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Foreword

	Bullied by her pack, accepted by a vampire, an outcast finds where she belongs.

	My name is Willow and I never felt like I belonged to my pack. I tried to, but I was never allowed. I was bullied all my life because I never learned how to shift into a wolf. While others sprinted across the land embracing the beast that existed inside them, while they howled to each other through the night, I was forced to stay at home and wait.

	I was always told that it was just a matter of time, but others were not shy about reminding me how different I was. 

	That’s when Cassius showed up. He appeared from nowhere. I was afraid at first, but in time I realized he saw me for who I truly was and he didn’t care whether I could shift or not. He also promised that he could give me everything I had ever wanted. 

	Little did I know the price he was going to charge me for it, a price that I would pay whether I liked it or not. 

	 

	 


Paying The Vampire

	


Chapter One

	Cassius

	I sighed. It drifted up helplessly in the cavernous silence. I looked at the empty chamber. Moonlight spilled in through the windows, illuminating the checkered floor, dancing upon the lifeless eyes of the statues that stood by the walls. I brought my goblet to my lips. The long sleeves of my cloak draped over the thick wooden arms of my throne. I sipped the wine. It was as dark as blood. I held it in my mouth and let it swim over my tongue, the rich taste lingering there. I tilted my head back, thinking of better days. After swallowing, I ran my tongue along my lips. They slid over my fangs, the sharp points eager to draw blood. I thought back to the days of old when my ancestors would have gone out hunting for fresh meat. This hall would have been alive with the crowing of valiant vampires, eager to display their trophies. 

	It had all dwindled until there was only me. 

	I was the last of my kind, the last vampire. I was but a ghost, a memory of the ones who came before, the ones who ruled the skies and who struck terror into the world around me. Yet that world is a dusty shell, filled with nothing but shadows and phantoms. My whispers are my only company, and I am only sustained by the morsels of life that flitter through the castle, rodents and other animals that never quite slake my thirst for blood. 

	Most of my days are spent in ennui, the sleepless hours dominated by melancholy thoughts. I addle my mind with wine, of which the stores were plentiful. It cannot dull the ache in my heart though. 

	The witching hour grew near. I dragged myself from my throne, staggering through the castle to a room at the top. I walked up the stone stairs, running my pale hand against the cold stone. My cloak draped against the floor behind me, flickering as it was caught by the chilled breeze that swept through this rocky land. The cold and the loneliness were my cocoon, yet I longed to break free, to find something that could save me… to find a mate.

	I entered the scrying chamber. The room was darker than the others in the castle. Even I, Count Cassius von Aachen had to wait for my eyes to adjust. I licked my lips slowly. The taste of wine lingered. In front of me stood a pedestal which held an old tome. The pages were dried parchment. They creaked as I turned them. Upon each page was an incantation written in the old language, of runes and strange symbols that had been passed down from generation to generation. As I ran my slender fingers along the pages I felt connected with the old world, and for a moment I could picture myself there, but then I opened my eyes again and was returned to the present world. 

	Beyond the pedestal was a large pool of shimmering water. It was still, and cold to the touch. I read the spell and then walked to the other side of the room where I selected a number of different potions from a shelf. There were all kinds of things here, ingredients stored for a number of years, but the reserves were dwindling as I had used many of them up in my search. Perhaps if someone else had been beside me they might have said that I was being too particular, too selective, but there was nobody from whom I could receive such criticism. If I was to welcome someone into my lair then they were going to have to be perfect. I could not sully myself with anything less. A companion was going to have to be charming and witty, intelligent, curious about the world. They would have to be wise, yet innocent, and, of course, beautiful. 

	I had not found a creature who possessed all the qualities I searched for yet, however, and I was beginning to doubt if one existed at all. Perhaps the search was a futile one and I was just wasting my time. If that was the case then… well… I had nothing but time to waste. I suppose I could have left the castle for one of these other worlds, but I winced every time I thought about it. This was my ancestral home, and I was the last vampire. If I abandoned it then what did that say about me and my people? How could I bear the shame of letting them down in that manner? 

	I carried the ingredients back to the pool of water and looked down at the liquid. Its silent visage gazed back at me. I saw nothing in it. I opened the vials and poured the crushed beetles into the water. It looked like ash. I then added a few drops of Satan’s Tears, which was the sap from a particularly devilish plant. Just three drops were enough. The heavy liquid lingered there before it was engulfed by the water. Just these ingredients were enough to open a pathway to another world. Some worlds took more ingredients, while others took less. While I allowed the water to absorb these ingredients I returned to the pedestal and curled my fingers around the book. I spoke in a dry, redolent voice as I uttered the ancient phrases that had been sealed within these pages. I suspected that rather than ink, my ancestors had used blood to write these incantations down. It was from a time when such a thing was in abundant supply. Oh, how they must have feasted…

	I shook the thought from my mind, reminding myself that I needed to concentrate. It would do no good to lose myself in longing for a world that I could never reach. I inhaled deeply, a force of habit, and continued with the spell. As the arcane words slipped between my lips I could feel the air in the room crackle with nascent energy. The water began to ripple, as though a gentle bell had chimed under the surface, the peals of which grew in intensity. It soon reached a fever pitch, bubbling as the spell took hold, twisting the nature of the water to something divine and fervent. 

	The last word left my lips. Back in the old times there would have been an entire group of vampires here chanting a spell, the dolorous sounds filling the chamber, their power able to cast and summon great things, things that were beyond the power of a solitary vampire. 

	But I could still do this.

	The water rippled and changed its form. Its dull, colorless shade shifted and transformed, morphing as it became a window into another world. A starry sky took shape, with a forest below, and then another shimmering pool of water. I could almost smell the grass, but it was not the landscape that caught my attention. Oh no, for there I saw her, this creature, this being, this goddess, this woman who took my breath away. Often times when I performed this ritual I was bemused by the potential mates it displayed before me, but with her I only wondered why it had not shown her to me before.

	She sat submerged in water up to the top of her chest. The curves of her breasts were just visible before they disappeared beneath the cruel liquid, which provided a shield to my lust filled gaze. Her skin was pale and milky, glistening under the bright stars. Her hair was long and as golden as the sun, making me think of something forbidden that should not be touched. It became heavier and thicker as it touched the water, and splayed around her bare neck. She stretched out her fingers, and I was mesmerized as I watched them dance through the water. She seemed to be everything I needed and more, and I stood there transfixed, wondering how such a woman could exist. 

	As I stared at her I came to know other things about her as well. I could sense the loneliness within her, as well as the despair. Sadness was draped around her like a shroud and in this way I knew we shared a common bond. Her eyes were as blue as sapphires, but they were touched by sorrow. Her soft, sensual lips were pensive, and although she was young I knew that she had been through things that had hardened her to the reality of the world. She was in need of a protector, a guide, a mentor. All these things I could be, and more. My throat tightened as she shifted her body under the water, swimming around the lake. She arched her neck back and the rising curve of her breasts broke the waves, although she twisted her body just before she exposed all of herself, almost as though she knew that I was watching, as though she was teasing me. 

	Oh, she was coy and coaxing, and my lips twitched into a smile as I anticipated her playfulness. She could indeed bring life to this dreary castle and perhaps reignite the fire of my own empty heart. I had been searching for what seemed like an eternity, and it was almost unbelievable to think that my search could be over now. But if not her, then who? If not now, then when? She was the only one to have captured my heart with such suddenness. If I doubted this now then it would only be due to fear, and I was not the type of man to be ruled by any such thing. She was the one. I could feel it in my fangs and my bones. 

	I left the pedestal and returned to the water. I bent down and grazed the surface with my finger, as though I was caressing her skin. The water broke and ripples marred the image of her perfect form for a moment, but then it returned to her again. 

	There was only one thought that ran through my mind; I must have her, no matter the cost. I closed my eyes and spread my arms. I looked inside myself and the instinct within me twitched. There was a burst of brimstone and the scent of ash filled the air as I turned into a bat. I spread my wings and then dove into the water, feeling the cold crash through me as I submerged myself. The sensation only lasted for a moment though as I then broke through into the other world. The air was sweeter, and for a moment I was overwhelmed by the scent of fresh grass and tall trees, as well as the hunter’s instinct within me that twitched at the sense of prey nearby. 

	But then I saw her properly, and seeing her in the flesh was far more overwhelming than seeing her in the blurry image of my pool. I perched on the branch of a tree, obscured by the leaves as I watched her elegantly swim around the lake, her long white arms breaking out of the water, her feet kicking up waves as she swam. Desire swelled in my cold, ancient heart as I thought about the parts of her body the water was hiding, the gentle curves and the warm heaven of her femininity. I caught her scent in the air and I knew that this had not been a mistake. She was the one, and now it was only a matter of time before she was mine.

	 


Chapter Two

	Willow

	I looked to the stars in the heavens. I looked to the moon, just as mother always taught me. When I was younger she used to say that if I ever had any problems I could just look to the moon, and then I would be shown an answer. But the moon was silent for me. I had been asking her for guidance night after night, year upon year, and yet still she had not given me an answer as to why I was cursed and why I could not shift like the rest of my people. It was a hallowed tradition, a defining characteristic that everyone was proud of, at least everyone who could shift. 

	Then there was me, poor Willow who had been waiting and waiting. I had to watch and stare and pretend to be happy for my friends who claimed the wolf within them. Every time there was a ceremony to welcome these wolves there was also someone taking me aside to tell me that eventually my time would come, that it was just a matter of the passing days and wolves emerged at different times for different people. 

	How I wished it was that easy to be content with things though. As I grew older I had to watch my friends and peers be welcomed into the hunting packs as they surged across the world at night, the moon granting them refuge. I prayed and begged and pleaded. I ate bitter remedies and performed ancient rituals in the hope that it would bring forth the wolf inside, but still there was nothing. Year on year passed as I grew older, turning from a girl into a woman, yet still I did not become a wolf.

	And now that I had reached my twentieth birthday it was time that I gave up and accepted that this was just the way things were. I was never going to be able to change into a wolf. I was never going to howl with the others or run with the others or know what it was like to feel the wind through my fur. For some reason the moon had not taken a shine to me, and she had not blessed me with her gift. It was a sobering thought though, and not one that I had ever wanted to accept. 

	I had no idea what it was going to mean for my future. There were stories of other people through the years who had not been granted the ability to shift. Some of them remained with the pack and helped out in other ways, while others left, sometimes of their own accord, but more often than not exiled by those who did not want some pretender living in a pack of wolves. I feared that my fate would be the latter. It was already clear that I was not wanted. My friends had slowly turned into enemies, growing farther apart when they realized that I would not become a wolf like them.

	It was hardest to accept from Brandon. In childhood he was sweet, and for a long time I cherished the memories we created together, but somewhere through the years his heart had changed. No longer was he a compassionate man, but one whose heart was as sharp as a spear, and he was not afraid to wield it. He looked at me cruelly, teasing me for what I lacked, sneering at me because I was clearly not one of them. 

	All this from a man I thought would be my mate one day. He had moved on though, and perhaps it was time for me to move on as well. There were new pastures out there to explore, and I might have been able to find something out there that I could not at home. I could not shake the feeling that there was no future for me. When Brandon became Alpha he would likely exile me anyway, so why delay the inevitable? If he did allow me to stay then I would be made to look like a fool. I would be ridiculed and shamed for something that I could not help, and unless the moon suddenly decided to change her mind about me then I would always remain the same.

	Wolves were not meant to be solitary people. From a pup we were taught that the pack was everything and we were only as strong as the wolves around us. I guess that’s why they wanted me gone, because I made them weaker. I had learned to enjoy my time alone though. As I advanced from childhood to maturity it became clear that I had less and less in common with my friends. Slowly they began to drift away, preferring to speak with other people who knew what it was like to shift into wolves. I was then forced to come to terms with spending time by myself. It was never something I particularly wanted. I yearned to feel the nestled security of companionship, but when that was deprived from me I had no choice, otherwise I would end up living my life in misery. 

	But now as I lay in the lake thinking about all the dreams that were never going to come to be, I stared up at the stars. I opened my mouth, but no words came out because I knew it was going to be useless to utter anything to the goddess that had closed her ears to me. Was she angry with me? Was she punishing me? Was this some strange lesson that I needed to learn? I simply could not understand it, and that led me to wonder if the Moon was even watching over us at all, as we had been taught. If she was really there to guide us then why wasn’t she there to speak to me when I needed her? I couldn’t imagine there was another wolf who was experiencing so much anguish, not that I could even call myself a wolf. I was just a girl, a girl who was waiting for something that was never going to come.

	I finished bathing, but I wasn’t yet ready to emerge from the water. I played with it, allowing my fingers to dance among the water, before I took to swimming around the lake, feeling the water caressing my body. I knew that when I emerged from the water I was going to have to make a decision. It was time that I decided whether I was going to stay with the pack or move on elsewhere. I wanted to make this last for as long as possible, wanting to entertain the notion that I still had two paths ahead of me. 

	Eventually, though, I had to leave. I swam to the bank of the lake and pulled myself up. Water trickled down the curves of my body. My body was facing away from the trees. I gathered up my clothes, simple garments that were rough against my skin. I pulled them on, enjoying the warmth they offered me. They would also serve to soak up the moisture that lingered on my body. 

	Then I felt something. Another presence. I may not have had the instinct of wolves, but my senses were still keen. I turned to see the glowing eyes of a wolf gleaming at me. I took a deep breath and watched as the wolf came forward on its long legs. Its fur was dark grey, its mouth spread into a savage smile. As it walked forward it shifted. The air shimmered and the image of the wolf seemed to melt and blend in with its surroundings. The features of its face blurred and it raised itself onto its hind legs. The forelimbs changed into arms, and the fur receded, changing into the muscular form of Brandon. Locks of curled hair drooped down his forehead, while he quickly arranged the cloth he carried in a pack with him to cover his more intimate areas, not that he was ever ashamed of anything. He then leaned against a tree, extending his torso to show off his toned muscles. I remembered him as the lanky, gawky boy who used to shy away from climbing a tree because he was afraid of falling. Now he was a man in every sense of the word, acting as though the world was his to command. 

	“I thought I smelled you here. Seems like I came just a few moments too late,” he said with a slanted smile, his gaze drifting down my body. There was a time when I would have welcomed this, but now the way he looked at me… it was with disdain as much as desire. 

	“I’m just trying to bathe Brandon,” I sighed, pressing my lips together, holding myself rigid. There was never any telling what Brandon might do. 

	“Seems like you succeeded. How about you try something else?” 

	“Such as?”

	“Well, I’d say shifting, but we all know you’re incapable of that,” he said, grinning at his blunt words. He had never been able to tell the difference between being cruel and being clever, and by this point whatever insults he could have thrown at me had lost their sharpness. 

	“Brandon, I’m sure that you have better things to do than insult me. I certainly have better things than to stand here and be insulted, so how about we just accept that you’re going to get a few insulting remarks off and I’m going to be upset to save us the trouble?” 

	“You have no idea what I’m going to say to you.” 

	I rubbed my forehead, already feeling a band of tension that wrapped around my skull like a tight crown. “I think I know exactly what you’re going to say, but you know what? It doesn’t matter. Actually I’m going to let you in on a secret Brandon. I’m going to tell you something that nobody else knows; I’m leaving.” 

	Seeing him like this had just confirmed that my instincts were correct. I couldn’t stay, not with him seeking to goad me at every opportunity. I knew I was supposed to stay with the pack, but what kind of life would I have if I had to subject myself to this all the time? 

	Brandon frowned and stepped towards me. “What do you mean you’re leaving?” 

	“It kind of explains itself Brandon. I’m going elsewhere. I’m not going to be around any longer. You won’t have to worry about me sullying the good reputation of the pack.” 

	“Where are you going?”

	“I haven’t got that figured out yet.”

	“So you’re going to head out there with no idea where you’re going. How are you going to protect yourself? It’s not as though you can change into a wolf.”

	“I know that,” I said acidly. “But there are other ways to deal with things than just attacking them you know.” It was clear from his expression that he didn’t know at all. Wolves were supposed to be wily creatures, but from my perspective their imaginations were narrowed as they got older, seeing things through the lens of hunter and prey. Perhaps it was just Brandon though. There was no room for nuance in his world. 

	“You can’t leave.”

	I wasn’t sure if that was an order or a threat. “Why not? It’s not like I have a reason to stay.”

	“This is your pack.”

	I laughed. “It hasn’t been my pack for a long time. You’ve made certain of that. I’m not a wolf, so I don’t belong here. That’s the end of it. I’m never going to be accepted here. I’m always going to be reminded that I’m not one of you, so why should I bother staying?” 

	Brandon took yet another stride towards me. His wide stance ate up the ground between us and now he was within reach of me. “Because you’re mine,” he spoke in a low growl and the look in his eyes was intense. 

	I was stunned. I let out a choking sigh as I tilted my head to the side, looking askance at him. “What the hell are you talking about?” 

	“You’ve been mine from the very beginning Willow. It was written in the stars.”

	“The stars lie. And why are you talking like this now? For the past few years you’ve been nothing but unkind to me. And what about Naomi?” 

	“Naomi is my mate and she will one day be my wife, but as Alpha I have the right to have anyone I choose, and the more I think about it the more I want you to stick around so that I can have you too. What better honor could there be than to be named as the Alpha’s concubine?” 

	For a moment I thought he was joking. It soon became clear that he wasn’t. “Brandon… have you lost your mind?”

	He then got a slick, strange look on his face. I recognized it as the same look he had when he went on his first hunt and killed his first prey. I certainly wasn’t the hunter in this scenario. 

	“No, in fact I’ve just found it. I know that I’ve made your life hard here Willow, and perhaps that wasn’t right of me. There should still be a place for you in this pack even though you are not like the rest of us. It’s not fair that you should be punished for a failing of your biology, and I don’t want you to feel like an outcast. This way you can still be a part of things, you can still feel involved, and if you mate with me then at least you’ll know what it’s like to have a wolf inside you.” He laughed at his crude joke while my stomach churned. I shook my head and looked disgusted. Even though she had been mean to me as well, I pitied Naomi.

	“I can’t believe there was a time when I thought being with you would make me happy,” I muttered, shaking my head. The smile disappeared from his face and twisted into a scowl.

	“What do you mean by that?”

	“Listen to yourself Brandon. Do you even hear how arrogant you sound? Do you really think I would be happy being your concubine? What if we had children? Would they become the Alpha?”

	“Of course not. Any children we had would be inferior to those of Naomi’s?” 

	“So I’m just going to be there for you to sleep with whenever you like. That’s basically it, isn’t it?” I said, folding my arms across my chest. “You really have no idea how to treat people Brandon. I really feel sorry for the pack when you take control because you have no idea how to handle things.” 

	“How dare you speak to me like that! You don’t just get to walk away from me!” he cried out. But that was exactly what I intended to do. I pushed past him, shaking my head in disbelief at the way he was acting, but my retreat was halted by him sticking out a hand and grabbing my upper arm. His strength was such that he made me wince. I gasped and glared at him, seeing an intensity in his eyes that made me shudder. For all that he had been mean with me before I had never felt in danger with him until this moment. 

	Before I could say anything else though there was a strange sensation in the air. There was a smell of ash and brimstone as something darted down from a tree, and then suddenly Brandon and I were not alone. A pale man stood there, draped in a cloak. His skin was the color of the moon, his eyes as dark and deep as the night. His voice was heavy and mellifluous. There was something about it that reached deep into my soul. But there was something else about him as well, something that didn’t seem quite right. I hadn’t been able to detect him, and this shouldn’t have been possible. I sniffed the air, but his scent wasn’t upon it. I knew that Brandon could feel the same thing. 

	“Get your hands off her,” this mysterious man said. His words were intense. 

	“I don’t know where you came from, but you’re not welcome here. What are you?” Brandon asked. He was trying to sound brave, but I could sense the fear running underneath his words. 

	“I’m your worst nightmare,” the man hissed, and then I realized that he wasn’t a man at all, but a vampire, for he opened his mouth and hissed loudly, displaying his long, sharp fangs. As soon as he revealed himself Brandon’s grip on me loosened. He staggered back, as though all the strength had left his body and was replaced by ice cold fear. I knew how he felt. We had been told stories of vampires when we were pups, always warned of the dangers of empty hearted, savage beings who cared for nothing other than their own survival, and had been deadly enemies of wolves since the birth of time itself. They had always sounded like myths to me, creatures that scared children into behaving, but here myth had melted into reality and this vampire stood before us, his cloak billowing in the gentle breeze of the night.

	But fear wasn’t the only thing I felt. I was also curious, and I wasn’t so eager to run away. 

	 


Chapter Three

	Cassius

	I watched her from my perch, utterly enraptured and entranced by the beauty of her naked skin as she climbed out of the water. All the drops cascaded down her slender back, running along her spine. Oh, to be such a simple thing as a drop of water, resting on her warm skin, enjoying the blossoming haze of delight that burned amid this nightly air. She had her back to me, so I could not see the full outline of her female profile, but my imagination hungered and still it felt as though she knew I was watching, showing me enough to tantalize me while keeping plenty back, hidden in mystery, waiting for me to earn the glory of her beauty. 

	Her hair fell down her back, reaching all the way to the middle of her spine. It was dark because of the water, lank and straggling, but soon I knew it would dry to its golden shine. 

	As this enchantress pulled on her clothes I took a moment to look up at the stars. I enjoyed doing this in any new world, seeing the different constellations that ruled above me. Here the moon was gibbous, swelling as though it was going to burst and cast silver rain upon the world. Such a moon was beautiful, and if there was ever a creature to embody the beauty of such an ethereal thing then it was this woman in front of me. 

	Questions flooded my mind. Was she aware of how glorious she was? Why was she so lonely? I could taste the lingering despair in the air as her scent floated towards me. It was spicy and sweet, and made something flare within me that I thought had died a long time ago. Centuries of time had passed for me since I had been with another, but she was vibrant with youth and life, and I knew she would offer me so much promise. I just had to take her back with me.

	There were two ways I could go about doing this. I could try to charm her, but this was not a foolproof plan. A woman as wise as her must surely have suitors, if not a mate already, although from what I sensed it did not seem as though she had been tainted by the touch of another, unworthy man. It was almost as though she had been waiting for me. But to charm her was to risk her saying no, and if she refused then what did that leave me? I would have to take her by force, but to capture a heart like hers was a challenge. I did not wish to cage her spirit or have her be with me as an unwilling companion. I was not so desperate for company that I would want anyone around who resented me. No, I wanted her to come and enjoy her time with me, to appreciate all that I could offer. 

	But how could I leave without her? If I took her by force then it may take longer, but at least she would be given the chance to know me. I had to tread carefully. One wrong move and I could scare her, although I thought if this was ordained by the heavens then surely she would come to me and yield to my desire. Then again, I knew that life was not always easy. I should expect the worst. 

	Just as I was preparing to descend from my perch and approach her I snarled as I saw the wolf approach. What an ugly creature, so savage and feral. They were our natural enemies and I almost swooped down there and then to take away its life. Many of my kind had been killed in a war between our people in my land. Ultimately we had emerged victorious. I had not smelled a wolf for a long time and had forgotten how bitter they were. I would like to pin him down and taste the rich blood again, squeezing the life out of it, watching it struggle. Did I need to save her? Perhaps here I could see what she was capable of and then…

	…oh…

	The wolf shifted and greeted her. Could it be? Was she a wolf too? No, there must have been some mistake. Surely the fates were not so cruel as to mock me like this? I was a proud vampire, was it seriously going to be the case that my perfect mate was one of them? The thought shocked me and I almost returned to my castle there and then, ready to flee and give up on this search because by now it was clear that I was being ridiculed.

	However, it quickly became clear that there was animosity between her and this wolf. Perhaps I had been too quick in wanting to abandon my desire for her. Instead, I watched patiently as they verbally sparred. I liked how fearless she was and how she showed him no respect at all. It was clear there was history between them, although such history was not something that I could tell from one conversation. I also learned her name; Willow. It was an elegant, beautiful name, one that I found quite apt.

