterwards.” As he spoke, Nadia stepped away and fished in her purse for her phone. The screen went bright in her hands, but she didn’t seem to find whatever she was looking for as she opened her messages. Elias tried to soften his lies. “Perhaps the Westenfelder woman was calling him back to work.”
When Nadia looked back up, her eyes were glassy. Her fingers twisted around her phone, and her teeth tore at her lip with a precise fury. Her cheeks puffed as she blew out a deep breath.
“Okay,” she said—exactly the same as she had in Providence. Her mouth went froggish as she fought to keep her face straight; she blinked a few times, her eyes shining, and then she nodded. She didn’t look at Elias as she said, “Will a cup be enough?” 
“Yes.”
Elias didn’t watch her. He couldn’t. He stared down the hallway instead, and he leaned against the doorframe as he listened to her shuffle about the kitchen. Cabinets clacked against each other, utensils rattled in drawers she pulled open, a knife slid from the knife block.
Then there was only the sound of her sniffling, and her long, shaky breaths. After came the scent: the bloom of citrus, the sharp floral sting underneath it. Elias’s jaw shifted just as his teeth protruded from the scent, and his fangs scratched his lower lip. His eyes stung from the dryness, but he didn’t try and blink the pain away. By how his throat burned, and how his hands flexed, looking to grab something—someone—he reminded himself that he was right to ask for this. Elias didn’t know how much he’d take if he were able to latch onto her wrist again; he didn’t know if he’d ever be able to unlatch, until he pierced that shining something past all her blood.
“Here.”
Elias turned to see a small plastic water bottle full of what looked like viscous wine. Nadia had stuck it out so he could grab it without crossing the threshold, and she kept her eyes to the floor. Her arm was wrapped in gauze this time, not paper towels she’d taped together, though a little spot of blood already peeked through the wrappings.
“I’ll come get this Monday,” Nadia said. “Just clean it out for me, okay?”
Unshed tears clustered on her lower lashes like dew. Elias took the bottle, and he only just opened his mouth when the door shut in his face.






  
  [image: ]
Wednesday, March 11

2026


Iguess I got what I wanted. 
Talk about a Lent to remember. It felt like she’d been dropped in Limbo. Her shoulders ached everyday from how hard she’d been clenching them, what with the constant tension every time she had to deal with anything related to Elias. Even now that she was finally on spring break—and had all the glory of not having to get out of bed until mid-morning—she couldn’t get any of the extra sleep she’d been hoping for since the semester started. Shuffling into her kitchen each morning to hazy, near-spring sunlight and the refrigerator’s low buzz was her usual spring break ritual, but something about it felt… wrong.
The refrigerator—did it always buzz so loud? And the dishes, why were there dishes in the sink again? Didn’t she just do them? How many shirts did she have left before she needed to brave the laundry room in the basement? Was this her last tube of toothpaste, or did she have another couple boxes buried under her other toiletries in the hallway closet? The bills—fuck, where were the bills? The internet, the electric bill, did those come in already, or—? Wait, did she pay the rent yet—?
The questions hid in the back of her head like dust bunnies. She could open her bank’s app and register all the withdrawals from her checking account, see the code for her loft or the electric company, then close the app and immediately forget. Nothing registered anymore. Probably because the big, shiny thought taking center stage in her head was Elias’s question.
Why would I feel anything for you?
Why, indeed? Could it have been all the mixed signals he’d been giving her for two whole months? Like the kiss he said was just a fucking mistake? 
Not like any of that mattered. In reality, it shouldn’t have been surprising that he was just leading her on to get her blood. Hadn’t she’d figured as much? Who wanted to deal with a near-broke bartender coming off the wrong end of a mid-life crisis? Apparently not Lyle, if he could drop everything and run back to pretty fucking Emily without so much as a text to let her know he was blowing Nadia off. And certainly not someone who’s already seen it all, who had it all, like Elias. Rose and Lily could give her all the bullshit pep talk they wanted, trying to convince her that Elias was just an emotionally stunted idiot unable to cope with the idea of love, but Nadia knew better.
Though speaking of Rose… God, what the fuck was Elias’s problem? Nadia hadn’t even gotten thirty minutes into her own pity party before Rose called Lily in hysterics. Apparently Elias had gone berserk on her and tried to ban her from seeing either Nadia or Lily anymore, and when she’d stood up to him, he kicked her out and told her to let Lily be her keeper instead. What Nadia thought would be a night of crying on Lily’s shoulder became a girl’s night full of alcohol, story-swapping, and convincing a fuming Lily not to hex Elias to death at the crossroads.
Whatever. Elias wanted professionalism from her, apparently, not anything casual and friendly. He’d made that patently clear at dinner, and he’d doubled down on it when he’d pulled her into his office the next night and told her the new agenda for the foreseeable future: spell-breaking. Except he wouldn’t listen when Nadia told him she’d already tried and failed. He wanted to see her try again, as many times as it took.
So she did what he asked. She buttoned herself up, all calm and attentive whenever he rolled around, speaking only when spoken to, all that. And every time they got together, she did everything he asked: answered all his questions, tested him on the theory she’d already taught him, and encouraged him the way she might any of her college students when he got something right. 
“You’re doing it again,” Lily had said that night, after watching her drop everything to handle a mini-inspection Elias did on the bar. “The Sugar Plum Princess shit.”
“What?” Nadia watched Elias go back upstairs. She absently cleaned a wine glass until it sparkled. “Now you’re bullshitting me. I hardly said anything to him.”
Lily had leaned on the counter and studied her. She sucked her teeth and said, “Exactly. No bite, no lip, no nothin’. The bitch I know would’ve given him shit every step of the way. Instead you’re all ‘yes, master!’ Fuckin’ gross.”
“Well,” Nadia set the glass down and looked at Liam for help, but he was keeping five miles away from the situation, putting a whole bottle of O Positive on a tray with the glassware, “it’s not like he’s just some fuck-ass customer, dude. Can’t exactly tear him a new one. He pays us? Remember?”
“M-hm.” Lily looked down her nose at Nadia, and it made Nadia boil. Her skin felt tight enough to split, because she knew what Lily was going to say—knew what type of stupid shit Nadia was going to have to deal with. Lily tugged herself off the counter and, sure enough, she said, “Except I think you’re more than allowed to after the shit he did—”
“Well, I can’t, okay? I fucking can’t!” 
The words had ripped out of Nadia, and that was it. She’d taken enough shit from Lily about Lyle, and to hear it all over again with Elias made what little bit of restraint she had left shred to nothing. 
Her words kept boiling over. “God, Lily, you think this is a fucking movie or something? Like I can just go and pop off some fat speech? And then what? He’s gonna like, have a ‘come to Jesus’ moment?”
Lily had stared at her, held up her hands. “Whoa, hey—”
“You don’t fucking get it, okay?” Nadia had hissed, if only to keep the entire dining room from staring—but they were vampires, and they likely had some super-hearing anyway, so it probably hadn’t mattered. Nadia’s eyes had stung with the start of tears as her frustration grew, and she’d had to take a breath, because there was no fucking way she was crying at work. “Elias is our boss,” she’d said, “and he pays damn well. And finally, after dealing with my fuck-ass dad’s debt, and paying off funeral expenses for babcia and whatever the fuck else, I’m at a place where I have some sort of nest egg in my Goddamn bank account. 
"And even then, if my fucking car breaks down? Or something serious happens?” She’d whipped her hands out, then slapped them on her legs. “I’m done! I’m fucking done! It’ll wipe out whatever I finally saved! So no, Lily, no, I am not allowed to do some stupid shit like that! Because I need the fucking money, for at least a few months, until I find something else! Do you understand, or do I gotta start speaking Italian, or what—?”
“God, okay, sorry!” Lily had shied away from her, wide-eyed. “Jesus, dude, never mind. I’ll—I won’t bring it up anymore. Shit.”
That was all Nadia could ask for—and reasonably, Lily didn’t have the right to ask for anything. What did she want from Nadia? To snap at Elias, make stupid quips? Give him the cold shoulder? Why would she be a bitch, when she was able to save as much money as she was with this fucked up arrangement? Her being nice and professional, giving him her full attention when he came around—it was how she’d stay out of his way while still holding onto him, even if barely.
Though for all she told herself that Elias was an asshole, that Rose and Lily were wrong about him, that he'd just wanted her for her blood the whole time… deep down, in the stupidest, most delusional parts of herself, she did wonder if maybe Elias was just being difficult. That maybe he would come around if she could just be sweet and do what he’d asked for a bit. So what if that made her a bit of a kiss-ass? It at least kept things somewhat stable. It let him know the door was still open, too, if he wanted to… not be difficult.
I'm so fucking pathetic. Holy shit.
Either way, being a bitch would only take up headspace she didn’t have. She had way more important things to worry about; she’d wracked her brain for every possible way to sever the connection her spells had made. Nadia had written a little shopping list for him, which he’d fulfilled for her, and then they were off, failing spell after spell, for over a week straight. It was as close to hell as Nadia could get on earth.
She’d done more banishments, with the most aggressive ingredients she could think of. Carolina Reaper peppers to burn the ties away. Asafoetida and sulfur, to banish the influence of love from her life. Dog teeth and snake bones, to at least attempt to get whatever spirits might be attached to them to drive off her mistakes. Spells in the hour of Venus, invoking the Libran scales, to correct the Tower’s chaos. Yet nothing worked. Not yet, anyway.
In the meantime, Liam and Lily were the only ones keeping her sane at the winery, and despite everything, she thanked God for them both: the two idiots that felt like the brother and sister she never had. When they threw Rose into the mix on Sunday, the only night they all had free, Nadia could’ve fooled herself into thinking she actually had a life. That first night out together was the first time she’d felt human in days; they’d gone to Providence, fucking around on Thayer Street and, after Nadia got Liam up to speed on Elias’s bullshit, they’d hit the arcade bar, so they could forget Elias existed. Or, in Nadia’s case, try to forget.
“I told you,” Liam had said while Rose beat Lily’s ass at Skee-Ball, “I told you he’d do some shit.”
Yeah, well. She’d sipped a drink that tasted like Fruity Pebbles and the bartender’s unrealized dreams, and she’d tried—if unsuccessfully—to stop thinking about Elias.
Awkward as it was to go to his house and have that weird silence between them, though, at least Elias stuck to his bullshit. He still paid her, and he still wanted her at the winery to ensure Liam wasn’t fucking up his glamors. Add Lily to the mix, and Wednesdays were her favorite worknights of the week—even if she had to drive Lily home, and she didn’t get through her own door until nearly four in the morning, like she did that night.
When she finally kicked her door open, Nadia dropped her keys on the side table and tossed her bag on the floor. Her mind and body were running on fumes after a full day of teaching, bartending, and trying to figure out Elias’s problem. Gotta grade the peer reviews. Her brain assembled a list of tasks she had to wake up for the next day, as if some magical assistant lived in her head. Gotta finalize next week’s lecture slides. Gotta go food shopping. After gym. What to make for dinner? Potatoes. I have potatoes to use up...
Nadia.
The echo of her own name in her head made her pause. That wasn’t her. Suddenly, her eyes weren’t drooping anymore; a stinging prickle lit up her arms and clustered between her shoulder blades, as if someone had put a hand on her back. She spun around and looked for whoever was contacting her—but of course, Elias still had her fucking sight.
Nadia, my girl.
Whatever was pricking her skin also felt like it was curling around her, pressing on her—but gently, the way a cat’s tail hooked around someone’s leg while it rubbed against them. Again, there was nothing she could see; she was as blind as any other person who’d never played with magic. And yet she thought she caught the shape of a man’s shadow somewhere, by the couch—but no. Just the lamp. Maybe.
Something rattled behind her and made her jump. She turned and saw that her salt shaker was in the middle of the counter rather than against the wall where she’d left it. Then something popped behind her, flapped and thudded on the ground, and again, her attention hooked on the sound. On the floor, she saw it: her weathered copy of the Lemegeton.
She let out a gush of air. Her shoulders dropped, too; she didn’t realize she’d bunched them up to her ears. It was a demon of the Goetia, whoever it was; unlike angels, unlike God, they didn’t play games and talk in riddles when they came by wanting something.
Nadia.
“Yes, I hear you,” she grumbled. Something brushed against her lower back—not a physical hand or body, but just the presence of it, like when someone stood too close. “Who are you? I can’t see you.”
Then she made the mistake of blinking, and she got barraged with flashes of images: gold. Red. Long gold hair, brass cup, red wine—white shirt, half unbuttoned. Red settee. All in a great black backdrop, as if the world didn’t exist past that little bit she’d caught. When the demon finally revealed itself, her mind was still barely able to grasp the threads of what it was trying to express to her; she never saw a full face, only a glimpse of a salacious smile. And hands. Women’s hands all over, under, and plunging into, the white shirt. With all those little images came heat at her shoulders, stomach, and thighs, like her whole body was blushing.
Nadia.
“Alright, alright,” she found herself standing on her toes, her fingers out and crooked like claws, as that last call of her name curled around her like an invitation. “I got it. Thank you for the game of charades, King Asmodeus.”
She got less of a word in response, and more the feeling of a cat purring.
“Let me get set up,” she muttered. “Come with me.”
Apparently she did not need to tell the demon king twice, because it felt as if her steps were being shadowed only an inch behind. Some warm, radiant presence hovered right over her shoulders, like a man about to hug her to his chest. She tried to keep her thoughts straight as she dug her summoning mat and black mirror out of the closet, along with a white chalk marker and a couple candles that had maybe twenty minutes of burn time left to them.
It was by God’s grace that she didn’t melt into a puddle as that presence kept pressing on her. King Asmodeus, the great demon of lust and wrath—he wanted something, alright. But whenever she’d played with him before, he hadn’t been this insistent. That made alarm bells go off in her head, even as she tried to keep calm.
Nadia pushed the coffee table out of the way and rolled the mat out. She set the black mirror up on its stand in Solomon's triangle, painted King Asmodeus’s sigil onto it, lit the candles, then sat in the middle of the four hexagrams. As soon as she crossed into that space, all the burn and sting of King Asmodeus faded from her skin, though she could feel it hanging outside the circle. Still, at least she could think a little more clearly. It’d been forever since she’d pulled out the whole kit and caboodle like this; the last time she’d bothered was when she trying to learn how to “do things correctly” (and when demons still scared the shit out of her).
When she’d done this the first time, the demons had appeared physically in that triangle—not at all in the black mirror. So was how it’d always been with spirits: she could see them like she could see people. But with Elias holding her second set of eyes, she had to be content with the rather mundane experience she had right then: the experience of chanting, calling, invoking the name of God and the archangel Raphael, all to coax King Asmodeus into that mirror. Her own face stared back at her in that mirror for a long time, until finally, her eyes felt like they were going out of focus, and her own face faded away.
Her mind felt like she’d soaked it in wine, with how long she’d been repeating the same chants and staring into that mirror—but eventually, a face appeared in the mirror. And God, the King was beautiful: a sharp-faced man, with long, straight hair that shined a pretty white-gold, with high cheekbones and lips all dark red, as if bruised from being kissed and bitten. His perfectly set brows cast shadows over eyes as red as Elias’s could get after a live drink of blood.
It made her want to cry to finally see someone, anyone! Even if only through a little window like her black mirror! Before she could, though, King Asmodeus’s voice curled around her mind. It was as if he’d taken a match to the liquor she felt she’d steeped in, and the fire, the heat, the intensity, brought such stunning clarity that it felt like the air had been ripped from her lungs.
“Nadia,” he crooned, “what have you come to, that you need to speak to me like this?”
Admittedly, using this method felt like speaking to a prisoner through a thick pane of glass and the little prison phones. But what else was she to do? Tarot, maybe, but that wasn’t the same.
“That is the question, isn’t it?” Nadia didn’t even want to blink, lest she lose her grip on the beautiful king. “I have something to ask you, King Asmodeus, if you’re willing to answer.”
“Ah-ah.” He shook his head and gave her a thin smile. “First, you should know: a certain golden-haired boy is after you.”
Nadia froze.
“He wanted me to do some very funny things,” King Asmodeus said. “Came to me for a love spell when Sitri and Beleth weren’t answering his whining.”
“Show me,” Nadia muttered. “Show me this boy. Show me what he wanted you to do for him.”
Because it confused her beyond reason, as to what Lyle could possibly be up to. Shouldn’t he have been playing around with Emily? Doing some kind of freaky ritual on her? And how was his first thought to go do another spell on her, anyway—with King Asmodeus, of all demons? After trying to contract Sitri and Beleth?
Don’t tell me—
“If you insist,” King Asmodeus said, one fine brow arching high, “but it isn’t pleasant, what he wanted me to do to you.”
“I’m aware.” This was the demon of lust, wrath, and domination. Didn’t take a fucking genius to figure out what Lyle wanted—but it didn’t make sense. She thought Lyle didn’t want anything to do with her, what with how easily he blew off their plans, and how he’d been radio silent until she’d been desperate enough to invite him over. “I wanna know,” she said. “I gotta see what his problem is.”
King Asmodeus stared at her as if waiting for her to say something else. When she didn’t, the air went heavy, and his sigh rang out in her head. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s begin.”
Fueled by her morbid curiosity, Nadia closed her eyes to let the demon spin ideas into her head like a movie—and she yelped at the R-rated memory of her time in Amsterdam, riding Lyle like a horse. In true demon fashion, it became less a vision, more an experience, as if she’d been ported back to that moment; she not only saw, but felt, everything, and it made her skin crawl—especially because he felt like he was made of ice. Every single part of him.
Worse, unlike the lazy Saturday they’d done that, where the weather was cloudy and made the day feel sluggish and cozy, this was different. Dark. Straight out of a shitty budget horror movie, really. There was nothing except Lyle, the bed underneath him, and the little side table she’d had in the apartment. Everything was washed in a red light, and everything outside that red light was just shadows, with the open door completely blocked off by darkness, as if nothing existed past it. There was something heavy around her neck, too, hitting her sternum every time she moved: a chain. A collar.
The vision became less memory and more nightmare as she caught a glimpse of that chain wrapped tight around Lyle’s hand, and then she was being tugged down to Lyle’s face. Without his glasses on, he was pretty—a soft kind of pretty, like one of those Victorian angels, with the way his short hair curled a little against his head and the sweet curve of his face, cherub-like, yet still with the sturdy jaw of a man. He smelled nice, too, like sea grass and salt. Everything about him was beautiful as he coaxed her closer; everything seemed perfect and lovely enough to make her almost want to be dragged to him, to kiss him—except his eyes. That was what made Nadia pull back as the vision tried to trap her in the feeling of it all. 
His eyes were such an unnatural yellow, the color of highlighter. There was no thought behind them, either—no love, no anger, no joy, and definitely no humanity. It scared her more than the vision could ensnare her. In a shock of pure defiance, she put her hand on Lyle’s face and pushed—as King Asmodeus himself taught her to do in the absolute thorniest, rockiest pit of Golachab—until she ripped his face like paper and revealed all the dark, slimy shadows in his head. That killed any allure this man’s spell wanted to throw over her mind.
Suddenly, the vision had her standing over him rather than touching him. The vision of Lyle began seizing on the bed, warping and melting into a pile of black thorns and wet leaves that stank of autumn rot. The weight of that collar and chain disappeared from around Nadia’s neck, but she still wasn’t satisfied. She wanted whatever evil Forbidden Forest type shit this was to be gone for good. Nadia put one finger right in the middle of all that tangled, rotting mass of goop, and she imagined her finger like a lighter held to a pool of kerosene: bright fire flowed out, and soon, Lyle and the entire bed were going up in smoke. 
Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you.
Whatever that was, it was not the Lyle she knew. Hell, she couldn’t believe it was Lyle at all. That shit didn’t even seem human, whatever it was. It felt like some weird ghoul was wearing Lyle’s face.
Above it all came King Asmodeus’s laugh; it reverberated through the room, made the paint peel and the floor splinter, until all of it fell away and rotted like Lyle. In the middle of the empty space was King Asmodeus, in that white, half opened shirt, black slacks, and shiny black leather shoes; unlike what the Lesser Key insisted he looked like, Nadia had never known him to look like anything other than an absolute smoke show. Though like this, in meditation, she could only catch shifting glimpses of him rather than see him like she used to, and it dampened what pride she could take in her victory.
“Good,” he said, and he suddenly towered over her, “very good. Though I don’t think he’ll be pleased, that boy.”
“He can eat shit,” she snapped. Her heart raced, and getting enough air felt impossible; her chest wouldn’t stop heaving. It made her sick, all of it. Then she opened her eyes, and there was only that faint image of the King in the mirror—no visceral image like she could grasp in meditation. “What—God, what did he pay you for that attempt?”
“A bit of incense and a drop of blood,” he said with a shrug. “Cheap, I must say.”
“Mm, no kidding.” 
The aftereffects of whatever Lyle tried to cast on her made her nauseous; she swallowed the bile down and rubbed her throat. The first prickles of cold sweat washed over her temples. All of it felt wrong, awful; it made her head spin. One truth settled in the wreckage, and as much as she didn’t want to acknowledge it, she knew better than to look away.
Whatever Lyle was casting spells on her for, it had nothing to do with love. Or even just lust.
Nadia swallowed. “What do I owe you, then? For not just springing that trap on me the second I came home?”
Her voice came out raspy as the horror of it all settled in on her. It was like a blanket had finally been ripped off her, and the cold reality bit her skin. She thought God tied her to that guy? And she was about to let him into her fucking apartment two weeks ago? 
Oh, Jesus. Nadia should’ve ran screaming for the hills the second he came to the Lobster for the first time—not that she’d admit that to Lily, if only to spare the gloating and the “I Told You So” parade that’d follow. Whatever made Lyle turn around and bail that night he was supposed to come over was a blessing in disguise.
“The usual,” King Asmodeus said, dragging her out of her thoughts, and then he cut her a mean smile, “though you said you have a question?”
“I do.”
“Then the usual, with a long night to enjoy it all.”
Nadia almost groaned and started complaining, but she kept it buttoned up out of respect. The usual was a pain in the ass: lemon piccata and fresh bread, from scratch, with a full bottle of chilled pinot blanc, all while the kitchen became a hotbox of rose incense around his three favorite red candles and the gold and garnet ring she’d dedicated to him. And a long night absolutely meant he’d put her through the ringer in meditation after enjoying all of that through her. That called for a Tuesday night, Mars’s day, when she didn’t have to deal with school or anything the next morning.
“So you got thoughts on my own lil’ love spell, I take it?”