	She was indignant while he was insistent, assuming that everything was written how he wanted it. What a fool. What a severe, arrogant fool this boy was. Did he truly think he was deserving of her as a mate? It showed the folly of youth, and then, ah, I understood why we were kindred spirits. She was unable to shift, an outcast among her own people. I was an outcast too. I knew what it was to be alone, shunned by the universe, although in my case it was because I was the last of my kind. In her case it was because wolves were cruel, close minded beings who could not see glory when it was staring them right in the face. 

	This boy wanted to keep her as some decoration for his bed, treating her as one would treat a slave or prey. It made my blood curdle as I listened to the horrid words. She should have been celebrated for what she was. Unlike the others of her pack she was pure, unburdened by this curse that had turned them into monsters.

	And then he touched her. I could smell the intensity of his emotion and knew that he was not going to allow her to leave, not without testing his limits first. Such young men were all the same. There was no subtlety to what they did, no nuance. It was clear that the time for subtlety was over. I could not remain hidden any longer. It was time to reveal myself to her and prove to her that she would benefit from coming with me.

	I darted down and shifted back into a vampire. I hissed at the wolf, warning him away. He staggered back, coward that he was, fear mixing with anger. 

	“You… you can’t be real,” this Brandon said. 

	“Come and attack me and you’ll find out how real I am,” I said, my words scraping against my tongue. 

	He glanced towards Willow. “We need to get back and warn the pack. If one of them is here then the Alpha needs to know. We need to plan for war! Willow, come on! Quick! Before he attacks!”

	Brandon’s words were hurried and terrified. My mouth twitched into a smile, enjoying how easy it was to make a wolf afraid. They liked to think of themselves as the most powerful in the land, but when faced with a true master of the sinister arts they were nothing. He was certainly not why I had arrived, and I had no urge to waste any more time with him. I instead leveled my gaze at Willow. I was surprised and impressed that she met my gaze and did not waver. 

	“Begone. I have no use for you. Go and warn your pack if you like, just as long as you leave Willow and I alone,” I said. 

	Willow’s eyebrow arched, intrigued. 

	Brandon seemed incensed. “Willow, we need to leave. I can’t just leave you out here with that thing,” he uttered through gritted teeth. I could tell he was torn between wanting to return to the safety of his pack and wanting to make a name for himself. By confronting a vampire he would have etched his name in history, especially if he thought he could kill me. It would have been the last mistake he ever made though, for I would have made short work of a wolf like him. 

	“I don’t need you to save me Brandon. I told you there are ways of handling things other than fighting,” Willow said.

	Brandon’s mouth twisted and then he cursed under his breath, tearing himself away from me. I noticed the unpleasant odor in the air as he took the form of a wolf again and sprinted away, back to his pack. I did not show any sign of it to Willow, but I was nervous. The clock was ticking now, for once the wolves learned that a vampire was in their midst they would send an army after me, and as powerful as I was I did not like the odds of taking on an army by myself. My instincts had been dulled, of course, as the rats in the castle did not provide much of a challenge. But I still had some time, time to win Willow over to my side and convince her to come back with me. 

	“I’m impressed by your wisdom. I can see you are a superior being to the one who just left. But may I ask why you are so sure you are safe with me?” I asked.

	Willow still had her arms folded across her chest and she tilted her head to the side. Her common clothes were not worthy of her. I was already thinking of other outfits she could wear that would more properly accentuate her natural beauty. 

	“I never said I was safe, but I don’t think you’re going to attack. If you were going to do that then you would have done so already. You wouldn’t have given up the element of surprise if you wanted to fight us.” 

	She sounded confident and assured. Her voice was as gentle as the winter mist. I gave an approving nod. “You have a good thought process. And you are right, I have no intention of attacking you, although I fear your brethren do not share that sentiment with regards to me.”

	I noticed the way she flinched when I called them her brethren. I stepped closer towards her and continued, “I sense that there is some animosity between you.” 

	“You could say that, although I don’t think it takes a genius to tell that after we were just arguing. I can see you’re interested in me for whatever reason, and I’m assuming that you must have a reason for being here. If the stories are correct then vampires never do anything without a calculated plan. But if that’s the case then I think you’re going to have to be more forthcoming with me, because I’ve been dealing with a lot of annoying people all my life and I’m not going to indulge you as well. I notice you’ve already gained the advantage of learning my name. How about you show that your intentions truly are good and tell me yours in return?”

	I smirked at her. “I’m not sure my intentions are ever truly good, but of course I would be happy to tell you my name. I’m Cassius. Well, technically I’m Count Cassius von Aachen, but Cassius will suffice.”

	“Good, because the alternative is a mouthful. So Cassius, what are you doing here? Because if you want to hunt the pack then you’ve come at the wrong time. They’re eager for a fight.” 

	“I did not come to hunt, and I did not come for a war. In fact I came for you.”

	This was the first time she let the mask she was wearing fall from her face. She flinched and her arms unfolded, before she composed herself and tension ran through her body once again. “What do you mean you came for me?” she asked. She watched me carefully. I began to pace in front of her, making sure to keep my distance as I did not want to appear threatening. I wasn’t sure if I should give her the entire story yet, rather just enough to intrigue her. However, my instinct told me that she was a woman who appreciated honesty, so I knew that vague promises and empty flattery were not going to win her to my cause, as was right. Anyone who was swayed by such things would not have been worthy of being my mate. 

	“You see Willow, the world I come from is a bleak and desolate place. The sun is setting and it is not covered in this lush forest as this world is. My race has dwindled until there is only one left, and I seek a companion.”

	“Oh, I see. You’re just like every other man,” Willow rolled her eyes and was about to turn away from me. 

	“Oh no, in time I hope you will recant those words Willow. I do not speak of some fleeting physical pleasure, but of something deep and profound. I want someone to come into my world and share in what I have learned, in all the wisdom and experiences I have accrued during my life. I want to have someone to fill the silence, to spend time with me and make the days seem shorter. I find myself falling into melancholy as I lose myself to my own thoughts and wonder if anyone will ever sit beside me again. I have a feeling you know what it's like to be alone,” I said.

	Willow narrowed her eyes at me. It was at this point that I realized I had misspoken and overstepped my boundaries. “I don’t know what trick you’re using, but you don’t know anything about me. Don’t pretend that you do. If the stories are true then I know what you’re capable of, and I don’t want any part of it.” 

	I held my hands up and bowed my head. “I merely meant to say that I can sense some resentment to your fellow wolves. It doesn’t seem as though you are as much a part of your pack as wolves are supposed to be.” 

	“No. I’m not. But I’m fine with being alone. I’m happy to make my own way in this world.” 

	“You may think like that now, but try spending your life by yourself as the days turn into years and the years turn into decades. It can be a harrowing experience. Besides, wouldn’t you rather be with someone who appreciates what you have to offer and doesn’t just judge you based on what thing you have lurking inside you? You are more than a wolf Willow.”

	“You mean less than,” she replied.

	I shook my head slowly to emphasize my point. “You only think that because of the world in which you have grown up. You are more than a wolf, much more. Of course, they’re going to think that they’re the superior life because it’s the only thing they know, but what do they do with their powers? They run around the forest and hunt like mere animals. They do not seek to elevate themselves or learn more about the world around them. They lose themselves to the wolves, while you could be something greater.” 

	“Just because I can’t become a wolf doesn’t mean that I want to look down upon it. This is still who I am, what I was meant to be. I would give anything to be able to turn into one of them. You might think you know me, but you don’t. You don’t know what it feels like to be empty inside, or what it feels like to call on something that does not answer. You don’t know the pain of knowing that you’re not what you’re supposed to be, so don’t come here and try to pretend that we’re the same, because we’re not.”

	But I knew we were. I could sense it, even if she couldn’t. I had perhaps allowed my own disdain for the wolves to overshadow the way she felt, but it required only a slight readjustment to lay the final enticement that would bring her to me. This time I did step towards her to see her reaction. She did not step back, and did not seem to be on edge. I lowered my voice to a whisper in the hope that it would elicit an intimate atmosphere between us.

	“I apologize for my presumption. I hope you will be gracious enough to forgive me. Tell me then, what lengths have you gone to in order to solve your problem? I assume you have prayed to your precious moon?” I asked, having to bite my tongue to not completely deride her for her silly superstitions. I had to keep reminding myself that it wasn’t her fault, it was only thanks to the world she had grown up in. She nodded. “I see, well, since you seem familiar with the stories of vampires then you know we are the master of conjuration and have various artifacts. If you have not found where you belong here, then perhaps by coming back with me you could find something in my castle that would bring out the wolf inside you, if you truly wish to do such a thing.” 

	She paused before she answered and I knew then that I had her. I just had to be patient enough to reel her in. 

	“You could do that?” 

	“I’m sure I could find a way. There are always answers to mysteries and problems, it’s only a matter of looking in the right place.” I glanced at the forest around us. “I’m not sure that this is such a place. If your fellow wolves can’t help you and the moon is not listening to your prayers then why not try something different? The wealth of artifacts and spell books I possess is vast. I am sure with some study you could discover a solution.”

	Her eyes flashed with desire, but she was not ready to commit just yet. 

	“And if I change my mind would I be allowed to leave? Where do you even come from anyway?” she asked.

	I pointed towards the tree upon which I had perched. There was a shimmering portal that looked as though the world had been made from a curtain and just needed to be drawn back. She squinted and then her eyes widened as she realized what it was. I did not wish to rush her, but I knew that time was of the essence. The wolves would be returning soon. I could hear their howls in the distance. She pricked her ears, hearing them too. There was a thoughtful look on her face as her gaze darted back and forth, and all I could do was be patient. 

	 


Chapter Four

	Willow

	The offer he made me seemed too good to be true. I was wary of him because of everything I had been taught. His tongue was charming, his voice melodic, and the way he moved was graceful and purposeful, as though everything he did was by design. There was no wasted energy, no movement that was ever performed without thinking. And now he was offering me a way to search for the truth within myself, to find the wolf within. Was it even possible? Should I do it?

	He had been honest about what he offered. Whether I should believe him or not was another matter entirely. Vampires were known to lie, but when he spoke about his loneliness I did indeed get the sense that he knew exactly what he was speaking about. He was right in that we did have it in common and I could not entirely deny this kinship. And I have to admit that the idea of learning from him did appeal to me. I had always been a curious person and the knowledge the wolves possessed did not reach as far as I would have liked. Cassius wasn’t lying when he said that the ambition of the wolves was somewhat limited. Most of their rules were made based on tradition and superstition. They accepted the world as it was given to them without questioning why, and I had often found this attitude frustrating. As much as it seemed frightening to go into a vampire’s lair, the wealth of information promised was alluring. They were known for cataloguing knowledge and if I was going to leave anyway I might as well go to a place where I could learn all that I wanted to learn.

	And then he told me about awakening the dormant part of me, the thing that even the moon could not do. Was this too good to be true? Could anyone guarantee this? Did I have a responsibility to try even if it seemed fantastical? The apprehensive, rational part of me kept pulling me back, telling me to be cautious, while the adventurous side urged me to continue. 

	I had done everything the wolves had ever told me to do. I had prayed to the moon. I had confessed my sins to her. I had tried all the different remedies that they had brewed for me, and none of them had worked. It came time for me to leave. The world was open to me, and why not go with a vampire? It went against everything I had been taught, but obeying tradition had not worked out for me so it seemed obvious that I should try this. I did not want to admit it at the time, but there was another factor that came into consideration as well; he was oddly handsome. 

	He was strong and tall, but not in a brutish way like Brandon. His skin was not rich and lush with color, but there was something enticing about him, something even perhaps a touch forbidden. Then, in the distance, I heard the wolves howling. Brandon had rallied them and they were storming towards us, ready to drive this vampire from their territory. This might be the only chance I had to grasp this opportunity, and I did not wish to shirk it. I nodded at him and he grinned.

	“Come with me Willow,” he said, holding out his hand. I paced towards him and I was surprised at the cool touch of his hand. He drew me into his cloak and I became lost in the dark, billowing folds. Somewhere within these shadows was his hard body. I was certain that I would find it eventually, but then I felt the air grow hotter. There was a smell of ash and brimstone and suddenly we were flying into the air, soaring to the portal. His body was smaller, but his wings were wide and leathery, and he seemed to have no difficulty in carrying me up to the portal. I knew I should have been terrified. I should have been eager to cut this vampire down and thrust a stake through his heart, but perhaps that just proved that I was not meant to be a wolf.

	I was meant to be something different, and leaving with Cassius was the only way I was going to learn what that was. We moved towards the portal just as the wolves came into view. I twisted my head behind me to see them, standing there like an army with rows of gleaming eyes and hungry teeth, helpless to stop us as we disappeared through this veil of the world. As we traveled through it I felt a swirling, nauseous sensation. My body felt as though it was being stretched and there was an odd knot twisting in the pit of my stomach. Everything seemed upside down and wherever I looked everything seemed out of place. I kept searching for something to reorient myself, but it all twirled and twisted and tumbled, leaving me feeling as though I was floating. My stomach lurched and all I knew was to hold onto Cassius. I feared that if I let go I would float into the ether and be lost forever. 

	Then we broke through another veil, this one watery and cold. We spilled out gasping and sputtering into a dark room. I was surrounded by stone. I crashed to the ground, my palms and knees stinging as they bore the brunt of the impact. The smell was stale and musty. I groaned as I looked up, but then it all became too much for me and everything went black. My eyes rolled into the back of my head and I slumped to the floor, the trip having taken everything out of me.

	*

	I had no idea how much time had passed when I awoke. I gasped sharply, my hands running over my body to make sure that everything was intact. I was still wearing the same clothes as I had when coming here, and from what I could tell there were no wounds. My head still spun though, and it took me a few deep breaths to calm myself. I moved slowly, rising tentatively in the hope of moving past this dizzying feeling. I managed to get to a sitting position before groaning, still feeling groggy. 

	At first I wondered if this had all been a dream, if Cassius was just a figment of my imagination and I had actually slipped under the surface of the water and almost drowned. However, one glance at my surroundings made it clear that I was not at home any longer. I was in a cold room. The bed was beside the wall. It was wide and long, and I disappeared into it. Scarlet blankets were draped across the bed, although I had made them messy. Along the opposite wall was a desk, upon which sat two candles burning. The flickering flames fought through the darkness in the room. I looked towards the window, wondering if it was night, but there seemed to be a perpetual fog stretching across the land. I leaned out and saw a sheer drop below me. The castle was carved into the mountain, with a winding path leading down. A dark forest lay at the base, which stretched out as far as the eye could see, although much of it was obscured by this fog. It was hard to tell where the land ended and the sky began because this mist stretched across the firmament too, and the only way I could tell it apart was to see the pale, winking sun faintly glowing behind the mist. It was a far cry from the world I had been used to, and I began to regret my decision. It was no wonder Cassius had left this world, but I had not yet understood why he returned. 

	I turned my attention back to the desk. There was something resting on the chair. I picked up the package. It was addressed to me. There was a small card with my name on it, and a wax rose stamped into the card. It was an invitation to dinner. I opened the package and my mouth dropped as I was greeted with the most impressive, extravagant dress I had ever seen. I pulled it out and let it lay over my arms. The fabric was soft and silken. The main body of the dress was a deep scarlet, while there was black lace running around the hem, and this would be used to fasten the dress together. The outfit also contained a lace choker, black again, as well as red elbow length gloves. I had never seen anything like this before, and felt quite honored that he had given me this gift. 

	I lay it on the bed as I undressed, and then slipped the dress on. It fit me perfectly, if a little snug. I tied up the lace tightly and looked down at my cleavage, which was bursting out of the dress. Had Cassius planned this, or was it just a happy coincidence for him? I would have to watch him as he had promised this was not going to be something physical. I was here to learn, that was all.

	I then placed the choker around my neck and slipped on the gloves. After this I noticed that a pair of shoes had been left for me under the desk as well, so I put these on. Cassius seemed to have judged everything perfectly, and it did make me feel special. I had never attended a dinner like this before. I looked for a mirror, but did not see one, so I had to guess at my appearance as I attempted to fix my hair. I twisted my hips around to make sure that my dress was fitting well at the back, although I had to largely make my best guess here as I couldn’t see properly. 

	My heart fluttered with nerves as I was in this new place with this stranger, and given the way we had come into this world I wasn’t sure how easy it was going to be for me to leave. The outside environment did not seem welcoming either, so for the most part I was stuck here. If it was a mistake then I had no doubt I would find out soon. If the rest of the pack knew that I had gone away with a vampire willingly then I’m sure they would think I had lost my mind. I wondered what Brandon would have told them, before realizing that it did not matter any longer. They were no longer of concern to me. I might never seem them again.

	I had just been about to leave the room when this thought occurred to me, and it made me pause. I placed my hand against the frame of the door and furrowed my brow. I had been thinking of leaving for a long time, but for it to have actually happened was astonishing. I had taken a huge step towards independence and it had happened so quickly it was difficult to come to terms with. My life had changed dramatically and now I had no idea where the future was going to lead. 

	But now was not the time to rue the choice I had made. I was a free person and did not have to be shackled to my pack or to the expectations others had placed upon me. This was the path of freedom and it was one that I would walk along with my head held high, no matter what happened. If it was a mistake to trust this vampire then at least it was a mistake I was allowed to make. I would rather that than remain within the pack, always yearning to break free, yet never having the courage to do so. 

	The door led to a wide corridor. The wind whispered through it as though there was a constant companion around. There were places where torches could be held, but none of them were lit. The darkness was stifling and seemed to swirl around every corner, hiding something that remained elusive. A shiver passed down my spine, but I tried to remind myself that nothing here could hurt me. Cassius had promised I would be safe.

	I descended some stairs and as I walked along another corridor I noticed the paintings hanging on the walls, portraits of people I assumed to be Cassius’ ancestors. Their eyes seemed to gaze at me. The color of the paint had faded somewhat, giving the portraits a ghostly look. It was quite an apt description I thought, because this entire place seemed eerie, as though it had been devoid of life for far too long. I could not fathom how Cassius could have lived here by himself for many years and not lost his mind. No wonder he was lonely, and it was clear that any mistakes he made when conversing must have been due to the fact he had not had any company for so long. There was still one thing that confused me though; how I was the one woman in all the worlds who had commanded his attention. Had there been other companions aside from me, or was I truly this special? If so, how? I certainly did not feel it. 

	It wasn’t a question I was going to get an answer to by myself though. I walked through the labyrinthine hallways, getting turned and twisted around, wondering how I was ever going to learn the layout of this castle. I came through the corridor with the portraits again and this time I took a different route, breathing with relief when I came to a wide staircase and an open chamber. A chandelier, unlit, hung from the ceiling. A wide table stretched out in the middle of the room. A lavish feast lay on the table, while candles flickered in the middle of the table. There was roasted meat, colorful vegetables, glasses of wine, soup, figs, apples… far too much for just two people. It looked enough to feed an entire village. And there, at the other end of the table, sat my host, Count Cassius von Aachen, a deadly creature who had not made any threats towards me. 

	He rose slowly and walked towards me, his boots clapping against the stone floor. He extended a hand as I stepped down from the final stair, and he pressed his lips against my glove. I had never been greeted in this manner before, never treated with such prestige and grace. I blushed and allowed him to lead me to my seat, which he pushed in underneath me. Now it was time to see what kind of man this vampire truly was.

	 


Chapter Five

	Cassius

	“You look beautiful. The outfit certainly suits you,” I said as I turned back to my own chair, having to wrench my gaze away from her. The image of her left me agape as she descended the stairs, like an angel from heaven. Such a being would never deign to visit my castle, of course, but she was a bursting ray of light to push back against the dreary surroundings. Her hair was soft and lustrous, spilling over her shoulders and her back now that it was dry. Her shoulders were bare, the top of her chest rising in a steep slope as the dress hugged her bosom. The choker around her neck was intimate and I felt jealous of the fabric for it was caressing her soft skin. Her lips were full and pink, her eyes brightly shining with all the hope of youth. A flicker of a memory flared within my mind of a time when I was that young. That was so many years ago, however, and I was a different person then. A person who had… well… there was no point drifting away to those melancholy thoughts that night, not when I had a guest! 

	I took my seat again and stared at her, cursing the extravagant length of this table because I longed to be close to her and smell her sweet scent instead of it mingling with the food on the table. My words carried through the empty space of the room as she took her napkin and placed it on her lap. 

	“Thank you,” she said. 

	“I am glad you joined me. I take it you are well rested?” I asked.

	“I am, yes. I didn’t know traveling would take it out of me. Does that always happen?” 

	I flashed her an apologetic look. “I am sorry about that. It can be disorienting for new people and I’m afraid that I forgot to take that into account. If you take as many trips as I have then you end up getting used to it. Whether that’s a good thing or not I don’t know. Anyway, I would like to propose a toast to you Willow, to thank you for joining me here,” I raised my glass and she mirrored my action. We sipped the wine. She allowed it to settle in her mouth for a few moments before she picked up her knife and fork.

	“I have to admit that there are so many thoughts running through my mind at the moment I don’t quite know where to begin.”

	“Well, there is plenty of time for you to ask me anything you wish. I will answer all your questions.”

	“Honestly?” she asked, looking up. I chuckled. 

	“The wolves taught you that vampires are liars, I assume?” 

	“They taught me many things. I’m just trying to figure out which ones are true and which ones aren’t.” 

	I leaned back in my chair and allowed my fingers to dance through the air. “I prefer to think of us as a creative race. Another word for a lie is a story, after all.”

	“I think that’s being rather generous,” she replied, before taking a bite. I looked at her earnestly, eager to see her reaction to the food. She cut a thick slice of meat for herself and then took a bite. After a few moments of chewing a strange look came over her face, but she brushed it away. 

	“So Cassius,” she said once she swallowed, “what exactly is it that keeps you here?” 

	“What do you mean?”

	“Well, you clearly have the ability to go anywhere you want, so why stay here? Why not find some other world that has a bit more life to it? You spoke of loneliness as if it’s something that you regret, so why do you stay here?” 

	I sighed and leaned forward, wiping my fingers on a napkin. I did not need to eat this food of course, but I took part in the meal to make her feel more welcome. “Because this is my home. I’m sure you can understand that, can’t you?”

	She smirked. It was such a delightful way that she expressed herself. Her face was like a symphony, her features rising and falling with every word she spoke, the emotions plain and clear. I didn’t get any sense that she had a deceitful bone in her body. She was far too pure for that.

	“You’re talking to a girl who just decided to leave her home and join a stranger in his castle. I don’t think I’m quite the person to understand loyalty to a place.”

	“I suppose not, but then again that place never showed loyalty to you, did it?” 

	A shadow passed across her face. I was intrigued to know what kind of attitudes she had been subjected to, so I pressed on. “What exactly did they do to you? Why did they not make you feel welcome?” 

	She took another sip of wine. “They did when I was a kid, but when it came time for my wolf to reveal itself it just… didn’t. Nobody could understand why. I had to watch as my friends discovered their wolves. The last holdout was my friend Naomi, and for a time I thought that perhaps we were going to share the same affliction, but then she howled and I was left alone. I thought it might have been a matter of time, but it seems as though the moon did not bless me with an inner wolf. After that I was seen as an outcast, told that there was something wrong with me. The people I thought had been friends did not take pity on me. They went on hunts and enjoyed bonding as wolves, and since that aspect wasn’t something that I could join in with I was left behind and felt more and more ostracized by the pack.”

	“And the wolf you were speaking with?” A sour look appeared on her face. She stabbed a piece of meat with a fork. 