King Asmodeus went silent. His smile dropped off his face, and she would’ve bet top dollar that he had his arms crossed to match that disappointed dad look he was giving her. 
“You asked your God to let Lilith find you a husband. I’m not sure what you expected.”
Somewhere in the back of her mind, a laugh rang out, coarse and poisonous, like corrosive acid that could eat through a sheet of metal. Samael.
Fantastic. She rubbed her face in her embarrassment, knowing full well that in retrospect, that did seem like a dumbass idea—but who else could understand her plight with shitty men like Lilith? It’d made sense at the time, given her modern lore, at least. And yet, there she was, with a love spell that went nowhere and ended in nothing. 
“Okay, well,” glancing at the stove clock, she could’ve cursed the whole world to hell when she saw it was half past four in the morning, “how do I fix this mess I made with the vampire? With the magic switch, and with the whole… the fuck-up I did with the love spell? I’ve tried everything, Asmodeus. God won’t let me out, but… I’m over this. I want out; I need out. What else can I—?”
King Asmodeus interrupted her; his voice was pure as a song:
This is now bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, for she was taken out of man.
“Oh, come on,” she muttered. Leave it to the only demon that bothered to learn the Pentateuch to answer in riddles. “Can’t you just tell me plainly what you mean?”
“No. The answer can’t be told. The answer must be done.” When Nadia dug her hands into the roots of her hair and had half a mind to pull it out, King Asmodeus softened and said, “It’s not so bad a fate.”
“Sure.” She heaved a big sigh, then said, “Alright. Fine. Cool. Great. Thanks for your time anyway, I guess. I’ll get you the usual, with a long night—but gimme some time to request a Tuesday off for you. Might be a while.” 
“Before the month’s end, girl.”
“Yes, I will, I will.” Though even if she didn’t have the Lobster to deal with, she hoped Elias wouldn’t drop in and surprise her, like he'd developed a bad habit of doing. She’d have to make it abundantly clear that she needed the night off, completely, with no interruptions. “Now, I gotta go to bed.”
She didn’t have to say much more for King Asmodeus to understand. As she closed out the circle, King Asmodeus’s image faded away, until all that was left was Nadia’s own straw-yellow hair and tired face in that mirror. The sudden lack of warmth from the demon made her shiver, and her body felt heavy. Drained. Always, after these meditations, she thought she’d be happier sleeping under the mulch of the loft flowerbeds—if only for a night.
And even if Jesus said that those who believed without seeing were blessed, she had to admit that she missed her sight, which she never thought she’d say after growing up hiding under her blanket from spooks. With her eyes working right, she could just see. She could call, and they—the angels, the demons, the sprites and fairies outside, the ancestors—would just come. And she could see and hear so easily, with none of this effort, exhaustion, this bullshit.
Nadia’s head lolled back. A sigh left her and nearly took her soul with it, and she found herself looking at the little ceramic cross on her wall. She scowled.
Where the fuck are You? Easter was weeks away, and yet she’d think everyday was Good Fucking Friday, with how silent God had been outside the Sunday sermons and occasional tarot readings. Even that was only a drop of what she’d usually see and feel. It pissed her off: even demons made the effort to get her attention and work around her temporary blindness, yet God? What did God ever do but sit there and watch all this shit go down around her? Like a shitty therapist, what did God ever say, except and how does this make you feel?
Her chest went tight with her bitterness. Irritated, she got up and made a beeline for her fridge, where she had a few eggs from a local farm sitting in a separate bucket from the ones she bought at the store. She took one and collapsed on the couch with it, feeling the weight of the little egg and all its magical potential sloshing around inside. Holy water, holy oil, prayers, all that—she couldn’t bear it right then. But a little jajowanie never hurt, and as the line between the eggshell and her skin blurred, and the egg started to warm in her hand, she got to work.
With the long part of the egg flat against her palm, she held the point to her head and started rubbing it like it was one of those chunky pink erasers she used in elementary school. Unlike then, she couldn’t rub too hard, or the egg would break—but wherever the egg touched her skin, a warm pain bloomed, as if something was being drawn out of her pores. The egg grew heavier as she “erased” whatever leftover filth from Lyle’s antics, and by time she’d reached her feet, the egg felt so heavy that it might as well have been a ball of solid steel. Her skin burned all over, but she felt lighter, too—lighter and brighter, like she could float.
Then she took that egg, put her shoes back on, and hurried as fast as she could across the street in the middle of the night. She thanked the egg for its service and whipped it as far away from her as she could, and she heard it crack and splat somewhere in the dark.
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It was the only thing keeping Nadia going: those shifts at the Lobster and the Sundays out with the crew. It kept her mind from going to the worst places—especially because Elias stayed stiff as a board with her, and Lyle was still posting about how much fun he was having at that Goddamn law firm on LinkedIn. And who did he have in most of his photos? Fucking Emily. Vampire Emily, with her impossible beauty and her sharp teeth in every photo. Maybe Nadia would’ve felt bad about how pale Lyle looked in those photos once, but not after the stupid shit he’d done in the past month.
Whatever. It was beyond her to care at that point. Lyle didn’t love her. Neither did Elias, or anybody else. Fine. It didn’t matter. She had other shit to think about, anyway—like how this fucking spell wasn’t coming undone for anything.
It wasn’t long before she’d been staring down another awful shift with Elias. As it was, with how Lyle’s bullshit rattled her the week before, she’d thrown herself into the spell-breaking initiative; she worked herself half to death to try and fix this mess she’d made. 
She tried harder than ever: dissolutions. Exorcisms. Folk charms. She’d told the story of her magic through Jesus and Mother Mary, weaving folk spells through little tales of them driving out devils and cruel attachments. She’d begged St. Mary Magdalene to intercede for her, tried to curse her own bank account to remove the money spell. She’d even toured that shack she’d snuck into to do the love spell—saw it for the first time since she’d set the whole thing up—and tried to recreate, step for step, the whole fucking thing, so she could throw a kink into every step and spoil it. 
And when none of that worked—when she could feel that God was not listening, and that He rejected her every plea, supplication, offering, sacrifice, and demand, leaving her bowls and bottles and sachets impotent and defunct—she grew even more desperate. She did the prayers of absolution every single day and even threw herself back into church with a vengeance—even hid the Eucharist under her tongue one Sunday and brought it home to make the strongest purification spell she could.
She’d even turned to demons, if God was going to go radio silent like this. And President Gaap had come; Elias had seen him. But when Nadia asked for his help, Elias said all he did was laugh, until Nadia had cut the connection and sent him away.
Not once did Nadia’s sight come back. Nor was Elias satisfied, because his glamor still came with a heavy cost—and it dried him out like hell to use even a scrap of magic. Nadia had done so many readings, tried her damndest to get a clear answer out of God, but all she ever got was the Moon and the Devil. Maybe Ten of Coins Reversed and the Star, if she was lucky. It probably wasn’t even God answering her anymore, but some angel just repeating the same message. Something wasn’t right, she wasn’t seeing the real issue, but what the hell could it be?
All of it made Nadia want to tear her hair out. There was really no way out. Sure, Elias was still paying her for all this mess, but what good was money or a pretty face when the nature of the guy was so dramatically opposed to everything she’d done her spell for? In all the times her counter-curses and curse-breaking efforts failed, Nadia wanted to scream at God as much as Elias looked like he wanted to scream at her. Because why would God have set her up with what was, for all intents and purposes, a supernatural parasite? One who desecrated the bodies of those he bled dry and used them to turn better profits in a vineyard? One who didn’t fucking listen when she’d told him, over and over, that there was no spell to break anymore?
And that fact was starting to worry Nadia as much as Elias, because she couldn’t keep making her arm a mess of scars for his sake. The frequency of his requests were blood were picking up, and somehow, he was worse off than she left him every time, anyway.
Satiety, he’d said. A cup of blood was no better than a few bites of food at a time. Man was starving, and if she didn’t get this situation fixed, then—
Her slippers kicked something that scraped across those cheap linoleum floors, and the sound dragged her out of her thoughts. When she looked down, she saw onion skins, still perfectly curved and crunchy. They’d dropped off her counter while she was throwing a bowl of shit together for dinner: fried kielbasa, frozen pierogis, and caramelized onions with Greek yogurt. A comfort meal her babcia used to make only on special occasions.
And on the counter, fuck, on the counter… she hadn’t cleaned up the last of the shit she was making drinks with. The bit of strawberry mush she’d hacked up with her shitty clearance knives had thoroughly stained her tiny wooden cutting board, and she’d forgotten to put the ice tray away, so all the ice left in there had reverted to water. Nadia smacked her dry tongue against the roof of her mouth, then ran it across her teeth and felt the fuzz. She’d forgotten to brush her teeth before going to bed, too. Cool.
And her head. God, her head. It pounded, yet she still felt woozy. More recent memories were coming back in full force: she’d gotten home from the winery that night, and the dread of having to deal with Elias’s bullshit again had her raiding her liquor cabinet. Four drinks (and a few tears) later, she’d then stumbled to bed piss drunk; she’d tossed and turned all night with an acid stomach and night sweats, then woke up halfway to buzzed. It was an improvement, for sure, but there was no way she could get behind a wheel. It was by the grace of God she had nowhere to be that morning. As it was, even getting to the Lobster and to Elias’s house afterwards was looking iffy. 
Nadia’s eyes stung with frustrated tears. All she could do to avoid melting down was stare at her hazy reflection in the T.V. and listen to the refrigerator. Even if that droning buzz drilled straight through her, it was kinder than all the other thoughts she was trying not to think. She spent a little longer fighting death on that couch, and then she dragged her ass up to make some chicken ramen. That and a fresh shirt would do the trick.
Except the shirt she’d tossed on her floor before going to bed was the last clean-ish one she had, and it did not pass the sniff test. It was, indeed, time to do some laundry with what four hours she had before she needed to go to work again. No amount of rocks in her heart or cotton in her head would let her show up smelling like an onion.
God, she started praying—and then she stopped. The fuck did God have to do with her, at this point? She’d started to avoid looking at that crucifix every morning. Took all the ceramic ones off the walls. Hadn’t picked up her tarot cards in nearly a week, and she wasn’t keen on going to church anymore, either. She just couldn’t deal with it. Couldn’t do the sit-stand-kneel shtick and listen to all the hymns shouting glory, glory, glory while remembering how God threw her into this mess to begin with.
Why me? She’d watched her clothes spin in the loft’s community laundry room for a good two hours, wondering. Why do I gotta bear the brunt of this now?
Apparently that was her lot in this life. Laying down under everyone else’s feet. Paying everyone else’s debts, carrying everyone else’s shit. She’d never felt farther from God than in the past month. Even when Lyle left her in Amsterdam, and she found out her babcia passed while she was abroad, she didn’t feel like she couldn’t get through it so long as she had God.
But if God up and abandoned her like this, then she was fucked. And there was nothing she could do about it.
All she could do was get her clothes washed, take a shower, and get on with her life. And before she knew it, she was staring at the Victorian tower of Elias’s house, watching a dark shape prowl by the piano, until a square of light poured out of the front door and stretched onto the recently thawed, snow-less walkway. There in the doorway was the Devil himself, arms crossed as he waited for her.
Nadia rubbed her face. Here we fucking go. 
After she’d snatched her bag of useless tools and trinkets from her backseat, she marched up to the door and didn’t even look at him. There was no point. He barely acknowledged her as it was since she’d gone all “professional” on him.
The door shut with a click, and then Elias’s papery voice rasped, “You look awful.”
Her jaw went tight. “No worse than you sound,” she muttered as she dropped her bag against a pile of dusty textbooks. “Still can’t keep any other blood down?”
“No.”
Well, shit. Nadia peeled her coat off and hung it on the rack. Elias had already scooped up her bag and started drifting for the basement door with it. He said she looked like shit, but she’d never seen him dressed in such informal clothes, just a black high-neck sweater and pants. And with his messy hair, and how slow he was walking—how his hand barely closed on the straps of her bag, and how his skin had started cracking at the knuckles, black scabs all along his skin—Nadia sighed.
“Elias.”
He paused and looked over his shoulder.
Nadia pulled her sleeve up and flashed her wrist at him. “You want me to cut you a glass—?”
“No,” he said. “I’ve taken too much from you this week.”
“But you—!”
“Come downstairs. The faster you break this curse, the faster this issue will resolve.”
He’d moved quicker after that, disappearing into the basement. Nadia sucked her teeth. It felt like someone had dumped burning coals down her shirt; her skin went tight against her bones, hot prickles washing down her spine, rage settling deep in her hips as if some heavy hands were holding them. Nadia didn’t know how to tell him that this curse, as he’d called it, wasn’t going to break—that there was nothing to break—and that he’d have to learn to live with the sight and the more effort-intensive glamor from here on out. The first thirteen ways she’d told him certainly didn’t get through his thick head.
Nadia’s eyes watered with her frustration. She reached her hands up to the air, made claws out of her fingers, as if she might reach up and choke God out for this. It was hard to breathe, she was so pissed; the prickling fury under her skin made her twitch with energy that had nowhere to go. If only she’d been in the gym instead of this fucking house.
She eventually dragged herself into the basement, each step thumping on the stairs as if her feet were two cinderblocks. Elias waited for her. He’d already arranged her bottles of herbs, incense burners, holy water, and her angel and demon decks on the table. Nadia stared at them. She didn’t know what to do that she hadn’t already tried thirty fucking times. She ran her hands through her hair and laced them behind her head as she wracked her brain for literally anything that might work—and she came up empty. Her scalp flushed with hot, prickling frustration, and her one idea ripped out of her in a huff.
“Why don’t you try, Elias?” Nadia motioned to the shit on the counter. “Maybe that’s it. Maybe if I cast this shit, then you gotta un-cast it—“
He shook his head, his gaze fixed on the counter. “I’ve already tried.”
Oh.
Those three words speared her. She tried not to let it be obvious; instead of rubbing the ache out of her chest, she crossed her arms. “How?”
“I asked the demon.” His jaw set hard; Nadia saw the tendons shift in his neck. Something flashed in his eye that he blinked away. “He wouldn’t do it.”
Nadia stared. That was weird. She knew that wasn’t the Duke’s jam to begin with, but as a soldier, and as a demon who could tell the future, she figured he might’ve given Elias an idea—or glimpsed a future where the spells had faded, at least. Nadia narrowed her eyes.
“Where’s the Duke’s offerings, by the way—?”
“I threw it all away.”
She gasped. “What—the card, too?” She picked up her deck of demons. “You couldn’t have given that back?”
Elias didn’t say anything. He grinded his jaw, lost in thought. Nadia sighed and tossed the deck back on the counter. As she stared at Elias, she knew that all she had was weeks of wasted effort, a God gone AWOL, and a dumbass vampire who’d gone and broken a contract with a Duke of hell—which meant they were both fucked, as far as she was concerned.
“Alright, well,” Nadia shoved her hands in her pockets and shrugged, “Maybe the spells’ll break if one of us dies. Should I volunteer, or—?”
She hadn’t meant it—not really—but then Elias’s head snapped up, and his eyes shined with some emotion she couldn’t decipher.
“What?” It pissed her off. Whatever his problem was, it made her blood boil and her skin prickle—especially if he was going to be all rough and mean one second, then all glassy-eyed the next. Nadia stuck her wrist out to him again, and her tongue took a life of its own, her professional filter gone. “C’mon. I’ll do it. You can get rid of me and have a nice meal all at once.” When he still didn’t say anything, she shoved him. “Isn’t that what you want? You’ll never have to see me again; just bite down and let Liam make me into worm food—“
“Why are you saying this?”
”—or don’t, whatever. Do whatever you want! I’ll be dead, so it won’t matter to me. Make me into a taxidermy project for all I care, a fucking trophy—“
“Nadia.”
Why was she saying all this? It was word vomit; she couldn’t stop. She pressed her arm closer to him, the shiny scars of the cuts he’d healed catching the bar’s lamp light.
”—to tell all your vampire buddies that you did it, you beat the big bad witch, and that they’re easy to kill, easy as any other person you’ve ever fucking mulched and scattered over that Goddamn vineyard—“
“Nadia!”
”—because there is no fucking curse, Elias!“ She was shrieking then, her voice splitting into tinny, wiry tones that didn’t sound human anymore, and she couldn’t see anything but the color red. “And you know there’s no fucking curse! But you’re too much of a fucking coward to admit that, and to admit what’s really happening to you, so you should just kill me, just fucking kill me already—!”
Water splashed on her face and knocked her thoughts clean out of her head. Something sizzled, too. Steamed. But it wasn’t her. It was him—Elias. He held the empty bottle of holy water, and some of it had dribbled onto his skin and burned him. The steam from the last few drops wisped off his skin.
Nadia wiped the water off her face and reached for the bottle, but Elias held it tight and shifted away from her. “Go,” he hissed, but it didn’t feel like he was talking to her. It felt like he was talking through her, like his words could pierce her. “Get out.”
“But,” her brain felt like it was buffering, “didn’t you want—?”
“Get out, liar. Now.” He shook his head, and for the first time in over a week, he had some expression on his face: it’d crumpled into a mask of raw despair, his teeth gritted, his eyes glassier than before. He tossed the bottle away and shrank from her, like he thought she’d attack him. “Get away from her.”
Huh?
Nadia started connecting dots. The sharp, prickling burn eased off her, the pressure in the air finally let up. Her mouth went dry, and she looked around out of habit—but of course, she didn’t see anyone. It didn’t take much for her to guess who’d come around and put all those words in her mouth, though.
“Don’t make her say these things.” His voice shook, and Nadia shut her mouth—pressed her teeth together so hard they hurt. He deflated as he looked at something behind her, and then, when he finally looked at her directly, his eyes shone. “Nadia, don’t say these things.”
What kind of bullshit—? Elias watched her with that dramatic, crumpled up face, and Nadia’s stomach twisted in knots looking at it. That expression made her nauseous. Constantly, with the mixed signals, this fucking guy—!
“I—sorry, I, uh,” Nadia shook the confusion off her mind, then reached for his raw, bleeding hands, “are you okay—?”
He stepped away. “I think you should go home.”
“What?” She thought she was going to lose her mind. “But—your hands! And didn’t you want—aren’t we—?”
“Go, Nadia.” His voice was a whisper. “Go home. Take the rest of this week and next week off.”
Nadia didn’t understand. “Are you firing me or something—?”
“No. Now take your things,” he drifted further back, towards the wall, “and leave. I’ll contact you when I need you.”
She blinked at him. Unbelievable. She couldn’t win. She just couldn’t fucking win—not with God, not with the vampire, not with anybody. So Nadia figured she might as well give up. This would be it, apparently: he’d come around when he needed blood, and she’d give it, and that would be that—until she’d been sucked dry.
Her phone buzzed in her pocket. Without thinking, Nadia took it out, and to make an already stupid day worse, she saw the e-mail notification from one of the schools she’d sent a Ph. D. application to. Then she dragged the notification bar down and caught the first line of it.
Dear Ms. Wojcik,
We regret to inform you that your application to…
Nadia stared at it. She didn’t need to open the e-mail to know the rest. That was yet another of her five applications scratched off the list. How many did she have left to hear from? One? Her stomach felt like she’d swallowed rocks. Add that onto the dozens of rejection e-mails from other universities she’d applied to work at, and it looked like she’d be giving Vovk an answer way faster than she would’ve liked.
Except what would Vovk do, if he knew she was killing Elias? Even if accidentally? How long before Elias dried out completely, and Vovk called her to help, only for him to find out she couldn’t? What would he do then?
Nadia was numb as she packed up her shit and finally got that holy water bottle back. Elias hadn’t moved the whole time. She hoisted her bag on her shoulder and looked at him, tracked his hands—all black veins, steaming skin, the scabs softened enough to bleed fresh—and she knew that even if he kept his distance, it wouldn’t be long before he’d come around and ask her to cut herself up again. She’d see him soon, and eventually, they’d both go down together. At least if she went first, she wouldn’t have to deal with Vovk.
She looked at her empty holy water bottle on the way up the stairs. It had a picture of Mary and baby Jesus on it, and she clutched it tight as she prayed to Jesus in her head.
Why? Her tears stung and settled in the corners of her eyes. Why did You do this? Do You want me die? Is that it?
She’d only opened the door when a thought came from nowhere: He’s suffering.
Who, Elias? Nadia could give a fuck about Elias right then. She was staring her own death in the face, and that was the answer she got? Again, her skin flushed with hot frustration, needling her face and neck and arms, and she shut the door. 
Help him.
She’d help him, alright. And maybe she’d make good on her earlier suggestion and help herself, too.
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Elias ran his faintly steaming hands through his hair. No matter what he and Nadia tried, this thirst had become so deeply ingrained in him that even after only two days, his eyes felt like they’d split like grapes, and his veins were thick black tubes against the back of his hands—which, despite the holy water not harming him, still wisped with its steam, as if trying to drag his blood out of the scabs where his skin had cracked. 
Along his chest, too, whatever had been stinging him for so long had begun manifesting as some black rot, slowly spattering bruise-like welts across his chest. Even during the ten years he’d laid underground, he’d never seen his body react in such a way to a lack of blood, and it was likely the consequence of this power he’d asked the sorceress to teach him how to use. 
Every time he used his magic, his condition worsened, and yet the best he could get was a cup at a time from the sorceress, her blood like cool water to his ever-burning flesh—but not enough, a cup was never enough. For all he wanted to hate her, rebuke her, deny her, cast her out, he still reached for her, even in his sleep; despite throwing that purple pouch away, he still woke up, arms outstretched, after dreams so vivid that he could feel her soft skin on his fingertips.
With great effort, he picked himself up off the wall. He’d heard the door open and shut; the sorceress was gone. He had to clean himself off, get the last of the holy water off him; he had to speak to Vovk—
“For what, exactly?”
That silvery voice cut through the darkness. Elias’s skin lit up with the pinching burn of a million embers; he pressed his back against the wall as if that would stop them from tearing up and down his spine, but it did not. He caught the two impossible, unnatural spots of light shining in the dark, at the far end of the basement: two pale grey eyes floating there in the void. They looked the same when they’d appeared over the sorceress’s shoulder—when the demon had corrupted her voice and made her speak those awful words, goading him to do something terrible to her.
“Go,” Elias coughed, then forced himself to swallow against the dryness of his throat. He croaked, “Leave. I have no need for you.”
“Oh? So you say.” The disembodied voice was tinny, layered, as if speaking from many directions at once, until the demon stepped out of the shadows. When he stood tall in his red armor and golden crown, his saccharine smile curled across his face. “Yet here you are, trying so hard to protect your precious one from yourself.”