	“Brandon. Yeah. Well, growing up we were close. People always assumed that we were going to end up as mates. I thought that too. He’s the son of the Alpha, so of course he would never be able to marry someone who can’t turn into a wolf. His children have to be strong and pure, and I think he wanted to prove to people that there was nothing between us so he insulted me and teased me and never failed to remind me that I did not have a wolf inside. But then again he still wants me to be his concubine. I suppose there must still be a part of him that loves me.”

	“If he loved you he would never have treated you like that. He is a selfish charlatan who cannot appreciate the depth of your character.”

	Willow leveled her gaze with mine. “You speak as though you know me well, but what do you know of my character?”

	“I like to think I am an insightful person. I can tell that your young heart has been tortured with sorrow that it should never have felt. I know you have been searching for the elusive answers to a mystery, and that you have known loneliness. You have been robbed of the life you should have had because people were cruel to you and shunned you, and now you are trying to make sense of what is left. I can understand how you feel.”

	“Did the same thing happen to you?” she asked.

	I looked down at my plate of food, unsure if she had truly meant to get me to open up in this manner or if it had just been a coincidence. I took a moment to collect my thoughts, pushing away the swelling memory that wanted to flood through my mind and sweep everything before it. It was always there, no matter how many years passed, no matter how much distance I put between myself and it, and the emotions were always so fervent. If I could have ripped it out of my mind then I would have a long time ago, but it was not yet time to share it with her. 

	“I have not answered your initial question,” I said, diverting the direction of conversation. “You asked me why I stay here when I could go anywhere else. I know that this castle and indeed this world must seem rather bleak to you, and that’s putting it mildly. I suppose another word is empty, and while that is true it is still my home. This is where I have lived for, oh, far too many years to count. These walls are imbued with memories and if I left here and allowed this place to fall into ruin I can only think of everything that would be abandoned. This place is the last bastion of a civilization that only exists in myths now, like the stories you were told as a child.”

	“What happened to them all?” she asked.

	I pursed my lips and sighed. “A great many things. Vampires used to swarm this world in great flocks and then fly to other worlds, seeking to find new treasures and new knowledge and new…”

	“Victims?” she interrupted. 

	“Unfortunately I do admit that there is a great deal of truth to some stories.” 

	“Is that why you’ve brought me here? To turn me into a vampire?” 

	I shook my head. There was a dull ache that gnawed in the back of my mind. I heard the echo of a helpless cry and felt some pain shooting through me. I took another long gulp of wine. I jerked my hand back so swiftly that a few drops of the dark liquid fell and seeped into my cloak. “I have no such intention. I do not want someone in my thrall. I want someone who possesses her own mind to challenge me and discuss things with me, to show me a new perspective on the world. But I digress… as I said there used to be many vampires who lived here, but their appetites got the better of them. They became arrogant and thought they were invulnerable. Vampires have always been stronger when they have been able to hide in the night, but with so many it was easy for our enemies to find us. We had wars, many long, bloody wars that made our number dwindle. Then this world became broken. At one point a great chill set upon this place and it did not diminish. There was a sickness that ran through our kind and killed them off one by one. Some of them fled to other worlds, flittering through the cosmos like dust in the wind swearing they were never going to return, while I watched the others die. I remained the last stalwart, the last defender of this castle, and I shall not abandon my post.”

	“So you didn’t get sick? Why?” 

	I shrugged. “Just lucky I suppose. Or cursed, depending on which way you look at it.” 

	“So you’ve just been here since then, all by yourself?” 

	I nodded. “I have often wondered if any of my brethren would return. Either they have all died or they have found better lives elsewhere. I have found no trace of them.”

	“But what do you do all day? How do you keep yourself occupied?”

	“I read, I play my instruments, I do whatever I can to stave off the boredom. And I search for companions.” 

	“And you think you have found the perfect companion in me?” 

	“I hope so.” 

	“Has there ever been another companion?” 

	“There was one,” I revealed, knowing that she would find out the truth sooner or later. “But she was not equipped to stay here. At first she was excited at the promise of knowledge. I thought curiosity was the most important thing, but as time passed she grew homesick and began pining for what she had left behind. In the end I had to let her go, because staying here was making her unhappy. I swore that I would not make the same mistake again.”

	“So you wanted someone who would never want to go home, is that it?” 

	I raised my glass to her and nodded. “Precisely.” 

	She blew her breath through her mouth sharply and tilted her head from side to side. “At least you know what you want I guess.” She cut off another piece of meat and chewed it. She furrowed her brow and looked down at her plate. “This really doesn’t taste of anything I’ve had before. What did you say it was again?”

	“I didn’t say.”

	“And come to think of it where did you get all this food from? This doesn’t seem like the kind of place where you’d have a garden. How is this even possible?” 

	I was proud that she had seen the obvious paradox I had placed in front of her, but I feared it would attract her ire. “It is for your benefit. Unfortunately this place does not lend itself to feasts, but I did not want you to be disgusted. The food is real, it is merely the appearance that I have changed.” 

	“Don’t do that Cassius. I’ve joined you here based on the agreement that you’re going to be honest with me. If you’re going to lie to me then I’ll just leave and take my chances elsewhere. I don’t need you to lie to me. Show me the truth, those are my conditions for staying here. I’m sure you would expect the same from me as well.”

	“Are you sure? Because once I lift the veil of deception there is going to be no way to replace it.” 

	“I’m sure,” she said through gritted teeth. I inclined my head and did as she asked. I waved my hand, dispelling the magic I had used to conjure the illusion of the feast. The air shimmered and what was left were thin and stringy pieces of meat from rats and small birds. The only thing that remained was the wine. “Unfortunately there’s enough wine in the cellar to last generations, but everything else is rather sparse.”

	Willow pushed her chair back. The legs scraped against the floor. She looked in horror at what she had been eating. 

	“I did try and make it more palatable for you,” I said. 

	She rose to a standing position and her milky skin became flushed with a crimson shade. “You don’t even have proper food for me? Why would you bring me here? Surely there has to be something in this forsaken world to eat properly. I’m not going to exist on rats,” she said. 

	“The only animals with enough meat to nourish you properly are in the dark forests, and I did not wish to go down there.”

	“Then I shall. I know how to hunt.”

	“The dark forests are not a place for one such as you.”

	She narrowed her eyes at me. “You told me I wasn’t your prisoner Cassius. If I’m your guest then that means I can come and go as I please. I need to at least try, because I’m not going to sit here and eat those creatures again,” she wiped her mouth. “And another thing, I don’t want you to ever use that magic with me again, okay? If I’m going to stay here then I need to know that you’re going to be honest with me. I won’t accept anything less.” 

	I inclined my head as an apology. I had not realized she was going to react with such ferocity. “If you do intend to go into the dark forest you are going to need a hunter’s outfit, and some weapons,” I said, although I hated to see her change out of the dress she was wearing. She nodded in defiance and I realized I was not going to be able to tame her easily. Her wild spirit was intoxicating and already I was convinced that I had made the right decision in bringing her here. She looked at me expectantly and so I rose from the table, leading her through to the armory. 

	 


Chapter Six

	Willow

	Dinner had gotten off to a good start, but an abrupt and sickly end. I couldn’t quite believe that he had actually served me that type of food and expected me to be okay with it as long as I had the illusion of proper meat! It was kind of pitiful how desperate he was for company, as clearly this place wasn’t suited for hosting guests. I imagined that in its heyday it must have been far different, with grand balls and galas being held here and the tables being draped with all kinds of delicious foods. This castle would even have been quite beautiful with the golden sun shining through its windows, the radiant light spilling into all its nooks and crannies, instead of the dull and brooding feeling. 

	At least Cassius was staying true to his word. Part of me wanted to hunt because I was hungry, but another part wanted to test the limits of what I was actually capable of here, and how much resistance Cassius would put up if he thought I was doing something reckless. 

	He led me through the castle. We walked along winding corridors and I tried to take notice of my surroundings in case I needed to find my way in a hurry, but everything looked the same. 

	“Have you not thought of putting signs up anywhere?” I asked.

	“I have no need for signs.”

	“No, but your guest does,” I muttered.

	He suddenly stopped for a moment and regarded the question as though it hadn’t occurred to him at all. He had been alone here for so long that he didn’t know how to take other people’s feelings into account. At least that’s what I was attributing it to, it may well have been a vampiric trait. He closed his eyes and raised his hands to his chest, touching the tips of his fingers together. He then breathed deeply and twirled his fingers together. I felt a ripple of air rush past me and then, on the wall, a sign appeared. An arrow pointed towards the armory in one direction, and back towards the dining hall in another. 

	“Is that better?” he asked.

	“It should be. Did you just manage to do that throughout the castle?” 

	“Oh yes, it’s quite a simple conjuration spell.”

	“It doesn’t seem simple to me,” I replied as we set off again. “Can anyone learn this, or is it only vampires?” 

	“Only vampires I think. This castle is the source of our magic. It’s most powerful here. It fades the farther away we get. It’s why I worry about my brethren who flew away to other worlds. I’m not sure how long they would have been able to hold onto their strength.”

	“So that’s another reason why you stay then.”

	“I suppose so, although I had not thought of it like that before.”

	“What other magic do you have?”

	“The usual things. I am sure your stories were accurate for the most part.”

	“Including your weakness?”

	He gave a coy smile then. “Those… I am not so sure.”

	“What do you mean? It looks as though you’re enjoying that.”

	I was about to remind him that he had promised me he wasn’t going to lie when he continued speaking. 

	“The truth is we have played a little bit with people over the years. You see, as soon as my ancestors realized that people were taking note of us and spreading warnings about us we started to influence them a little bit. The truth did slip in, because as any good storyteller will tell you the best lies are the ones that are mixed in with a little bit of truth, but with enough additional material there we were able to protect ourselves against people who wanted to cause us harm. So you see we don’t react to garlic and we don’t need to be invited in anywhere.”

	“And fire?” 

	“Well, that would work on us as much as anyone. I can’t imagine that you are fond of fire?” 

	I had to chuckle at that. “No, I can’t say that I am.”

	It didn’t take us long to reach the armory. It was a wide chamber and the walls were adorned with all kinds of weapons, most old, medieval weapons like crossbows, swords, and maces. Cassius walked up to one of the cabinets and rested his hand upon the glass. 

	“I have not been in here for some time,” he said.

	“Why would vampires need to have weapons anyway?” 

	“Weapons are always necessary in war.”

	“You’d never hear wolves saying that. They claim the moon gave them all the weapons they need.” 

	“I find it interesting that you refer to your pack as ‘them’ rather than ‘us’.”

	I scowled. “It would have been different had I known what it was like to be a wolf. Even if I had just shifted for one moment then perhaps I could consider myself to be one of them, but I have always been separate. I have never been given the same gifts as them,” I said, looking down at my hands. There were no claws protruding from the skin. 

	“That would be one of the reasons why they lost.”

	“They lost?” I asked, swinging my head towards him. 

	“Yes, why do you seem so surprised?”

	“Because that wasn’t the story I was told. I had always heard the wolves won. The stories and the songs have been passed down for generations. People boast of their ancestors who fought in the great war, claiming those triumphs as their own.”

	“Then it seems that vampires are not the only ones who lie. We drove them off eventually. I would not say that we won the war, however. I do not believe that anyone can win a war.”

	“I guess not,” I said. I walked around the room, peering into the cabinets until I found a weapon that I thought would suit me. 

	“How skilled are you in the art of war?” 

	“I had some training when I was younger. And then, when it became clear that I wasn’t going to shift into a wolf I knew that I was going to have to make an effort to learn something else. It was another reason why people shunned me, but I wanted to learn to fight. I wanted to contribute in case we were ever attacked.” 

	“Your resolve is impressive,” he said. Eventually I came upon a sword that was inlaid with rubies. The blade was etched with a pattern of strange symbols running along the middle, and the edge gleamed with sharpness. I pointed to it and told Cassius that I wanted this one. He came beside me and arched his eyebrows as he looked at the blade I had chosen.

	“And why this one in particular?” 

	“I’m not sure, but there’s something about it that speaks to me. It also looks to be the right weight for me. Can I test it?” 

	“Of course, but you do realize this will mean that you have to fight with your prey in close quarters?”

	“I know, but I’m a hunter. I can do this,” I said. He waved his hand over the cabinet and a lock snapped open. His slender fingers danced through the air in a mesmerizing manner and I couldn’t help but be entranced by them. I pulled open the cabinet and then curled my fingers around the sword. The blade was cold, the hilt was wrapped in leather and felt comfortable in my hand as I pulled it out of the cabinet. I swung it through the air, getting used to the weight, and it did indeed feel like an extension of my arm. I nodded towards him, and then he guided me to the hunter’s outfits. There were leather suits that offered protection in all the vital areas. They were much heavier than the dress I was wearing, and far less flattering to my figure, but I could always wear this again later. It had not escaped my attention the way he cast a gaze towards me. It shouldn’t have surprised me considering he had been a lonely man for many years, and I did find it pleasing to know I was so attractive to him. I had always been ugly to my pack.

	But that kind of thing wasn’t on my mind at the moment. He left me alone so that I could change, and told me he would meet me at the front of the castle.

	*

	After getting changed I wasn’t entirely sure where to leave the dress, so I carried it back with me to the main chamber. On my way to the front of the castle I did find it easier to navigate since the signs were holding there. I noticed signs towards the kitchens and the music room and the atrium, all places I wanted to see. This castle was huge and I had not yet grasped the scope of it. It seemed far too big for just one man, but I suppose with it being so large it meant that he had a great deal of rooms to explore, and so did not have to become bored with his surroundings. I made haste to the front of the castle and walked through the huge opening. The wooden doors had been pulled open, and the portcullis had been raised. Its metal prongs looked as though they could plummet at any moment. I wondered how many death traps this place had. My mind turned towards the war between vampires and wolves. How many of my people had charged towards this castle in the hope of breaching its defenses? How many had died on the way; their bodies cast down the rocky sides of the mountain, into the abyss from which there was no return.

	Cassius cut a solitary figure as he waited for me on the winding path down to the forest. I peered over the walls. The wind whipped around us and I was glad of the thick leather armor as it helped to protect me from the cold. I did have a sense of vertigo though, as though the void was seeking to pull me down, tempting me with some kind of innate feeling from which I could not escape. 

	“Shall we proceed?” he asked, shaking my mind from its thoughts. I stepped back and placed a hand on my sword, checking that it was still there. As I gazed down at the bleak world with its foreboding mist and the black trees, I began to reconsider my decision. I turned back to gaze at the castle in all its glory. It was hard to tell where the mountain ended and the castle began. The rock was hewn and smooth, with it rising into carved elegance. Towers jutted out from the main body of the castle, and brooding windows stared at us in silent judgment. I could almost imagine vampires prowling around the parapet and it seemed impossible that Cassius was the only inhabitant of the castle. 

	I suppose that was not the case any longer. I was there as well. The gargoyles stared at me and I was afraid that the longer I looked at them the more chance there was that one of them would come to life, as silly as that sounded. I turned away, shaking the thoughts from my mind. Perhaps I just needed some more sleep, but first I needed to prove myself to Cassius and show him that I was a hunter. 

	Maybe I needed to prove something to myself as well.

	 


Chapter Seven

	Cassius

	I walked with my hands clasped behind my back. My cloak billowed behind me as I walked beside Willow. She seemed oddly preoccupied with the castle, but then again I suppose it was an imposing sight to someone who had not seen it before. It didn’t seem as though there was anything like it in her world. I hoped it was not the last thing I possessed that she was impressed by. 

	The walk along the path was long. We strayed to the middle, avoiding the short walls that provided scant protection from the sheer drop below. 

	“Are you sure you wish to do this?” I asked, giving her the opportunity to reconsider if she was reluctant to continue with this path.

	“Yes,” she replied tersely, her words snapping. 

	“Well, you chose a worthy blade to hunt with. That is the Blood blade.”

	Willow glanced down at her weapon. “That sounds ominous.”

	“It’s merely a name. Every good weapon has a story, which I doubt you know since it does not seem like something your people would have told you. The Blood blade was built with blood rubies, and it is said to be able to drain the blood of anyone it slays, collecting it in the blade for later use. It was wielded by a great warrior called Amara.”

	“I’m guessing she did not have a happy ending considering that her blade is here and she isn’t.”

	“No. The blade could only do so much, and only in battle. It could not protect her from what happened to her in the end.”

	“And what did happen to her?” 

	My gaze drifted into the distance as I thought about the past, as I thought about so many things that had drifted into the ether of time, so many things that faded into my memory. 

	“She was killed by someone who loved her, and who she loved.”

	“That doesn’t make any sense. Why would anyone kill someone they love?” 

	“I suppose it was required. They did not like the path she was on,” I sighed. “But that is all ancient history and I’m sure the blade will suit you just as well, although I’m certain that you won’t use it as often as she did.”

	“That depends what kinds of thing lurk in the forest. I am going to have to find other things to eat. Did you not think about that before you brought me here?”

	“Of course I did, but I wanted your first meal to be something notable. I remember that eating can be quite a tactile thing and often it is not just about the nourishment, but about the way the food feels and tastes. I wanted to try and give you that experience.” 

	“You gave me an experience, certainly,” she muttered.

	I smirked. “There is actually something you can use to get all the nutrients you need. It is a concoction that was created a long time ago by a scientist who did not like the barbarism of hunting and wanted to make something that could give people all they needed without having to cost an animal their life. I was intending to show it to you later.”

	Willow stopped abruptly. “You mean that I can basically take a dose of medicine and it will give me all the nutrients I need?” 

	I nodded. 

	“And you didn’t think to tell me this before we came out here?” 

	“Well… it had slipped my mind. I apologize. Sometimes I forget that other people are not aware of the thoughts in my head. As I said… it has been a long time since I have had a companion.” 

	“I’d appreciate it if you could start remembering quickly. Is there anything else you need to tell me?” 

	“Nothing that comes to mind. Given this new information would you care to return to the castle?”

	She gazed at the path before us and then shook her head. “We’re out here now. We might as well continue.”

	I got the sense she wanted to show me her capabilities, something that I certainly wasn’t going to deny her. It wasn’t long before we reached the edge of the forest. Here the mist was thin, yet undeniable. The wood of the trees had long hardened into something black and twisted. The roots reaching into the ground, while the skeletal branches looked like the legs of spiders stretching through a web. When I thought of the massacre that happened here I felt my knees go weak. It was hard for me to be here again, but I too wanted to prove my capabilities to Willow. I composed myself and continued forward, peering into the distance in search of an animal. 

	“Can you see anything?” she whispered. “It’s so hard to tell in this mist.” 

	“I did warn you that this planet could prove challenging.”

	“I’m not afraid of a challenge.”

	“Up there is an eagle’s nest. The bird seems to have gone off hunting. Perhaps this is an opportune time to steal some eggs.” 

	It was only a suggestion, but Willow took it as a command. She gazed up at the branches in the tall tree. The nest was resting in the crook of a branch. I watched as she climbed up the tree, using her lithe strength to swing herself up with great dexterity. She moved from branch to branch, using her momentum to help her, and made a zigzagging motion as she crossed between the threshold of the branches. The brittle branches offered little in the way of give, and every time she put her entire weight on them I feared they would crack and snap. So far they were holding though, the trees showing more mercy to her than they ever had to us vampires.

	She reached the branch below the nest and reached up, hoping to pluck the eggs out. They were just beyond her reach though, even though she strained her fingers to curl over the edge of the nest. She struggled up another branch and then straddled it, shifting along, getting ever closer to the nest. 

	But elsewhere in the forest the mother must have realized that its nest was in danger. I noticed flickering movement swooping from the corner of my eye towards the tree. Its wings were stretched out and its talons were bared. Moments after I called up to Willow with a warning she was alerted to the bird’s presence by a screeching caw, and twisted her neck abruptly. She reached down to draw her sword, but the eagle was already upon her. It screeched again, an unholy sound, and tried to strike with its talons. Willow had to try and defend herself. Instinctively she gathered her arms around her head to protect her face. I thought about going to help her, but then thought better of it. It had been important for her to come on this hunt. Sometimes allowing people the opportunity to fail was more important than saving them. 

	The bird flapped its wings and flitted around her head. As I looked up, all I could see was Willow trying to fend it off with helpless flails of her arm, and the eagle crashing down upon her with all its fury and its might. Its dark wings covered her in a shadow and made it appear as though she was being consumed by the darkness. 

	Willow’s only recourse was to scurry back. She swung her body around and let herself droop down, clinging to the branch with her legs. She then reached out to the branch below, and in a manner similar to the one she had used to climb the tree, she descended to the lower branch. As soon as her hands touched the wood she released her legs from the upper branch and allowed gravity to bring her body down. She tucked her legs into her stomach and landed on her feet, twisting her body in a graceful and agile way. Even though I witnessed it with my own eyes the movement was so fluid that I could not quite believe how she did it. I suppose all that mattered was that she succeeded. 

	What was even more impressive about the curling of her body was that she managed to draw the Blood blade as well in one swift movement. The eagle, no doubt thinking it had the upper hand, darted down and tried to continue the assault in the hope of driving Willow farther and farther away. It did not count on the fact that Willow was preparing to fight back. As Willow drew her sword she lashed out at the eagle with all her might. The eagle managed to dodge the first blow, but it did not have the wisdom to retreat. Willow brought the blade back around for another strike and this time caught the eagle with the full force of the blade. As it struck the bird and the bird fell from the sky, I noticed Willow watched the blade. From my vantage point I could just about make out the red trickle of blood pouring into the middle of the blade, although I didn’t really need to see it now as I had seen it many times before. I closed my eyes in shame as what came before passed in front of my mind’s eye, and tried to focus on the future that stretched before me, a future that seemed far more bright now that Willow was here.

	Willow dusted herself off and sheathed the blade as she climbed back up to the nest and clutched the eggs in her hands. She carefully made her way down the dark tree and wore a triumphant smile on her face, although she seemed a little troubled by the sight of the blood on the blade. 

	“Where does the blood go?” she asked.

	“You would have to ask Amara that. I was never much of a warrior,” I replied. “But you got your eggs.” 

	“I did indeed. This is going to be much better for my stomach,” she patted the middle of her torso and then strode back towards the keep. I allowed my gaze to linger on the forest for a few moments. Willow had not even begun to scratch the surface of its horrors.

	 


Chapter Eight

	We returned to the castle and I made my way towards the kitchen. I warmed the stove, with the help of some conjuration magic, and then cracked the eggs in a pan. Despite living by himself his pantry was not completely empty. There were some spices and herbs that had lasted over the years, and I used these to flavor the dish. While the eggs sizzled and the strong, musky aroma filled the kitchen, I leaned against the counter and folded my arms. 

	“So when are we going to get to why I’m really here?” I asked. I noticed there was a brief flicker of surprise in Cassius’ face. 

	“You mean to learn how to unlock the wolf inside you?” 

	“Yes.”

	“Frankly I can’t understand why you would even want to do such a thing. I can’t imagine anything more horrible than turning into one of those dreadful creatures, but I suppose if you must then we can start as soon as you would like.” 

	“And where do we begin?”

	Cassius stroked his chin. “The most logical place would be the library. It may take some time to find the right tome, but I am sure that we will find the right guidance there.”

	“Are you sure that you’re okay with this?” 

	“What do you mean?”

	“Well, helping me to find the wolf inside me. I mean, you’ve already said that you’ve been to war with wolves and it’s clear that you don’t think much of us. So why would you try and help bring one into being?” 

	Cassius shrugged. “Because you have accepted my invitation and I want to be a gracious host. The time for wars and animosity between our people is over. There are no more vampires to have a war with so I don’t think there’s any point in allowing these grudges to rule our lives. I like to think my judgment has not been impaired enough to prevent me from seeing a threat, so I don’t think that once you discover the wolf inside that you are going to attack me.”

	“No, I’m not. I don’t even want to attack anyone. I just want to feel complete.” I looked over at the eggs and noticed that they were done perfectly. I served them on a plate and offered some to Cassius, although he refused. The eggs were rich and the herbs added just the right dashing of flavor to elevate the taste of them into something wonderful. Up until that moment I hadn’t been sure how much I needed this meal. It might well have been my last meal as well, since the wildlife of this world was scarce. 