“She’s nothing precious to—“
Elias blinked, and the demon had come a few steps closer, pale eyes flashing. His hand tightened on his sword hilt. “It is not your place to lie to me, boy,” he said.
“What do you want from me?” Elias dragged himself behind the bar. “I have nothing to give you.”
“Yes, you do,” Duke Berith hissed. His smile faded. The bar’s light snagged on his golden crown. “But I’ll give you something first.”
“Which is?”
“A remedy to your condition.” The Duke blinked; his cloudy-pale gaze raked over Elias as if assessing a butcher’s cuts for the day. “You’ve been rotting for ages now. And my skill,” he reached a sharp red finger out, touched it to Elias’s chest, and sent a plume of fire deep into the marrow of his bones, “is not in healing such maladies. Only staving them off. I am a soldier, not a nursemaid.”
Blinding, the pain. Agonizing. Yet when Elias looked down, he found some of those black bruises had faded into faint purple marks from the Duke’s touch. 
Elias rasped, “What condition? What is this?”
“Negligence,” the Duke said, matter-of-fact. “Now, do you wish to know how to fix it? Or should I leave you to putrefy and collapse from the inside out?” He dropped his hand; metal clanked together as it hit his paneled hip. “Because you won’t last much longer, boy.”
What? “You lie.” Elias steadied himself on the bar counter. “You’ve lied to me already—“
“Is that so?” Duke Berith marched forward with astonishing speed; he was soon face to face with Elias, only an inch away. “Name one time I’ve lied to you.”
Elias wanted to. He wanted to name the prophecy of ruin—but that, he’d made true on his own. He could’ve maybe also named the Duke’s many quips about Nadia, that she trusted too much, but that was true, as well—as hadn’t she still stayed by his side, even as she watched him deteriorate with need for her? Was she not afraid of what he might do, what would happen to her, if this curse didn’t lift? Elias dragged his dry tongue across his lips. There was nothing.
“Hmm.” Duke Berith pulled away, satisfied as a cat. “So, then—do you want to know? How to ease your pain? Your thirst?”
It felt like surrender, but the way Elias’s legs trembled standing there, he had no choice but to choke down his pride. “Yes. Tell me. Please.”
Duke Berith smiled wide enough to split his head in half. “That. Go to your woman, and do exactly that. Drop to your knees before her. Beg like the fool you are. Pray to anyone who will listen that she doesn’t turn you away. Then take the fire from her.” 
Then the Duke was gone, and in the sudden cold he left behind, something heavy, slimy, poisonous settled into Elias’s veins—into his flesh, his bones, all leeching from his heart. He gripped the counter to keep from falling to his knees. His skin tore from the need for blood, and his knuckles ran with black ichor. He coughed, wheezed, and it only made that heavy pain push deeper through his body.
Beg. That demon’s whisper haunted him from somewhere beyond. But the last time he’d begged for anything was on his knees before the voivode, and it’d done nothing for him. Why should he beg Nadia for anything? She wasn’t his woman. She was the one who had cursed him like this for her own gain, for money and other foolish things; she was the witch who’d consigned him to a slow death, to this rot, as the Duke called it, and even thought to lie in Elias’s face about what she’d done, insisting it was no curse at all—
Citrus. Floral, stinging cognac. Elias didn’t understand where the scent had come from, or why; he had no time to think of theories, either. In between blinks that scraped his dry eyes, he found himself moving, racing for the source of that scent, until he’d snatched the flash of sharp steel from the sorceress’s hands and thrown it into the kitchen sink.
Why are you here? The shining line of red on her wrist—it called to him. What are you doing? The scent of her, the sting when he breathed it in, muddied his sense too much to voice those questions. She said something; it warbled in his ear, unintelligible. Elias gripped her wrist—saw the many faint pink lines in the skin around that new bleeding welt—and he licked the cut closed.
Fire.
His hand twisted tightly into her hair and pulled her head aside. Her pulse thrummed in her throat; it was there, what he needed. The Duke said to beg, to take the fire from her—was this not what he meant? Her blood? The taste of it was as bright and hot as if he’d tore the membrane of the sun and let all its golden light pour down his throat. His fangs protruded from his mouth; the venom slicked their points as he hovered over her artery.
She didn’t fight him. Most creatures did by this point, especially when his teeth scraped their necks, as his did then. Instead, her pulse slowed. Her shoulders sagged and made it easier to access her neck. He leaned down, pressed her teeth to her throat until the skin was ready to give under them—and then something wet touched his face. He pulled away just as another tear rolled down Nadia’s cheek.
Her throat bobbed in a hard swallow. In a thick voice, she said, “Well? You gonna do it, or what?”
Take the fire from her—all of it? Surely that was what the Duke meant. Elias wasn’t sure he’d have been able to stop once he started, anyhow; even just a taste was enough to leave him worse off than he’d began, thirsty to the point of madness—
“Just fucking,” more tears rolled free, and her shoulders jerked with a sob, “just do it. Go ahead. It’ll probably fix it.” 
For one foolish moment, Elias wondered if she could hear his thoughts. He gripped her wrist and watched her pulse jump in her throat.
“I’m sorry,” she whined. The backlight of the kitchen made the tear tracks shine on her face. Her chest shook with hiccupping breaths, and her voice went tight. “I didn’t mean to do this. I didn’t know it’d come out like this, I didn’t—I don’t know what else to do, Elias. I’ve tried everything; I don’t know what else you want me to do—!”
His chest felt like it was collapsing on itself. “Nadia,” he started, “we can’t be condemned to this—“
“But we are! So just,” she pulled her arm against his grip, tugged the collar of her shirt down, “end it! At this rate, either you’ll go down, or I will, so just do it! I’m not,” her fist went slack, “I’m not gonna fucking do anything with my life anyway. At least—just—“
No, no, no—
She offered him a twofold gift. He could’ve been cured of this thirst, perhaps rid of this awful sight that let him see these demons and spirits and other strange things—and he could’ve been released from the threat of that old phantom he’d avoided for so long. Her love spell wouldn’t come to fruition. If he could bite down, steal this fire from her—
But she’ll—
An eternal burn in his throat if he didn’t. A cavern in his chest if he did. She’d caught him at the crossroads; he could go nowhere to escape. He let go of her hair, backed off from her, and when she turned, he couldn’t look away from her face. Her eyes—the crying made them so red around the edges, and it only intensified their bright blue color.
“Go,” he rasped. He didn’t think of his condition. Or the rot he felt eating a hole in his chest. He didn’t think of the implications of his command, or how she would interpret it. He didn’t think of anything, in fact: he only spoke. “You go. Leave. While you can.”
Please.
She stared at him, tears still rolling down her face.
Please, Nadia.
“But Elias—”
“Go, Nadia. Now. I’ll,” he cleared his aching throat, “I’ll find a way to end this. Until I do, please—don’t come back here.”
For your sake. He didn’t dare speak another word; he pleaded with a look. Please, go.
Nadia deflated. Then she heaved one last shuddering breath, gathered her things, and left him alone.
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He’s seriously gonna—? 
The thought never finished. She hadn’t been able to complete many thoughts in the past hour; every time she tried to bring herself back to Elias’s house nearly two weeks ago, the memories would melt in her head, as if she’d tossed water on a freshly finished painting. The rose incense made a cloud so thick that if she unfocused her eyes, she might’ve missed the mess of dishes still on the stove. Her fire alarm was under a blanket in her bedroom, so if she was going to get busted for huffing all that incense, at least it wouldn’t be by that thing beeping loud enough to wake all of Pawtucket.
Nadia lounged on her couch in her black satin robe—the one that was long enough to brush her ankles. It covered her enough that she didn’t have to let the skin of her back get stuck against the leather couch, or sit her ass directly on the carpet. She’d put music on her T.V., if only to avoid the silence: Nine Inch Nails’s With Teeth album warbled through the living room. 
She’d invited King Asmodeus to join her at her coffee table, but there was only one plate and one glass, because she was the conduit of it all. She’d done it by the skin of her ass, too; it was the last day of the month. That was her procrastination at work, alright. But at least, with Elias’s insane behavior, she didn’t even have to ask him for the night off. 
She could feel King Asmodeus hovering over her like a cloud. Her spine was heavy with his presence; her skin tingled and twitched with nerves as he shared her body’s controls. He pulled on her hand, dragging her half-empty glass of pinot grigio up to her lips.
Every time she blinked, she caught a different scene: red carpet, gilded sconces with dripping white candles, a velvet-lined bed crawling with bodies too tangled for her to make sense of in the split seconds she got, and a man’s hand, also holding a glass of wine. Whenever she blinked, she knew she looked out the eyes of King Asmodeus—and whenever her eyes were open, she knew he looked through hers.
He shared all of her senses: touch, taste, smell. The stem of the wine glass was apparently interesting to him; she kept rolling it between her thumb and forefinger. Her exposed ribs were, too; her fingers dragged up and down the ladder of bones and traced little circles into her skin, and her knuckles brushed the underside of her breast. And when she licked her lips and tasted what was left of that chicken piccata, with the tangy lemon, the salt of the capers, she thought she might start purring. That rose incense hit her between the eyes like Elias’s cologne used to.
Don’t think of that man.
It was her own voice in her head, but they sure as hell weren’t her words. They were smoother, softer, slithering against her skull like a coiling snake. The strange sensation at the base of her spine got stronger, as if two hands were gripping her hips and pressing their palms into her back. It felt nice. But she couldn’t enjoy it as much as she might’ve liked. Couldn’t enjoy anything, really—not after that shitshow, when Elias told her to leave with that look on his face, like he’d lost something.
Oh, you stupid girl.
What was she supposed to do? Go about life like normal? How could she do that, when Elias not only barred her from his house, but also didn’t show up to the winery? Shit, even Liam was starting to get worried when he didn’t answer any calls or texts. They would’ve worried that he’d already died, had Rose not still been getting e-mails from him about last minute adjustments to the Hatcher & Sohn event. And Nadia wondered if there was any merit to her idea: that if one of them died, anything binding them would dissolve.
But I don’t wanna die. The pressure in her back deepened, as if someone was pressed against it; she hugged herself without thinking, squeezed her arms. She’d had a lot of time to think over the past couple of weeks, and she still cringed, thinking of how close she came to letting Elias bleed her dry. I don’t wanna—
You won’t.
She could’ve fallen asleep to a curling voice like that, even if it was still technically her own. And with the King’s weight on her, she might’ve—if not for something suddenly hammering against her door. 
When Nadia blinked, the tangle of bodies in her mind’s eye became a distinct three women, startled into sitting upright like meerkats; when her eyes opened, she was already standing, her wine settled on the coffee table.
King Asmodeus’s presence curled into the back of her skull; the twitch of his demands eased off her limbs. So he wanted her to go deal with this. Of course. All she could do was hope that it wasn't management or something, there to ask about the smoke coming from under her door. She had put a towel at the crack in the door; that was what she usually did to avoid problems. Nadia rubbed her face and sighed, and someone banged on the door again.
“Nadia!”
Huh?
She never expected to hear that voice at her door again. A shiver ran down her spine, but she was still getting used to piloting her own body; she stayed rooted to the spot, her hands fumbling to tie her robe back together, and that rasping cry wailed past her door again.
“Nadia, please! Something’s wrong!”
There’s no way. Dread pooled in her stomach. Why would he—?
“Open the door!”
She stood dazed. There were wards there. A gate. That was why he’d come to her before—because Elias couldn’t snatch her when she was in her own home. So he managed to last just over a week before caved?
This isn’t sustainable; I told him we can’t keep doing this.
Still, with King Asmodeus silently urging her on, she picked up her balls and went to answer the door. When she tore it open, she gasped.
After the rush of incense billowed into the hallway, there was Elias—but he looked like hell. He was leaning against the door frame, one hand covered in black gunk and gripping the wall; his skin was suctioned to his bones, and his veins under the back of his hand looked like big black gummy worms. It was like someone had stuck a straw to him and sucked everything out of him—but he wasn’t that bad a couple weeks before.
And the fact that it could get this bad in such a short time—there was just no hope for them. None. Nadia stared in horror, watched as he coughed from all the incense, and it sounded so damn dry. He coughed into his hand, and a bubble of some gross black gunk came away into his palm.
He’s cursed.
The sudden sharpness to that copy of her voice made her flinch. So King Asmodeus did want to help undo this? Was that it?
Yeah, like I said, my love spell—
It has nothing to do with your spell.
“Nadia,” Elias sank to his knees; he didn’t look her in the eye as he smeared that shit down the wall, “I don’t know what’s wrong. I don’t know what to do. I've tried, I've done everything I could think to, but—this is—it’s more than thirst. I don’t know what’s happened. Help me. Please.”
Oh, listen to him beg. That sultry voice whispered in her head. Yes, I want this one.
The hell are you talking about—?
More for the feast. She felt like she was getting pulled towards that busted up vampire by her hips, lassoed towards him; she held the door frame to stay still.
Nadia shook her head. Will you quit—?
Bring him. Cut the rot free and bring him here.
Back and forth like that it went for a minute, until Nadia clapped her hands over her ears. She squeezed her head as if she could pop the demon king out of it, but nope; he was firmly lodged in there, and he wasn’t letting go anytime soon. Even if she convinced him to take a back seat, he was there, prowling around like a lion, waiting for a chance to swipe.
“I can’t get rid of this,” he took deep, ragged drags of breath; his head hung low, “I'm sorry, Nadia, but—”
What the fuck am I supposed to do about this? Cursed—if not by her, then who? She’d never seen anything like this. Lyle’s charm didn’t do anything physically visible like this—but then again, she wasn’t the kind of thing that could get bruised like vampires could when it came to this shit.
Again, King Asmodeus’s presence lit up her spine. He wore her own voice like a mask; it still hooked into her: He’ll die if you leave him outside.
Nadia blinked. Her scalp prickled with panic. Huh? Die—?
Bring him in. Something coiled tight in her gut. Bring him inside.
But she couldn’t, she shouldn’t have, because this apartment was her last refuge; her wards made it the only place Elias couldn’t grab her. If she let those wards go, then—
And then Elias hissed, and something tugged on the corner of her robe. Smoke rose—the smell of burning flesh—and Nadia looked down to see Elias reaching inside. He’d grabbed the edge of her robe, and every inch of skin he’d stuck over the threshold of her door was burning, bubbling with black blisters.
“Nadia,” he pleaded, his voice breaking on her name. Despite the smoke rising from his arm, he held fast to her. Her throat went thick. She never thought she’d see him like this, not for anything. Again, his begging speared her: “Nadia—Sowa, my owl—help me. Please.”
Elias—!
“Oh my God, just come inside!” She couldn’t watch this anymore. Nadia dropped to her knees and grabbed his arm. It was burned so bad that his sleeve stuck to the skin, what with all the gross shit oozing from the tearing blisters. Nadia whined, “Come on, quick!”
Only God knew what the fuck the neighbors would think if they popped their heads out and saw some dude bleeding black gunk and sizzling like Korean barbeque. The sizzling stopped, at least, and she grabbed a fistful of his shirt to help drag him onto the linoleum floor of her kitchen. At least that would be easier to clean. Stupid things like that flitted around her head; mundane worries like the floor and the neighbors were the only thing keeping the lump in her throat from becoming full-on waterworks. 
She shut the door and dropped to her knees next to him. He’d fallen inside and propped himself on his elbows, shaking, with chalky black sweat at his hairline and crusting on his neck, only to roll over and hack up some nasty, wet cough. More gunk came away into his hand.
What the fuck did he—?
Not him. King Asmodeus was still there, urging her hands towards him. Don’t blame the boy. Fix him.
With what? How?
“Nadia,” boy was right; the near six-hundred-year-old vampire reached those gross, bloody hands towards her like a kid asking to be picked up or hugged, “please.”
Jesus Christ—
“He said you’d know,” Elias croaked, and his hands started to fall the longer she stayed silent, “Duke Berith, he said you’d know—”
So he was still around? Something was definitely up, then—but with King Asmodeus present, she doubted she had anything to worry about from the Duke. She appreciated the vote of confidence, anyway, even if she actually didn’t have a clue what to do. 
Nadia sidled over to Elias. Her hands moved, though she wasn’t the one piloting them. She grabbed Elias’s shirt, undid the buttons, and inspected his chest. It was covered in purple-black splotches, bruises or lesions of some kind, and even just hovering her hand over him, she could feel it: the muck, the rotten leaves, the sharp bramble, all worming under his skin.
“What the fuck happened to you?” 
Nadia let the King puppet her; she was too busy trying to get a feel for whatever this shit was to move on her own. His coaxing had her pulling Elias's shirt off his shoulders, trying to unstick the sleeve from his charred forearm that wouldn’t heal. It was like Lyle’s magic, this curse, slimy and full of thorns, but this—she could feel it, this was an old curse. Deep rooted. Wrapped around his heart like—
Like the heart wrapped in thorns she’d seen in December. When she blinked, that memory was front and center; King Asmodeus dug it up for her. But that was before Lyle even got to Rhode Island. How would he have put this curse on Elias when even Nadia didn’t know who he was by that point?
What the fuck is going on?
A parasite. King Asmodeus pushed her closer, until her palms pressed to Elias’s chest. The bramble, the slime, it made her gag. And the lesions were slippery, sticky, like an oozing, rotting fruit. If not for the King, she would’ve torn her hands off him in a second, but they stayed there until she could feel that sharp, gross stuff curling around her own skin. Elias’s breathing came in ragged huffs. A worm in the apple. It’s burrowed deep inside. It festers there.
Nadia didn’t think a little jajowanie could cure this one. Spiritual sickness wasn’t something she ever had to deal with. Trials, sorrows, miseries, sufferings of all kinds, sure—God gave her a thumbs up and a very dad-like it builds character shtick with all that—but never had anything gotten close enough to put her out like this. Elias coughed into his hand again, and she could feel the crackle of the wetness in his lungs. It was rotting him from the inside out—had been all this time, and she didn’t realize. Couldn’t see it until it got this bad, especially given Elias had been buttoning up more those days. Clearly this was why.
Rot. Duke Sabnock liked all that, but this wasn’t the same thing as putting out some particularly nasty produce for him, she didn’t think. Mold. Bramble. 
This isn’t the time for our aid. When she blinked, she caught a different sight from King Asmodeus’s point of view: blue skies. A floor made of clouds. Golden gates. All around him, swords—all pointed at him, threatening to push him off the edge of heaven. Fire. They say you need fire.
Nadia unstuck her hand from Elias's chest and ignored him when he reached for her. She looked around her kitchen. Fire, okay—like Elias made for her? The cinnamon tea? He couldn’t drink anything except blood, so what was she supposed to do? Take a shot of cinnamon whiskey and hope she metabolized it fast enough for him to drink it from her wrist? Maybe not a bad idea. Or maybe just literally set him on fire—?
One blink showed her a red cloak and leather sandals standing in the middle of a whole lot of shining armor. Baptize in fire.
“Oh,” she whispered. She chewed her lips half to hell thinking about it, and then she looked at Elias, the ideas brewing. “Fuck, alright.”
She’d need the cinnamon whiskey after all. And the chili liqueur, because why not? And the ginger liqueur, too. She thanked God up and down that she had all these bottles of alcohol crowding her T.V. stand’s side drawers, and that she hadn’t drank them up already; all the weird bottles she collected had so many uses. Maybe she couldn’t literally baptize him in fire without killing him, but fire-water, blessed firewater, that was the next best thing—wasn’t it? 
Or would this kill him anyway?
It might.
“Hey, Elias?” Her hands shook as she ripped her cabinets open and searched for a specific bottle—the old corked one for olive oil, with a fine glass handle and a spout. She’d found it at the thrift shop ages ago and never knew what to use it for, because she usually just poured oil straight out of the bottle it came in. That was what she’d pour her concoction into after it was blessed, but she also needed a big bowl—like that salad bowl. “Have you, uh, ever been baptized before?”
She made the mistake of glancing over. Elias was a crumpled heap on the floor, getting black shit all over the place. He barely propped himself up on his side; it took a second to answer, given he was bleeding out his mouth. Like he was liquifying from the inside out.
“As,” his cough cut him off and sent a splatter of black blood onto the tile, “as a child. Before,” another wracking cough, “this.”
Before. Okay. Nadia fumbled around the bottles. Of course he was baptized; he was Greek. Orthodox folks did the infant baptism thing like Catholics, so—but would being a vampire cancel it out, or—?
Her panic made it hard to breathe. This could kill him; this really might do worse than whatever curse he had. If he didn’t like her holy medals, if her wards burned him that bad, then what would this do? Her hands shook too much to even get the bottles open; she dropped the ginger liqueur and spilled some on the kitchen island.
Something circled over her wrist, like two bands of fire. They forced her still and steading her hands. Her spine lit up again, and in the back of her mind came that weird version of her own voice, the low purr.
Easy, my girl. Recite your blessing. Argue for it.
The fuck did the demon mean, “argue for it”? What was there to argue for? She would bless this shit, and it’d be, well… blessed. Nadia took a breath and measured three equal parts of her firewater into a broad bowl. King Asmodeus thought he could speak in riddles just because he had the balls to waltz up to the first circle of heaven and stir the pot for her, and she appreciated that, yeah, but how the fuck was she supposed to argue for a blessing—?
Not for the blessed waters, you moose.
Okay, Nadia shook her head free of the voice, whatever, sure.
She rubbed her face and tried to focus. A baptism of fire—so the Holy Spirit had to get involved. That made her think of Pentecost, and the shit she was throwing together was liquid, so basically, she had to make holy (fire)water. Easy. No problem. She had a book of rites and blessings, which she’d found online after sneaking a peak at the thing Fr. John read his own rites from. He used it every year during the blessing of the Easter baskets on Holy Saturday, and she’d finally been standing close enough to read the title a few years ago.
Nadia bolted to her room for that book, as well as her blessed black salt, a rosary, and her bell. Before she left the room, she caught Jesus’s eye: the crucified Jesus, all gleaming brass on her bureau. Just for the fuck of it, Nadia snatched that heavy thing up, too, and she clutched all of it to her chest as she ran back to the kitchen.
She flipped through that book, all while trying not to worry about the big black blob on the floor in her peripheral. Sure enough, there was a holy water blessing for the Vigil of Pentecost, too. Nadia pinched a bit of her salt into the bottle, then begged her three Saints, cinnamon, ginger, and chili, to pour their own life into the blessing, offer their own prayers up to God. And she begged St. Michael the Archangel to make sure this didn’t all go sideways.
“The Lord be with you,” she started, and the second part that was supposed to be read back—well, it didn’t seem like Elias was in any shape to repeat it. So she made eye contact with the one eye he managed to turn to her, and she spoke it for him: “and with your spirit.”
As the whole prayer went on, and she exorcised the alcohol, cut it into a cross in the bowl, cast it to the four corners of the earth, Elias turned his face further and further away. It was her only way to tell her prayer was working: he couldn’t stand to look at it anymore, to the point that he covered his face with his bloodied hands.
This’ll kill him. Nadia’s final amen came out a croak. He’s gonna die—
Apologia. That word hit her in the face. It repeated over and over. Apologia. Apologia. What matters it if—? Apologia. What hurt is it—? Apologia.
Those were words she’d read before. Not the blessed waters, King Asmodeus told her—not the waters, that’s not what she was arguing for. Or, rather, about. When she closed her eyes to focus, she saw an image: a thick black book, gold lettering on its front. And the kind German lecturer that had written it once, well dressed and smiling.
Oh!
Nadia bolted for her room again. It was buried around here somewhere: a translation of the Three Books of Occult Philosophy, where the editor Donald Tyson included bits and pieces of Agrippa’s earlier letters. There’d been one in particular that touched her when she’d read it. Was this what the King meant? To argue not for the blessing—but for Elias to be able to get it? He’d been baptized once—and wasn’t there only one baptism?
Nadia found her copy of the Three Books and ran back to the waters. She found it: page xxv of the introduction, where a direct quote from Agrippa’s 39th epistle was translated. Nadia held it open, cleared her throat, and poured everything she had not only into the alcohol, but into her words, as if she were in court, reading them out to God, a proper apologia:
But to speak as one of the faithful, what matters it if one is the child of an incubus, what hurt is it to have been devoted as an infant to the devil? Are we not all from the nature of our humanity born one mass of sin, malediction, and eternal perdition, children of the devil, children of the Divine wrath, and heirs of damnation, until by the grace of baptism Satan is cast out, and we are made new creatures in Jesus Christ, from whom non can be separated, except by his own offence? 
Nadia looked up at Elias—dipped her fingers in the alcohol and flicked it towards him. It landed a few inches shy of him, and she spoke the next sentence, the last one she needed.
You see now the worth of this position as a plea for judgement, at enmity with law, perilous to receive, scandalous to propound.
The alcohol burned her skin. She rubbed it into herself anyway. Then she bent over the bowl and whispered to it:
“Don’t burn him. Burn the rot, erase the curse, but don’t burn him. He’s not the bad one.”
A big breath left her after that, and all her magic went with it. She felt it all rush out at once. If she hadn’t been near the counter, she might’ve fallen over. Nadia gripped the edge for dear life until her head stopped spinning, and then her hands were on the bowl, and she could’ve sobbed, because she felt a different pressure than King Asmodeus’s then: a pressure deep in her hips and shoulders, as if gravity itself had grown stronger. What felt like a searing hot finger touched her brow, and a great golden flow of warmth dripped onto her head, down her neck, her arms, and out her palms, into that bowl. Her skin felt like it was on fire, and her head ached from the sheer power pouring down.
But the water was done. It was blessed.
Nadia poured it into the oil bottle and corked it, then went to help Elias up. That was a fucking project. Dude acted like it was his first time walking. She slung his arm over her shoulder, then hugged him to her as they shuffled off to the bathroom. No way was she pouring this blessed shit all over her floor and making the whole mess worse.
Once in the bathroom, Nadia looked at him and considered what to do. His clothes were already nasty. No point in trying to peel them off. But if he survived this, Nadia resolved to go chuck his shirt in a bag for him to take home and wash. Nadia ripped her bathtub’s curtain back, with one finger looped through the handle of the bottle. It was hard with only one arm, but she held Elias up through it all, and then she stepped into the bathtub and gently guided him in.
“Come on,” she murmured, “lift your leg. Yup, like that. Lean on me; you can do it.”
By time she’d wrangled him in there, she was surprised she hadn’t dropped the firewater already. She laid in the tub with him, behind him, his back against her stomach and his head on her chest. Her robe became a sticky mess thanks to him, too, and she’d shoved it out of the way to settle him between her legs. She’d just have to wash it later.
His hand reached up to grab her forearm, but his grip was so weak that his fingers nearly slipped off her. His voice was barely a whisper. “I’m afraid.”
Oh, fuck’s sake—
“I’m so afraid,” Nadia made the mistake of pulling his head back and looking into his face. His eyes were wet with tears. “I don’t want to die.”
Nadia's throat closed up in her panic. Afraid of dying? Who wasn’t? And for someone as old as him, surviving all this time, the last time he would’ve felt like this would’ve been—
Wallachia, yes, came that crooning voice in the back of her head. He’s died once already.
Her heart sank into her gut. Well, shit. Nadia rubbed his shoulder and murmured in his ear, “You’re okay. I got you.” She paused, then whispered, “Are you ready?”
His grip got tighter on her arm. Then he coughed, and his hand slipped off—landed on her thigh. “No.” That one word was a wheeze.
Nadia nodded. She shot one more prayer off to God, begging Him to let this go right. Her throat went tight again, and the words came out thick, shaking, as she blinked tears away. “Me, neither.”
Then she bit the cork off the bottle and poured her blessed concoction over his head and down his chest.
He howled, boy. Yelled like he was being burned at the stake. Suddenly, he had all kinds of strength to freak the fuck out in the tub, and she grappled him with everything she had: arms, legs, the whole thing. The sound of glass shattering didn’t even register over his yelling—God, he was going to get the fucking cops called—
King Asmodeus! By the sudden fireworks in her spine, she knew he was still around. A little help, please—!
Her arms and legs wound around him like a vice. Even thrashing, even steaming wherever the alcohol touched him, he couldn’t move all of a sudden; her body became a cage, her bones like steel. The alcohol soaked into his shirt and stayed on his skin the whole time, steaming and fizzing at his skin like peroxide on a wound, and Nadia reached for something for him bite on, anything. Her hand closed on a little face cloth in the towel stand beside the shower; she stuffed the white thing in his mouth, and it helped bring the volume down just a touch.
“Relax, relax, relax,” she hissed in his ear. With some of the greyish steam clearing, she finally got a glimpse of his skin—and it wasn’t melted off, at least, so there was that. In fact, it looked like those lesions were what was causing all that steam to begin with; they fizzed from the edges inward, until they disappeared. “You’re okay. You’re fine. Relax.”
He’s fine. She had to tell herself, too, if only because she could barely believe it. Nadia pulled his head back against her chest. His voice quieted into groans of pain. He’s fine!
Elias’s hand clamped on her thigh and squeezed so hard that it was her turn to yelp. His nails dragged down her skin and left raw, red lines behind. Then he started coughing, hacking—something was blocking his throat. She bucked her hips and pitched him forward until he could hang his head over the side of the tub. Then she rubbed his back while he hacked up a lung. Something finally made him choke, gag, and then he spit up a big ball of what looked like burned roots and crusty black blood and stringy, rope-like bits of dried flesh. It stank like hell, whatever the fuck it was, but it’d been charred down to something the size of a peach pit. 
Then Elias collapsed. And if not for King Asmodeus still hovering nearby, giving her strength she couldn’t conjure on her own, she might’ve let him sleep in his own filth—but she was thankfully able to get him up, drag him to her room, and hoist him onto the bed like an oversized bag of flour. Apparently she’d have to change her sheets later, too.
Whatever. Nadia rubbed the grime off her face and stumbled out of the room. Her single focus was on the cleaning supplies in the hallway closet. I’ll worry about it later.

She had to take a lot of breaks, but she was able to scrub all the shit off the floor, and to get herself (and her tub) cleaned up, too. She’d found a different robe, too: a knee-length blue one she liked to wear after a long shower. When she glanced at the clock, she took comfort in the fact that it was only eleven. She might’ve gotten good amount of sleep, at least.
If she could figure out where to put the vampire, anyway.
King Asmodeus was still around. In fact, Nadia didn’t think he’d ever left. He wanted the last thing she’d promised him, especially after all the extra trouble he went through to help, and it was still technically Tuesday. But as she stood up and wiped her soapy hands on her towel-like robe, she figured she'd have to take a rain check on that—
Until she found herself staring at her front door, all while one sticky hand grabbed her shoulder, and another hand gripped her hip. That hand didn’t stay there, though; it slowly snaked over her lower belly, fingers catching on the edge of her robe, until the whole arm circled over her and pressed her against a man’s chest. Even if King Asmodeus had presence, he didn’t have a real chest like that.
“Elias, hey.” She wet her lips, but she could barely speak; her voice cut to a whisper, “Elias—”
He took her chin so hard that it hurt and tilted her head aside. When she tried to resist, her neck couldn’t handle the pressure and bent in the direction he was pulling her, until one side of her neck was wide open. His lips brushed her skin and made her suck in one big gulp of air; her heartbeat fluttered so fast that she thought she might pass out.
“Hey!” What the fuck was the point of breaking the curse if he was still going to bite her? And the way he held her—it was just like the last time, when she was sure he was going to drink her dry. She panicked, grabbed his arm, but it did not move no matter how hard she pulled. “El—Elias! Don’t—!”
His tongue slid over her skin. Fire burned from her heart up to her cheeks, and she leaned forward to get his mouth off her, but he only picked her up and carried her, kicking and wriggling, to her couch. It didn’t matter. Nothing she could do would get his grip off her—and she was too panicked to get any kind of prayer, spell, anything, in her head. She did try to push her magic on him—to launch a wall of gold at him, to hit him with it—but to her absolute terror, it was no good.
The shadows, the coal-fire—just like she’d taught him, he overcame her magic and swallowed it in his own. Totally overrode it.
Her will scrambled along with her sense. Terror made it impossible to focus as he dropped her onto the couch and crawled on top of her, caging her in with one forearm on either side of her head. He pressed his body to hers, too, so she couldn’t do anything except try to buck him off. He didn’t budge.
“Elias!” His teeth—God, they were all she could see. They were long, sharp, like tiny white shivs. He dipped his head to her neck, and she thought her heart would pop when she felt those two sharp points on her skin. “Elias, you’re going to kill me—!”
He paused.
“You’re—get off me! You’re in no headspace to—!” Whatever happened to make him like this, she knew she didn’t have a chance. “You’re going to—!”
“I won’t,” he whispered, and his voice against her skin made her shudder against him. He curled one arm under her back and held her tight to his chest. “Trust me.”
“I—but—!”
“Shh.” His lips pressed to her throat, but not his teeth. “Your heart is beating too fast. Breathe slower.”
The fuck do you mean, “breathe slower”? She could barely breathe at all, what with the feeling of his lips at her neck.
“I won’t hurt you.” Every whisper tickled her skin. “I would never.”
She slapped his arm so hard that her hand stung. “You already did!”
Not this way, maybe. Not with biting and blood-sucking. But all the same—
“A mistake,” he murmured. “I won’t make it again.” Then he kissed her neck, and her face burned. “Please, Nadia—I need you.”
He laid heavier on her, forcing her legs even farther apart as he settled between them. Elias’s lips skated over her shoulder, her collarbone, then the hollow of her throat.
“Please,” he rasped against her skin. “It hurts. It still hurts; everything hurts.”
She squeezed her eyes shut, and with no easy way out of this one, she blurted, “Jesus Christ, fine! But not too—!”
The pop of her skin breaking, and the fiery pain of fangs sinking into her neck, made her yelp. It burned around where he’d bitten, but that soon gave way to an altogether different kind of fire, one that burned her up from the top of her head to her toes as her heart lurched. The draw of her blood out of her neck ruined her sense of equilibrium, and had she not been laying down, she might’ve fallen over. As it was, she still felt she might fall back—fall through the couch, down into the void. So she lifted her legs and wrapped them around his hips, if only to feel like she was anchored to something.
Each drag made Elias lay his weight a little less on her, but he met her hips with his own; the buckle of his belt brushed against her in a way that made her thoughts go quiet. His free hand snaked under her head and grabbed a fistful of her hair, and as the burn kept rising through her body—at her inner thighs, the tops of her shoulders, her cheeks—she felt a spark catch right in her chest, ignited by that stupid buckle.
“El—”
Then he pressed his hips harder against hers. Crushed her chest to his.
What the fuck? She was positive he said this wasn't something intimate, and yet there she was, unraveling into a mess under him. All the struggle had tugged her robe’s sash open, and Elias was so absorbed in drinking from her that he pushed it out of the way, gripped her bare shoulder tight. She whimpered. Everywhere he’d touched her and pressed on her lit up her nerves. She was burning to nothing underneath him, and she clutched his shirt as if she could do anything about it—but all she got in response was another roll of his hips, and her brain might as well have tumbled out the back of her head.
Then Elias pulled his fangs out of her neck so fast that she felt empty, open. He licked the puncture marks closed—and he kissed that spot so softly that she thought her bones would melt into jelly.
“Alright, alright,” the sudden wooziness made her head loll back, even as her heart fluttered from the soft press of his lips, “Elias, come on, get off—mmph!”
He kissed her. She couldn’t breathe. His tongue swiped her lips, and his hand tightened so hard on her hair that it hurt. She squeaked in surprise when he nipped her bottom lip, and that was all he needed to get in.
She didn’t understand what was happening, even as she tasted her own blood on his tongue. Nor did she understand why his arm slipped out from underneath her, or why his barely-warm hand crept over her ribs, then palmed her breast. She understood her feelings just fine—the way her skin burned where he touched her, and the fire it stoked in her chest until she couldn’t feel anything but his hand—but this was Elias. The guy who was always collected, quiet—measured and careful. The one who insisted he didn’t feel anything for her, and that all his behavior so far was just hospitality.
She might've pushed him off her and called him on this bullshit, but then he grinded his hips against her again, and this time, there was a lot more substance straining against that buckle. No arguing with that, that was for sure. Between the buckle and the roughness of his jeans, she caught fire all over again, knocking any doubts away; she was sure she felt her own pulse beating everywhere except her actual chest, and she was damn sure Elias wouldn't have been able to spin this behavior as just a mistake again.
Or maybe he can—
“Nadia,” he whispered when he finally broke the kiss. He dropped his face into her neck and squeezed her waist so hard that she winced. Then he pulled away. “I’m sorry.”
She sat there, legs still wrapped around his waist, seeing nothing but his blood-flushed and beautiful face, and she muttered, “For what?”
The hand he’d had in her hair dragged down her bare chest as he sat back. It settled on her hips; his fingers dug into her skin. He looked her over, the robe open and half off, her chest heaving, and his face creased as if he were still in pain.
“I don’t have the words for it,” he said. “Everything, I suppose.”
Oh, fuck you. “That’s not an apology.” When Elias paused, she huffed. “You can’t name one single thing? Must not bother you that much, then.”
His eyes slipped closed, and he shook his head. “No,” he breathed. When he looked at her again, there was such a sad sparkle in his eyes; his face fell. “I’ve been pitiful. I hurt you to protect myself, then ran to you to save me. What am I, but a coward?”
Oh. That was… honest. Nadia tried to respond, “I mean, that’s—”
“I drank from you while you were asleep once, on the night you came to me cursed and weak,” he whispered as he trailed a finger down her face, and that made her freeze. So she had been right about how light-headed she was. “Then I lied about it.”
Bitch!
“I said terrible things to you when you were trying to be honest with me over dinner. Told you so many lies. And then, I thought if I couldn’t have you, nobody else should.”
“Jesus, Elias—”
All this bullshit was scrambling her head. She pressed a hand into his chest, tried to drag herself away from him, but he followed her. He grabbed her wrist and hovered over her; he pushed through her arm until her back was on the couch again. Hovering over her, Elias studied every inch of her face.
“Some things, I would do again. Those, I’m not sorry for. But,” his gaze flicked to her lips, “I’m still a coward. I’m terrified of you, Nadia. I don’t know what to do with you. Or about you.” He kissed her jaw, then whispered in her ear. “I think I might be going insane.”
Her heart fluttered. She tried to relax, but her face was already red-hot. This was it, then. The stupid part of her, the one holding out hope all this time—this was what it'd been looking for. It was as close to a confession that she would get, she knew, and in a different context, she might’ve bitched him out and smacked him with a broom, but with them tangled together like this? After hearing that? As she melted under him, she chuckled and muttered, “Yeah, well, that makes two of us, I guess—”
To her surprise, he let her get all those words out before he kissed her again. It was a torturously slow kiss, all things considered; it was soft, sweet enough to make her drowsy, but it was like some invisible thread was stitching them together. They ended up pressed to each other, kissing faster, her hands sliding up to his shoulders to wrap around his neck—
Then he pulled her hands off him. He bent down and kissed her chest, right where her heart was. The fucker could probably feel it beating. His other hand slipped under her robe and grabbed her waist, and before she could say anything else, he pulled her off the couch and picked her up bridal style.
“Hey, what are you—?”
She caught the clock when she looked up: 11:12 P.M. By the shiver that wracked her, and the flash of heat crossing the air, she sighed and let her head hang back. It looked like there’d be no rain check for the King—especially not with how Elias’s head dipped to her neck. His hair tickled her face, and his lips brushed her throat.
“Is everything alright?” His words hummed against her skin.
She slipped her hand into his hair. It was so soft. So easy to twist her fingers in. And his fingers—the way they squeezed her leg as he held onto her, and the thought of his belt buckle—
Nadia lifted his face and kissed him, then bit his lip and tugged it as she pulled away. She said, “It will be.”
And that was the last she saw of her living room for a while.
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If not for the sunrise, Elias never would’ve left her bed. 
However, she came to his quickly enough, once he promised to let her clean her sheets and their sticky, blood-soaked clothes at his house. Better that than have humans in the loft’s laundry room seeing the black-crusted sheets and wonder. And that way, he could have her to himself for the rest of the night, with no fear of the sun.
Had he ever been so enamored with a creature? The way she looked at him when she’d finished loading the washing machine, and she saw he had a bottle of Riesling already opened—that was the look he didn’t realize he’d missed. Something had snapped between them, some single chain of restraint; it’d crumbled away, and there stood his sorceress in her fullness, unencumbered by the past month of his terrible choices. With the half-lidded eyes, razor thin smile, and something dark, hungry, ancient in her stare, she was the Thing in the woods from every folktale his father ever told, the kakodaimon out to haunt his steps and leave him scarred from her torments.
No doubt she would’ve, if not for the blood he stole during their frequent clashes over the next couple of nights. Her nails shredded his skin, and her teeth were just as cruel as his—all his penance for the month prior, no doubt. The magic in her palms burned him: a thumbprint on his stomach, a hand print on his hip. Gone was the blushing, stuttering human; this was a monster, hell bent on devouring him, and he rivaled her fervor, losing himself in the taste and feel of his sorceress.
Each time, he took mouthfuls of blood from her neck, her breasts, her thighs, that he might not walk around maimed and branded like a mule. But he wouldn’t have had it any other way. The dark of his bedroom became something of a confessional booth afterwards, as both of them shared thoughts and secrets they'd hidden from each other in the past few months. Even if Elias hadn't told her everything he'd done, he could at least tell her enough to let her relax against him, and to smile the way she used to again.
And to watch her sleep in his bed those nights, to eventually drift off himself with her wrapped in his arms—he thought there could be no better deterrent for his night terrors than this. He thought of no past and no future; he lived in the present, where his sorceress lived, and he wouldn’t let her go. Nobody else could have the shining star he’d found, the guiding light he’d follow anywhere.
Though she looked troubled sometimes, when she thought he wasn’t paying attention. There was something on her mind that she wouldn’t tell him; she wiped the expression away quickly enough when she saw him looking at her. Such was the case on the night of the Báthory House’s event, when he came in to see her preparing the bar.
They’d added a few different wine-based drinks to the menu per Hatcher's request, and she was there with Lily, cleaning their tools and checking their inventory. The dread witch saw him come first and scowled at him, as she had all month long. No doubt Rose had told her everything, if not Nadia. He had yet to speak to Rose, though it seemed she doubled down on her affection for Lily after his outburst; Nadia told him she’d started letting the witch stay in her apartment, for the sake of teaching, and so she wouldn’t be alone.
After the event, there were so many things he would have to mend.
When Nadia saw him coming, she smiled, but she kept focused on the cocktail shaker in her hand. She was mixing something in it—and when he came behind the bar to look over her shoulder, he saw her fussing with mint and simple syrup, crushing the bright green leaves with the muddler.
Elias glanced at the empty winery. They’d closed it to other customers for the night; nobody was there except Nadia, Cormier, and Lily, who had disappeared to get more wine from the storeroom.
He tapped the shaker and dipped his head to her ear. “Who is this for?”
Nadia paused when his chest brushed her back. “Me,” she said.
“You shouldn’t drink before work.”
“Trust me, I won’t even feel it.” She stuck her hand out, and it shook; the light caught the many charmed rings on her fingers. “You see that?”
She’d expressed her nervousness to him already, what with the event date fixed on Good Friday. It was the only reason Lily was on bar duty with her that night: that she might have extra help, on this night when God was thought to be dead. The night before, she’d even tried to remedy Elias’s mistake with Duke Berith, though when he hadn’t appeared for a fresh bowl of wine and blood, Nadia grew even more unsettled. 
Still, Elias listened to her heart, but it wasn’t beating erratically—at least, not until he pressed closer to her and whispered in her ear, “You could come to my office.”
“Uh—!” That shaking hand whipped behind her and slapped his hip, and she huffed. “Get the fuck out.”
But she’d flushed red again, all the way to the tips of her ears. He chuckled and kissed her jaw, then the hollow of her throat—felt her little grumble of protest against his lips.
“Ew, gross!” Lily came back, bottles of blood and wine alike clinking together in her hands. “No PDA at the bar!”
“Go,” Nadia said, and she turned to give him a quick kiss. “Liam said he needs you to help him with something.”
Elias caged a sigh. The ugly work had to be done, yes—but as he drifted away from his sorceress, he said, “Make sure both of you take a break tonight. Come find me when you do.”
She only waved him off with a smile, and the dread witch shot him another narrow-eyed frown as she put bottles in the mini-fridge. Elias then set off to find Cormier, who was in the winery’s basement, working quickly to unpack the long-forgotten spires they used to host live casks. His face was pinched in something darker than concentration, the greenish, poisonous sweat dripping from his hairline. When he saw Elias coming, there were no words to share between them; there was only the task at hand.
It took an hour, but then they had five large spires erected in the middle of the winery’s dining area, around a raised parquet that would act as a stage. He’d caught his sorceress eyeing them, curious, but he hadn’t explained them to her. She would find out soon enough, and no doubt she would be as repulsed as Cormier was while connecting the segments of the spires together. 