	“It’s funny really, when I was young I had the whole of my life planned out,” I said. 

	“And what did that plan look like?” 

	“I was going to be the best huntress in the pack. I used to joke with Brandon that I was going to be even better than him, and teased him that I was going to make a play to be the Alpha. He never took those jokes in good humor. But I thought that I would make a good ruler alongside him. I wanted to play an active role in the direction of the clan, and I wanted to really push us to achieve more as a pack. I wanted us to look at the world around us and begin to learn and understand more about it rather than just doing the same things day after day. I wanted children too, and I wanted to know that the world was in a better place than when I had been born. I suppose it just goes to show how silly it is to have dreams,” I said, my easy smile falling into wistfulness.

	“Dreams are never silly. Even when they don’t come true they still matter because they remind you of who you used to be.” 

	“And who did you use to be?” I asked. By his visible reaction I could tell the question took him by surprise. 

	“If there was another version of me then he’s been lost to time.”

	I didn’t buy that for a second. “You must have had some dream though. Were you born here or were you made a vampire?” I asked, suddenly realizing that there were still plenty of things I needed to know about him.

	“In a way both things are true,” he said, and I was beginning to notice that he had a skillful way of evading my questions. “But if you must know there was a dream I had a long time ago. I wanted to be a concert pianist.”

	“Really?” I gasped. 

	He nodded slowly. “Indeed. I used to practice for hours on end in the hope of one day performing before the biggest audiences in the world. I wanted to sit on that stage and look out to the audience and know that they had traveled all this way just to come and see me play,” he let out a wistful sigh, “but now I just play for myself. The acoustics in this castle are remarkable, but the lack of audience does mar the performance somewhat.”

	“You can play for me,” I said, hoping that my voice did not waver too much. I had never been in the presence of a musician before. In fact, such talents were absent from the pack, as people preferred to express their emotion in duels or other feats of strength. There was little room for creativity in the world of wolves. But here Cassius was, a renaissance man with interests in so many areas of study and it was clear he was a class above the people I had been with my entire life. Perhaps if I stayed here with him then I could cultivate these talents as well.

	“It would be my honor,” he said. 

	“Then what are we waiting for? Which way is it to the music room?” 

	“You wish me to play now?”

	“Why not?”

	“I thought you wanted me to help you look through tomes in the library.” 

	“The library can wait until tomorrow. I’m still feeling a little tired from everything and I don’t really want to pore through books at the moment. Besides, it’s not every day that I meet a pianist so I want to see what you’re capable of. And I hope that it is really going to be you playing and not some spell.”

	Cassius placed his hand on his heart. “I promise you that the tune will be entirely my own.” 

	With that we set off to the music room.

	 


Chapter Nine

	Cassius

	I had not expected to show this side of myself to Willow this quickly after meeting, but I was not opposed to it. I was, however, a little apprehensive. Bringing Willow to my castle and breaking my solitude in the process had brought many new sensations to my mind, sensations that I had not felt for what seemed like an eternity. Some of these had been expected, while others took me by surprise. One such feeling was nervousness. It had been a long time since I had performed in front of anyone else and it took me back to when I was a young man still trying to make a name for myself, carrying my sheafs of sheet music with me and trying to stop them from blowing away in the wind, shuffling on stage in the hope that this time the performance would be good enough to engender some amount of desire on the part of the conductor. Disappointment followed disappointment, however. This did help to inure me against the nerves, but that was when I was a young man, a different man. 

	Now I did not have a conductor to impress, only Willow. I did want to make a good impression on her, however, because I wanted to show her that my soul had rich depths to it and that she was not wasting her time by being with me. I had promised to teach her and guide her and show her the rich complexities of the world, and if this performance fell flat then she might indeed see me as a dishonorable liar and would have no reason to stay. 

	We reached the music room, which was one of my favorite rooms in the entire castle. There were other instruments arranged around the room, such as a drum set, a guitar, a harp, a flute, an oboe and other such things. There was a time when the song of vampires would burst through the walls of this castle and soar into the air outside, giving a free concert to nature. Now there was just the lonely tinkling of the last one left. 

	I gestured for Willow to take a seat as I approached the piano. I swept my cloak out and descended to the stool, before opening the lid of the piano. I rested my fingers on the keys, feeling the gentle pressure it took to bring forth the sweet sounds of music. I wasn’t sure what to play for her, so I played the song that was in my heart. It was a song I had carried with me through the darkest and loneliest times, a song that had been there from the very beginning, before all this, before… 

	I gathered my emotions and prepared to pour them into the song. My fingers began to dance upon the keys and the doleful, dreamy melody burst forth into the air, swirling around us. I had always thought it was a kind of magic. Even before I had learned the simplest conjuration spell this was something I could forge from nothing and create a swirl of emotions in a person, moving a whole audience of people to tears. As always, I became lost in the song, my fingers moving as though carried by the tune that wanted to be played. The song was something alive, something bursting with sweet energy that needed to be released into the wild, and it was all pouring forth from my weary, wretched soul. My body lunged from one end of the piano to the other. My fingers crashed down on the keys as I lost myself to the rhythm of the ages. Memories that had nearly been forgotten were bubbling to the surface and they clutched my sallow heart, forcing me to remember all the sorrows that I had buried deep within me. So much of my soul had been sacrificed over the years, but there was still plenty left, and even now it tortured me. 

	I played the song to the final note. It lingered in the air and the rest was silent until it faded. I kept my eyes closed, feeling watery tears aching to slip down my cheeks. I bowed my head and surreptitiously wiped them away. When I looked up I saw that Willow was weeping as well.

	“That was beautiful. Sad, but beautiful,” she said. 

	“Thank you.”

	She rose from her seated position and walked towards a desk upon which stood sheet music. She began to flick through it. 

	“Is that song about anyone?” 

	“The original composer wrote it about a woman he loved who was taken away from him. I prefer to think of it as loss in general. You can love more things than a woman, but a lot of time things are taken away before you’re ready and this song is about that.” 

	“I can tell that it’s deeply personal to you. I admire your skill, but I have to admit that I would prefer something a little happier. I think it’s too easy to be sad in a place like this. Everywhere I look there’s a reminder of the way it used to be, or the people who are missing. I find it amazing how you’ve managed to keep a hold of your sanity through it all.”

	“Perhaps that’s another reason why I have been looking for a companion; because I can feel that it is only a matter of time before I lose it completely,” I smiled weakly. I had intended the comment to be a joke, but it didn’t sound like one when it came out. I worried that I had made things awkward between myself and Willow. I did not want her to think of me as some eccentric old fool. 

	“Can you play this one? It sounds happy,” she said, drawing out a piece of music. She handed it to me and I placed it in the stand above the keys. I remembered it being the favorite of another vampire. I had not played it myself though, although it seemed a simple tune. 

	“I suppose I can try,” I said, and then scanned the music. I got my fingers into position and then began playing. The tune was bouncy and jolly. It was not as rich in its depth or emotion as the one I had played before, but it was certainly happier. It made me wonder if happiness was not as deep an emotion as sorrow, and whether that was a benefit or not. These thoughts were soon taken from my mind though as I was soon distracted by Willow singing along with the tune. It had taken her a few bars to get used to the tempo, but then her voice joined the piano and it gave the melody a new life. Her voice was light and soft, the words she sung were gifts to the air and once they left her mouth they fluttered like butterflies. She matched the tone of the song perfectly, and I soon found that my fingers were moving of their own accord as my eyes were drawn to her face. I watched the delight dance upon her face and I was in awe of her talent. It also made me realize how empty my piano playing had been without someone singing along, and if my heart had not already been empty it would have broken at the sight and the sound of her singing. 

	I had to force myself to stop playing because a part of me did not want the song to end. The more she sung the more enchanted I became, and thought that perhaps she was capable of magic after all. I became lost to her, and I did not want the spell to be broken. But like everything else this song had to come to an end, although this time the last note did not have to fade by itself, for her lilting voice also remained hanging in the air, enriching the desolate  castle, reminding me what true beauty was truly like. 

	“What’s wrong? I’m sorry… I didn’t mean to interrupt your playing like that. I must have ruined it,” Willow chuckled nervously and backed away from the piano. I wondered if anyone had ever told her how good she had sounded. 

	“There’s no need to apologize, you have a beautiful voice. Unfortunately I can’t sing well at all, so I had forgotten what it could be like to have my songs accompanied by such a wonderful thing. It really was majestic. I didn’t want it to end. How long have you known you could sing like that?” 

	Willow rubbed the back of her neck and blushed. “Thank you. It’s not really I just… well… when I was alone I used to sing to the moon. I thought if she heard my song then she might take pity on me and give life to the wolf inside. It never worked, and I never liked anyone to hear me. I thought I sounded bad.”

	“You don’t. Nothing could be farther from the truth. You sound incredible. In fact I can think of a few more songs that could use your accompaniment, and perhaps they could be happier songs as well,” I added with a smile. Willow chuckled and seemed to accept my judgment in this matter. She did not try and fight me and convince me that her voice was actually terrible. 

	“Your playing was lovely too. I think you would have made a wonderful concert pianist. There are many people who have been deprived because they could not hear you play.”

	I bowed my head with the kind words. I played another song and she sang again. It gave me a glimpse of what life could be and perhaps what it should have been like. All the years of loneliness seemed like wasted ones now, and I wished that I had come across her sooner. But there was no point in lamenting the years gone by. I had her now, and it was time to make the most of it. 

	 


Chapter Ten

	Willow

	The music had long since faded from the air, but it still echoed in my mind. Cassius was a talented player, and I was thrilled that he had been so complimentary with my singing. I had no idea my voice could be appreciated in such a way, and I was just honored to be able to share such a performance with him. I definitely thought that he carried the bulk of the talent though, for my words were just light and fleeting. It was interesting to hear the song that he first decided to play, however, for it spoke to the state of his soul. He was a man who was drenched in sadness and loneliness, a man who knew what it was like to lose his brethren. I wondered if I would end up feeling like this if I spent that much time by myself as well. Wolves were not given such long lives, and it seemed more of a curse to me than a gift. It did not seem as though Cassius was benefitting from a long life either. 

	As I returned to my room for the evening there was much on my mind. Cassius was a charming, intelligent man, but he was not forthcoming about himself. I suppose it was a trait he must have developed after having spent so much time by himself, but it made me curious about the man he was before he had become a vampire. There was the possibility that he was born this way as well. He did speak of this place as his birthright, but I was unsure if vampires considered the moment they were turned as their birth, or if his parents had actually been vampires. With his revelation that the stories I had been told had been influenced by vampires I could not be sure what was true and what was false. There was also the matter of his other companion as well. What happened with her? Would I end up the same way? 

	At that moment I could not imagine leaving this place. Returning home was not an option, and although I was enticed by the prospect of traveling anywhere in all the world, I could not be sure that there would be a way to bring out the wolf inside me. Then again I wasn’t sure if this was something I actually wanted. I kept telling myself that it was, but what if I did find some way to bring it out? Would it change who I was? I suppose in my mind I had an image of returning home as a wolf and showing everyone how wrong they were to shun me, but what then? Was I just supposed to leave once again? I would not want to stay there simply because they accepted me. I was not about to become Brandon’s wife when I became a wolf. 

	So what was I truly doing it for? 

	I suppose I needed to see if it had been inside me all along. I wanted to know what kind of person I would be if I had the wolf inside me, and I longed to know what it felt like. When my friends started embracing the beasts inside them and I was not yet ostracized I asked them what it felt like. They all felt differently. Some of them were elated, some of them were liberated, while some of them were afraid, for they spoke as though something inside them had taken hold and they weren’t quite sure how to handle it. But there was also a common thread among them all; when they tried to describe exactly how it felt they could not always find the right words. They all said that it was something that had to be experienced to be understood, and it was this bond that I had lacked. It was this mystery that I wanted to solve. It had been so frustrating to see everyone else coming to an understanding of something that remained elusive to me, and so I suppose a big part of why I wanted to find my wolf was because I wanted to answer this question. 

	But for now I was happy enough to spend time with Cassius. It was certainly nice to be in a place where I was appreciated, even if the landscape was not as beautiful. Cassius liked me for who I was and praised me for what I could do rather than focusing on what I could not do. Instead of belittling me he built up my confidence and gave me the tools to challenge myself. Whatever doubts I had when I had first arrived had been swiftly dealt with, and as long as Cassius kept his promise of not creating illusions to fool me I had no doubt that I would enjoy my time here.

	And as for the other thing I had been afraid of… well… it was natural of me to be wary when he first approached me about being his companion. There was always the threat of something physical happening, but I admired his restraint. It was clear he found me attractive, yet he did not make this a defining feature of our relationship. He treated me like an adult and I appreciated this, and I couldn’t stop myself from finding him attractive as well. The way his body felt when I had clung to him at first had taken me by surprise. I had assumed he would be thin and weak, but actually he was firm. His skin was pale, but his eyes were deep and mysterious, and he carried himself with such immutable confidence that he seemed to be in control of everything. There was such depth to his soul as well. He was not some brash youth like Brandon, a lunkhead who knew nothing of the world. He was a genius, a man who had experienced so many things and who could teach me a great deal as well. But this long life had brought him much in the way of sorrow. 

	I found my heart going out to him, and I wondered how long it would be until this distance between our ages would become a factor in our friendship. Would there come a point where he saw me as a child? 

	*

	The following morning I awoke and made my way through the keep towards the kitchens, hoping there would be some kind of breakfast for me. I thought it was empty, when suddenly Cassius appeared from nowhere. 

	“I thought you might like to come to the laboratory and try this nutritional potion,” he said. I had been searching the cupboards and found them bare, so I took him up on his offer. I asked him if he slept well before I thought about the question. He offered me a half smile as he reminded me that he did not need to sleep. 

	“Doesn’t that get boring? I mean, surely there can only be so many things to do during the day?” 

	He sighed. “Indeed there are times when I wish I could lose myself in dreams. It is something that is easily taken for granted. There has always been a mystery around the fact that people need to sleep. Nobody has ever been sure why, but I don’t think sleep is the most pressing factor; I think dreaming is. I believe that the mind needs a break from reality and in dreams they can escape to another world and leave the one they exist in behind.”

	“And yet vampires exist despite this,” I said.

	“Well, some people think that vampires are just one step closer to death, one step beyond life.”

	“I’m not sure I agree with that. I think you’re quite close to life to me.”

	“Thank you.”

	“I mean, nobody who is close to death could play music like you did last night. It takes someone with emotion in their heart to create something like that.” 

	He smiled. “I’m not sure that such emotion has existed there for a long time, but I thank you for the kind words,” he said. 

	We reached the laboratory and he rifled through shelves to find a vial of a potion. There were many vials of the same color on the shelves, and other vials and beakers and test tubes were dotted around the long room. There were many tables and it was one of the larger rooms I had found in this castle, suggesting that a great many vampires had been in here at one time. 

	“I’m assuming that this place used to be busy,” I said, running my fingers across the table. It ran through a layer of dust, suggesting that while this may have been an important room in the castle, it had not been that way for some time. 

	“Many vampires had a scientific mind. I suppose part of it was due to the fact that we do not need to sleep, so with many waking hours awaiting us we needed things to occupy our time. What better use than for experimentation? There were all kinds of experiments and tests performed here, most of them to try and make our conditions better.”

	“And to help regular people?” I asked as I held up this vial.

	“Indeed. We found that our human companions did not always acclimatize to life here as well as we would have hoped.”

	“So what do I do with this? Just knock it back?” 

	“Half a vial should be enough to last you a day. You may still feel hunger pangs at first, but that will only be until your body rids itself of its habits. Much of hunger is our body falling into a routine. If you eat at the same time every day then eventually your body will start to show signs of hunger because it is used to receiving food at that time, not necessarily because it is actually hungry. If we can make the body relearn these habits then we do not need to be slaves to our impulses.”

	“Is that what you were? A slave to your impulses?” I asked. A strange look came over his face. There was something that I had been wondering about. “Cassius, there is something personal that I would like to ask you. I hope that you don’t take this personally, but I was just wondering what you do for sustenance? I mean, I know what vampires are supposed to eat, but there’s not much of that around here…”

	He bowed his head. “There were efforts made to cure the hunger. Many of us hated how enslaved we were to our needs, but unfortunately it has been a part of our condition. We can no more get rid of our hunger than we can the fangs. However, there were strides made in suppressing it. There is a potion I use to help stave off the worse effects, and when those fail… well… there are still creatures in this world.” 

	“And when those creatures die out too? I suppose I’m just wondering if there’s ever a point where I’ll be on the menu.”

	He looked properly shocked at the suggestion. “I would never do such a thing. I did not bring you here just to ready you as a meal. Not all vampires are the same. Some of us find what we do distasteful. It is just that we do not have a choice. We rarely have a choice,” he grew quiet as he said this, before he turned and looked at the rest of the laboratory. “Unfortunately I was never inclined towards science. It was an area in which I would never excel and I have not been able to continue any of the experiments. I have always been afraid that at some point I will blow up the castle,” he laughed mirthlessly. “I would also advise you to be careful when coming down here because some of the potions might have adverse effects. I would not try anything until speaking to me first.”

	“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said. It took a lot for me to trust him with this strange concoction. For all I knew it was some strange thing to make me conducive to suggestion. However, I had no reason to suspect him and given what the alternative was to this I decided to knock it back. The potion was bitter and made me gag. I had always been told that the most effective medicines tasted horrible, and I hoped that this held true for this one as well. It was so thick that I could almost feel it trickling down my gullet, settling in my stomach like tar. 

	While I drank it, Cassius gathered a few of these vials into a cloth pouch that had pockets for each vial. He handed this to me as I tried to process the taste. 

	“This is horrible,” I groaned. 

	“I’m sure that you will get used to it,” he replied. I wasn’t sure I wanted to, but in a world as barren and dangerous as this I could not rely on hunting. After this he suggested that we head to the library and begin the search for the wolf inside me. I knew he did not have anything but disdain for wolves, but the fact he was willing to help me explore this side of myself showed that he did respect me, and went a long way to endear me to him. Although this castle was dreary and foreboding I found the company enlightening, and it helped to make this world seem a little brighter.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	Cassius

	Willow was so dazzling that I almost had to turn away from her, afraid that in her presence I would turn to dust. The sun had grown so weak in this land and so covered with the rolling mist that I never had to worry about it, but she reminded me of the sun in its prime, bursting with energy and life. I almost felt ashamed that she had to spend her days here with me instead of in some place that was teeming with life, a place where she could be free to explore her effervescence. 

	We walked up to the library. It was in one wing of the castle and there were plenty of windows dotted around the walls, allowing the pale light to shine through. The room smelled musty as all of the books were old. There were tables placed in between the shelves, and tall pillars stood in the middle of the room, around which were places for torches. Willow was wide eyed as she walked in. 

	“Where are we supposed to start?” she asked.

	“Well, there’s history over there, or magic items over there, or a bestiary towards the rear of the room. I would suggest you pick a shelf and start looking to see if any of them pique your attention,” I said. We veered off in opposite directions, walking among the shelves, our gazes wandering over the spines of books. Some of them were faded, while others were still in good condition. 

	“I guess I can see one way you can spend your time here. You must have read all these books by now,” Willow said. Her words echoed around the chamber. I laughed as I thought of the past, when I had been shushed for the barest hint of a whisper. If the old librarian had been here now then she would have had a fit to hear Willow speaking so brazenly. It still seemed wrong somehow, as though there was an inviolable rule about this place that nobody should speak too loudly. 

	“I haven’t quite managed to read all of them yet, no, but I have tried to make great progress. If I’m honest there are some that are not worth reading at all. I’ve opened them up and put them back on the shelf not long after cracking open the pages.”

	“Why do you keep them here then?”

	I paused before I answered. “Most of them are unique. If I got rid of them then the only copy of them would be destroyed. I can’t bring myself to do that.” 

	“Cassius,” she said after some time. Her footsteps echoed around the room. Mine were much lighter. “How old are you?”

	I had been wondering how long it would take her to ask that question. I was surprised it hadn’t been the first thing she asked me. My stomach turned as I thought about the answer. How old was she, barely twenty? Oh to be that young again… to her I must have been like a decrepit old man, a part of the ancient world that should have died a long time ago. 

	“I stopped counting a long time ago,” I replied with halting words. 

	“But surely you must have kept track of it for a while. Are you over a hundred?” she asked.

	I couldn’t stop myself from laughing. “Well over a hundred Willow. I’m older than some worlds. I have seen the sun rise and fall so many times that I have lost sight of the beauty of it. The roots of my soul have stretched down into the depths of this world and anchored me to it, and I long ago lost the ability to dream. I have been alive for too long. Nobody should ever live as long as I have.” 

	She stopped pacing for a moment. I wasn’t sure if she was thinking about my words or had found a book that caught her attention. 

	“I think you’re lucky. I was always taught that life is short and that you should make the most of it while you can, and that it’s far too easy to let things slip away. There seems to be so much to do and see, so much to feel… how can anyone fit all that into one lifetime?”

	“Eventually you can, and when things stop becoming new to you it becomes more difficult to find the enthusiasm and surprise. The days blend into each other and become one long nightmare that you can never wake from, and all the time you are waiting for a release yet dreading it at the same time. I have met many people who have envied us for our immortality, yet I knew every vampire has never cherished it. In fact it is one of the reasons why we had to turn people, because we did not want to be alone.” 

	“And one of the reasons why you brought me here,” she said. She was perceptive. But what she said next caused a lump to form in my throat and tension rippled all through me. “Cassius, were you born a vampire, or do you remember a time before you were turned?” 

	I leaned against the bookshelf and closed my eyes, collecting my thoughts for a moment. It had been so long since I had thought about this, at least before she arrived. Somehow her presence brought all of these things rushing back to the forefront of my mind. I thought I had buried him a long time ago, so deep within me that there was no hope of escape.

	I was wrong.

	And now I was faced with a choice of lying to her or being honest. I had sworn that I would show her no illusions and I badly wanted to keep to my word, but with this matter it was so difficult. As though she had a window into my mind, Willow reminded me that I had promised not to lie to her. 

	“You brought me here for a reason Cassius. If you can’t even talk about your past then what’s the point of having a companion? Surely you knew I was going to ask you about this. If you weren’t prepared to answers questions like this then maybe you should have thought twice about inviting me here,” she said.

	She was right, of course, and I had known this was an eventuality. But expecting it and actually doing it were two different things entirely. It helped that she was obscured by the bookshelves. While I spoke I could pretend that I was talking to myself. 

	“I did have a life before I was a vampire. There are never any natural vampires born. They are only turned. That is how our race continues. We are little more than thieves, stealing from others,” I said darkly. “And we are taught never to think about our past lives. That only leads to misery.”

	“Why?”

	“There have been some vampires in the past who have not been able to let go of the past. They cling to what came before in the hope of keeping hold of their life. But when we become vampires something is changed within us. We cannot love as we did before, and we are not the same people. The ones who loved us see nothing but a monster, and there have been many stories of people trying to recapture what they lost and it only ending in misery.” 

	“What happened?”

	“Some were shunned by their own families. Their children did not recognize them and were horrified at their appearance. Others were hounded out by society. For others the hunger became too much and tragedy befell their house, and then they were slain by those who saw them as murderers.”

	“I always thought it was impossible to kill a vampire.”

	“It is nearly impossible if that vampire wants to exist, but if they are ready to die then they can allow themselves to be killed. Such is the way for some who do not see any other option.”

	“And what about you Cassius? Did tragedy befall you?” 

	“Some would call it a tragedy, but then again others would say that my entire life had been a tragedy, or perhaps a joke. Either way it was a sorry thing.”

	“Why? What kind of life did you lead?” 

	I pursed my lips as I prepared to tell a story that I had not told anyone for the longest time. 