Tables clustered around the room, already set with dark linens and seating arrangements; the staff, properly glamored to forget the night’s events, hurried to set vases of flowers around and carry small bites from the kitchen to one especially long table towards the windows. Their large curtains were drawn for the night, and before them were tables of carefully set wine towers for guests who weren’t interested in harder drinks. Outside, too, with the snow having finally melted, they had the space to set up outdoor tables and tents with heating lamps for the overflow of guests.
Outside, Elias heard the crackle of rapidly freezing ice, and he turned to witness the ice bloom across the patio in staggered circles. A stocky, bald man with a face like a bulldog’s suddenly materialized in the shadows: one of Vovk’s watchmen. There were four of them that night, there to observe, and the watchman let Elias know where they’d be stationed, and how they might be of service if anything were to go wrong.
Elias didn’t understand what Vovk thought might happen, but then, there had been another Council meeting in March that Elias had been too ill to attend. Whatever the case, a new edict had come: a House had to disclose any magicians in their service, and they could only have three at any given time. However, there were no limits on teaching magic to the vampires themselves—and Vovk had told Elias that he’d already approached Nadia to ask if she might be interested in leading such workshops and classes. He was apparently frustrated that the sorceress still hadn’t given him a response, and Elias had to explain, in some shame, his role in her delay.
“Well, let’s hope such a distraction is behind her,” Vovk had said over the phone the night before. “She is contracted to your House as a magician, correct?”
“I had her and her friend sign the Council notice forms—”
“No. boy. Is she contracted as a magician? Or under any other form of contract with you? This is important, especially with the newest edict. You’ve received a copy of it, yes?”
“Yes, of course.” It’d come in the mail that Wednesday. “But she’s only contracted under the winery as an employee. I have no other rights to her.”
“Then draw something up immediately. The registry and contract of your magicians is crucial to their safety as much as ours. I’ll e-mail you the template for contracting magicians Vacher drafted. This is to be done before April 10th, per the Council’s agreement.”
Elias had an ever-growing list of things to do after this ridiculous event, it seemed. He elected to put those things out of his mind for the night, however, and simply focus on overseeing the winery. Soon enough, guests began trickling in, their cars filling the parking lot, and the once quiet winery became a madhouse, what with humans and vampire alike filling the space with raucous laughter and crowding the bar for drinks. It was easy enough to tell the vampires from the humans, what with how vampires didn’t wear coats in the cold, and how the young humans wore no necklaces, or kept their shirt collars unbuttoned for easy access to their necks.
It was good to have three bartenders there once Cormier cleaned up enough after his bout of labor; the three of them worked in perfect unison around the 360 bar, even as the bartending performances Lily and Nadia put on drew ever more people around to watch. Elias wasn’t so naïve as to think rumors of their magic hadn’t spread; the Council edict alone was enough for the members of any House to know something had happened, and yet, to see those two work, one might’ve wondered: were they truly sorcerers, or simply stage magicians playing tricks?
And such tricks they played. Holding a match to a burst of orange peel over an Aperol spritz, creating a little fireball, or doing a shake and toss that started in Nadia’s hand and “magically” ended in Lily’s, and all the jet cuts, high altitude straining, and multi-pours—all in between the banter, and the coordinated movements, as if Nadia and Lily were actors and dancers as much as bartenders. Dollar bills soon made a bouquet in one big empty glass on the counter.
Elias tried to stay out of the fray and focused on supporting his staff where he could as they rushed to serve the guests. This wasn’t his event, nor was he any major focus. However, he couldn’t keep away from the less pleasant politics of the night, what with Hatcher and Rákóczi making rounds through the winery. Wherever they went, a small crowd of sycophantic fledglings and especially opportunistic humans followed. Elias didn’t expect Rákóczi to notice him by the wine towers, explaining the different bottles of wine they also had on display to one curious, dark-haired man—yet a few hours into the night, the time-lost Hungarian noble called him over.
“Ah! Mr. Belevonis, our good host, come! Come speak with us!”
Elias excused himself and let the young waitress attending the tables pick up his explanation. He arranged his face into a mask of neutrality, even as the patriarch’s teeth flashed from behind his lips and something venomous glinted in his dark eyes. Hatcher hovered nearby, silent, though his tight smile revealed more plainly the hostility that Rákóczi hid in his gaze.
“I must say: you’ve outdone yourself this year, between the quality of your wares and the entertainment,” Rákóczi said, motioning with his glass of blood towards the bar. “Though I’m confused: you have such fascinating talent with that woman, and yet… she’s just a bartender?”
Hatcher’s lip curled into a smirk, which he failed to hide behind his own glass of blood. He sipped it, watched the women, and his brow quirked as Elias chose his words carefully to mask his irritation.
“Ms. Wojcik wears many masks in her day-to-day life, Mr. Rákóczi.” He tore his eyes off Hatcher and watched Nadia and Lily work the crowd that still hadn’t thinned from around the bar. As Nadia flipped a bottle off her elbow for Lily to catch, a wolfish grin split her lips. But the way she sighed and rolled her shoulders after, Elias knew: she was working too hard. She needed a break. “It’d be a waste to keep her focused on only one thing.”
“Hmm. I see. But you mustn’t let her work all night; we’d love to have her tell our families a little something, maybe demonstrate her skills, too. And who is that black-haired thing with her? The one who smiles like a demon?” Rákóczi’s eyes glittered. “Is she only an employee? I’ve been watching her all night, and there’s something… strange, I should say, about her presence.”
“Ms. Moretti is an employee, just as Ms. Wojcik is.”
“Oh?” Rákóczi glanced at him. “Just the same? I assume you mean that she, too, is a—?”
Elias nodded, and Hatcher watched Lily more closely, even as Rákóczi’s smile stretched under his mustache.
“Two magicians already? By God, and here we were lucky to come across our one by chance! Where is he, Robert, by the way?”
“I think Emily dragged him outside an hour ago.”
“Oh,” Rákóczi chuckled, “well, that’s no good. Poor boy’ll expire at this rate. Anyway, Mr. Belevonis, I’m shocked to see another of these creatures already under you. If we hadn’t had that edict drafted, who knows how many more you would’ve collected? Sorry to miss you at the latest meeting, by the way. I heard you’d had some sort of trouble?”
Elias grew uneasy. How many things have you heard? “Unfortunately, yes. But if you’ll excuse me, Mr. Rákóczi, I should check on my staff. Ms. Moretti and Ms. Wojcik can’t bear this workload as long as Mr. Cormier can; they need a break.”
“Oh, good, yes! Wonderful timing. They can watch as we begin our judgement. And perhaps later, they can tell us all about themselves.”
Elias shook his head. “With all due respect, I don’t think they’ll be interested in such a thing—”
“No, I assure you, they will.” Again, Rákóczi flashed a sharp smile, his eyes black as night. “Your orphan boy there will be able to handle an empty bar alone, no?”
Before Elias could answer, Rákóczi put his fingers to his lips and whistled. Elias winced at the noise, but he slipped away from Rákóczi while he had the chance. Rákóczi called to the gaggle of vampire and human guests alike, and the staff opened the doors to the patio area so the overflow outside could be included in his summons. Elias waited for the crowd to thin before approaching the bar, where Nadia and Lily finally deflated.
“God,” Nadia sighed. She slapped Lily’s back, jerking the girl around as she tried to re-do her loose ponytail. “When’s the last time we had a rush like that?”
“Fuck if I know. I need a smoke.”
“You did well,” Elias said, and he glanced at Cormier, who came around to join them. “All of you. Cormier, are you able to look after the bar while these two take their break?”
“Yeah, yeah, let ‘em go. I’ll,” he glanced around at the mess of water rings and empty glasses on the counters, “get this cleaned up, I guess.”
“Good. Now,” he looked to the sorceresses and sighed, “come. Rákóczi wants to have you in the dining area.”
“What? Why?” Nadia slumped onto the counter in dismay. Then she whined, “Don’t make me deal with him again; I don’t wanna deal with him…”
Lily glanced between them. “Who’s Rákóczi? That guy on the stage over there?”
Nadia stood up straight. “Yeah, he’s—”
“Come, gather, my friends!” Rákóczi’s voice rang from the dining room. 
Elias motioned for the sorceresses to follow him. They did so, even if grudgingly, and Elias stayed behind them as they joined the crowd. There were far too many people, as Elias expected; many were stuck by the doors outside as the dining room filled. Rákóczi, however, seemed to enjoy staring into such a crowded sea of faces, and with Hatcher and Sohn both joining him on the parquet, he clapped his hands together.
“I do hope you’ve been enjoying the night. Please show our hosts some gratitude,” he motioned to Elias and the sorceresses, and the people around them made a little room, “for the lovely space, and the food and drink.” As the applause rang out, Rákóczi fixed that black stare on Elias, his smile tight, and after it died down, he continued. “Ever the faithful host, Mr. Belevonis; we thank you for yet another wonderful year, and for accommodating our House’s inauguration ceremonies! 
“Indeed,” he looked around to the people—to the parents who puffed with pride besides the sons and daughters they were about to offer up, and to the other human adults, those executives and investors and even minor statesmen at the starts of their careers—and he sighed with satisfaction, “it is an honor, to welcome ever more members to House Báthory, and to give you all the gifts my great-grandmother won for us so many years ago. They didn’t understand her genius then, or the medicine she’d created—but you, all of you, yes, you know the beauty, and the power, that comes with the blood of Erzabet Báthory. But first, before we come and induct all our wonderful allies, who have worked so hard for us—and their children, those spotless lambs—we might first decide the fates of a few of our less than faithful family.” 
Elias pressed closer to his sorceress and her friend as the crowd crushed around them, creating space for five people to be carried down by Rákóczi’s men. They were dressed in white robes, with their hands bound in rope, sacrifices; they had cloth sacks over their head, loosely held there with ribbon around their necks. 
“These unfortunate ones… they might’ve become part of our House. And they might still yet, after we deliberate, and we make our judgements! But otherwise, well,” Rákóczi shrugged, “they’ll at least be a lovely nightcap for those who still have the room to drink.”
A ripple of laughter echoed through the room as Rákóczi’s men hoisted the five bodies up to the spires. On each one was a hook, which was slipped through those ropes; they also had plates that could be extended at the bottom and raised up, to offload the weight of the bodies and take the stress off their shoulders. 
“Jeez,” Lily whispered to Nadia, “on Good Friday? That’s… that’s today, right?”
“Yeah…”
One by one, the spires were set with their sacrifices, and Elias regretted to see it—especially with how Nadia turned to him, her face creased in alarm.
“What the hell are they—?”
Elias shook his head, and she fell silent, though she chewed her lip to pieces. He took her chin and gently pulled her lip free. If her skin were to break, and anyone caught her scent—
“Our first offender,” Rákóczi’s voice cut through the watchful silence, “is Gregory Comtois.”
The ribbon was loosed from the neck of the man farthest to the right, and the hood removed. A young man, surely no older than Nadia, hung his head low; he looked to be only sleeping, what with the rise and fall of his chest, but the blood crusting at his head suggested he’d put up a fight before he was taken. 
The rest of the captives were much the same way: one by one, the sacks came off, and the humans—men and women who had no doubt done something to anger one of the vampires of Báthory—were laid before the crowd like meat hanging from the butcher’s rack. The last one, on the center spire, however, Rákóczi came to remove the hood from himself.
“And finally, here, we will begin our judgement: with the long lost Aurélie DuPont, finally come home to us.”
What?
The crowd gasped as the sack came off, murmurs filling the room, and Rose’s red hair spilled around her shoulders. Elias didn’t understand. How had the Báthory House found her? Where? She had no marks on her, no bruises or blood, yet still, her breathing—it was so weak. He couldn’t have heard her pulse over the crowd’s many thudding hearts, yet—
Lily stilled, her wide eyes glazed with confusion. “Is that… Is that—?” 
Rákóczi’s gaze locked onto Elias. “Mr. Belevonis. I understand you know this girl. How does she call herself now? Something like Rose, I heard?”
“Oh my God!” Lily shot forward, but Elias clamped a hand on her shoulder and held her still. Nadia, too, gripped her arm. “What the fuck—what did you do to Rose—?”
Nadia turned to him, panicked as she clapped her hand on the witch’s mouth. “Elias—!”
“Oh.” Rákóczi’s brows shot up. “I see one of your magicians is familiar with the girl? Interesting. It seems little Aurélie lived quite the life, hiding right under our noses. Isn’t that so, Mr. Hatcher?”
The lawyer gave one slow nod, a satisfied smile stretching his lips.
“Now, surely, all my friends here tonight remember the DuPonts. Good family, helping us secure the northern areas of the state—until they made a push south, into territories Mr. Hatcher was tasked with surveying. Forgive me, Mr. Hatcher, for rehashing these unpleasant memories,” Rákóczi said with a glance to the lawyer, who only shrugged, “but all this time, I’d thought the matter was settled. Mr. Hatcher and Mr. Sohn and all the DuPonts went west for a while, and the humans of the family were disposed of. So I’d heard. Yet somehow, by some miracle, one little mouse got away—and found herself with a new name, under the protection of a certain Elias Belevonis.”
The weight of hundreds of stares settled on them. Lily struggled against his grip, but when he tightened his hand on her shoulder, she froze. Then she turned and speared him with a glassy-eyed glare, tears welling in her eyes. She bit her lip so hard that it bled, and the scent hit Elias: smoke and something bitter. But he understood. He, too, would’ve liked to rip Rákóczi’s head from his shoulders and plant it on the top of one of these spires. Yet he felt it in his bones: this was a plot deeper than any long-forgotten feud between Báthory families.
“How did she get into your care Mr. Belevonis?” Rákóczi cocked his head, crossed his arms. “I do wonder. Was it perhaps the meddling of a certain eastern fellow I know? The one whose rats creep around this winery, even now?”
Grunting, gurgling, and the crack of bone echoed over the heads of the crowd—and there in the corners of the room, the illusion of invisibility dropped off Vovk’s men. Their blood ran clear as ice melt over the floors, weeping from holes that great clumps of black bramble had torn through their chests, snapping their sternums and overtaking their ribs. Elias shuddered, as he knew: only he could see the growing, blackened vines extending from the felled men.
“Mr. Rákóczi,” Elias started, and he tried to ignore the weight of the crowd’s staring; he was well aware that, for all his, Nadia’s, and Lily’s magic, and his own strength, they had no chance of overcoming easily a hundred other vampires, “please. Rose is no longer a DuPont. You have no reason to—”
“Ah-ah,” Rákóczi raised a hand, “please don’t misunderstand me, Mr. Belevonis. Our sweet Aurélie isn’t in any trouble, no—is she, Mr. Hatcher?”
Hatcher stepped up and inspected Rose. “No. I think we might let bygones be bygones. The girl was only a child, anyhow. Who could blame her for adults’ mistakes?”
Rákóczi looked out to the crowd. “Well? Might any of you blame her?” When a resounding no came, along with boos and scoffs, Rákóczi held his hands out. “Then there we are! The sins of the father aren’t the sins of the child, after all; no reason we should have to let this night be her last. In fact, this may very well be the first night of a new life for her, if only Mr. Hatcher would do the honors—!”
“No!”
It was Nadia who barked that protest, cutting Rákóczi’s words off. Hatcher had already begun reaching for Rose, but he paused when Nadia spoke. Elias started to hiss a warning, but she shot him a look made of ice, and she took Lily’s hand—Lily, who had tears rolling down her cheeks as she stared at Rákóczi with burning hatred. Nadia coaxed Lily away from Elias, and she took a couple steps closer to the parquet—ignored the few vampires and humans in front of her, who stared at her with strange smiles fixed on their face.
“Don’t,” Nadia said. Of all the heartbeats in the room, Elias could hear hers above them: it hammered, knocking wildly in her chest. “Rose wants nothing to do with vampires, Mr. Rákóczi. She isn’t a pledge to your House. If anything, she’s pledged to Elias now; it’s between them—”
“Mm, yes, but,” Rákóczi glanced at Hatcher and Sohn, who watched Nadia closely, “that was under false pretenses, wasn’t it? Little Aurélie was always meant to be one of ours. A smuggling operation and a name change isn’t enough to erase the contract her parents wrote for her before their mistakes. We still have it, you know, and good thing. If she’s alive, then the original contract still stands.”
Elias’s stomach twisted. He didn’t dare glance around, but he hoped Cormier was smart enough to see the situation and call Vovk—or had Rákóczi planned for that, as well? Where was the boy? He didn’t dare to turn and look, not with the women in front of him, at the mercy of this bloodthirsty crowd.
Nadia let out a deep sigh, and around her head, five stone arrowheads spawned from golden light, as if the gold of her hair were fragmenting away into grains of sand and creating those sharp points. Elias’s heart lurched. He reached for her, but she pressed a hand to him that burned, and he hissed as his shirt stuck to his damaged skin. For all she said she wouldn’t have much magic, it seemed she still reserved enough—and those arrowheads, they spun, their sharp points aimed at Rákóczi.
“Mr. Rákóczi, I’ll ask nicely one time: let her go.” Nadia squared her shoulders. “Let her go, or you’re gonna have problems. You know I don’t need to reach you to get you. Or anyone else,” she glanced around, “that’s already one of your House.”
Nadia—!
The patriarch barked a laugh at her boldness, and then he tilted his head back and bellowed with laughter, as echoed by the crowd. Sohn’s shoulders shook in silent laughter, and Hatcher put a big paw on Rose’s leg as he laughed, too.
“Oh, Ms. Wojcik, please,” Rákóczi said as he wiped a tear from his eye. Then he snapped his fingers, and a dozen human men around them shifted. Steel clicked, and Elias turned to look down the barrel of a gun. Nadia and Lily both gave themselves away, with their rapidly beating hearts, though had Elias had any heartbeat, he, too, might’ve come to panic. The Báthory patriarch continued, “Threats are so boring, aren’t they? Why don’t we instead barter a little?”
Barter? Elias glimpsed past the gun, and the middle-aged man holding it; he looked to the bar, and he didn’t see Cormier there. His throat cinched. Where is the boy? What is—?
“Define ‘barter’ for me,” Nadia said. Her voice was hard, unshaken, even as her heartbeat played its crazed rhythm.
“Hmm.” When Elias looked back to Rákóczi, the patriarch smiled, satisfied, and he signaled to the gunmen. They put their guns away, and Nadia, too, dispelled her arrowheads. Lily stuck close to Nadia, though her stare was fixed on Hatcher and Rose. “I was thinking we might have a trade.”
“Rákóczi,” Elias bit out, but Nadia whipped around and stared him down. She motioned for him to be still, and the Báthory patriarch raised his brows, blinking in surprise.
“Goodness. Quite the lioness you have, Mr. Belevonis. How I’d hate for my wife to cow me with a look like that.” When he chuckled, so too did the crowd, as if they were but one organism, all connected to each other. “In fact, I think I’d like to take her off your hands. She’d make a beautiful pair with our own boy—might even teach him how to use his claws a little better. Where is he? Mr. Thornston, might you come up?”
The crowd once again broke, and down the open column they made, the Thornston boy came. He adjusted his tweed jacket, smoothed over his red button-down, and approached the stage with an air of pride, recognition, as he joined Rákóczi and the lawyers on that stage. He stared down at Nadia with a smug smile, though he was pale, with dark circles under his eyes. Elias was sure that Emily woman had once again fed on him, and perhaps too much, with the way he lightly shook his head.
“So here’s my trade, Ms. Wojcik.” He came around Rose and ran his knuckle down the skirt of her robe, which made Lily start for him before Nadia held her back. “I’ll give this Rose back; by all means, she isn’t much to us anymore. Everyone’s happy if she gets to walk away from all of this, no? In return, however, what I want is you. You, and perhaps your little friend there—as she’s like you, isn’t she?”
Lily strained against Nadia’s arm and hissed, “We’re not doing shit for—!”
“Shh, Lily, stop!” 
Rákóczi sighed. “Such bite, both of you. Truly, you would do wonders for our House. Mr. Thornston’s been trying to get you to understand this for ages now: how great it’d be, for teacher and student to be together again.”
Thornston said with slow blink and a slimy smile, “Her only flaw is how stubborn she is. A shame it’s come to this, isn’t it, Nadia?”
“Ah, but even stubbornness gives way under the right circumstances.” Rákóczi winked at Nadia, then looked out to the crowd. “So tonight, friends, let it be known: the Báthory House is the House of Southern New England. And we’ll make sure of it, by gathering every good sorcerer to our side. Who could challenge a House whose pledges can create calamity before and after their turning? What use is a Council, even, when we have these beauties to teach you all their ways—against both the institutions of Man and even the vampires of other Houses?”
“Rákóczi,” Elias said again, and this time, he didn’t pause when Nadia looked at him, “you as a patriarch were there when the latest edict was drafted. You know you can’t have more than three magicians in your House.”
“Three human magicians,” Rákóczi said with a serpentine smile. Elias froze as his shining eye fixed on Nadia. “But there’s no limit to how many vampires might better learn to use their own gifts. And while we’re all here tonight,” he extended a hand, and the few people in front of him parted, so as to make a path for Nadia, “why don’t we begin with a switch? Ms. Wojcik, won’t you come take sweet Rose’s place on the spire?”
The smile on Thornston’s face fell as Rákóczi spoke. He eyed the patriarch, and his lips pressed into a thin, bloodless line. Elias stepped forward, a hand on both Nadia and Lily’s shoulders, and he shook his head.
“They’re contracted to my House; they can’t be—”
“No, they aren’t.” Rákóczi barely looked at him. “I checked. You only claimed responsibility for their knowledge of vampires. Ms. Wojcik spoke truthfully when she said she was beholden to no House. So why not come to mine, Ms. Wojcik? Come, and be young and beautiful forever with us. Take your pick of anything in the world. And don’t take that old bag Vovk’s silly offer, of some workshop or some nonsense for other vampires.
“Our House is the only one you need to concern yourself with, not these other crumbling names. Come, now. Come up, save your precious Rose. Your friend there—she doesn’t seem to be too happy to see the poor girl strung up like this. Won’t you make her feel better?” Then he looked to Lily. “And you! I might offer you the gift, too, if—”
“Hell no.”
Rákóczi blinked, surprised, then fixed a tight smile back on his face. He faced Nadia again, hand still outstretched.
“Nadia,” Elias whispered, “wait—”
He knew she didn’t want to become a vampire, and yet, he couldn’t understand why she waved him off. Couldn’t understand why she stared at the floor, as if considering this—and it was entirely incomprehensible to him why she stepped forward and took a deep breath.