	*

	“It was a cold, wintry night and I had failed another audition. What little coin I had was dwindling, while the chances of me ever getting a position on stage were growing slimmer. I had auditioned for all the best conductors in the city, and for some of the disreputable ones as well. I could supplant my income by playing in brothels and tawdry inns, playing songs that the rabble wanted to listen to, but none of those songs were going to change the world, and they were most certainly not stretching my talents to their fullest. I felt empty inside. I had sustained myself by telling myself that one day if I just applied myself and worked hard enough that all of my dreams would come true, that all great artists had to suffer until they made it to the grandest stage of them all, and then all the suffering and strife would be worth it. But as the years passed this became scant nourishment and I was unable to keep the illusion going. The bitter reality was seeping in, and this latest audition was the final nail in the coffin.

	I had already been thrown out from home because I had adamantly refused to take up a job in my father’s company, seeing it as defeat. As the sheet music billowed out around me I began to reconsider. I knew I would have to crawl back on my hands and knees and beg him for a job that I did not want. It would have been humiliating, but I could see little other choice. I had no prospects for marriage, my name did not mean a thing, and so I was lost to the world. I looked to the moon and prayed for salvation, but I was offered none. I had always tried to be a good person and always thought that I deserved better than what I got, but in the end there was no sense of fairness to the world, and all I wanted to do was to turn my back to it. 

	Then I heard footsteps behind me. A figure came out of the shadows, more beautiful than anything I had seen before, the kind of beauty that makes you afraid to touch it because you’re afraid such a gesture would ruin it, like a perfectly still lake. She picked up one of the sheets and began to sing. She had perfect pitch and it brought new life to the song. She walked towards me as she sang and I was transfixed. I could not believe that nobody else was hearing this. It was as though we had the entire city to ourselves. She told me that she liked the song and asked me if I was a musician. I laughed, and said that I was trying to be, but nobody thought I was any good. She asked me if I had any other place in the world and I shook my head. I said that the world clearly did not want me, and it had been cruel of God to give me this dream without the talent to back it up. She told me she could make things better, that she could give me a new perspective on life, all I had to do was trust her completely. 

	The alternative was to return home and admit my failure, which I was loath to do, so I agreed to go with her. She took me back to her house and served me wine. She told me a great speech about how the world did not always appreciate tender souls, and that sometimes people needed more time than life allowed to perfect their talents. She said that a long time ago people had thrown her out of auditions too because she hadn’t been able to sing, and that it had taken her a great deal of time to perfect her talent. She said that she could give me the opportunity to experience such a thing myself, and that by the end of it I would be the finest piano player in the all the world, and nobody would dare doubt my talent. I thought such a thing was too good to be true, and yet I could not refuse the lure of the promise. I asked her what it would take, expecting it to be money, of which I had none. She replied that it would take my life. 

	Then she told me the entire truth, that she was a vampire. I was not shocked. I suppose that I had lost so much hope in the world that I did not think to disbelieve her. And I may have been mad for even considering it, but here was a woman who offered me a chance of salvation. I did not think about the many years I would have to spend alone, or the fact that I would not be able to return to that place and show everyone my new talent. I only thought of what I could be with all that time, and since I did not have anything else to stop me I accepted her offer. She pushed my head back and then she pierced my flesh with her teeth and changed me. In that moment the Cassius I used to be died. A body was never found, and the family just thought he went missing, drowning in some river somewhere like the failure he truly was. But I was brought to this place and taught how to be a vampire. I was able to practice for hour upon hour, year upon year, and in time I did indeed become the best piano player in the world, not that it did me much good. There is no use having a concert for a place with no audience,” I said, bowing my head. It was hard to shield the disdain in my voice, disdain for the fool I used to be back then, for throwing away all my life for my arrogance. 

	“Do you ever regret it?” she asked.

	“I have often thought about what would have happened if I had refused her offer. If I had swallowed my pride I could have returned home and flung myself at my father’s mercy. He would have scolded me, but he would have given me a job. I probably could have lived a respectable life and perhaps gotten married, died with my family around me. But always there would have been a dead dream inside me and in that instance I would probably have regretted not taking Mother up on her offer.”

	“Mother?” 

	“That’s what we call the ones who turn us. Anyway, sometimes I wonder if we’re ever meant to be happy at all. It seems as though the world is designed to keep us miserable, and no matter what we choose we shall always think that we should have done the opposite.” 

	“I’ve been thinking along similar lines. I’ve been thinking about what’s going to happen if I do awaken the wolf inside me, and what I’m going to do after that. I don’t know what the right thing to do is. Maybe I should just give up now before I make life too complicated for myself.” 

	“The problem is that we can never know. We just have to do what feels right in the moment. I think you would regret not knowing more. At least if you find the wolf inside you then you can think about what to do next. Even as a vampire I still had decisions to make.” 

	I expected her to ask me what kind of decisions they were, but she remained silent. At first I was glad of this as I did not want to reveal too many things, but then the silence lingered. I peered around the book shelf, although I could not see her. “Willow?” I asked.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	Willow

	Sympathy grew within my heart for Cassius as I heard his tale of woe. From the way he spoke I imagined there must have been many years between then and now, so many lifetimes that passed before him. I could tell from the way he spoke that it still stung though. I wondered if I should treat it as a cautionary tale; that perhaps I should simply give up on the promise of the wolf inside because it might cause me more distress than provide tranquility. However, his words rang true. I could easily imagine myself being seized by regret, so the search continued.

	I passed along rows and rows of books, fascinated by the mystery and knowledge held within. The tomes were old, far older than I had ever been. It made me think about the authors of them, whose light had long since faded, the only thing left of their lives resided within these pages. There were books on all the different subjects of the world, and I found myself in awe of this repository of knowledge. There were subjects that I had heard of, and subjects that were entirely foreign to me. It dawned on me that there were so many things I didn’t know that I didn’t know, and for the first time I actually started to believe that there might be an answer for me here, that Cassius might have actually saved me from myself. 

	He continued to speak, his words echoing around the high chamber of the library while I examined the bookshelves. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was looking for at first. I hoped there would be some book on lycanthropy that would be an easy solution, but I somehow knew that this wouldn’t be the case. I did see some books regarding werewolves, but these were books written in warning of the creatures, describing them as foul and savage, and while there was perhaps more truth to these words than I would have liked to admit I did not need to trouble myself by immersing myself in these words. 

	I needed to find the answer to my problem.

	But there was one book that stood out to me. It was a fresh, leather bound book and the cover was colorful, unlike the faded tomes with the crumbling spines. The other books were like mountains ready to fall into the sea, while this one was a lush field that was still brimming with life. It was almost as though someone had wanted me to find it, for I could think of no other reason why it would be placed here. It shared no common themes with the books surrounding it. As I reached towards it I felt a sense of danger, of trepidation, yet this was not enough to stop me from doing so. Perhaps this could be the book that held the answers I sought. 

	I pulled it from the shelf, its cover sliding between the other books, and opened it. A note fluttered out like an autumn leaf. I bent down to pick it up, but as I looked at the words that were scrawled on it I was frozen with terror. The note seemed written for me, a message left by the last companion. 

	He lies. Cassius lies. Don’t trust him. Get out of here while you can, whoever you are – Clea

	Clea. His previous companion. He told me that he had released her, but what if he had lied? Could I trust this stranger who I had never met? She claimed he lied, but about what? About his intentions? About his promises? I flipped the note over back and forth, hoping that more information would reveal itself, but the words remained the same. The message was clear, however. 

	I should not trust Cassius.

	My blood ran cold. I didn’t want to believe it, and yet he was still a stranger to me. Had I been blind to the danger that surrounded me? The more I thought about it the more I realized how in denial I had been. The man was a lonely vampire living in a castle. He claimed that the other vampires had been killed in a war, killed by whom? His other companion was a woman of mystery. He claimed to have released her, but had he? I had no way of contacting her… or did I? Perhaps there was something in this room or this castle that might help, if she was still alive. If she had the answers that I sought then I needed to speak to her. I needed to know what she knew, and I could not allow Cassius to think that I doubted him.

	Trust was important to him, and I knew he wanted us to be close. He may not have admitted it himself but he was a lonely man, not just a lonely vampire. There were longings that all men had, whether they were alive or undead. I felt the way he looked at me when I sang, the way his gaze lingered as I descended into the dining room. I was a little ashamed to think I had even welcomed it, but I was going to have to pretend to feel the same way while I figured out what was really going on here, otherwise he would know that something was wrong, and then I might see another side of him. 

	I stuffed the note in my pocket and put the book back on the shelf. I gathered some copies of other books, and when I rounded the corner Cassius was right there. The silence of his steps was unnerving. The smile might well have been handsome, or it could have been sinister. It was hard to tell in the dim light. He was so many things, but was he now my captor or my savior? Would he be my end, or my new beginning? 

	I had to know the truth, and I was only going to be able to do that by myself. 

	“You were spending a while back there. Did you find anything of interest?” he asked. 

	“Yes, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to ignore you. I just became absorbed in these books. I think I might go and study them for a while. I think it’s best to get on with my research while I’m here. Are we going to have dinner again tonight?” I asked, forcing a smile upon my face, hoping that he would not realize that I was feigning interest. 

	“Of course. I thought tonight we could have dinner in the upper courtyard, under the stars.” 

	“That sounds wonderful,” I said. “If you don’t mind I think I might remain in the library a while to see if there are any other books.”

	Cassius inclined his head and then walked past me. I caught the faint scent of ash as he did so, and my gaze followed him as he left the room. I did not realize I had been holding my breath until he exited the library. 

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	Cassius

	I stood at the edge of the parapet in the upper courtyard. It was a part of the castle that was open to the elements. Behind me the tower rose, jutting up into the sky like a dagger, the dark gargoyles staring at me, almost taunting me. I turned away from them, not wanting to hear their whispers tonight. 

	But still they came. 

	She is going to discover what you really are. What you really did. She is going to learn the truth, just like the other one. You are not the man you claim to be. When are you going to let the mask slip? You call yourself survivor, but you are not a survivor you are a-

	“Silence!” I yelled, my word cutting through the bleak atmosphere. I turned around, my cloak billowing as I stared at the stony expressions of the gargoyles. Their mouths were unmoving, but their eyes still judged. I blinked and rubbed my head, trying to ease away the band of tension that stretched across my scalp. I felt as though I was wearing a crown of thorns and all I wanted was to tear it away, but I could not find a grip. I strode to the very edge of the courtyard to try and put the gargoyles out of my mind. Perhaps this had been a mistake. My head twisted from side to side and I clasped my hands behind my back, picking at the edges of my fingernails. My weight shifted between my feet. I could not let Willow see me like this. I could not let her think the worst of me, not like Clea.

	I closed my eyes in thoughts of that other girl. My mistake loomed large in my life. My judgment had been unclear and I had allowed certain things to get the better of me. It was not the first mistake I had made, and it probably would not be my last. But things would be better with Willow. Yes, I told myself, Willow was kinder and gentler and I had learned from my mistakes. She would be everything I wanted her to be, and perhaps more. I had already been impressed with her determination, her directness, and her strength. She had not cowered in fear at this world.

	I could not imagine her cowering in fear towards anything. 

	I stared out at the bleak horizon, watching the mist crawl over the barren land. It looked as though a blanket had been draped over the world. I sighed as I lifted my gaze to the heavens. The sky was so dark it was hard to tell where the land ended and that began. The moon was but a sliver, and it looked blood red. This world was dying, and many had died before it. It was the last kingdom and I the last king, king of ruins and ash and regret. 

	I had set a table up in the courtyard and spirited food to create a meal. It was not as lavish as the one I had conjured for her before, but neither was it made from distasteful ingredients. Perhaps what it lacked for in flair it made up for in its palatability. But where was she? 

	Time ticked by and I paced. As a vampire I had developed a keen appreciation of the passage of time. I still remember how I had been scared of it when I had been a human, rushing around to try and make sure that I achieved something before my time in the world was completed, wanting to leave a mark so that my name would live on in infamy. Over the years I learned how foolish that had been. I had seen so many people fall into the same trap, grinding themselves to dust as they sacrificed everything, but who remembered them? Everything turned to ash eventually, everything burned by the perennial flame of time that consumed everything, its hunger unabated even after eons had passed. And what good did being remembered do? I could almost laugh at my own folly. The only joy you can take from life is in the sensations you experience, not in what comes after. People fell like dominoes, and the legacy did not matter once they had fallen. 

	I had witnessed them all, but even time would take me too in the end. It mocked me by giving me this vision of eternal life, and it only served to show me how hollow life really is. There is meaning when a life is short, because there is a sense of urgency, of momentum. People know they cannot fit everything in, so they rush and flit about like manic fireflies, eager to enjoy as much as possible. They do not end up with everything, but nor do they end up with nothing. They may not realize it, but their lives are as full as possible. This curse that I have been afflicted with, this gift that was given to me without my consent has condemned me to a life where there is no urgency. There is nothing I have to miss out on, nothing that I need fear of never accomplishing. I can see all, I can read every book, play every song, and eat every meal. I can watch a world die, and yet even with that I still feel empty. 

	Where is she?

	I was about to head back into the castle to summon her when she emerged. There was something different about her, although I could not put my finger on it. She stepped out into the courtyard. I gave the gargoyles a warning glance, urging them to be quiet. They did not say anything. 

	“I know that this view is not anything to boast about, but I thought you would like to see the world from this vantage point,” I said, holding out my hand and guiding her to the edge of the castle. Below us the mountain descended, its drop sheer, disappearing into the mist below. I did not look down, for I knew what would stare back at me. She put her hands against the wall and leaned over, gazing into the distance. 

	“There’s a strange beauty to it,” she said. Her words were halting, her breath uneven. Had she found something in her books that had proven enlightening? 

	“How was your reading?” 

	She responded without turning to look at me. “Slow going. The people who wrote those books needed a good idea. It’s hardly light reading,” she laughed a little, but there was no humor behind the sound. It was almost as though she needed to put on a show for me. “Some of the books are promising though. It’s just going to take time to get on with them.”

	There was that word again. “Here you have all the time in the world,” I said. I then stepped closer to her and I noticed an imperceptible movement, the slight stiffening of her back, the tightening of her hands against the stone, the flare of her nostrils. 

	It was I who scared her. I drew back, narrowing my eyes. What had changed? 

	“Once this world was fertile and lush. Over there was a lake of the deepest blue, and it was always teeming with fish. They were harmless though. People used to sit there with their feet dangling over the edge. The fish would come up and nibble away all the dead, dry skin. Apparently it used to tickle, although I never engaged in the practice myself. I did like to swim there though. The water was the perfect temperature, and the grass beside it was soft. We used to sit there and share memories and moments and songs.”

	“We, as in you and the other vampires?” 

	I nodded.

	“You must miss them a lot.” 

	My throat tightened. “I do. I wish things could have been different. This world would be a far different place if they were still here.”

	“Would I still be safe even if there were other vampires around? I can’t imagine they would want to put up with one of my kind?” 

	“I would see to it that you were protected,” my voice was steel, not willing to entertain the idea that I would ever see any harm come to her. Did she doubt that? Was that why she was afraid? 

	“It must have been so terrible to watch them all die. How did you survive?” 

	I bared my teeth and turned away from her. She was asking too many questions, questions about things that I did not wish to talk about and that did not concern her. “Come and eat. I have fashioned a feast for you, one that I hope you will like,” I walked towards the table. Willow waited a few moments before she followed me. 

	“I understand why you don’t want to talk about it. It must be hard for you to remember. In fact it must be hard for you to talk about a lot of things that you’ve been through given how you’ve been through so much of it. You’ve been through so many lives I can’t comprehend how much you have lost.” 

	I bowed my head as she put some food on a plate. “It has been hard. Sometimes I think the mind is not large enough to carry it all with us, or perhaps it’s the heart that is too small, if a vampire can be said to have a heart. But we carry it all the same. We have no choice. I do wish that some things could fade from memory, but it is all sharp and in focus.”

	“Is that part of the reason why you want a companion? Someone to share the burden of melancholy?” 

	The corners of my mouth twitched into a smile. “It’s more that I want someone to help me to forget. I want to look at the world with new eyes again, to remember what it is to be young, before I was touched by death. In this world death has touched everything, but not you. You are brimming with life, with strength. You glow with the glory of youth and it is magnificent. It is something that I forgot a long time ago.” 

	“And did Clea not help you look through these eyes?” 

	There was something about the way she framed the question. She was walking around the table, picking up pieces of food nonchalantly, but it felt like a charade. It was another question, another sharp question that stabbed like a dagger, seeking the truth. But what truth. 

	Tell her, the gargoyles whispered in my mind. 

	“No,” I hissed. It was such a strident sound that Willow could not help but react instinctively, and I saw the fear in her eyes. She paused for a moment, her hand hovering over the plate of dried biscuits. Even though she had the nutritional potion I still wanted her to be able to enjoy a feast. I wanted to show her that I could give her everything she could possibly want, and I had used up the last of some stores in order to provide this meal. 

	I gathered my composure as I turned away from the gargoyles. “I do not wish to speak about Clea. You are here. You are my companion and you are all that matters to me. You are the brightest star in the sky Willow, and there is nothing that I would not do for you while you are here.” 

	I leveled my gaze at her and she looked back at me. Her lips parted slightly and I thought she was about to ask a question, but if one was on her mind then she did not utter it. She bowed her head and placed the plate on the table. She walked towards me, striding with purpose, apparently able to swallow her fear. She stood directly in front of me and the air was alive with her fragrance, such a sweet scent it took me back to a time when my heart was brimming with love, when I was foolish enough to think that if I just wrote the right tune then a heart would be given to me, before I realized that the only thing women cared about was cold, hard coin. 

	“Then I will not ask about her Cassius. I just thought that if I knew what she had done to displease you then it would make sure that I would not make the same mistake. The last thing I wish to do is offend you,” she said in soft, saccharine words. 

	“She did not do anything to displease me. She simply grew tired of this place and did not fit in here. She was not as determined as you,” I said, hoping that she would not pick up on the lie. There was more to the story, but wasn’t there always? It wasn’t as though Willow needed to know the complete truth. She only needed to know the version that mattered. 

	“I’m glad to hear it, but all I really want is for you to be honest with me Cassius, in all things, and I hope that you would expect and welcome the same from me.”

	“Of course Willow,” I replied. She dropped her tone and dipped her head and I was drawn to her beauty. She wore a different outfit than before. This one did not reveal as much of her plunging cleavage, but it was still enough to draw my attention. In truth it was hard to take my gaze off her eyes, which sparkled with all the beauty of a jewel. 

	“Then I want you to know something Cassius. I don’t need these feasts or these grand gestures. I appreciate what you are doing here, but you have already made me feel welcome. I do not want illusions with you. I only want the truth. If you wanted me to join you on this courtyard then all you needed to do was ask.” She turned slowly and swayed her hips as she walked back to the wall, leaning out to gaze at the horizon. Somehow I felt as though I had made a misjudgment somewhere, but I was not sure where. In my years of solitude I had forgotten how confusing it could be to have a companion, especially one as intoxicating as Willow.

	With a swipe of my finger I dispelled the illusion and the feast returned to its normal ingredients. I went again to stand with Willow.

	“Tell me a story Cassius,” she said.

	“What kind of story?”

	“A story from your past. You have lived so many lives there must be something that you can tell me, something that perhaps few have heard. I would like to know a story about someone interesting, someone the rest of the world has forgotten.” 

	I nodded solemnly. And then I started speaking. She was right in that there were countless stories of countless people that were all locked in my mind. I was like a treasure chest filled with stories of the past, of people who were otherwise forgotten. In the end I was the key to their immortality, for these people only lived on in my mind. Even their graves would by now be covered in moss, the etchings eroded by the weather, their loved ones all dead so nobody visited their graves. I told her about a man who had given everything for his daughter, only to see her take her own life when another man did not return her love. I told her about a mother who survived the death of one child after another, eventually raising one healthy child after a dozen deaths, and giving all the love she had to that one child. I told her about a man who sacrificed everything for fame and fortune, and ended up dying alone when there was so much life left within him. I told her about people who were mourned for years after their deaths by strangers, and by those who were remembered by their families. I told her of triumphs and glories and failures, and all the people met the same fate in the end. 

	They were all dead.

	And I bore witness to them all. 

	By the time I finished speaking Willow turned towards me. There was a sad expression in her eyes. 

	“You’ve seen so much Cassius. How do you cope with it all? How do you not let yourself fall into complete misery?” she asked.

	I shrugged. “It is the way of the vampire. We are taught when we are given our new lives that this is a burden we must bear. In fact there are many burdens, perhaps too many. I’m sure there are the same kind of stories within your pack. Werewolves do have a longer lifespan than normal humans, do they not?” 

	Willow nodded. “Yes, but never as long as this.”

	“Perhaps that is because werewolves seek combat,” I joked. She smiled, and this, I could tell, was genuine.

	“Maybe, but nobody ever lives that long. I don’t think anyone ever would. We pride ourselves on the pack and I think the strength of wolves is that we can change our Alphas as they grow old and die. It helps keep things fresh. If we kept the same leader in charge for decades, perhaps even centuries, then there would be a lack of new ideas and the pack would grow stale. We need to reinvent ourselves and find new ideas, to have the pack flush with new energy and new attitudes. We are creatures of momentum. If we stay still, we die.” 

	“Unlike vampires then. We are frozen in time,” I admitted with a heavy sigh. 

	I had grown tired of talking. I regretted wanting to leave her company, but I had spent so much time alone that being with her took a lot out of me. I retreated to my chambers and left her alone for the night, although I would see her again tomorrow. Perhaps then she would not have so many questions.

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	Willow

	I watched him leave. I remained on the edge of the courtyard, turning my gaze back to the world around me. The drop below me was sheer and the abyss pulled at me. It was all I could do to remain rooted to this spot. Cassius had spoken of this world being a place of beauty once, but I found it difficult to imagine there being lush forests and wet lakes when it was so skeletal and abandoned. Cassius had been abandoned too, at least he was acting that way. I had tried to coax the truth out of him, but perhaps it had been naïve of me to think that I could have trapped him like that. He had been around for far longer than me, and was no doubt aware of all the tricks people could employ to get to the truth. He had not given me anything about Clea or any indication to what she might have been referring when she said that he was lying. 

	If I was going to find out the truth then I was going to have to do it by myself, and somehow I was going to have to find her. But as much as I feared Cassius, I was still drawn to pity him. The stories he told me of all the different people he had known… it was so sad. He had stood there as a silent witness to it all, watching people live and die over and over again. I couldn’t imagine the kind of toll it would take upon a person. It was amazing how he could even rise to meet the day. I think I would just want to curl up and shut everything away if I was faced with all of that. I was still wary of him, but that didn’t mean I could not respect him. 

	He never asked to be a vampire after all. He was given a terrible choice and he wasn’t told what life would be like. It was strange to think that if he had not chosen a chance at infamy then I would not be here now. He would have shrugged off mortality and sloughed into the nether realm like all the other mortals. All it took was one decision to change the entire direction of a life. Perhaps mine would be the same, and that decision was to have come with Cassius. I was beginning to wonder what life would have been like had I stayed with my pack. Were they wondering where I had gone? Were they going to try and find me? Or did they celebrate my leaving? 

	I thought it was most likely to be the latter. 

	Oh Cassius… what are you hiding from me? Was he trying to protect me, or was there something he was keeping from me? I was his guest and I did not wish to be rude, but my very life could depend on it, and I was not about to ignore the warning that Clea had left for me. I knew little of her, but clearly she knew that Cassius would have another companion one day, and she had made the effort to hide a warning in this vast castle. The least I could do was listen.

	*

	I returned to my chamber where I had stored the books. I changed into my nightwear and lit a candle. The flames danced and flickered. I rubbed my eyes and blinked widely, not wishing to sleep yet. I had much reading to do. I pored through the tomes, straining to read the faded ink in the slalomed, styled writing that was so alien to what I was familiar with. Eventually I found what I was looking for. I wanted to find a way to locate someone and speak with them. I found a spell, which wasn’t useful as I did not have access to magic. I wasn’t sure if this was something that could be learned, or if it was just innate, but that wasn’t important because the author of this book had helpfully included some artefacts that could replicate the effects of a spell for those who did not possess the capability to conjure such arcane talents. 

	All I needed was a crystal orb, some magical ingredients, and the name of the person I wanted to contact. It seemed simpler than I thought it would be, but when I thought about it, it was just like having a recipe. 

	The problem was going to be gathering the resources I needed. I knew they would be in the castle for they seemed rudimentary, and this place was such a repository for artefacts, but I did not want Cassius to know what I was doing. If he found out then he might be angry, and although he had sworn to protect me I had to remember what vampires were capable of. He did not need sleep, or at least not the same kind of sleep that I did. He prowled the castle, his kingdom, and was ever watchful. What hope did I have of slipping past him? 

	Had Clea managed to do just that? 

	I could mollify him with kind words and temper him with a gentle caress, but those tricks would only work for so long. He was a man who had become a victim of his solitude and despite him being transformed into a vampire, there was still a man inside him. I could make use of this for a while, but I was not sure how long it would last. I thought and thought and decided that my only hope of sneaking through the castle would be to do so when I was supposed to be sleeping. Otherwise Cassius would know I was awake and might try to keep track of me. His hearing was unparalleled, and in this castle it must have been possible to hear a pin drop. It was worthy to remember that vampires were the stealthy ones, not werewolves, and although I had nimble feet I could not remain hidden for too long. 

	But as night fell I forced myself to stay awake. I tore out the relevant page of the book, intending to repair it later, but I was not about to drag such a large tome around with me. I folded the page and put it in my dress, where it rested next to my bosom. My breath was shallow as I opened the door and walked outside. I kept my footsteps light, and worried that the thrum of my heart would travel through the castle and reach Cassius’ ears. I walked lightly and quickly, wanting to get this over with as soon as possible. 

	I was relieved that the repository of magical artefacts was up in the top tower of the castle, far from where Cassius usually lived. Perhaps I would be able to escape attention after all, although what I was going to do when I found out the truth I did not know. If Clea had words of warning then could I escape? If I confronted Cassius would he let me go? He claimed that he had let Clea leave, but what if he had killed her? Fear itched all over my skin and I started to wonder if I would have been better off staying with the wolves. Had my desperation led me to my doom?

	I walked up the spiral staircase that went on for so long it was dizzying. I swayed a little as I emerged into a stone hallway. The pale light from outside bled between the stones, and I was thankful for what scant gifts the wolves had given me, for I was able to find my way even though the light was dim. I dared not light a torch for fear that would give me away. I had to peer at the signs on the rooms carefully, for the old words that had been etched into the wood were faded. My fear was such that I always felt as though something was behind me, watching me, yet when I turned there was nothing there. I told myself to be calm, that I was a wolf and I should not be scared of anything.

	Except that I wasn’t a wolf at all. I was just a girl, lost in this castle in this lonely world with a vampire who was capable of anything. Was his charm just an act? Had there been horror stories written about his deeds?

	I breathed a sigh of relief as I reached the repository. The door creaked as it opened although I tried to be gentle. I winced at the eerie sound as it echoed down the hallway, but crept through anyway, for there was nothing I could do to stop it. In this room I had to light a torch even though I was afraid. The flame took hold and crackled, pouring orange light around the room. I placed it between two stones, hoping that the flame would not be visible outside. I closed the shutters as well, blocking out the world, making it feel as though this was the only room in existence. 

	I then got to task. I unfolded the piece of paper and checked what I needed, even though I had committed it to memory. It did not prove any harm to be thorough, however. The repository was made up of many cupboards and cabinets with all kinds of things like wands and swords and cloaks. An arcane scholar could have spent their entire life looking through these things and likely never come to the end of it. There were goblets and cutlery and mirrors and so many more things that I was almost distracted too, wanting to take all of these trinkets and use them to try and discern their meaning. There must have been so much power contained within this room, and yet it was all wasted. Had Cassius used them all during his life, or were they more like toys to him? 

	I did not have a lifetime to search through them though. I had to work as quickly as possible, wanting to return to my bed before Cassius could suspect that anything was amiss. Unfortunately, there were more than one crystal orbs housed in the cabinets so I had to spend a few agonizing moments comparing each one to make sure that I used the right one. The clue was in the silver foundation. The one I needed had whirlpools etched into it, while others had things like snakes and dragons and flames. They were all very interesting, but were not the sort of thing that I could waste time practicing with.

	I pulled the crystal ball out and set it on a round table that stood in the middle of the room. I then scanned the rest of the page and gathered the other ingredients I needed. Once they were all prepared, I took a deep breath and spoke the magic words that would summon the spell. I thought of Clea too, and had her note with me. I placed it on top of the crystal ball, holding it there with my hands. I expected the ball to be cold, but it was oddly warm. I recited the words over and over again, not willing to stop until something happened. At first all remained quiet, aside from the flickering flames of the torch behind me. Doubt crept into my mind and I wondered if the magic in these trinkets had been rendered inert. The words I spoke were hollow and ridiculous, and I began to see myself as a farcical sight, but just before I would give up, I felt a tremor pass through me. At first I wasn’t sure if it was actually real or just a product of my mind, but then I felt my hair being tugged by a silent breeze, one that was cold and made me shiver. The words I chanted became deeper and filled with magic, rich and blossoming with all the wonder of the promise they held. I began shaking as the crystal ball vibrated beneath my hands. Eldritch energy flowed through the room and I could feel the very air shimmer. 

	I opened my eyes. To my surprise the crystal ball was now filled with this small storm, a crackling, energetic thing that swirled and flickered and seemed alive. My hands were still shaking, but I dared not let go, for I was so close and I did not wish to lose the spell, afraid that I would never get it back. I focused on Clea and the misty smoke billowed out, filling the crystal ball entirely as though it was searching for a way to escape. I wondered what would have happened had my shaking hands tossed it to the floor. Would the spell have been broken, or would the storm have expanded to fill the room and the entire castle, perhaps the entire world. There was no telling the potency of this magic. 

	As I watched, the smoke changed shape, swirling into different patterns. Sweat beaded on my brow and trickled down my temples. It was taking something from me, but I could not stop now, not when I was so close. Suddenly the smoke cleared and a woman’s face stared back at me, but it was not what I expected. The face was wrinkled, the hair grey. She tossed and turned, her head moving from side to side. 

	“Clea… Clea is that you?” I asked. 

	“What… who…?” 

	“I’m with Cassius. I found your note, the one you left in the library. I need to know what he’s lying about. I need to know if I can trust him,” I said, yelling so that I could hear myself above the crackle of energy that fizzed around me. 

	“You… you’re with Cassius?” she asked. 

	“I am.” 

	“You are so beautiful. I was beautiful once,” she said with a wry smile, and more than a hint of wistfulness. I could not afford to waste time though. I needed to know what she knew. At least she was alive. At least Cassius had not lied about that. 

	“Clea, what is he lying about? Why should I fear him?” 

	“He lies about it all. Find Amara’s diary. I hid it in her tomb. That will explain everything,” Clea said. The diary. The tomb. What tomb? I had so many questions for her. How old had she been when she had been here? What had she done with her life? Had Cassius ever visited her since she left? How long had she stayed here for? 

	One by one these questions mounted in my mind like a huge, unbalanced tower that was going to collapse. But I wasn’t ready to let go yet. I couldn’t let her go without knowing more. 

	 


Chapter Fifteen 

	Cassius

	After I left Willow I had been alone with my thoughts. They should have been comforting to me by now, but I had spent so much time alone with them that they plagued me. There was something about the way Willow acted that had been off… or perhaps I was just becoming paranoid. She had a way of soothing me that was quiet gentle, and I longed to experience it again. I had to stop thinking that everything was going wrong. I had Willow, the girl I had been waiting for, and things were falling into place. I could do with her what I had done with nobody else, and no longer did I have to be alone here. She alone breathed new life into this place and I could remember what it was to be young again. I just had to get a handle on my mind, a mind that was fractured by the weight of all it had experienced.

	I tried to push that all aside though, telling myself that it didn’t matter. It was all in the past. It had already happened and there was no changing it, no going back to do anything different. It had all happened before Willow had even been born, so what was the use in being worried about what she was going to think? 

	I did what I had to do. I did what was right. 

	But would Willow understand? 

	It didn’t matter. I wasn’t going to tell her. She only needed to know what I wanted her to know. I don’t care what the gargoyles were trying to tell me. They were mindless stone creatures and had no power over me. Willow was Willow and she was here to learn. I would help her achieve what she wanted and then we would see where it would lead us. Until then I would merely enjoy her company and her beauty. Her charm and flattery were unparalleled. She would not have been out of place at a ball, and there I am sure she would have won the attention of many suitors. They would have all lined up for a dance with her, and she would have been inundated with marriage proposals. If I had known her then it would have been the same story as it always was; beauty being attracted to wealth and the finer things in life. There was no room for love in a heart that longed for opulence, but perhaps I was being too harsh on Willow. Surely she deserved more credit than that? After all she had come with me here, showing far more bravery than most, and she had not shown the same weak constitution as Clea had.

	Ah, Clea… sometimes the mind does turn to melancholy thoughts and wonders if things could have been better had I acted differently. The problem was that girl had a suspicious mind from the very beginning. She was never able to fully trust me, and she would not listen when I tried to explain things. 

	It was my fault really. I should have been more discerning. After so much time has passed there are only certain people who can fit into my world, who can meet my exacting standards. I am so happy that I met Willow.

	And why… why should I be acting so erratic around her? I am the last King of the vampires, I have seen and done things that she would never have dreamed of, and yet still I find myself acting as though I am that humble struggling musician again, that wretch of a man who thought the world was at war with him, who could not taste anything but bitterness. That was part of the problem with being a vampire though. Although I had lived through generations there was a part of me that was still frozen from the moment I was turned, and my face darkened as I remembered Amara’s last, mocking words to me. Even then she was still smiling, still acting as though she was my superior. 

	Goodbye, Mother. 

	Her cackling laugh echoed through my mind, the last remnant of her still locked inside, a piece of her that I could not purge no matter how hard I tried. 

	All these things weighed on me and tormented me. All the years I had lived gathered up and dragged me down. I bowed my head and clamped my hands around my scalp, my nails digging into the thin skin through the oily black hair. I wished it was possible to tear thoughts directly out of a mind. I wished I could be young again, unburdened by all that I had witnessed, all that I had done. Sometimes people became too old to live, like a tree that creaked under the weight of its own branches, teetering to one side, the roots rotting because of age. I could feel myself becoming like that, and how I envied Willow for having so much ahead of her, for being so filled with sweet life that she could hope for better days ahead, how I wanted a taste of that for myself. 

	These sleepless nights were agony to me. How I wished I could have dreamed like I used to dream, snuggling up inside a warm cocoon and taking a break from the world, ignoring all the problems that plagued me. I wanted my mind to be able to soar and dance and conjure strange and wild images, to create dreams from the depths of my mind and allow me to process thoughts in new ways. I wanted to rest, to feel renewed and rejuvenated, to rise from slumber knowing that a new day approached rather than living through the same long, endless night.

	Then something shook me from my maudlin thoughts. I felt something in the castle, something that should not have happened. I raced outside to the courtyard and looked up. I could see an amber glow squeaking through the shutters of the repository. No… Willow what were you doing? Why would you do this without me?

	My cloak billowed out of me as I raced through the castle. There was a flash of fire and brimstone as I turned into a bat and flapped my wings, rushing upwards until I reached the heights of the tower. The air bled with magic, but I was confused as to why Willow would do such a thing at all.

	I changed back into my usual form and I broke into a run, bursting through the door. As I did so I saw a sight that I had not expected to see. Willow was standing there with her hands placed over a crystal ball, her hair rising as though it was pulled by strings. The torch flickered manically behind her and inside the orb there was a face I had not seen for a long time, and even though she had aged I still recognized Clea, and my expression turned sour for I feared that Clea was poisoning Willow against me. 

	“What are you doing?” I declared, my cloak billowing behind me as I disrupted the spell with a wave of my hand. Willow’s hair fell back into its usual style, although it was more tousled, Clea’s visage vanished from the crystal ball. The air settled as well, the arcane energy now diminishing. My glare was fixed on Willow. She looked shocked, and guilty. She was speechless. 

	“Why are you speaking to her? How did you even know that you could speak to her? I brought you here and invited you into my home and now you are breaking your trust to me. I do not understand this Willow. Have I not been a good host? Have I not shown you courtesy and respect? Yet you come to this room in the dead of night when you should be resting and you come into a room without my permission and use my things for this… and you have no idea how badly things could have gone wrong! If you weren’t careful you could have killed yourself. You could have ripped open a hole in the universe. You could have summoned unholy creatures.” 

	I was aghast with rage and betrayal, and she cowered before me. I had expected many things from her, but not this. I paced before her. 

	“Willow, I chose you because I thought you were special. I did not anticipate that you would go behind my back. I told you that I would help you search for a way to release the wolf inside you, and all I wanted was your trust and your companionship. I did not think it was too much to ask. But now you test me… you test me and I do not know what to do with you. You should not have come in here and used this without me, and why… why would you ever think to contact her?” I asked.

	Willow looked like she was going to burst into tears. 

	“I… I’m sorry Cassius.” She took her hands away from the crystal ball and held them close to her heart. She leaned forward and pitiful words dripped from her lips. “I didn’t mean anything by it. I just… I could not sleep and I was reading through these tomes and I found out about this artefact. It said that it could contact anyone in the world and I thought… I thought I needed some advice.”

	“Advice? What kind of advice?” I snapped.

	“Advice on how to please you,” she whispered. Her gaze fell to the floor, but then quickly darted towards me. I paused for a moment and she continued speaking. “You are right. You have been so kind to me and I am ever so grateful. You took me away from a world that did not want me, and you have offered me the opportunity to learn and grow. I wanted to be able to give something of that back. I wanted to be able to be good to you just as you have been good for me. When I discovered this opportunity I thought that I had to take it because I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to be able to do anything like this again. As far as I know Clea has been your only other companion, and I know that you sent her away, but I thought if she could just give me any insight in how to please you then I would be able to do better with you. I’m so sorry if you thought that I betrayed you Cassius because that wasn’t my intention at all. I only wanted to be the best companion I could possibly be for you. Please don’t be angry with me. Don’t send me away. I still want to learn. I want to be taught everything you know, please.”

	She threw herself to the floor as her emotion got the better of her. She clasped my hand tightly and pressed her cheek to it as crystal tears trickled down her cheeks. My old stony heart was moved by this display of passion, and I felt guilty for having erupted with anger towards her. When I spoke next I ensured that my voice was calm. 

	“I am sorry Willow. I did not mean to frighten you. It’s just that I am so worried. I know how things in this room can go wrong. It’s why they are up here in the first place. You should not have come here by yourself.” 

	“I know,” she wailed and sniffed, “I’m sorry. It must have been because I was tired. I should have just stayed in bed. I should never have let my thoughts get the better of me at night.” 

	“No, well, lesser people have been plagued by the same affliction. I can see that your heart was in the right place, but please understand that any restrictions within this castle are there for your safety. And I would also like to say that you do not need to seek Clea’s wisdom because she can offer nothing for you. You are a more suitable companion than her. Clea did not fit into this world. I showed a lack of judgment with her, one that I corrected as soon as possible. There was nothing that she could have shown you. You are the perfect companion already,” I said, feeling emotion swell within me. The feeling of her warm breath against my hand elicited something that I had not felt for a long time. She looked up at me with her beautiful wide eyes. They held so much promise that I almost had to look away because of their intensity, but I was held in rapture to them. 

	She rose slowly, her body gently pressing against mine. She still had a hold of my hand. “Thank you Cassius,” she bowed slightly, and as she did so her head dipped and my gaze fell down her body, moved again by the gentle curves and the arousing nature of what she was blessed with. “I am sorry again. I promise I won’t do anything like this again. I shall go and rest now. I think I need the time to gather my thoughts.”

	She kept her head bowed in supplication as she took her hand from mine. Her footsteps were light as she left the chamber, but as she reached the door I asked her a question that gave her pause. 

	“Willow, out of curiosity, did Clea tell you anything of interest?” 

	“No, she didn’t. I wasn’t able to make a connection to her,” Willow said. I nodded. That was a relief at least. The last thing I needed was Clea meddling in my affairs. “I shall tidy up here. You rest, and we shall see each other again tomorrow.” I picked up the crystal ball and placed it back into the cabinet. My gaze drifted around the other magical items and my throat tightened. It had been a long time since I had been in this room, faced with these items of such power. My hands began to tremble and I had to forcibly tear myself away from them, staggering back down to the depths of the castle. The only respite I had from my own mind was to hold my hand next to my cheek, for it was the hand that Willow had touched. It was still wet with the warm moisture from her tears, and her scent still lingered. I clung to these as a drowning man would cling to driftwood. 

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	Willow

	I hurried down the stairs and slammed the door to my chamber, pressing my back against it as I did so. I gulped in breath to calm myself, although my heart was beating frantically. That had been a close call, and I knew that if there were more of these Cassius’ suspicion would be aroused. I pulled out the note that Clea had written. I had managed to hide it back in my dress before Cassius had noticed, so at least he hadn’t learned of the warning. Now that I knew it I had no need for it, I tore it up into little pieces so the writing would never be read again. Clea had given me the next clue to chase, but she had not been able to tell me any more. Before I had the chance to ask her any questions Cassius had interrupted. 

	Had he truly been concerned for me, or was he worried that I might learn something he wanted to keep hidden? I suppose both things could have been true, and I was just glad that he had believed my theatrics. Throwing myself at his mercy had cooled his anger, because before this I felt like a scolded child, and I was convinced he had been about to punish me.

	One thing was clear though; I was going to have to tread carefully until I learned the truth. If Cassius caught me again then it was unlikely he was going to believe the same lie, and the more I acted in this coquettish way the more I was going to have to display these feelings to him on a regular basis. I could not act cold towards him, even if I began to fear him, for then he would suspect something as well. I could feel myself being caught in a web and I was not sure how I was ever going to extricate myself, so the only way was to move deeper until I reached the truth. 

	But for now I would rest, even though my mind was reeling and I was trying to understand how I could ever get into Amara’s tomb without Cassius knowing. There had to be a way though, and I was determined to find it. 

	*

	Although I felt uneasy in the castle, I was confident that Cassius was not going to kill me. After all, he'd had plenty of opportunities to do so already and in truth he had been a generous host. So I did not mind waiting a few days before I continued my search. I thought that conducting it the day after he had found me in the repository would have been far too suspicious, so we went about our regular lives for a while, until I felt I had a good plan in place. 

	We continued searching for an artefact to help me. Although there were many fascinating items I had not yet come across one that could help me, and neither had Cassius, or so he claimed. One day, while we were in the library poring through books, a thought occurred to me. 

	“Cassius, could I ask you a question that you might consider improper?” 

	Cassius considered the matter for a moment. “Some would say that improper questions are the only ones worth asking,” he replied with a smile, and I took this as permission to continue.

	“Well, I know we have spoken about some of the myths that exist about vampires, and how they are not necessarily accurate, and you’ve also spoken about how vampires live long lives, sometimes so long that it seems like a curse. And yet you are the last vampire here. I was just wondering how vampires die?” 

	The question was an impudent one, and perhaps it was this that enabled him to answer me honestly, or perhaps he felt guilty about the way he had grown angry with me when he had caught me in the repository. I felt it was lucky that he felt guilty even though I was the one who had been in the wrong. I managed to keep my voice from wavering as I did not want him to think that I was doing research. He thought for a long time though, and I kept my eyes glued to the page I was reading, trying to ensure that the tension in the room did not increase. 

	“Well, there are a number of ways that vampires can die,” he eventually said. “The most direct is from a beheading. Vampires can recover from many afflictions, but not that. It is the most brutal way and, dare I say it, the method that your kin are most fond of.”

	I nodded. I could see that. I had heard many stories about werewolves who had torn vampires’ heads from their shoulders. It seemed brutal to me, and I shuddered at the grisly thought. 

	“There are other methods too, potions and the like,” Cassius added nonchalantly.

	“And what happens when a vampire dies? Are they buried?” 

	“Death to a vampire is not like it is to other mortals. There is a suspicion among our kind that if we do not prepare for it then it will come for us. The only way to stave off death is to welcome it. Thus we prepare grand tombs to taunt death, we pour money into them and make them as gaudy as possible as if to remind death that it will never lay its fingers on us. But, of course, such things are never simple. Death somehow finds a way, no matter how long it is there, waiting, and even if you taunt it and push it and dodge it you will still find yourself staring into the abyss, and then there is nothing left to do but let go.” 

	His words had taken on a hollow, dreamy quality, as though they were coming from some deep part of him that wasn’t tethered to the world. There were moments when I could look at him and see a handsome man, be charmed by the aquiline shape of his nose and the almond shape of his eyes, by the dimples that appeared in a rare twitch of a smile. But there were other times when I saw the age of him, when I could see the lines of weariness that creased his face and the paleness of his skin, the color drained by all the years that he had lived through. I could see the reflection of all the deaths he had witnessed, and perhaps some that he had caused himself, but as I looked at him in this way he seemed as immutable as the mountain upon which this castle was built, and as immovable too. There was a sense that he had existed before time and would exist long after this world had died, and long after I was gone too. Clea had grown into an old woman. She had been blessed with youth when she had been brought here. Was I too going to grow into an old woman while Cassius remained the same. He spoke of taunting death with grand tombs, but his very existence must have been an affront to that eternal hunter. If life was a game then Cassius was winning, outwitting the final challenge, surviving everything that others had failed.

	But if he was like this then what had happened to the other vampires? How had they all ceased to exist when Cassius had survived? Was it just because he was the only one worthy of being a King, or was there something more? 

	I was already thinking of a plan of how to find out, but death was not a part of this. 

	“All this talk of death makes me feel old,” I said. 

	“You should not feel old, my dear. I brought you here so that you could make me feel young, not the other way around.” 

	“Then perhaps we should do something to lighten the mood tonight. You shall play and I shall sing, and then we shall dance.”

	Cassius’ eyes lit up at the suggestion. “And you will look beautiful! It shall be like a ball of old.”

	“And I shall be yours,” I said, looking at him coyly. I noticed the way his throat swelled. I could feel his desire for me, and now it was time to turn that against him. I needed to find a way to incapacitate him so that I would be able to search the tombs without being discovered. I rose slowly and told him that I was going to prepare for the ball. I flashed him a smile and he looked dazzled. It was almost too easy to play with him like this, and I worried that the game was a dangerous one. 

	I was not like him. I could not cheat death, and if I made a wrong move then it was going to cost me everything. 

	 


Chapter Seventeen

	Cassius

	Things seemed to be getting better with Willow after our small blip. It was taking me some time to get used to being around another person again. I had to remember that not everyone had the same level of self awareness that I possessed. Willow had only lived with herself for a couple of decades, and even then much of that had been filled with the growing pangs of youth. She had not yet settled into the comfort of her own sense of self, whereas I knew exactly how I felt and was aware of all my flaws and failings. I needed to be patient with her and allow her to make mistakes. She was not going to be perfect, and that was part of the charm. 

	Her suggestion of a ball was a wonderful one and I was glad that she showed such excitement for something fun. Speaking about death had not exactly been an ideal way to ease the tension that had grown between us, but I was sure that the ball would. And it would also give me a chance to be close to her again, to pull her into me and dance around the room without fear of anyone else interrupting. I could feel her warmth and her sensuality and all the things that made her so vibrant.