“Alright,” she said. “Fine. I’ll—”
The lights cut. In the darkness, the rapid stretch of bramble crept from the bodies of Vovk’s men—then tore through the vampires crowding the parquet.
Tore through the humans crowding the parquet. Grabbed them and twisted heads off shoulders, speared them and pulled their insides out as they retracted. People screamed as the iron stink of so many types of blood filled the dining area. Elias grabbed for Nadia and Lily, but a branch came between them, forcing them apart and aiming for Elias’s stomach.
“Elias—!”
He twisted away from the branch just as it struck, and even though he didn’t know what good it would do, he brought his magic to his palms and grabbed for the branch with only thoughts of fire and smoking coals on his mind. The branch stung him, its rough bark lined with poisonous barbs, and the black rot dug under his skin—but then the branch, dry as it was, caught fire.
In a moment, the whole branch—thick as a tree, dark and shiny with its poison sap—went ablaze. The sap burned and made a horrible vapor, but the light it gave off was enough for Nadia and Lily to see him. He covered his mouth and nose with his shirt, and the other two did the same. Then he shouted over the screams and the crush of people trying to flee.
“Get Rose—!”
More bramble came, snaking across the floor and over the many bodies already strewn about. They crashed down on tables, knocked over the wine towers and sent wine and glass spraying everywhere. The growl and bark of dogs disoriented Elias as he tried to get away from the branches, and the fire from the first burning vine had luckily been contained by the flood of liquid, but it still created a wall of flame that Elias couldn’t get past. It burned so high that, along with the mess of bodies still running, he lost sight of the sorceresses. His only focus was on avoiding the rush and stab of vines; his hands were already weeping black blood from open sores made by the bramble’s thorns, and the muscle tingled, the hands difficult to flex.
Flashes of gold, crackles of smoke and silver, and yet more fire sprouted up somewhere towards the parquet. It was the only sign Elias had that the sorceresses were holding their own. He hoped, as the crowd and the vines herded him out to the bar, that they wouldn’t fall; it made him sick to think he could do nothing for them then, not so far away and still surrounded by the shrieking stampede. The vines and bramble continued to cleave through vampire and human alike; it all created so many bodies to stumble over.
Elias forced his way out of the current and broke off towards the stairs, towards his office. He shot up the steps as the vines chased him, and as he turned the corner, he ran into Cormier. Without thinking, Elias snagged a fistful of Cormier’s shirt and dragged him to the office. The boy yelped; the vines scrambled after them as they both ran down the hall. Only when Elias had gotten them inside and slammed the door did he feel like he could breathe—though the scratching of the vines against the door, and the peek of smaller tendrils under it, told him this room wouldn’t hold.
“Mr. B, what the hell—?”
“Wait.” 
Elias looked around for something, anything, that might help, and his eyes snagged on the many pens on his desk. He had no materials, no stones or herbs or bones or anything of the sort—but ink, ink would do well to craft some sort of sigil, at least. A ward.
He snatched a pen and drew a quick, uneven circle on the door. All the symbols Nadia taught him came to mind—ones associated with protection, with subduing spirits. A pentacle of Saturn? The sixth—yes, the sixth pentacle of Saturn. He searched it on his phone, and even as the vines continued to scratch at the door, as Cormier paced behind him and tried to get any answer out of Elias, he stayed focused—drew the seal with all the speed his nature afforded him. It came together in seconds, and he poured all his power into it, as much as he could—until the lines began to smoke, and then glow red hot, forever burned into the wood of the door. The pen burned his fingers, too. Every Hebrew letter he wrote, he felt the sting in his fingers, but he persisted until it was complete.
“What—how did you—?”
Something crashed behind the door; the sound of wood splintering and some low hissing, like a gas leak, echoed in the hallway. All the vines ripped away from under the door, and then there was only silence. Elias dropped the pen and his phone and staggered back, exhausted.
“This place should be safe,” he said. Then he finally looked at Cormier, and the boy was wild-eyed, frantic. Elias put a hand on his shoulder to steady him. “Liam,” he said, and that made the boy pause, “are you okay? What happened? Where did you go earlier?”
“I, uh, I,” he stared at the seal, squinted at it as if it hurt his eyes, “I’d gone to get more paper towel, and I came back and heard the commotion, so I snuck up here—”
“Did you call Vovk?”
“Yeah, yeah!”
“Is he sending anyone? Are they coming?”
Cormier nodded. He swallowed hard and said, “He said they were, yeah. But what the hell’s going on out there? Where’s the girls—?”
“I’ll explain later.” 
Elias went to the window, and he watched as the bramble chased people into the night—tore through the tents, overturned the outdoor tables, hunted people down and ripped limbs and entrails free. In the middle of all the chaos, however, was one single figure strolling calmly into the night: the blond boy. Thornston. He stopped, and the branches kept people from running into him. Then he looked up to the office window, straight at Elias, and smiled before walking off into the vineyard.
“Stay here,” Elias said to the boy, who sputtered some protest—but Elias didn’t listen. He opened the window and slipped out. “Close the window; draw the blinds. Don’t open the door.”
Already, the vines were reaching for him again, and reaching for the window, which Cormier slammed shut before they could get in. The red shimmer of Elias’s magic glimmered in the glass, and that was all he needed to know the boy would be safe, at least for the time being. Elias dodged the branches, then slid off the roof and hurried into the vines.
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It was on that sweltering night, somewhere in 1939, that Jakob knew his sweet one had seen a vision. She was such a crafty thing. So quiet, so strange. Whenever she came to the hilltops of the nearby dolina to dance with him and the other witches in the night, she spoke so little. But that night, she spoke such strange words, ones like he’d never heard her speak before.
Her dancing was wild, her face flush with liquor. Her hair swung free, glimmering like golden starlight; the bonfire’s blaze danced off every strand. How beautiful was she! How perfect! And yet, every time Jakob came to offer her something, courting her with all his promises of gifts and gold and the very flight that brought her to the dolina in the first place, his sweet one… wasn’t interested. She had no need of those things, she said. She had enough at home, with her husband and her son. The only reason she was there with the other witches was to learn from them.
How vexing. How very irritating. All the other witch-women liked him well enough. They enjoyed the pine cones he transformed into gold for them, or the fairy wines he procured from his fellows deep in the wood. And dare he say, he was the most handsome czart among the other spirits that danced around the fire with the witch-women—handsome enough that the others grew annoyed with him, when their own sweet ones abandoned them to fight for Jakob’s attention. Yet dear Agnieszka spared him no such attention, until that night.
“Jakob,” she’d whispered as they sat on a log together before the fire, her beautiful blue eyes huge, her pupils dilated, “they’re coming.”
“Who, sweet?”
“The Germans. I saw, in my dreams, I saw! The Germans, they’re coming; they’re going to invade Gdańsk, I know it. Soon. In two months’ time, they’ll come!”
Gdańsk—or, as the people had begun calling it, the Free City of Danzig. Such funny names, these humans came up with. Jakob had cocked his head, crossed one hairy goat leg over the other, crossed his arms. 
“And what of it?”
“I can’t stay here, Jakob; I have to go somewhere safe.” Then her teeth had worried her lip, as was her terrible habit, and she’d taken such a deep breath. “I… would like your help. If you would.”
My help? “But of course, of course! Anything for my Agnieszka. What can I do for you?” Then he’d leaned in and hovered his lips over hers. “And what will you give me in return?”
She’d hesitated. “I need gold, Jakob. Money. I need to leave. I’m—my husband and my son and I, we’re going to escape. To America. We just need the money to—"
“America!” Jakob hadn't heard of this strange land before. Why would she need to go to such an unfamiliar place? “Agnieszka, just leave your boys and come hide with me in the woods. I’ll keep you safe. And you can be my bride.”
“You know I can’t do that.”
“I know nothing like that.”
Agnieszka had sighed and hung her head. “Please, Jakob—I’ll give you something very good for it.”
“Like?”
“Your own bride. You know I can’t be yours.”
Oh? “And who will you give me, that you have the power to give?”
She pressed a hand over her stomach. It was still flat, but it had grown softer. “The first daughter born of my blood, I will give you.”
“What do I want of a baby, Agnieszka?”
“Not a baby. By her thirty-third year, she’ll be a perfect bride, I swear it. I’ll do the magic myself to make her so. And she’ll be with you all your days, so long as you don’t grow tired of her.”
“Thirty-third! What do I want of a hag, either?”
“She’ll be no hag,” Agnieszka had insisted, with scorn harshing her pretty voice. “That is the age of the Lord, the age she dies to the world; that is the age she’ll have untold riches and secrets and understanding to share with you. A prize, Jakob; she’ll be a prize. You can come with me to America—come to watch over her until she’s ready for you! Just help! Help us!”
And so he had. But for what? That baby in her belly was no girl. It was yet another boy. And then, for all Jakob’s aid, all he’d gotten in return was the headache of running after Agnieszka’s spawn, checking to see if his bride had been born yet. It took so many years—over half a century!—before Jakob finally heard the cries of the first girl-child to come from Agnieszka’s blood. 
For all Jakob had been alive, he never would’ve thought fifty years could feel so long. In comparison, the thirty-three he’d spent watching his bride grow had flown. She could see spirits like him—and how terrified she was, the first time she’d ever glimpsed him, with his half-goat body, his curling horns. It seemed the child didn’t like such man-beasts. But where the menfolk of Agnieszka’s blood had no such talent or sight, this beautiful blue-eyed thing, she’d received the same gifts as her great-grandmother, and that thought warmed him—that she might one day see him, when he finally came to collect her.
Though what a nasty surprise this was, to see his bride accidentally bind herself to a more dreadful creature than him. All blood and smoke and cinder, that thing. Dark and hollow. Jakob didn’t understand his bride’s fascination with him. She must’ve understood that the upior was a worse thing than even a diabeł, as some called Jakob's kind: a thing the sun hated, a thing who fed these lovely grapevines the carcasses of women just like her. Why on earth would she want such a thing near her? 
It made more sense for his bride to want that little boy she’d gone to school with, the apprentice magician. He might’ve been easier to control and keep quiet, if his bride were strategic; she could use the boy for appearances and family-building. With him, she could've had a respectable home to shield herself from the looks and rumors of outsiders, as so many of his brides had done before. Yet that boy proved to be more faithless than her, for when he'd called for the aid of spirits, and Jakob, in a jovial mood, answered… the boy had wanted riches more than love. Success and power more than a wife. How boring!
Though Jakob supposed it didn’t matter. He’d abandoned the boy to whatever fate awaited him in the winery, with the vines of Jakob’s power taking over his body. By that point, he was surely little more than a living blackberry patch, and what did Jakob care? No, it was all the more convenient for Jakob to steal the boy’s face and trick that upior into coming out of hiding, what with that awful magic he’d barricaded himself behind. Him and that other upior, the boy full of rot.
There were more of such evil creatures, as well. There were ones who were touched by the mother of cold death and nightmares herself, who slipped about the property, secretly cutting down those humans and other blood-drinkers as they ran into the night. Whether by Jakob’s vines or their own kind, it seemed all monsters and humans inside were destined to die—save his bride, and perhaps her friends, if Jakob cared to keep her happy. Which he did! And perhaps they could be his, too. Three brides, then! Agnieszka was so generous.
Jakob dropped his disguise and faded into the grapevines. They were still just waking up, so they didn’t quite notice him. Neither did the ghosts of the dead the upior had fertilized the vines with. They floated about, lost, unsure of time or place, looking blindly through the night. The sky was clear enough that the moon shone bright, and it didn’t take long before the upior’s steps crunched through the vineyard.
It was funny, watching the creature look around for the blond boy. He bent his head to listen—for a heartbeat, perhaps? Jakob had no such thing. What he did have was patience, however, and love for good tricks, and so he hopped from vine to vine as little more than vapor, rattling bushes on the way. He made the upior look this way and that, running in circles around the vines for a few minutes, until the beast finally stopped at a crossroads of vines and barked into the night.
“Thornston. I know you’re here.”
Jakob floated behind the creature, then let his body materialize. His hooves hit the ground first, and that made the upior turn to look at him—at his black goat legs, at his finely starched white tunic and his best leather vest, at his fine, pale, clean-shaven face and soft dark hair to match his gleaming dark horns. Jakob tucked his hands behind his back and smiled, though the upior seemed startled to see him.
“Hello,” Jakob said, and he bowed to the beast out of politeness. “I’m sorry to lead you here under false pretenses, upior, but I’m not the blond boy.”
The upior stared at him, his evil red eyes burning. “What are you? A demon?”
“A demon! No, no,” Jakob shook his head, laughing—but his smile faded as he regarded the beast, “I’m nothing so ugly as whatever monster you summoned to hurt my assistant.”
Or the even worse monster that his faithless assistant had summoned to bewitch his bride. Jakob still shuddered to remember the crush of that evil tyrant’s presence, that beast with so many heads and legs of all kinds. Wretched thing.
The upior looked around. “And where is this assistant of yours?”
Jakob shrugged. “Likely dead. It doesn’t matter.” Then Jakob pressed a hand to his chest, as he was tired of the upior not asking the important questions. “Anyhow, you may call me Jakob. I am a humble czart. I am also no demon, though many have called me a diabeł.”
The upior squinted. “I’m assuming you’re responsible for tonight, then. Why?”
Yes! That was a good question! Jakob smiled and said, “Because you have my pretty bride’s attention, so I need you dead.”
A rush of black vines erupted from the ground—blackberry vines that disrupted the grapes, startled their sleeping spirits. Jakob tried not to cause too much stress for them, but that damned upior, he didn’t stay still and let himself get speared; he dodged the vines, and then, villain that he was, he laid his hands on the poisonous bark—burned the vines with his wicked magic. They screamed as they fell, twisting miserably into the cold, damp earth until they were only cinders.
Jakob pouted. What an evil thing. But where did the upior go? In the spray of dirt and the blinding flame, Jakob had lost sight of him.
“Upior?” Jakob twisted through the vines, looking for the beast. “Where did you go?”
Something snapped, rustled. Footsteps—someone was coming. Jakob twisted around and hunted for the source of the sound, ran through the grapevines looking. The sound was close, and it was slow, clumsy—something he could hit easily. Perhaps the poison had already stung the beast. Jakob raised his own vines once more, tearing up soil with them, and aimed to strike the moment he caught sight of that wicked thing.
But when he turned one corner, he saw not the upior, but his bride! She huffed and puffed from all her running, her white shirt stained with sweat and grime and blood. Her hair, too, was all messy from the chaos he’d caused in the winery, her face stained with soot. Poor thing! Jakob would make it up to her with a thousand gifts.
“Nadia!” This was her name; he was there when her father chose it. “My poor thing, look at you! Come!” He opened his arms wide. “Let me take you away from this terrible mess. I’m nothing like those beasts inside; I’m a friend of your friends! The rocks, the trees, the grasses—we all know you!” He held out his hands as she cautiously approached. “Come, and we’ll take you away, we’ll—”
Pain. Jakob yelped as his skin suddenly burned. His bride had come and touched him, put her hands on his arms, and then a horrible flame had begun to crackle at his shirt, his skin! He pushed his bride away and patted the flame off his arms, bewildered.
“Why—my Nadia, listen! I’m not your enemy! I’m here to—!”
A cloud passed over the moon, and all went dark—and then his bride disappeared. Melted into the shadows. And the shadows themselves became suffocating, choking him like smoke, and that was when he understood. A wicked trick, that was what the upior had done, terrible! Jakob thrashed with his vines, but they cut through the smoke, useless. They hit nothing, he saw nothing; there were only two glimmering red dots somewhere in the dark, signifying the focus of the beast—and it seemed the beast saw more than just Jakob. It felt as if that monster saw everything inside Jakob's head, too: every thought, every memory, and how terrible was that, for the upior to steal all Jakob's secrets, too! Jakob lashed for those two dots—eyes?—with his vines, but even that was useless; they moved too fast, they had no true form. They were illusion.
That is, until the cloud passed a moment later, and one of his vines finally caught something. 
Jakob looked behind him, to where he’d heard that wet sound, and yes, there he was—the upior. One of the thinner vines had speared him through his stomach, off to the side, but enough to do the job. Jakob had a thorny ball swell on the other end of it, and he pulled the vines back, scraping thorns and rough poison bark through the upior’s insides. The thorny ball acted as a stopper, allowing Jakob to reel the monster closer—and because of the poison, and the wound itself, the upior couldn’t quite speak. He could only make those wet, gurgling sounds. It must’ve hurt terribly, especially as the tugging vines forced him to either walk closer to Jakob or be dragged through the dirt.
His hands flexed as if he meant to grab that vine and burn it as he did the other—but then, he would burn, too. Perhaps he knew that. Just to make sure he did nothing so silly, however, Jakob speared him with another vine through the shoulder—and then another through the other side of his stomach. Each time, the upior made a pitiful sound, and the last vine made him cough up blood as black as the vines’ poison. His breath came in ragged huffs as he stood before Jakob, who looked him over with curiosity.
“Goodness,” Jakob mused, “you are a beast. A mean one. Underhanded, too.” Jakob circled the monster. “What does my bride see in you? Tell me. Perhaps I can mimic it for her—”
Something speared him through, and his insides screamed with pain—with fire! He looked down and saw a black sword sticking from his stomach, the blade transparent as if made of smoke. Towards the center was a burning coal, and it ruined his body, caught him in such a terrible feeling—and while he was distracted by such a thing, the upior once again laid his burning hands on Jakob and pushed him down into the dirt.
The smoke-sword dissolved into some sort of wicked iron cage, and whatever it was, it made it so Jakob couldn’t dissipate into mist—not while this thing was anchored in his gut. Jakob thrashed, and he pushed more thorns through the upior’s flesh, pumped more poison into the thing’s veins, thinking surely it would kill him soon, and he’d be done—but no. The upior lifted a hand full of smoke and coal-fire and intended to press it to Jakob’s face.
“Wait! No!” Jakob held his hands out. “Upior, tell me—do you want to live? If you let me go, and give me my bride, I promise I’ll let you go. My vines heal as much as harm, I tell you: all the damage I’ve done, I can undo.” This was a lie, but the beast didn’t need to know that. “I can fix your winery, as well. Pay you handsomely for the damage.”
The upior paused. His eyelids drooped, and he swayed, but he still held Jakob with his evil magic, and so Jakob could only keep pleading.
“Let me go! Let me go, and you’ll live! And my bride—I’ll ensure no harm comes to her. Or her friends! Come, let me go—”
“She isn’t your bride.”
His words were thick, wet, and he coughed up more blood. A thorn had likely pierced his lung. Jakob scowled.
“Of course she is. She was promised to me. She’s been mine since before she was even born! Who are you to say otherwise, upior? You weren’t there when the deal was made.”
The upior didn’t seem to be listening. He shook his head. “She isn’t yours. She’s mine.”
Jakob could’ve laughed. “Oh, by all means, then. Go on in your ruined state and enjoy her for the last ten minutes you can. And then, you can wait for her in hell, or wherever your awful soul is going.”
That made the beast pause. Was that it, then? Jakob knew these things were once human; did this one, too, care for fables like hell? 
“Yes, upior, I meant it when I said you’re dying. Surely you can feel it, too. It won’t be long. I suggest you start running now, and maybe you’ll be able to kiss my bride goodbye—”
A shadow passed over them both. Hooves clopped in the dirt; a horse whinnied. And an explosion of embers ripped through the air, a stink of sulfur flooding the otherwise lovely, damp vineyard. Jakob dared to look past the upior and cried out in terror.
There was a knight behind them. Dressed in red armor, on a red-armored horse. He wore a golden crown, drew a golden sword. Jakob remembered this evil thing—remembered how it threatened to swallow him, devour him, cook him, if he kept trying to defend the blond boy. And Jakob knew he could do all those things easily; he could feel it in the demon’s power, this cruel and terrible thing.
The upior looked behind him. Jakob could hear nothing, but he knew: those two were sharing words. As the demon looked so coldly down on them both, and drew his sword, they were sharing words—and Jakob began to thrash, his panic rising.
“No! Let me go!” Then he pulled the upior closer, using his body as a shield. That made the beast focus on him again, and Jakob snarled in his face, “Let me go! I can heal you. I can fix you! You can live! Just give me the girl, and—”
“No.”
The upior’s stinking blood dripped on Jakob’s face. Jakob spat, “Why? What good is it? We’ll both die; is that what you want? We’ll both die, and then neither of us will have her—!”
“Fine.” Those red eyes seared Jakob. “Whatever happens, you will not have her.” He coughed, spitting blood onto the ground, and then he squeezed his eyes shut. Each breath looked like a labor. “She would never take a thing like you.”
“And you’re any better? You, a monster worse than—?”
“Do it.” The upior ignored Jakob and looked over his shoulder. “Take us both.”
“No! No—!”
The sword that speared them through was hot as the sun, and as it struck through both of their hearts, it consumed them both in wretched flame that burned worse than any story Jakob had ever heard of hell.
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What the fuck happened?
All the shrieking, all the crackling and crunching of those vines—and the squelch of all that blood, the fucking shit flying everywhere—it wouldn’t get out of Nadia’s ears. Thing was, though, that she couldn’t see the vines, and not only because of the dark; they just weren’t there. Whatever Elias had set on fire, it wasn’t there. When she closed her eyes, she got a sense of those same black vines she’d burned off Elias—but he’d basically conjured a wall of fire from out of nowhere, from what it looked like to her, and she watched people get struck down by invisible vines, as if some ghost-plant were running around causing havoc. And when everybody started crushing for the exists, Nadia knew they couldn’t stay put; they had to hide, and eventually get the hell out.
But what about Elias? She kept her arms around Rose and Lily, as if she could reasonably do anything if anyone came in there acting crazy. Fucking guns, those assholes brought guns—what the hell was she supposed to do about that? She was bluffing as it was, saying she could lay waste to all those vampires at once. Maybe if God were with her, she could—but this was the one time a year God looked away from shit like this. No way that was happening.
Rose was okay, at least. Dazed, but okay. Whatever creep-ass cult robe they put her in made Nadia want to throw up. Lily had finally stopped crying, too. They were all silent as church mice in that kitchen, and Nadia could feel the big black hounds of Hekate around; their presences were thick, like a blanket in the room. And it was apparently Dionysus Agyieus that helped them navigate safely to the kitchen: the “Protector of the Ways.” Nadia could tell it was him when the smell of wine followed them even into the sterile kitchen.
Lily shifted next to her and whispered, “You think the coast is clear?”