	*

	The intervening hours had never been so wasteful. I was filled with anticipation and spent the time dressing smartly for her. I wore my finest suit and groomed myself to be at least somewhat worthy of her. If there were other men then perhaps they would have outdone me, but there were no other men here. 

	I descended to the chamber and sat at the piano. My fingers tinkled against the keys, running up and down and music followed, sonorous notes that soared into the air and seemed to take on a life of their own. I lost myself in a song I had written a long time ago. I used to think it was the finest song in the world, but over the years I realized how amateur it was. I tweaked it and added flourishes here and there until it actually became pleasing to the ear. It could hardly be said to be the same song, but the core of it was still the same. I could still hear the echoes of the notes that had come to me when I was a different man, when I looked up at the stars with hope in my eyes, when I thought that fame and fortune were an inevitability. 

	But so much had eluded me back then, and over the years I had to learn the value of patience. These were lessons that had taught me well, and now I garnered the rewards. I looked up at the top of the stairs as Willow descended. My lips dropped open. I had no idea where she had found this gown, but it was lined with jewels and caught the burning light of the lanterns that stood around the room. It was as though she was the night sky come to life, surrounded by stars, but she was the brightest. A single strap reached around her back, leaving her shoulders exposed. Her skin was flawless, her neck slender. Her eyes were dusky, while her lips were a ruby line, bright and vivid. She wore elbow length gloves and I rose to meet her, but she stopped me in my tracks as she began singing. She was beautiful already, but she became ever more vibrant as melodic words soared from her lips. It was as though she was a painting come to life as she moved towards me, and I was forced to sit back down, to keep playing so that she had a tune to accompany her. My fingers danced across the keys of the piano, but my eyes were locked on her. In fact my entire body was rigid and facing towards her. Her hands caressed the banister as she descended the stairs. The dress gently flowed around her legs, offering me a glimpse of her shapely limbs, always enticing me and exciting me to want more. Oh, she was temptation personified. Oh she was beauty and lust and desire all wrapped into this glorious image that was worthy of being called a goddess.

	It had been centuries since I would have considered myself a pious man, but she made it easy to believe in a master creature because I was utterly at a loss to understand how someone as gorgeous as her could have existed. There had not been any words invented to properly describe her, and my tune was a poor accompaniment, but at least I was there to add something to her voice. 

	Her rich song captured my heart and she came to the piano, leaning over it and smiling at me. She then turned and stretched out an arm, as though encompassing the entire room. She sung as though she was in front of an audience, and I felt ashamed that I had not been able to give this to her. She should have been able to stun a hall filled with an adoring public, whereas instead she only had me. 

	I was determined to make sure she knew how appreciated she was.

	She sang well, her voice rising and rising to fill the chamber. As we grew to the end of the melody I foreshadowed the next song by giving her a glimpse of the new rhythm, and then swept into it without a break. She did not miss a beat, and we played like this. I would lead her in one song, and she would meet me, dancing around the chamber with her words giving the air life. She was so vivacious and ebullient that it did not seem to matter that we were the only two people present. There was enough energy in the room to make it feel like an old hall.

	I remembered the balls I used to attend before I was given new life. I had always felt awkward, unless I was at the piano. At the piano I could make eyes at the pretty girls who danced with their suitors, stealing surreptitious glances and winking at them, for there were no nerves while I sat down. But when I became one of those suitors I was suddenly stiff and rigid, without any idea of what to do, and then I noticed that the girls were looking away from me, hoping to find a glimpse of excitement elsewhere. 

	But there was nowhere else for Willow to look. She was all mine, and I could feel a stirring within me, a sense that I might be able to have her. 

	As she twirled around the room I knew I could resist her no longer. I needed to be near her. I needed to feel her.

	I rose and quickly cast a spell that made the piano play by itself. The rhythm would not change, but it allowed me to be close to her. She smiled and then laughed, breaking the song as I glided towards her. I wrapped my arms around her and caught her hand in mind. The fabric of her glove was soft, but I could feel the gentle flexing of her fingers beneath it. My hand rested against the small of her back. Every part of her was filled with life, with warmth, with all the things that were prized in heaven. 

	We spun around. I was no longer a fumbling youth who kept looking at his feet, and even then still tripped over them. I was graceful and nimble, assured. I led her spinning around the room. The rest of the world passed by in a blur as I was focused on her smiling face. She threw her head back and laughed, before she met my gaze again. I was locked onto her, unable to stop myself from falling into her orbit as though I was no more than one of the stars embedded in her dress. Her scent seeped into my mind and played havoc with my senses. We were locked in this spinning pattern, her body pressed close to mine, and I felt as though my cold, undead heart was having life breathed into it again, as though something was being awakened by her. 

	We slowed the rhythm. She was panting heavily. Sweat dusted her brow and trickled along the flushed skin of her chest. 

	“I’ve never danced like this before,” she whispered, her voice low and sultry. 

	“I used to dance like this a lot, but never with anyone as beautiful as you Willow. In fact if you had been there at one of those balls I doubt you would have given me a second look. There were always more impressive men.”

	“I can’t believe there were ever any men more impressive than you,” she said, drawing her head to the side. 

	I smiled, appreciating the flattering compliment. “I was not the same man as I am now. I was but a boy, still with much to learn. I am pleased to say that I learned those lessons, however. I became the man I always wanted to be.”

	“And I hope I can become the woman I have held in my mind. There is still so much for me to learn, so much for you to teach me…” she said, the words hanging in the air with a lingering sense of promise. As she looked at me I could feel her gazing into my soul, into those dark waters in which nobody had swam for a long, long time. It was wrong, but I could feel myself growing weaker before her, as all I wanted was to hold her close and give her all the chances of life that I had never had before. I wanted to help her avoid making the same mistakes I had made. She was offering me her devotion. I could feel it on her warm breath. Without knowing it my subconscious mind slowed the rhythm of the dance. The music grew heavier and more intimate. Our movements slowed along with it. I wasn’t sure if I was controlling the music or if it was controlling me, or perhaps I was entirely in thrall to her.

	My hands slipped to her waist as her arms draped around my shoulders. Nerves caught in my throat. 

	“You would never have looked at me if this was a ball.”

	“Then we should both be lucky that it isn’t a ball, that’s it’s just you and me here Cassius. There is nobody else I’m looking at, and I’m not taking my eyes off you.”

	Her lips were gentle. I was drawn to them, just as I was drawn to every other part of her. The air crackled with heat and I was intoxicated by her fragrance. She was an inferno in this cold world, exuding heat and stoking a fire that would soon grow out of control. I had been in control for so long. Everything in this world was at my fingertips and it was time for me to loosen my grip. I wanted to feel something unexpected, something unpredictable, and here she was; this angel of my dreams, this rapturous woman, this goddess who imbued every sense of passion and desire. 

	It was she who pulled me close. She who ran her fingers through my hair. She who made me break my promise that I would not do anything physical with her. I felt her body melt against mine. The warmth of it seeped through my pores and under my clothes. It made me tingle and brought life to parts that had been dormant throughout my solitude. There was an immediacy about her, a presence that showed me she was here to be enjoyed, and I should not deny myself this pleasure. I was still worthy of it. I was still a man, and not all of me had been lost to the cold. 

	She parted her lips and tilted her head to the side. I mirrored her movements, being led just as though we were still in a dance. I suppose we were, just a dance of a different kind. My mind wanted to unspool and think about everything that was going to happen after this, but the present moment was in sharp focus and her lips were coming towards mine and her eyes were closing. I heard a soft murmur and then we were locked in a kiss. The sweetness of it poured through the middle of my body and I was utterly lost to her and all that she had made me. I felt weak and strong at the same time, and my mind was truly dazed. I clung to her tightly, not wanting this heaven to end, feeling more alive than I had done in probably all of my existence. 

	She leaned back to catch her breath. I had a dazed look on my face and was about to lean in for another kiss. I felt as though I was floating, but then something seized me. It wasn’t the same sensation as this elation. It was something deeper, something sharp and hard that twisted inside me like a dagger. I looked up at her and in her eyes I saw something that I never thought I would see. I saw betrayal. How had this happened? How had I missed this? Fool… I had always been a fool and I would always be a fool. I should have known that she would not have been interested in me like this. I should have questioned it. I should have known it was too good to be true. 

	“Willow…” I gasped, but I choked on my own words. Strength slipped away from me and I fell so suddenly it was as though the floor was rising to meet me, looking to slap some sense into me. My mind was a haze and everything was going dark, and no matter how much strength I summoned I could not stop this. I was at her mercy and I feared death. I never thought death was going to be this beautiful.

	 


Chapter Eighteen

	Willow

	“I’m sorry Cassius,” I cradled his head as he fell, not wanting to injure him. I had seen the look in his eyes though and knew that his pride had been wounded most of all. I caught his body as he fell and gently lowered him to the floor. Here he would stay for as long as the potion lasted. He had not died; I had not wanted to kill him, only to incapacitate him. I quickly pulled out a tissue and wiped the lipstick away from my lips. It was not entirely lipstick, for I had brushed a potion onto my lips. It had been difficult to resist the urge to lick it away. I had found the potion in one of the tomes, it was said to be able to incapacitate anyone, even vampires. I had managed to smuggle it out after I had arranged to meet Cassius for the ball, knowing that he would have occupied his time by preening himself and making himself ready. 

	I didn’t feel good about it though.

	There had been such hope in Cassius’ eyes, and when I appeared he looked at me as nobody had looked at me before. He valued me in a way that the wolves never had, but their treatment of me had taught me to be cautious and scared. With Clea’s warning I did not feel comfortable in trusting him, but this would allow me the opportunity to find out the truth and perhaps escape if I needed to. If not then I would have to try and earn his forgiveness. 

	He looked so peaceful as he lay on the floor, his eyes closed. I brushed my fingers along his lips, thinking about the way he had made me feel. I had kissed him because it was the only way I could think to introduce the potion into his system. He had licked his lips after the kiss to enjoy my taste, and I could not deny that I enjoyed it as well. For a vampire there was much passion in him, and the kiss we shared was laced with it. I blinked away the confusion though, and tried to set aside the feelings that careened through my body. I tried to remind myself that these feelings were false. They were all a trick, but the closer we became the more I felt there was something there. I had learned shades of the man he once was, and the things he said to me while we had been dancing offered me another glimpse to the past. Despite being a king here and having this grand castle, despite having lived a thousand lifetimes, he still felt inferior. I knew he must have lost someone a long time ago. A resentment like that did not burn for this long without having a strong foundation, and he was certainly not at as much of a loss as he thought. He was handsome, he was impressive, but he was also a vampire and I was not yet ready to surrender so much of myself to him.

	Although the sensation of the kiss still lingered, and while it did so I would continue to think about what we shared. 

	But I had little time to waste. The potion should last for several hours, but I had no idea if that would be the case given the small dose I had given him, or if things would be different with vampires. For all I knew he might stir within minutes. I could have wasted time by binding him to a chair, but if he awoke he could have simply turned into a bat and flew free, so I did not see the point. I had learned about the tomb, and now all I needed was to find Amara’s diary. 

	I ran out of the chamber with the piano and rushed through the dusty, dark, cobweb filled halls. I lit a torch when it was clear that I was going to have to venture into the bowels of the castle, and my shadow stretched long around my feet. My breath was cold and swirled in vapor as it left my mouth. My heart thrummed. I glanced behind me, always afraid that Cassius would follow me and stop me. I was afraid that this castle might be holding other secrets as well. There was an eerie feeling and I had no idea what other kind of creatures might be lurking in the shadows, what ghouls and ghosts might haunt this place. I followed the signs through long winding hallways and tried to ignore the creaks of the building. A chill breeze drifted past me and somehow fought past the warmth of the torch, making goosebumps appear on my arms. 

	I descended farther and farther down, and it only occurred to me then that I must have been going into the mountain. I had assumed that the base of the castle would have gone as far as the stone that had been erected, but now I realized it must have gone down into the mountain itself. After all, what was the point of building a castle on a mountain if you were not going to make use of the gargantuan thing, with all its caverns and winding tunnels?

	Indeed, I soon realized that I had left the confines of the castle itself. The stone blocks gave way to smooth walls. I cursed the vampires for making their tombs underground, but I supposed that was the natural place to put them. I waved the torch in front of me, treading carefully as I had no idea where I was treading. At one point I came across a wide canyon and only knew this because I happened to kick a stone over it. It skittered down, and I did not hear it land. Perhaps the mountain went on forever. 

	I carefully sidled along and followed the path around. There were no signposts here, but there was only one path. Wide caves that looked like the gaping maws of beasts were hewn into the mountain, but they only held shadows. I gulped and every instinct in my body told me to turn back. I was a wolf and wolves were not supposed to be here. This was a place for vampires. I felt as though I was treading on sacred ground.

	But I knew that Clea must have walked the same path before me, and she had survived. If she could do it then so could I. I swallowed my fear and ignored the whispers that swirled around the air, knowing that they were as much a product of my imagination as they were anything else. 

	I kept telling myself that Cassius was the last vampire, the last king, so what did I have to be afraid of? Yet somehow that did not stop the icy chill from crawling down my spine, or prevent my heart from shuddering. 

	Eventually the sloping incline plateaued and I noticed that the openings had been carved more methodically. There were touches of artistry here, and they had been made wider. I entered one and my mouth turned agape as I saw the row of coffins lined in this wide tomb. I had never truly considered how many vampires had lived here, but by the look of these coffins it was countless. The wolves would have had a fit if they had known that I was standing here amid this desolate chamber, the air dripping with death.

	I glanced around and thought about the tomb I was searching for. There were no names, but Amara had been important to Cassius. He spoke about her with reverence, so I assumed that she was a vampire of some importance. She would surely have a tomb like this as well. It didn’t take long to spot it. It was a grand coffin with a heavy stone slab upon it. At its head was a grand carving of a weeping angel, its hands steepled in prayer, its face turned towards the coffin. The more I stared at it the more I expected it to move and look up. Every muscle inside me was tense, ready to flinch, run and retreat back upstairs. 

	I checked around the coffin, but I did not see any hint of a diary, and then I realized that it must have been inside the coffin. It was a grisly business, opening up a coffin, and I wasn’t sure I was ready for it. The last thing I wanted to do was disturb the dead. But if I retreated now then what had been the point of attacking Cassius? I was either going to see this through to the end, or I was going to have to face the consequences from Cassius.

	Truth or consequence… it was a hard choice to make.

	But I had made it this far and I knew I was going to have to go farther. I took a deep breath and placed the torch in a holder nearby. I then rubbed my palms together and braced myself to move the stone. I grunted as I pushed the heavy slab away. It scraped against the stone bottom in an unholy, eerie noise and a musty smell emerged. I coughed and spluttered, flinching back as I let the old air escape. I looked up to check that the weeping angel was in the same position, and breathed with relief when I saw that it was. 

	After gathering the rest of my strength I pushed the lid away so that I could access the tomb. I was fully prepared to gaze upon the skeletal remains of a vampire, but as I looked inside the tomb I was filled with surprise. 

	There was nothing inside, nothing but a book. Her diary.

	Yet this didn’t make sense. Cassius had told me they had all died. If so, where were their bodies? I looked behind me at all the other coffins and wondered if they were all empty. If so, where were they? I did not have the strength or the patience, or frankly the stomach to investigate all of the coffins. Perhaps this was one of the things Clea had warned me about. If so, then the answers should be in this book.

	Even though there was no body I was still tentative as I reached in and plucked the book out of the tomb. Even though Clea must have done so before me, I still felt wary about disturbing hallowed ground. This was meant for a dead body, and it felt wrong to be taking something away from it.

	The book was old. The leather cover was worn and the pages were loose and stained with age. A lot of the pages were blank, but one of them towards the back was folded, a sign perhaps that Clea had read it. I flicked through the pages and recognized some of the handwriting from some of the books I had read through. Amara must have been quite the scholar. There should have been a great deal of wisdom within these pages, but what I really needed to know was what Cassius was lying about. 

	I began reading from the page that Clea had marked. Despite only having one brief conversation I felt as though we shared a kinship. She had looked out for me all those years ago, leaving me hints to point into this direction. I settled on the edge of the coffin and read by the firelight of my torch, my shoulders hunched, trying to ignore the macabre surroundings. 

	*

	I thought I could save him from his own foolishness, but Cassius will be the death of us all. I have tried to explain to him over and over again how there is only one way for us to survive, yet he is adamant that he knows what is right. I should have taken greater care to grind his arrogance out of him. To think that I saw something in him a long time ago, that I thought I could nurture it. It is rare that my judgment has been wrong, yet in this case I find myself wondering why I ever thought he could be something worthwhile. It must have been a weak point in my life. When I saw him he reminded me so much of what I had once been, and I had pitied him. Perhaps I am the true fool here. I should never have coaxed him back to my lair and given him this gift that is most sacred to us. He does not appreciate it. He has never truly appreciated it and to think that he might be the one to sit on the throne and call himself king… to think that he is self righteous enough to believe that he knows best when he is but a child…

	No… no this cannot stand. I will not endure this behavior from him. I will not allow him to dictate the way we live, and I will not let him take our future away from us. We are vampires and we are perennial. We are eternal. 

	Cassius is death, and I shall not let him touch me. I will live on. It is he who will die.

	*

	My gaze danced over the words again and again, not quite willing to believe what I was reading. If I understood this right it meant that Cassius was the one responsible for the death of the vampires. I thought back to what he told me, how coy he had been about the past, how reluctant he had been to talk about it. There was so much of him that was shrouded in a secret and was this what he had been hiding from me? This truth that he was the last vampire remaining not because he was an embattled survivor, but because he had gotten rid of his own kind?

	I looked at all the coffins before me and wondered if they had been filled by him. I could imagine him dragging them all down, pulling them to the depths of this castle and sealing them to their eternal rest. And Amara, what fate had she met? Perhaps she had been flung down the mountain, cast into the abyss, all from the man she had made. 

	Cassius was dangerous and this revelation chilled me to the core. My hands rose to my lips. I had kissed him. I had danced with him. I had allowed myself to believe that he was kind and courteous, and I had even experienced flickers of attraction towards him.

	But he had slain his own race, cast them into damnation, and despite them being vampires I knew that I could not stay with him after this. 

	Clea must have felt the same way. 

	I grabbed the torch and felt a sense of urgency rushing through me. I ran swiftly, my lungs tight with sharp, short breaths. The world was a blur as I battled against the incline which seemed steeper now, wanting to return to the castle before he awoke, before he could take his revenge upon me. Cassius had lied to me. He had hidden the truth, pretended that he was a victim when all along he had chosen this life for himself. I needed to escape. I needed to get to the top of the castle and use that portal to return home, or even get anywhere else that was not here. I should never have left. I should never have believed his promise. 

	I should have stayed where I was, because now I knew that like the vampires I could die here too.

	 


Chapter Nineteen

	Cassius

	Willow had given me something that I had not experienced in years. Sleep… a deep, dreamless sleep where my body was at rest and my mind was silent. I was liberated from the grim thoughts and the dark nightmares that howled at me like baying wolves. I was at rest, given respite from the torments of my memories and the regrets that clung to me like dead spiders. 

	But she had also given rise to something else; anger.

	It flared within me like a blazing fire and it rose angrily, spreading through my body, giving me life and like the phoenix itself I rose. My fangs were bared, my eyes glowering as I lurched to my feet, hissing after the attack. Somehow she knew. I should never have believed her. How tricky she was, playing with my mind, playing on my desires. She may have been young and I had underestimated her. Oh Willow… oh yes she was indeed a wily girl, smart as a whip, and she had bested me. But why would she listen to Clea? Why would she allow herself to fall into the same trap that Clea had? I had been so sure Willow was different, yet now it seemed as though she was the same, and I had no choice but to bring it to the same conclusion. My hopes for her to be better were dashed. My judgment had failed me again.

	The king had lost his power.

	I growled and snarled like some savage beast as I clenched my jaw together. I could still taste the sweetness of her kiss, but that now seemed bitterer than before. There was no doubt in my mind where she would go. The instinct of any cornered animal was to run, but she would not leave. She was mine, and she belonged here! 

	I rushed up the stairs, too angry to even bother changing into my other form. My feet crashed against the hard stones and my anger was such that I felt the very castle crumble beneath me. I strode forward, eating up the distance between my feet, and as I grew closer I could smell her scent in the air. It was like a trail that had been painted in a vivid color. There was no mistaking it, and I hated how it still played with my mind so wildly, like a song that I could not forget. 

	When I entered the room I found her beside the pool, looking desperately into it. She flicked through a tome in the hope of finding the right path away, but I rushed up to her and knocked it away from her. The book fluttered and crashed to the floor, and she screamed, cowering below me with her hands pinned to her head. The pool was still, while I glared at her. 

	“What have you done Willow? Why would you betray me like this? Why would you trick me?” I hissed.

	She stared back at me, showing the inner strength of a wolf. She may not have been able to bring that beast out, but it was most certainly within her. It should have made me recoil, but I found it strangely alluring. These sensations and emotions crashing through me in a wild cacophony, and it was as though I did not know my own mind. 

	“You were the one who tricked me first! You lied to me. You lied about everything! I know why Clea left, because she discovered it too. She knew the truth and now I know the truth as well. Let me go Cassius. Let me free because I don’t want to be here any longer. I don’t want to be with you.” 

	“Why… why would you say this? What poison did Clea whisper to you?” 

	“There was no poison, there is nothing but the truth. I read it all Cassius. I saw it in Amara’s diary. I’m no fool. I can piece together what happened. You are here, alone, with all the vampires gone. I know the stories. I know that vampires are hard to kill, but who would know that better than one of their own? You did this, didn’t you? You massacred your own people? You went to war with them and somehow you won, and now you stand here alone, king of the ash, and I will not have any part of that.”

	Her words traveled on a river of emotion. Her face twisted and her eyes were animated. But as she spoke the anger within me faded. It turned to disappointment as the shadow of the past fell over me. Even now Amara got the better of me. She always did like to boast that she was one step ahead, that she would end up having the last laugh. I sighed and clasped my hands behind my back. I bowed my head and looked towards the floor. 

	“So you thought you would come here and find a way to leave me, to leave without even saying goodbye. You kissed me to betray me, and then you were going to abandon me,” I said, wondering if I should be concerned at the parallels between how she and Amara treated me. 

	“I needed to find a way to the truth. If you hadn’t lied to me then I wouldn’t have had to go to these lengths. You can’t blame me for this,” she spat. 

	“No, I suppose I can’t, but then can anyone be blamed for what they do out of fear?”

	“Are you trying to tell me that you were afraid?”

	“I’m trying to tell you that I had my reasons.”

	“I don’t care about your reasons. I’ve seen the truth Cassius. I want to leave. Let me go. Let me go like you did with Clea.” 

	“It’s funny, when Clea left I had no idea why. I remember her being scared. But she ran and escaped before I could talk to her about what she had discovered.”

	“So you didn’t really let her go? Is that something else you lied about?” 

	I leveled my gaze towards her. “Of course I let her go. I could have hunted her down. Do you think finding her again was beyond me? But I respected her wishes. Despite what you may think of me I am not a monster.”

	“Just a liar, then,” she spoke with anger, but her breath had calmed and her fear had turned cold. Her eyes lacked the warmth that I had seen in them before. Had it all been a mistake, or… 

	A thought occurred to me. 

	“Then that is something we have in common.”

	“I am not a liar,” she insisted. 

	I arched an eyebrow. “Says the woman who took my hand, who sang with me, who cooed and smiled and winked, says the woman who kissed me.” 

	“It was just a kiss.”

	“A kiss is never just a kiss,” I countered. She visibly flinched. 

	A moment of silence passed between us. “Unless you’re going to tell me that there is something between us?”

	I floated the possibility, perhaps because there was still a desperate, vulnerable part of my heart that wanted it to be true. I must confess that I even felt a flare of hope when she did not deny it immediately. She looked away from me, as though she was ashamed of it. I pressed my advantage. 