Maybe. It’d been quiet for what felt like maybe twenty minutes. Everybody must’ve been either gone or dead. She couldn’t see shit, either, save for the hallway’s emergency lights coming through the kitchen double-doors’ two thin windows. Nadia took a deep breath and got up.
“Stay here,” she whispered. “I’m gonna go look.”
“What?” While Lily hissed at her, Rose reached for her hand. “No, don’t go by yourself—!”
“I won’t go far! I’m just gonna poke my head out, alright? Maybe not even that.”
The silence was thick, but then Rose let her go, and Nadia crept towards the windows. The hallway lights gave off a weird yellow glow, and they weren’t that bright, so she didn’t think she’d see much, but maybe she could at least see into the dining room. She stood next to the doors and then slowly stuck her face out until she could see something.
And sure enough, the light didn’t let her see very far. She could only barely make out the spires of whatever freaky shit they were doing with those poor people—and on Good Friday, of all days. Bunch of absolute nutjobs. But the spires, and the weird shapes around the parquet, weren’t the spookiest thing out there.
Lyle was. Lyle stood there, his tweed jacket all ripped up and bloody, and he was staring into the dining room by himself. He was twitching, too. Head, hand, shoulder—it all spasmed every so often, only for him to go stock-still in between each twitch.
Oh, what the fuck—?
Then he turned around. Actually, no, his head turned around—just did a one-eighty on his neck, which was actually no neck at all, but a big twist of black bramble. His eyes were gone, too. They’d been blown out, the blood running down his face, and some kind of purple poison blooms were in their place; they opened and closed as if to mimic blinking. Vines poured out of his mouth, too, wiggling and lashing his skin, which didn’t bleed anymore.
He was fucking dead. The thought hit her like a brick. Nadia shot away from the door and stumbled, fell; she crashed into the steel table and knocked something off the shelf underneath.
“Fuck, fuck!” She scrambled back to Rose and Lily and tried to pull them up. “God, shit, we gotta go—!”
Lily hugged Rose tight, and both of them looked at the door with huge eyes. “What? Why? What’s out there?”
“Some fucked up shit, oh my God—!”
“Nads.”
All of them froze. Nadia’s back lit up with prickles. That voice crackled and crunched like the ghost vines, but it made a word, it made her name, it made Lyle’s nickname for her—
Wait, the bramble—?
“Oh, what the fuck!” Lily and Rose caught sight of Lyle outside those windows, and he was coming closer. Slowly, but still, he was coming. Rose squealed in terror and ducked behind Lily, who was heaving panicked breaths. “What the fuck—where are his eyes? Why’s his mouth open like that? Is his jaw broken?”
Nadia blinked. Even for all her nerves, she couldn’t help blurting, “You don’t see the bramble? The-the, um, the flowers? In his eyes?”
“Huh?” Lily gave her a look like she thought Nadia was insane. “The fuck you talkin’ about?”
Why can I see it?
“Nads. Help.”
Nadia’s scalp prickled all over again, but not because of the voice, or the crackly words.
Why can I see the bramble?
“Shit, fuck, okay,” Lily looked around the dark kitchen, “help me, will you? Get a knife, get something—”
“No, a wok.” Nadia couldn’t take her eyes off the weird plant shit on Lyle. “Get a wok; fill it with oil. Light it.”
“What the fuck? You realize you’re askin’ me to start a grease fire? The whole fuckin’ place’s gonna go up in smoke!”
“He’s not… Lily, a knife ain’t gonna help us here.” 
Nadia started looking for oil, but she wasn’t really seeing where she was putting her hands. Then some dark shape ran by her legs and made her jump ten feet in the air: a dog. Made of smoke and embers. With red eyes and pointy ears, like a Doberman. It ran to the door, growled—along with two more.
Why the fuck can I see them? Nadia tore her eyes off them and stared at the jumble of tools and shit around the kitchen. Her eyes watered. No, no, no, don’t tell me—
A hand thumped on the door. “Nads. Me. Help me.” Then the hand pushed the door. “Help—”
The dogs barked, bit, and Lyle screeched as he fell away from the door. Rose screamed with him, and she was crying as Lily backed her into the kitchen corner. Then Lyle came back with a vengeance, lashing black vines through the door, whipping through one of the shadow-dogs. It dissipated, and the other two lunged for Lyle, but they got smashed, too.
“What the hell—what is he doin’?” Lily’s voice shook. “What is he—?”
Nadia knew. And as she saw the vines coming for them, she lifted her hands, pulled up what little magic she had—but she was hungry, and tired, and Elias had drank a lot from her in the past two days, so while she saw her magic for the first time in months—saw it sparkle bright gold in her hands, like fairy dust—she knew it wouldn’t last long. She had one shot, and as she sharpened that dust into one more compact stone missile, she begged God it would hit, even if He wasn’t taking calls at the moment. Begged Him anyway, and begged Him to send Seehiah, to send somebody, anybody—
Lyle’s flower-eyes locked on her, and his mouth stretched impossibly huge, full of wriggling, crackling bramble and thorns; purple poison poured out his eyes like tears. He saw the big magic rock in her hands, and those vines started reaching for her—she shot the stone, launched it from her palms, but it was too weak, she was too weak, and a thicker vine tanked it easily—
And then a hand landed on Lyle’s back, and he screeched so loud that Nadia thought her ears would split. She stumbled back into Lily and Rose, covered her ears, and she watched as Lyle fell apart—just collapsed. His skin peeled off, and the bramble withered and crackled apart; his bones went soft and his exposed brain started to liquefy, spilling pink shit all over the place. Even his clothes melted, the fabric decaying, until all that was left was a pile of meat-slop and bramble on the floor. Rose was softly sobbing behind Nadia, and Lily was trying to calm her down, but she was choking back tears, too. 
Then Liam popped his head past the doors. He nearly melted with Lyle when he saw the three of them huddled in the corner. “Oh my God, there you are!” He rushed into the kitchen and collected them. “C’mon, c’mon—I’ve been looking everywhere for—!”
“Where’s Elias?” Nadia grabbed a fistful of Liam’s shirt. “Where’d he go? What happened?”
“What? What do you mean, ‘what happened’?”
“Where’d you last see him?” Nadia could give a fuck about the Lyle-soup on the floor, or anything else; she barely registered it was Liam she was holding onto. “Tell me! Where is he?”
“I—Jesus, Nadia, I dunno, I saw him run off towards the vineyard a while back—”
Nadia pushed past him and ran out of the kitchen. She had to pick her way past dozens of bodies on the floor, but none of it registered—not the smell, not the wet plap of her shoes in all the blood. She almost slipped stepping on something squishy, and that made her pause for one second, but then she was outside, tearing through the vines.
Where is he? Where is—?
She didn’t have to look too long, because she heard a horse whinny somewhere—saw, over the vines, a huge red-armored horse rear up and kick its legs, saw its rider raise a golden sword that gleamed in the moonlight—and then it all disappeared into red mist. Nadia thought she would throw up, but she kept running, even as the tears blurred her vision.
And then she blinked them away and saw Elias—or what was left of him. He was burned, badly. The Duke—did the Duke do this? Why? Elias was on top of something, too, some charred lump of roots and bramble and black fur, but Nadia hardly took the time to look. She was too busy pulling Elias onto his back, and then she saw his half-burned face, his glazed eyes, and she screamed.
“Elias!” There was a hole in his chest; that seemed like where the fire came from. The heart was gone from his chest, just gone. She shook him anyway, refusing to believe it. “Elias! Oh my God, Elias, please, wake up!”
“Nadia!”
Nadia kept shaking him, but he didn’t move. Didn’t blink. “Elias, please, please—!”
“Nadia, where are you?”
At her wits’ end, Nadia stared into the sky. He couldn’t have really been looking away, could He? God? He didn’t see this shit? She couldn’t believe it. Couldn’t believe He wasn’t still there, looking down on her, listening. So she screamed into the sky, even as tears ran down her face.
“What the fuck was the point, then? Huh?” Nadia gripped fistfuls of Elias’s shirt, her chest heaving with her sobs, and then she was yelling again. “Why’d You give him to me, if You were just gonna take him away?”
Footsteps crunched near her, and then there were gasps—Rose, she was screaming for Elias, too, she was dropping into the dirt next to them—
“Fix him!” Nadia couldn’t see shit through her tears; they were hot on her skin, and her voice frayed from how hard she yelled. “Do a fucking miracle, why don’t You! You did it to Tabitha! To Lazarus! C’mon, isn’t he just fucking sleeping? Do something!”
“God—hey, hey, Nadia, come on—!”
A hand grabbed her arm, and she smacked it away, still shouting.
“What about Your lost sheep? Or Your one stupid fucking silver coin?” Nadia’s voice didn’t even sound human anymore as she shrieked through the hazy air. “Here he is! I found him! So help him!”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” Liam tried again to pull Nadia away; he went to scoop up Elias’s half-charred body. “We gotta get him outta here, Nadia; let’s go!”
Nadia never took her eyes off the sky, even as she pushed Liam away from Elias. “If You do nothing else for me,” she bit out, “if You do nothing else, then fix him. I know You’re there.” Her throat went tight, the words ripping past her teeth. “I know You can do it. So fix him!”
The sky bruised in front of her. The clouds tore apart for a moment, like cloth being torn in two, and the cold wind, it bit. The moon shone down like a huge silver eye. Rose’s wails mixed with the sudden rush of wind, and Lily swore behind them. 
Then Nadia held her hand out to Liam. “Give me your lil’ pocketknife.”
He stared at her like she’d asked for a rocket launcher. “What—?”
“Give me your fucking knife, Liam! Now! I know you have one!”
Something in her voice made him fumble for the little Swiss thing he kept in his back pocket, and Nadia didn’t even register what she was doing when she tore the blade out and dragged it across her wrist. Liam shouted something stupid; she didn’t hear it. She just pressed her wrist to Elias’s mouth and kept begging that he’d latch on.
Come on, please, please just drink, just hold on—
“Nadia! Hey, we don’t have—!”
“C’mon, Elias! Drink!” But his lips didn’t move; he didn’t react at all to her blood in his face. She peeled his burned lips open and pressed the cut to his mouth. “Elias, it’s my blood! This is my blood; you can drink it! C’mon, please!”
“Nadia!” Liam ripped her arm out of Elias’s mouth and huffed. He licked his hand and rubbed the spit on her until the cut healed. “C’mon. We gotta get him up, we gotta—I’ll call Vovk, okay? His guys are around; they’ll know what to do—”
But all Nadia could do was stare at Elias. Liam’s voice became nothing more than warbling. Lily came around to pull her back, and Rose was face down in the dirt, weeping, clutching the burned bits of Elias’s sleeve. Liam gently picked him up, and Lily tried to help Nadia get up, but she felt like stone. It took Lily three tries to convince Nadia to use her own legs and stand.
The drive home was a blur, the car silent the whole fifteen minutes to Elias’s house. His keys were in his pocket, at least. Getting in wasn’t hard. Neither was finding some bandages to wrap him up with, and a thin sheet to put over him in bed. Then they shut the door and looked at each other, and Liam nodded.
“I think… we should stick together for now.” He glanced at the three women. Even Lily had started crying by that point. “Decompress a little.”
But what good was it, when the whole house felt like one huge tomb? The ashen look on Liam’s face, Rose's puffy eyes and mess of tissues following her like a breadcrumb trail, even Lily’s dark under-eye circles and bitten up nails—nobody in there was thrilled, and nobody in there wanted to even look in the direction of Elias’s bedroom. That heavy black door didn’t open even once, not for the whole night, and the silence, God, the silence—that weighed on Nadia more than anything. It was as if even speaking Elias’s name would break the glass-thin walls holding Rose together. All they could do was look around and hope that the door would crack open on its own, apparently. Hope Nadia’s blood got into him and did… something.
Because for all any of them knew, Elias was—
“Want a gimlet?” 
Nadia snapped out of her thoughts when a fat handle of gin hit the basement's bar counter with a clop. Lily was on the other side of that counter, the back-light behind all those old ass bottles making Nadia feel like she was back at work—and what an educational point of view that was. Nadia realized, as she sat hunched over at that bar with Liam, that they looked as glum and stupid as any of the mid-life crises that walked into the Lucky Lobster on a Saturday night. Nadia vowed right then to never judge any of them ever again, especially if they felt even half as much like shit as she did then.
“Fuck me up, I guess,” Nadia grumbled, and by time she was done rubbing the exhaustion out of her eyes, before her appeared a big glass of Next Day Regret.
Even Rose got off the couch and took a glass. She clinked her cup against Nadia’s, and then Lily’s, and Liam just sat there watching, head down in the nest he’d made of his arms. “I can’t drink that,” he muttered.
“Let Rose have a couple glasses and give her thirty minutes,” Nadia said after a long sip, “and you’ll have plenty on tap—”
“Shut up!” 
The little wave of chuckles from Liam and Nadia finally lightened the air a bit, all for the low price of dodging a few swats from red-cheeked Rose. It didn’t last long, though. Soon enough, they were back to watching the bubbles rise in their drinks—and Lily managed to find a bottle of chilled O Negative for Liam, somehow, buried in a certain mini-fridge in the back of Elias’s kitchen—and they no doubt wondered how the hell they all ended up in Elias’s basement to begin with.
“Never thought I’d be sitting in Mr. B’s house like this,” Liam said, as if reading Nadia’s thoughts. (And hell, maybe he did; Nadia’d read about plenty vampires that could do that.) But he smiled without humor, and he looked nothing like the stupid kid she’d met just a few months ago. “Never thought I’d be sitting in here at all, honestly. I know he didn’t like me very much.”
“He didn’t like anyone very much,” Rose said, and that surprised all of them. “At the same time… he didn’t really dislike anyone either, so I guess it’s nothing personal.”
Liam elbowed her. “Aw, c’mon, you grew up with him, didn’t you?”
“Yeah, but he wasn’t exactly some doting father. In the first few years, I think he would’ve been happier if he could’ve watered me like a houseplant and left me by a window, y’know? I just,” she shrugged, and her lips quivered, giving her fake tough-guy act away, “I dunno. He wasn’t easy to live with when I was young. But… he tried, I guess. Could’ve been worse.” Her lips twitched into a shaky smile, and her eyes misted over. “Though he really sucked at cooking. Like, really bad.”
“Pfft, shit, but he’d look at me like I killed someone if I didn’t arrange those cold cuts right,” Liam said with a roll of his eyes. 
Lily shrugged. “I dunno. Seemed like he liked everyone to me.” She looked at Rose. “Wouldn’t have been hoverin' over you like a mother hen if he didn’t.”
Both Liam and Rose gave her a look, and Liam even snorted. “’Mother hen,’ Mr. B? Yeah, okay.”
And they went back and forth like that for a while, sharing stories about Elias—about how, when Rose was a kid, he didn’t even look up from his books while she put a bunch of plastic flower clips in his hair, or how Liam watched him toss a vampire customer out on his ass once after he didn’t let go of one of the girls on staff. Lily didn’t have many stories—good ones, anyway—and Nadia didn’t have it in her to speak, even though everyone kept glancing at her. 
Eventually, when the stories got too grating to hear, Nadia stood up and started for the stairs.
“Where you going?” Lily didn’t stop her, at least.
“I gotta piss.”
“Oh.”
Nadia hurried up the stairs two at a time and darted for the bathroom. Same old blue walls, same old empty sink counter, save for the one plastic bottle of hand soap. She stared at is as she washed her hands, and then she caught herself in the bathroom mirror—and fuck, she was a ghost. Looked like she was made of paper, with her under-eyes all bruise-purple. She was just walking around like that? Damn.
Nadia wandered back out into the hallway, and when she got close enough to the kitchen, saw the time on the stove, she huffed. It was going on four in the morning. The sun would come up in just a couple hours, and then Rose and Lily would probably go home eventually, too—though Liam would have to bring them back to Lily’s car.
A bit of laughter came from downstairs. Whatever they were talking about down there, they could keep it; she couldn’t sit there listening to them talk about Elias like he was already in the ground, just couldn’t do it. And she was tired. And it’d just been a long fucking week. So Nadia stumbled into the living room, grabbed a pillow and some blankets, and, like the petulant fucking child she was, she went and camped out right outside Elias’s door. Didn’t have the balls to open it and check on that man, but she did have the balls to decide she’d make him stumble over her if he was ever going to get up and leave.
Not “if.” Her hands closed so hard on her blanket that she thought she might accidentally tear a hole in it. Not “if.” Not “if.”
Her eyelids got heavy eventually. Even if the floor hurt her bones and the blanket was a bit too thin, she managed to start falling asleep there, to the sound of everyone chattering away down below. Nadia curled up tight and pressed her head against the door, and soon enough, she was asleep.
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What is this? 
Elias sat in the dirt. Or was it ash? He couldn’t know; this place, wherever it was, had such weak light to see by, even for his shadow-attuned eyes. It was as if the darkness itself had spat him out, and the light, too, rebuked him; there was nothing but some grey boundary he treaded there, halfway between sight and blindness, in this light. A faint, whitish glow came from one column towering above the flat grey walls that encased him.
This column was the same grey rectangle as the walls: it was perfectly square and smooth, no carvings, no designs. Aside from its height, the only difference it had from the walls below was the huge circle carved out towards its top, where the anemic light emanated from. Such a light was like floodlights in a parking lot, only from far away and through a thick layer of mist, weak and diffused. This thing was an obelisk of some kind, a great tower, and it told Elias nothing of where he was or why; it merely beckoned, in some silent way, for Elias to move towards it.
It seemed he was in a maze. There was no ceiling to this place, at least none he could perceive in the endless murky dark stretching above, and the walls themselves were unadorned, yet full of spaces he might duck into and get lost in.
And get lost, he did. Elias dragged himself up from the dirt and spent what felt like hours, then days, wandering these endlessly twisting corridors. Everywhere he turned was more of the same: grey dirt, darker grey walls, low light. The walls had no texture to them, either, no grip with which he might run up and climb to the top to see where he was in the context of this place, and he never passed any of the markers he made in the dirt, so he thought surely he must’ve been advancing in some direction. Yet there were no dead ends in this place. Only more turns to take, more corridors, endlessly spiraling on.
The only tool Elias could navigate by was the obelisk. It looked like he was coming closer to it, and it was getting harder to see over the height of the other walls. That odd light couldn’t help Elias track the structure; it was too weak, too scattered through either mist or dust in the air. However, as Elias came closer, he quickened his pace—not only to reach it, but to avoid whatever he felt watching him from around certain corners. He was not alone in this place, and yet every instinct told him to move quietly, and to never call out.
Eventually, he glimpsed why. He caught a flash of something monstrous once: a dark, bony thing, crawling on all fours, with one eye in its head and two rows of teeth. Its steps thundered in the dust, sending debris into the air. When he’d passed by, the thing noticed him and chased him some three turns, until he encountered another creature as grey-pale as a corpse and with arms sticking from all over its worm-like body. 
These creatures were silent hunters, however; they made no growls, no screams, no gurgles. They simply raced after Elias, and no matter how fast he was, they were somehow always nearly as fast, thundering so close that he thought they might snap at his heels. What made them stop following him after a time, he couldn’t guess. All he knew was that he was terrified of them—and that in light so scattered, he had no shadows in which he might hide in.
Endless turns. Endless creatures, of all shapes and sizes and levels of fury. He wasn’t sure where he was anymore, with the walls eclipsing the obelisk—but by this point, something urged him on, as if a string hooked into his gut and pulled him. Left, then straight down, then right—and the ash became harder to kick up, heavier, the moisture in the air increasing. Yes, straight down again, then the second turn to the left, not the first. 
Don’t look at the creatures, this instinct told him. Don’t perceive them. They’ll leave you alone if you don’t look at them.
Except one creature, he did pause to perceive, because it shocked him. From one pocket in this maze, mist and humidity radiated; steam billowed from one cut-out in the walls, to his left. He peered inside, through the mist, and he saw a man: naked save for a cloth draped over his waist, laying on a molding settee, his hair white as clouds and long enough to pool into the mud, where it’d been stained brown from the filth. Mushrooms grew off his face, and in his hand was a rotted book, the pages disintegrating as he flipped them. On his back were two broken bones, where it looked like there had once been wings, and around his wrists and ankles were rusted chains. All around him were great green plants, leafy things that thrived in such humidity, and mushrooms on rotting wood.
This man—creature? angel?—looked up at Elias, but he said nothing. He only lifted one mushroom-eaten hand and pointed in the direction Elias had been walking.
Is this a dream? It must’ve been, but Elias had never had a dream like this before. All his dreams had only ever been of things he’d seen and places he’d been, as if his mind could only conceive of what came before him, never what could be ahead. Who is this?
Elias didn’t ask. He couldn’t; the moisture ate his words; it choked him before he could form any more than an excuse me. His voice sounded hollow in this place, warped. He could only nod in acknowledgement of the creature, then continue the way he was going—wherever this was to lead him.
Many more such things did Elias see. A man of red hair, who toiled about a mess of papers whose ink disappeared from them as soon as he finished writing; this apparently distressed him enough that he noticed nothing else but his lost letters, his face wrenched in sorrow. Another was strung from a thick chain, speared through with swords and daggers, dripping sparkling water from his wounds that sprouted purple hyacinth in the dirt. The flowers died moments after they bloomed. Other such creatures laid in these vestibules, pockets of the maze reserved for them, and all had the broken bones sprouting from their back.
One was especially arresting. Elias didn’t come upon the creature; rather, as he hurried along one wall, it rose up and looked over the wall. It was a being whose hair fell down his head like a waterfall of shadow, haloed by that diffuse light, and whose eyes were two wide moons. From his mouth fell all manners of filth; his great teeth, stained black, chewed what looked like the bones of goats, as horns and hooves fell from his lips into the dirt. A collar of iron hung around his neck, chains looping down the pale skin of his chest, and his cloak was so dark that it hurt Elias’s eyes to perceive; it covered the two jutting points in his back. This creature, too, lifted a filthy hand and pointed out in some direction—and it was at this point that Elias caught the scent of salt and blood. Felt the touch of the breeze that carried it.
Elias bolted for wherever this place was. The ash beneath his feet became treacherous; in it hid human bones that he tripped on and stumbled over. Femurs, pelvises, vertebrae, skulls. And the walls, they were no longer smooth and unmarked; they were carved out into what looked like great shelves, and along them laid bodies. Some were newer, their flesh and hair still intact; the humans within them looked to be sleeping. Others were thoroughly desiccated, leathery skin clinging to ribs and pelvises, eyelids sunken down into empty holes. A tomb. This place was a tomb.
And it all came to one entrance, past the obelisk. Elias found the pocket of the maze holding it; around it were ever more skeletons, all standing upright in their open tombs, with staffs of gold clutched in their bony hands, held tight over ribcages. Tatters of cloth hung off them—robes from a bygone era that were once a rich blue, some with metal breastplates, some with crystals, some with hats of what was once pure, stainless white. Brass censurs poured up incense into the sky, creating the light-diffusing mist; it stung Elias’s eyes and burned his lungs. And past it all was the opening to this tomb: a cave entrance, leading out into a black sand beach.
On this beach, a path been carved out in a mass of bones. Sharp ribs and broken femurs, little foot bones and clavicles, all created a knee-high hedge that Elias didn’t dare breach. He followed the black path out, and on the horizon, he saw a castle to his right: a black stone structure, three pointed spires standing stark against a massive low moon. 
It stood on an island in the middle of a bloody red ocean, and eventually, the black path came to an end at the red shoreline. Great obsidian rocks littered the shore, as well as yet more skeletons; some bones hung from the rock, some had been smashed against them and the pieces scattered in the sand. Yet a path to the castle was clear, and the first hints of it were visible in the raised mound leading into the sea. Perhaps at low tide, the path would open, and one could walk to that place—but right then, it was drowning in blood.
“Get up.”
Elias startled at the voice. It sounded like the scrape of steel against a whetstone. When he turned to the source of it, to the left-side of the beach he hadn’t yet investigated, there was a great black rock, and a man sitting against it. His skin was dark like Elias’s, and he wore a red robe that seemed to be dissolving at the bottom, as if he’d dragged it through acid, and his wooly hair shined such a bright white it stung Elias’s eyes to look upon. The man’s eyes were like two suns, as well, radiating a sharper, brighter light than the obelisk in the cave. Written along his shoulders was some ancient script Elias couldn’t decipher, and he sat cross-legged, barefoot, raising a hand to a skeleton. 
When this man touched it, to Elias’s disbelief, the skeleton’s disparate pieces flew together as if magnetized, and the thing stood up. It scratched its sandy skull, looked around—and then, from its bones, blood sprouted. Red pools oozed from the bone and solidified into muscle, then ligaments and cartilage, all eventually covered by a layer of skin so delicate and pink, like that of a newborn. Hair sprouted from the thing; eyes grew into its sockets like grapes. A man stood there, naked, and he took no notice of the man that raised him up; he simply walked, shuffling one foot after the other, into what looked like a crack in the very foundation of the world. Despite his flesh, the man slipped through the crack that radiated golden light, as if his flesh were made of water.
“And you. Up.”
One by one, this red-robed man touched a skeleton, assembled it, and sent it to some different place, some world where light dripped like honey, and where this sweet, gentle breeze blew from. Light glowed from the man’s hands, or rather, from one point in them—and also from his feet, and also from one place under his robe, where Elias noticed the filth of his robe came from. Red blood, sparkling clear water, both flowed down from the man’s side and soaked his robe, pooled into the black sand, creating a pocket of discharge that polished the sand into smooth glass pockets. This riverbed of glass stretched towards Elias, the sparkling blood-water reaching for him, and Elias stepped out of its way.
“And you! Elias!”
What?
Elias met the man’s gaze and found him grinning. He extended a hand to Elias.
“Would you like to get up, too? Or have you had enough?”
He didn’t understand. The person before him—it couldn’t be who Elias thought it was. He didn’t dare assume, however; he said, “Who are you?”
The man sighed, then took a staff he’d leaned against the rock, as well as a burlap sack, and got up. He picked his way through bones and sand with that stick, and then, as he passed Elias, he said, “Walk with me, friend.”
“… Where to?”
The man pointed that stick towards the castle in the distance. “There.” Then he put the stick in the blood, and the tide lowered, until the land-bridge leading to the castle was visible. “Come.”
Every piece of Elias pulled him towards that man—but why? This had to be a terrible dream, or some premonition of what was waiting for him: judgement. Exile. He hesitated on the beach, and after the man made it a few paces away, he turned around gave Elias a look.
“Well?”
With nothing else to do, Elias took a deep breath and followed the man, which satisfied him; he smiled and walked beside Elias for a long time down that path in silence. Though the path seemed to stretch, the castle never coming closer. Elias didn’t understand.
Eventually, Elias broke the silence. “Your name—what is it?”
“I have many names.” The man glanced at Elias and winked. “Lamb. Root of Jesse. Key of David. Morning Star. Christ. Jesus, Iesous, Yeshua—any of them work. I’m not picky.”
Elias stopped short. His body went cold with dread. “You lie.”
“Do I?”  The man turned and gave Elias a half-lidded stare, like a patient father whose child was falling behind. “Why do you think so?”
“Because,” Elias looked around bewildered, “what reason do you have to be in a place as horrible as this? Why would you be here?”
The man pursed his lips and looked around at the sea of blood, the castle, the moon. Then he shrugged and adjusted the bag on his shoulder. “It could be worse, I think. Now come.” He beckoned Elias to follow. “Or we’ll be late to meet a guest I’ve invited here.”
What guest? Elias stared at the man’s back—at Christ’s back—and he became so overwhelmed with questions that he had to follow.
The first one made Elias feel foolish the second it left his lips. “Might I carry your bag for you?”
“Oh, you want to do that?” Christ laughed, then slung the bag off his shoulder and held it in one hand. “Thank you, yes, go ahead.”
Elias took the bag, and immediately, it pitched him forward. He hadn’t expected it to be so heavy, yet it was as if it were full of stones.
“What’s in this?” Even with two hands, lifting it was a struggle.
“Open it and see.”
Elias hesitated, but the curiosity was too great. He opened the bag, and inside was a swirl of colors: purples, blues, reds, all twisting in shapes like those he’d seen in his astronomy books. Nebulae, galaxies, planets, stars—all of creation was within this bag. Elias stared at it in wonder until Christ chuckled, and then his pierced hand was reaching for the bag once more.
“It’s a heavy burden,” he said. “I won’t ask you to carry it. Let me.”
Elias relented without a word, and Christ tossed the bag over his shoulder with one hand, as easily as if it were a bag of cotton. Then they continued walking, and Elias, in a daze, let his questions pour free.
“Where are we?”
“Sheol. The underworld. Hades, you might even say.“ Christ nudged Elias, chuckled, then sighed. “I come back every year. Like a pilgrimage.”
“What for?”
“It’s how the story goes,” he said with a shrug. “I speak of God’s kingdom. I am scorned, hated, berated, betrayed. I die between thieves as the soldiers gamble for my possessions beneath my feet. I spent three days reminding the sleeping things here that Death is dead. I come again to the living. Around and around it goes, this story, and it will continue to.”
“But I don’t understand,” Elias murmured. His head ached as Christ spoke; every word had its own weight and power, pressing on Elias’s skull. “It happened. Once. You make it sound as if it happens every year.”
“Because it does. More than that, it happens every month. Every week, every day, every hour, even.” Christ kept his gaze fixed on the castle and sighed. “Someone, somewhere in the world, is being left to die right now by those they called friends. Or,” he glanced at Elias, “is being mourned by those who had the courage to stay. And so it goes.”
“But… why?”
“Why?” Christ shrugged. “Because some stories need to be heard many times before people understand them.”
They walked on in silence a little longer. The castle never came any closer. Even after an hour of walking, it never came closer. Elias, however, was too lost in his thoughts to notice. All the while, Christ walked beside him, silent, and apparently content to be so.
After yet more time walking, another question broke free. “Why am I not in hell?”
“Hmm?”
“Shouldn’t I be… in hell?”
“Why should you be there?”
Christ asked as if it were a nonsensical idea, and Elias blinked at him, stunned. “Because… the priests, the monks, they said—a beast like me, they said—“
Christ wrinkled his nose, glanced sidelong at Elias. “The priests. The monks. They say all kinds of things. You’re no beast, Elias.”
“… But I’ve killed people. Many people.”
“So have Ignatius, Joan, and any other soldier.”
“And I’ve lied.”
“So has Peter.”
“I’ve stolen so much money.”
“As has Dismas.”
“Drank the blood of the living.”
“As have all who’ve drank from my cup.” Christ adjusted the bag on his shoulder; the wounds on his hand smeared blood on the burlap. “All them and more now sit in the pastures of my Father’s kingdom. Why can’t you?”
Why couldn’t he? It was a ridiculous question. Nobody would’ve thought him worthy of the kingdom of heaven. Not even his sorceress, surely.
“It has nothing to do with worth, Elias.” Christ’s face was solemn, steadfast. Then he looked at Elias and said, “You should know: I never forgot you. Not once in all the years of your life.”
A shadow loomed over them both, and as they came to a stop, Elias looked up at what cast it. He was shocked to see the castle there, the doors creaking open to receive them. When had they come so close? 
“Come,” Christ said, tapping Elias’s leg with his staff. “She waits.”
Who? Elias was utterly overwhelmed. He didn’t understand anything; his head felt full to bursting. Yet still, he followed Christ through the castle doors, and up a grand flight of black steps that led into a throne room, except there was no throne. Stone columns rose up to the high ceilings; black banners draped the walls, covered in silver symbols Elias didn’t recognize. And there in the middle of that otherwise empty room stood a veiled woman.
Despite the veil, Elias could see her face—her three faces. She had three heads, their backs all touching, creating a triangle. On each head was a spiked crown that held the veils in place, which seemed to blend in with the dark curly hair cascading over her shoulders, and around her waist was a silver corded belt, where a ring of keys hung and weighed the cord down. Her dress was black and silver, like the banners, and in one hand, she held a torch, while the other hand held a dagger. A snake coiled down one arm and rested its head on her hand. She fixed her eyes on her visitors, and they glowed like two full moons.
“You’ve finally brought him, Morning Star.”
“That I have.” Christ dipped his head. “Thank you for keeping him as long as you have, Hekate Triva, great Tymbidian, daughter of Perses and Asteria, Titan of the crossroads.”
“Your kind eye is recognized, O Son of Man. Only for trust in your judgement have I preserved this one.” When Christ lifted his head, she looked to Elias. “Boy.” The goddess’s words bit. “Understand this: were it not for your Advocate, I’d have driven you to the same fate as every other wretched thing that Dracula made with the power he stole from my name. Failed handmaids, every one of you.”
“O Hekate,” Christ called, bidding her attention back, “let this handmaid go, too, now. Give me his key. I’ll keep him for myself; I’ll take his weight off your key ring.”
She smiled, and suddenly, the venom was gone from her stone-like face; she became cow-eyed, gentle, and with a fluid grace, she twisted one of many keys off her key ring and approached Christ to lay the key in his outstretched, bleeding hand. The blood soaked into the key’s metal.
“Of course. Now go. You’ve already been here your full portion. This is not your place to dwell forever—either of you.”
And then Elias blinked, and Hekate—and the entire castle—were gone. Only the moon hung in the sky and washed its light down on the flat ground where the castle had been. Elias stared around, dazed, and then Christ touched the key to his hand.
“Do you want to rise, Elias? Shall I take you back? To your home, and your life?”
Elias blinked. “I—may I? Is that possible?”
Christ rolled his eyes, smiled. “Of course it is. Unless you’re saying you’d like to sit on this beach another seventy years or so first.”
Elias lifted his hands without realizing. His head tilted down of its own accord, as if to see what item he held—but there was nothing in his hands. Rather, it was the two shackles on his wrist that perplexed him. Elias shook his head, but he couldn’t find the words to express himself. This disagreement would not come to him as any more than a heaviness in his chest, or the memory of every man-creature he’d passed inside the cave tomb.
Suddenly, Christ’s bronzed, bleeding hands took hold of Elias’s wrists. Those weathered fingers burned Elias with even a graze, and Elias tried to pull himself free, but the man held firm. He slipped that key into the little hole in the iron bar that bound those shackles together, and they fell away into the sand. Then Elias looked up, and that man’s eyes radiated a heat so furious that Elias thought his skin might burn away, his eyes might wither into dust, and his mind might melt into sludge within his head.
Something pressed to Elias’s lips: tacky, salty skin. His vision had gone dark; perhaps his eyes had been burned away. But from that skin flowed something sweet, yet acidic—like cream, like milk, and underneath were the notes of life he recognized. Blood. Metallic, yet sharp, acidic like citrus, stinging his lips and tongue like strong liquor, its scent burning his lungs. Humming with life to the point that it could’ve melted his flesh from the heat of it.
Orange and cognac. Fire dancing across his tongue—sunlight, draining down his throat. Elias dug his fingers into thin flesh and bone. He wept as he drank.
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Nadia woke up aching. The hard floor ground her shoulders and hips into dust. But at least she was warm, what with the two blankets, and the soft pillow under her head made it easy to doze— 
Pillow?
She sat up and winced at the dull pain in her bones, but she was sure she hadn’t brought a pillow. For two nights, she’d kept watch over Elias’s door; Rose and Lily and Liam hadn’t come again. They’d texted her, asking if she needed anything, but she was determined to camp out at that door until something happened. She even missed the Holy Saturday vigil for it—though she had gotten the lumpy mess of a babka she’d baked Friday to the church, and had it blessed. It was daytime, and Elias wouldn’t have gotten up during the day anyway, so she thought—
Clink.
Nadia flinched at the sound of something metallic rattling around in the kitchen, and that was when she saw it: Elias’s bedroom door. It was wide open. Dread trickled down her temples, cold and sharp; she couldn’t breathe.
What happened? She got up slowly, careful not to make a sound, and crept into the bedroom. It was dark as fuck in there, but her phone—she still had her phone in her pocket, and at seven percent, it had enough battery for the flashlight; she pointed it at his bed—
And it was empty. The sheet they’d laid over him, the bandages they’d put on his burns, all of it was left behind, folded neatly at the end of the bed. Behind her, the sound of cabinets opening, metal clinking around, plates settling down—it all made her spine light up with shivers.
Who the fuck is here? Her mouth went dry as she hurried to the bathroom and looked for something to make into a weapon. All she could find was a spray bottle of bleach. That would hurt anybody, and it was longer range than a hand mirror or a bottle of shampoo. She turned off her flashlight and crept into the hallway, and with her finger on the bleach’s trigger, she did her best to approach without being seen—which was hard, given the kitchen to Elias’s room was basically a straight shot. Where did they take Elias—?
There was a man in the kitchen, wearing a dark grey sweatshirt with the hood up. He was fumbling around with something in a plastic bag on the counter; Nadia couldn’t make out anything about him. All she knew was that he was tall, and that his skin was dark. In one hand, he had a grill lighter.
The fuck—? Nadia mustered her courage and shouted, “Hey!”
He turned, but with the hood up and the dark hair in his face, she still couldn’t really see him. Nadia held up that bleach like a gun.
“Who the fuck are you?” Her heart thudded in her throat and made it hard to swallow. “Where’s Elias? What’d you do with him?”
The man stared at her, then ignored her. He put the grill lighter down and picked something else up off the counter, something in the plastic bag. When he turned around, Nadia braced herself and saw—babka? A lumpy, oddly frosted babka loaf?
With a candle in it?
“Sowa,” the man said with a chuckle, setting that loaf on the kitchen island, and Nadia gasped at the voice—at the face, as he pulled the hood off, “a sweatshirt is enough to make you not recognize me?”
She dropped the bleach. And her phone. Tears stung her eyes, because she couldn’t believe it, couldn’t believe what she was seeing. She came closer, into the dining room, and the weak light of a cloudy day washed everything out, left no shadows—but it was definitely daylight, and Elias was definitely standing in it, with the blinds open in the kitchen. Elias. Elias was standing in broad daylight, Elias was grabbing that grill lighter off the counter—Elias, with his face unburned, without a single mark—
He waved a hand at the babka. “Come,” he said, still smiling. “You said it was your birthday?”
Nadia was crying by that point, full waterworks streaming down her face and making her neck feel sticky. She could’ve given a fuck about the babka or her birthday or Easter or anything else; she rushed forward, eyes on Elias, and she raced around the kitchen island to hug him. She squeezed him so tight that she could’ve cracked him in half, but she had to—if only to make sure she wasn’t dreaming, and that he wasn’t a ghost.
“Oh my God!” Her crying made her breath all shaky; her words didn’t come out right as she pulled away to look at him. “What—how did—you’re not dead—? How are you—? But it’s day—it’s daytime, Elias, it’s—!”
“Shh.” He tried to hold her, but she was too worked up. She grabbed his face in her hands and inspected him—including his dark brown eyes, glittering with amber specks.
“No, I don’t understand—what?” Those eyes were as warm as coffee, as cinnamon and roasted chestnuts. There was no coal-fire in them. No redness, no weird light. Like a freak, she pushed her thumbs into his lips and checked his teeth—and they were flat! The canines—they weren’t any sharper than hers! “What the fuck—how?”
“I don’t know.”
“Are you—like, thirsty? Are you—?”
He shook his head. He smiled as she held his face in her hands. “No.”
“What the fuck!” She couldn’t believe it. It didn’t make any sense. Never had she seen some shit like this—though, then again, never had she seen some shit like vampires in the first place until three months ago. But this—if what she thought happened, happened, then— “Elias, holy shit, you’re—!”
“I know.”
“Okay, wait—hold on. What happened? How—?” She pushed the babka to the edge of the counter and leaned against it, trying to collect her thoughts. “When you, uh, fell asleep—do you… remember anything? From that? Dreams or whatever?”
“I don’t know how to explain it,” Elias said. He stared at the kitchen backsplash as if it might magically sprout the answers. “But it seemed much more vivid than just a dream.”
“Describe it.” She had to know. “Try.”
Elias shifted. He gently guided her around the counter to pull a stool out for her. Then he collected his thoughts, and he told her everything he could remember. From before he fell asleep. Nadia learned about the thing that had cursed him, too, the diabeł. From the memories Elias had gleaned while suffocating the spirit as a shadow, he'd found out about her great-grandmother, and the flight out of Gdańsk—or what was then known as the Free City of Danzig—thanks to that spirit’s help. Learned how the Duke was the one to drive the sword through and set both Elias and the spirit on fire.
And the whole time, that damn fridge buzzed loud enough to scramble Nadia’s brain. She nodded through the story—recognized the scenery of Sheol, and the figures, like dewy Ananiel reading alone—and she wet her lips to keep from thinking too much about the implications of all of that. Didn’t want to face it—what it meant. She especially wanted to think of the white-haired, red-robed man as nothing more than a curious coincidence, but given the date, she knew better.
Elias spoke it into existence anyway, when he looked up and whispered, “I don’t think I was only asleep.”
With the lump rising in her throat, if she so much as opened her mouth, she knew she wasn’t going to be able to hold back the flood. So she bit her lip and shook her head. She’d cried enough.
“Was the white-haired man really who he said he was? Could he be?”
Nadia nodded. Her hands shook in her lap. And when a sudden warmth blanketed her from somewhere above, a heavy pressure settling in her hips and cloaking her, that was it. She started crying all over again, because she knew. Even without seeing Him—because He loved playing hide and seek sometimes, even with her sight, that old Lamb—she knew.
Elias leaned over to kiss her head. He rubbed her back and kissed her tears away as they fell. The whole time, Nadia thought she felt the world shifting back on its axis. The weight hanging off her this whole time, that she hadn’t even known she’d been carrying, finally lifted. All her worries, all her fear, gone. She glanced at the stove clock, registered that it was something like 7:30AM, and if she were a good devotee, she would’ve gone to church—but as that lumpy babka caught her eye, she thought maybe the Lamb wouldn’t mind her skipping this one time. Nadia resolved to make it up to Him at Pentecost.
“Where’d, uh,” she poked the bread, “where’d you get this, by the way—?”
“I took your keys and went to your apartment.”
Nadia burst out laughing as Elias went to light that candle. “What! No, you took mine? Oh, God, okay.” Maybe that was why he was dressed so weird when she’d woken up. She didn’t even know he owned things like sweatshirts. “Alright. At least it’s not going to waste.”
Elias watched the flame danced, then muttered, “Could I… have some?”
“Uh,” she still couldn’t quite grasp the full picture of what was going on, “I—shit, can you?”
He paused, then nodded. “My stomach feels like it’s full of knives. I’m…”
“Hungry.”
He smiled at her. “Yes.”
Holy shit. “Then I mean, yeah,” she poked the bread, laughed, “I didn’t—fuck, I wish I’d made it better. Don’t be pissed if it’s not very good, okay? I was rushing around, and—”
“I’m sure it’ll be fine. Now,” he shifted the bread towards her, the little blue candle shining with light, “go on. Make a wish, or however it goes.”
“What, you’re not gonna sing? I don’t get a lil’ ‘happy birthday’ routine?” When he blinked, popped his mouth open, she waved a hand and chuckled. “I’m fucking with you. It’s fine. But,” then she sighed, “I dunno. Lemme think.”
What could she wish for? If everything she’d seen was real, and everything Elias said was true, then… that was it, wasn’t it? Elias—he was alive. Really alive, a full reset. A fucking miracle. And that meant he’d be able to see Rose walk the stage with her graduate robes. Nadia would be able to go to the beach with him—to drink the whiskey-spiked lemonades she’d sneak onto the beach in steel water bottles. He’d be able to come with her to the sweet little streets of Westerly, browse the bookstores and walk the park; he’d be able to take the T with her and bumble around Boston for a whole day and night, if they wanted. Anything, anything, he could do!
At least, until the money ran out. What was Elias to do, with the vineyard a mess? How would they get it cleaned up? Or the vampires—could Vovk still help out? Vovk’s request with the fucking magician shit—how would she deal with that? She couldn’t just walk away from that, especially not after they came and cleaned house, if what Liam said was true when he’d called her the night before. Vovk made sure that the Báthory House was basically toast; there were no survivors from the night. She owed them. Didn’t she?
And Liam, what about Liam? Could we repeat this for him, too? And Rose and Lily, what are we gonna do? And Elias and I? How is this gonna work now? Will Vovk still help us? How are we gonna—?
Her head spun with a thousand questions that had no answers yet. Nadia rubbed her face, sighed. Then she peered at Elias through her fingers, and he watched her, steadfast, his eyes full of light. Nadia relaxed. Not every problem needed to be solved in one hour. But damn, did she know what to do with her birthday candle.
Alright, Big G, she sucked in a breath, and just before she blew the candle out, she prayed, I wish You’d guide us through this and make this shit as easy as possible—for Elias, and for the rest of us. Lily, Rose, Liam, everybody.
And then the candle went out, and the smoke rose off the wick like a trail of incense, carrying her wish up to God.
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