	“The one thing that disappointed me most about Clea was how she let her fear rule herself. When she found out what she thought was the truth she would not hear any argument against it. I think she was already beginning to doubt her place here before she discovered what resulted in her departure. I thought that you would have a stronger constitution and would be able to better steel yourself against such things. I assumed that you would be able to cope with the unexpected in a more rational way, and after all I have done for you, after I have made you a guest in my home, should I not expect a little more respect? Should I not expect you to be willing to hear my side of the story?” 

	“So you can lie to me again?” she asked weakly. This time she did look up at me, but she only met my gaze for a moment. She placed a hand on the edge of the pool. Her fingers briefly grazed the surface of the water, but it was enough to create ripples that spread out and reached the other side of the pool. It reminded me how even the smallest decisions could have far reaching consequences. I swallowed my anger and took in another deep breath. It would have been so easy to cast her out, but if I expected better of her then I had to expect better of myself as well. I had to be the man she deserved, and that meant I was going to have to try being honest. 

	“Sometimes it is easier to deny the past than to talk about it,” I said. 

	“So you don’t deny that you killed them all? I was down there in that tomb Cassius. I saw them all lined up. I read Amara’s diary.” 

	“And you think that explains everything? Why would you trust her word over mine?” 

	“Because you’re still here.”

	I cocked my head and couldn’t help a wry smile from appearing on my face. “If you met her it would not be so easy to believe her. By the time she was done with you…” I sighed, not able to finish the thought. As I continued speaking I paced around the room as it was the only way for me to gather my thoughts. I kept my hands clasped tightly behind my back. “Amara was a ruthless woman. She did not have a bone of kindness inside her. Any last shred of humanity had vanished long before she found me.”

	“But she gave you this new life. She saved you.”

	“Saved me? She promised me something that she could never give. She harvested me. She changed me, took something that was precious to me and then made it so that I never had it again. I had to leave everything I knew behind.” I stopped walking and turned to face her. My voice grew deeper and more resonant as every word passed my lips, for emotions were pouring forward, emotions that I had not faced for a long time. “She took my life away from me! She took everything I was, everything I knew and she twisted me into what I am today. She was not a good person, and she was the liar. She lied to me!” 

	Willow stared at me. I trembled. Then I turned away from her in shame. I had shown her a glimpse of who I was before all this, of who I truly was and now I knew this was a mistake. I leaned against the wall and spoke in a low voice.

	“You are right Willow. I am a liar. I am a fraud. You are better off not knowing me. You should leave. I will conjure a portal and you can return home. It’s better for you to be away from me,” I said. I was meant to be alone. It was clear to me now. I was a king without a kingdom, without a queen. 

	I was a man without hope.

	 


Chapter Twenty

	Willow

	Cassius had shifted through so many emotions it was hard to keep track. I had done the same. He had been angry, so angry that I thought he was going to toss me off the top of the castle and I would plummet to my death. Then he had been calm, wry almost, and now… now he was showing me a side of him that I had not seen before. Even when he had caught me speaking to Clea he had not been like this. The sheer ferocity of his emotion, the rawness and rage that was present in his eyes was intense and I knew that it was not directed to me. 

	It was all for Amara. 

	And while I was scared, while the smart thing to do was to have left, I could not deny that he was right. I had believed her over him when she had not earned the right. She had not plucked me from a dangerous situation. She had not praised me or made me believe in myself. She had not tried to make me feel whole and complete, when before in all my life I had been made to feel less than I truly was. All that had been Cassius, and I had turned my back on him as soon as one element of fear had crept into my mind. I hated myself in that moment because I knew I was no better than the wolves who had shunned me. 

	I did not want to leave him.

	“You’re right Cassius. I’m sorry,” I said in a small voice. 

	Cassius raised a hand. His back was turned towards her. His voice was low and heavy. “You do not need to lie any longer Willow. I will give you what you seek. You can leave, and you never have to think about me again.” 

	There was something so painful about the way he spoke. I could feel the anguish in his words and I knew that he was suffering. He had been suffering for so long, and for most of that time he had been alone. The truth was that I did not want to banish him from my mind. When he showed me how angry he had been at Amara it made me wonder what she was like and what all the other vampires had done to him. I remember him speaking about his life before, and could not imagine what it was like to have that taken away. 

	“Cassius, tell me what happened,” I asked.

	He angled his head towards me. I could see the barest gleam of his eye peering through the shadowed darkness. “You do not care Willow. You believe what you want to hear. You believe the worst in me. When you see me you see nothing but a vampire, the monster from all the stories you were told as a child. It was naïve of me to think that I could have been anything else to you.”

	“No, that’s not true Cassius. I’ve seen the musician. I’ve seen the poet. I’ve seen the man who just wants some company.” 

	Cassius let out a dry laugh. The sound was cracked and hollow. “It has been a long time since I have been called a man. You do not need to lie and flatter me any longer Willow. Just leave. Leave me in peace with my own thoughts.” 

	I regretted the way I had acted towards him. I regretted how the truth had been mixed up in all the lies because not everything I said had been a lie, but how was I going to make him believe this? 

	“I’m not going to promise you that I’m going to stay Cassius, but I want to know what happened. Just tell me. Be honest with me. It didn’t sound to me as though you missed the way your life was before this.”

	“Not the circumstances perhaps,” he replied, “I do not miss the struggle or the humiliation. I do not miss the rejections. But I miss the hope. I miss the dreams. I miss the ambition. It is something I alluded to when I was talking about death. When Amara made me into what I am today she took away that part of humanity that strives to make the most of every day. When I was born a vampire I was something new. I did not have to worry about accomplishing everything I could before I died. I did not have to stay awake for hours on end, fighting against hunger and fatigue to write the last notes of a symphony because I could simply return to it at a later date. I had the luxury of time, this endless path laying ahead of me, and instead of feeling any urgency about it, I just had to wander aimlessly, knowing that eventually I could do everything I wanted. But even then it wasn’t the same. There was a woman in my past. Her name was Imogen. I met her when I was very young and I fell in love with her immediately, well, what I thought was love anyway.” 

	As he mentioned Imogen I shifted my weight slightly, feeling an uncomfortable itch of envy at the back of my neck. I should not have been jealous of a woman who had been dead for centuries.

	“I was playing piano at a ball when she winked at me. At the end of the night I approached her and tried to arrange a further meeting, but she laughed and said that a musician would never have been able to afford to court her. I took this as a challenge. I wanted to prove myself to her, and so I tried and tried to be a success. But even when I wasn’t, I thought that if she got to know me then she would be won over my by love and she would see the truth of it all.

	She did not. All that mattered to her was the finest life. She married someone else, someone who could give her all the things that I could not. Then, at my lowest point Amara found me. She turned me and I became something else, but still I longed to prove myself to Imogen. I thought with this newfound strength and power and drive… with this gift of time I would be able to become the greatest musician she had ever heard and then she would have no choice but to accept that she could love me. It took me years, but eventually I became that person and then I went back to her. I marched into her estate, ready to steal her away from her husband, but the woman who greeted me was old. She was tired. She had children herself, and time had ravaged her beauty. I realized then that I had been cursed by Amara, cursed to watch the world wither and die along with anyone that I might love. I remember when I returned to Amara then. She laughed at me as though it was all a game. I knew I would never have the release of death. I was locked in this endless life without being able to touch anything precious, and that was all I really wanted. I never had the chance to feel like I mattered. Anything I accomplished felt hollow because of course I win; I had all the time in the world. All the riches I amassed gave me no pride because it was all simply a matter of time. The only thing that gives life meaning is the fact that there is an end point, because that gives people something to aim for. Without it there is nothing to do but drift away.”

	His words drifted too, and my heart went out to him. I could see that he was in a prison, that he wanted to do so much with his life and yet would always come up short. I had no doubt that he had accomplished more during his lifetime than I would ever do in mine, and yet it was still not enough. And I knew it wasn’t just about time, it was also about having someone to stand beside him, someone to remind him why life was worth living. But there were still questions that needed answering. 

	“Cassius, what happened to the other vampires? Did you kill them?” 

	The question lingered in the air for a long time. He turned around eventually, finally. His eyes glistened with tears. I had no idea he was capable of crying. It reminded me that there was more to the man than the monster, and I owed him the chance to explain to me what had happened. 

	“Do you really think me capable of that Willow?” 

	“I have no idea what you’re capable of Cassius, but I know that you live in a castle with so much knowledge and so many powerful artefacts. I also know that you are the only one here. What happened to the others?” 

	Cassius sighed before he spoke again. “For a long time we lived in this world in peace. Some vampires chose to return to other worlds and hunt, causing trouble. I just wanted to stay here and mind my own business. We were here for a long time, so long that the world began dying. Amara knew that it was happening. She wanted to push for us to leave our home, to find some other world to conquer. She believed that the vampires had grown complacent and had lost their edge. She was afraid that if there was another war then we would have been decimated, and she knew that if the world died then we would finally die along with it. I knew it too, but I did not see a problem. Vampires live too long, and I thought perhaps it was time for us to fade away. Amara rallied the other vampires while I stood against her. I told her that she was wrong. I wanted her to see the error of her ways, I wanted them all to see… but sometimes when you own something the only way you can have meaning in your life is to hold onto it as tightly as possible. That was what they did with life. They had been alive for so long that it was a habit they could not shake. You might even call it an addiction. But there was a problem. The only suitable worlds they could find were those with other people. Amara wanted to go to war. She wanted to bring more vampires into the fold and I could not cope with the idea of her turning more people, people just like me. I did not want anyone else to live with the curse. So I challenged her. I challenged them all.”

	“None wanted to stand with you?” 

	“A few did, but Amara made examples of them. She only saved me for last because she was my Mother. She took her weapon and she rallied the other vampires, she drove them into a frenzy and she made sure that they were desperate enough to hold onto their lives. They were ready to invade other worlds, to truly be the monsters in all the stories that were told to scare children. I did not want them to accomplish that. I did not want them to continue the reign of terror of the vampires, so I knew that I had to do something to stop them.”

	He was protecting all the people like him. In a way he was a hero, and I had judged him for it. I had been afraid because I had allowed myself to see only the vampire, not the man, and I was guilty of doing the same thing as the other wolves had done for me. His voice was weighted with emotion and I could feel how difficult it must have been for him. And there I had been, finding it so easy to cast him aside, to not even think that he might have had another motive. I had believed the villain rather than him. 

	“How did you defeat them?”

	“I tricked them. I interfered with one of their spells and I left them in limbo. I trapped them in a place between worlds. I have often questioned myself, wondering if I truly did the right  thing, but then I think about the lives that would have been lost had I not taken measures to stop them. I think about the lust for battle that Amara had in her eyes. She never lost the taste for blood. She would have torn the universe apart in her quest for meaning, and I know she would not find it. And that, Willow, is how I became the last king of the vampires. I sit here waiting for the final days to pass, and I know that when it does the world will be a better place for it. We shall only exist in stories then, and none shall have to suffer the same fate as I did.”

	 


Chapter Twenty One

	Cassius

	As the words slipped between my lips I felt a great swell of relief. It was as though a weight had been pressing down upon my chest for all these years, and it had been so long that I had forgotten what life had been like without it. Perhaps this is what I had really wanted Willow here for, to listen to my tale of woe. But it did not change anything. I was still the man who had gone against his entire race of people, banishing them to a dark nether realm. Perhaps it would have been kinder to kill them entirely. 

	Silence hung between us as she digested my words. I did not feel much like speaking. It was perhaps better that we got on with the inevitable. I walked across the room and picked up the ancient tome, dusting off some of the grit that clung to the cover. I walked back to the pedestal and prepared to recite the ancient spell.

	“We should get on with what needs to be done Willow. It’s clear that you have been here too long already,” I said. She remained sitting by the pool, and now she looked into the dark waters, studying her reflection. I would miss her thoughtful gaze, and the life she had brought to this place. The memory would nourish me until the sun set on this world. It would have to, for I would not try for another companion. It was clear to me now that nobody could give me what I sought. Nobody could fill this hole that stained my soul. I was just going to have to cope by myself. I had been searching for something that did not exist, and it had almost led me to my doom. 

	It was a shame because she had promised so much, and even if the kiss had been false it had been real enough to me, and real enough for me to believe even for a moment that she might have had it in her to love me. 

	“Wait,” she said just as I began to speak. I looked up. She wore a conflicted expression. She drew away from the pool and looked up at me. Did I dare hope? Was this some other trick? 

	“You don’t have to go back home Willow. I can send you anywhere you want. I can help you find a place where you can belong,” I said, thinking at first that her hesitation was borne from her reluctance to go back to the wolves. 

	“That wasn’t what you promised me Cassius. You told me that you could help me find the wolf inside. Are you really going to send me away before you’ve helped me do this?” She had now risen to her full height and closed the distance between us. As she grew closer I felt myself getting weaker. Her lips were not the color of rubies any longer, but they were no less alluring. 

	“I am not going to keep you prisoner here Willow. It’s clear that you cannot see anything other than a monster when you look at me, and perhaps that is accurate. I should not have lied to you, I should not have believed that I could earn your trust. It was a mistake to bring you here, a selfish mistake because someone like you should not be condemned to live in this bleak world. You need majesty and grace. I see that now. I should be the one condemned to be alone.”

	“No, you shouldn’t,” she spoke clearly and confidently, without any trace of doubt in her voice at all. “Cassius, I’m the one who should be sorry. I should have come to you first and asked you about what happened. I should not have let myself give in to my fear. I should have trusted you and thought about all the things you had shown me. I am moved by your story. I know how difficult it must have been for you to go against the wishes of the other vampires, because I know what it’s like to stand alone from your pack.” A playful smile curled on her lips, breaking the tension. “I know that it must be an insult to compare the vampires to werewolves, but I see now why you chose me; because I remind you of yourself.” 

	It was the obvious truth that I had skirted away from. It was something that I had not dared to admit to myself. 

	“You did the right thing Cassius. You fought against your nature and you protected other people. You made sure that the vampires never rose again. If that’s not the definition of a good man than I don’t know what is.”

	I allowed myself a wry smile. “I haven’t thought myself a man for a long time.”

	“But you should. There is still much of the old Cassius left within you.”

	“Perhaps too much.”

	“There can never be too much. I should not have let myself think the worst of you. Did you explain all this to Clea?”

	“Clea was adamant she wanted to leave. As soon as she realized that I had not been honest with her she wanted to be away from me. I suppose I cannot blame her.”

	“I thought in your long life you would have learned to not make the same mistake more than once.”

	“Of course I have, but that does not mean I am always going to put that lesson into practice. I am not perfect.”

	“A vampire who admits he is not perfect… you truly are unlike the rest of your kind,” she said, continuing to tease me, and the tension was well and truly broken. She was now standing directly in front of me and the air was sweet. I dared not hope, and yet I was not strong enough to guard myself against the rise of these emotions. Her kind words had touched my heart, and the very fact that I could think of something like that showed the effect she had on me, because my heart had been turned to a stone a long time ago. 

	But Willow saw me. She heard me. She listened to my story and she did not recoil. That was as much of a miracle as her being here in the first place. 

	“You have been alone for too long Cassius. You have spent so long holding these secrets close to your heart that you have forgotten what it is like to be close to another. I almost forgot what it was like as well. I have never been celebrated or appreciated for who I am, but then you came and plucked me from the world. You showed me the kind of woman I could be and I do not want to run away from that. I do not want to be scared, not of you or the way you feel about me.”

	“And what do you know about the way I feel about you?” I asked, my voice catching in my throat. I lost all of the poise and dignity that I possessed as an ancient man. She had a way of rendering me utterly helpless in the face of my desire for her. It was hardly a secret that I wanted her. Now she was just a twitch of a hand away from me, but it was not my hand that twitched. It was not my foot that stepped towards me. 

	“I know that you feel something nobody else has ever felt. I know that you do not see me as an abomination. I know you do not think that anything is wrong with me. When you see me you see the person that I have always wanted to be, you see the woman I could be, and you do not shy away from the truth. And I see that about you too Cassius.” She reached out and placed a hand on my chest. It was almost enough to bring life back to my undead heart. Breath caught in my throat and a shudder passed through me and I felt utterly weak again, like the first time I had seen Imogen standing there. In that moment my whole world had shifted from its axis. Her hair had been golden, her eyes the shape of almonds, with a smile that promised the world. It had offered nothing but misery to me though, and although I had tried to love again over the years I had never found anything with that kind of intensity or that elation. 

	Until now.

	Willow was everything. She made me feel young again. She made me feel alive again, and although I had dreamed of feeling this way I had never quite believed that it would be possible. In her eyes all the humiliation and the doubt melted away. The shame that had gathered within me over the years dissipated until there was nothing left but happiness and grace. She tilted her head up to look at me, and in her eyes I saw two worlds that promised a future. Two worlds that were fertile and lush and waiting to experience life in all its grandeur. But it was not just these qualities that attracted me, I also saw the suffering within her. I saw the shame with which she had been shunned by her pack, treated as though she was the aberration among them when she should have been celebrated as a queen. 

	Her lips parted slightly. They glistened as though they were covered in morning dew. The air shimmered, as though she possessed some kind of magic all of her own. 

	“I know how much you want me Cassius,” her voice dropped to the lowest whisper possible. There was a part of me that thought I had only heard it within my mind, part of me that thought this was all a dream. Was it possible? After all I knew the gargoyles hadn’t really spoken to me. Was she just another illusion? 

	No… no it couldn’t be possible. Not with the way she felt. Not with the way her warmth seeped into my world, breathing life and color into this bleak kingdom. 

	“You could be a queen,” the words slipped from my mouth before I even knew what I was saying. A smile flickered on her face. She should have been a queen. She should have been celebrated and vaunted for she was the most perfect, the most incredible, the most beautiful woman I had ever known, and she was not afraid of the truth either. 

	“Maybe I can, but first you must keep your word and make me a wolf,” she rolled forward on her toes and then I found her lips pressed against my cheek, so close they almost caught the corner of my mouth. It sent tremors through my entire body. I went rigid all over and as she walked away I was paralyzed, this time by just her kiss, not any potion. She disappeared into the shadows of the castle with the promise of forever lingering around me. This place would not be so barren if I could rule it with her. If she was by my side then perhaps I had one final chance at happiness. 

	I stared at the pool in the middle of the room as thoughts swirled around my mind. It had been so long that I almost did not dare to dream as I was afraid that it would all come crashing around me again, as though I was not allowed to be happy. My thoughts turned to the past, to the final moments with Amara…

	*

	“I can’t believe you have betrayed me like this Cassius, that you have betrayed us.” 

	“You betrayed us first. We had an entire world here. We had outgrown our stereotypes, but you want to plunge us into darkness again.”

	“We are creatures of the dark,” she hissed, “it is where we belong. It is where we our are best selves.” 

	“That is a lie.”

	“What would you know of the truth? I have walked this land far longer than you have.”

	“And you have suffered because of it. Can’t you see that this affliction is a curse? Nobody should ever be made to live this long. It would drive anyone mad, and you are long past due. I wish that this did not have to be the way Amara. I wish that you could see sense, but I cannot allow you to spread this plague again.”

	Amara laughed at me, a dry laugh that sounded as though bark was being ripped away from a tree. “Do you truly think yourself so wise Cassius? You who were but a lost soul when I found you. Do you remember how bereft you were? You had nothing and you were ready to give everything up for the slightest chance of glory.” 

	“You took advantage of my desperation. You gave me something I never wanted.”

	“You asked for it all.”

	“Not this! Never this!” I had yelled, storming around the room. She glared at me with her icy eyes. Her slender, statuesque beauty was hard, her black hair melting in the darkness behind her. “I wish I had never met you.”

	“You don’t mean that. You would not have accomplished anything if you had remained as you were. You would have drowned in ale in some tavern somewhere and then probably thrown yourself off a bridge, you miserable, ungrateful wretch.” 

	“But at least I would have known an ending. What is the point of life if it just keeps going? The only thing you think to do is consume, but we cannot consume everything.” 

	“We can. We can conquer and we can control and we can do anything we want because we are vampires. There are none who can stand in our way because our ally is time. Empires and kingdoms will fall before us, and we will outlast them. That is how we always have the final victory, and that is what we must do now because this world is dying. And you would condemn us all because your heart is weak. I should have known all those years ago that you did not have what it took to be a king.” 

	“If you had then it would have been a favor to us both,” I spat. 

	She snarled at me, all her classic beauty twisting into something angry and ugly. “I should have killed you a long time ago Cassius.”

	“Well now is your chance, because otherwise I’m going to stop you and all the other vampires. I’m going to make sure that you don’t hurt anyone else.” 

	She threw back her head and laughed. “And what are you going to do? Walk among these halls as a lonely king?” 

	“If I must. I shall stand watch over this world until it dies, and then there will be no hope of you ever returning. The world will be rid of the curse of vampires.” 

	Her eyes widened in a mixture of fear, panic, and rage. I think this was the first time she actually believed that I could be capable of such a thing. 

	“Don’t do this Cassius,” the pitch of her voice changed. This time she was beginning to plead with me rather than reason with me. “You don’t want to do this. We can talk about it.” 

	“There is nothing to talk about Amara. One thing I have learned through all my years is that the same things keep happening over and over again. Even if I manage to convince you that this is wrong, eventually you or some other vampire will have the same idea again. Eventually there will be another war, another generation of vampires, and they will learn the same lessons. I cannot allow that to happen. I will not allow it to happen. This has to end somewhere.” 

	“No… no… vampires do not end.” 

	And then, surprising her and myself, I laughed. “That is the heart of it, isn’t it Mother? You simply cannot bear the ending now. You have spent so long living that you are afraid of dying. You cannot chase off death forever. Do you think he will be impressed by your grand tomb? Everything ends. It is the one immutable rule that governs the entire cosmos, and we are the ones in violation of that rule. We are not meant to be. We are an experiment gone wrong, am I really the only one who sees that?” 

	“Of course not, but what would you have us do Cassius? Shrink away into the darkness? There are many different ways of dying, and one of them is staying in this world, fading away into the mists. We must be strong and vibrant again. We must exert our strength and remind the world that we do exist, otherwise there is no point to us.”

	“And now you are the one who sounds desperate, Mother. If this is who we need to be to feel important then we should not exist in the first place. All of us have worn out our welcome a long time ago. We all should have passed on and found peace in the next life. Instead we keep going here, losing a piece of our soul with every year that passes. Life is something to be cherished, but when was the last time anything new happened here? When was the last time you bothered thinking about how old you are? We have done everything there is to be done, and we have seen everything there is to be seen. I am not going to curse anyone else to be like us. I am not going to bring them into this world and make them as we are. The way forward is not to make new vampires, it is to consign vampires as a thing of the past, as people to live in stories. We will only be the stuff of nightmares from now on.” 

	“No… Cassius, I warn you to think about what you are doing here. You are doing something that you cannot undo. You are going to commit genocide.”

	“How is this genocide when vampires are not even truly alive? We are caught in an in between world where life nor death welcomes us, and that needs to change. This is the only way Amara.”

	“You can’t do this.”

	“I can Amara, and there is nothing you can do to stop me. It’s already too late.” I had the artefacts arranged. I had the words ready on my lips. I had no idea what was going to happen to them once I banished them from this world into the limbo that existed between. I did not know if they would be conscious, or if they would feel anything. I did not know if they would hate me. Perhaps they would die. But it was going to be better than unleashing them upon the rest of the cosmos. Amara rushed towards me with everything she had, blazing with anger, but I spoke too quickly. As soon as I uttered the words of power, tension was channeled through the air and I saw her being caught up, as though her feet had tripped on something. She reached out towards me, her face expressing something that I thought I would never see; helplessness. 

	I walked past her as her scream rang in my ears. Her arms reached out to me, just as they had that first time we met. Then I had been weeping in an alley and she had held out her hand. I had taken it, thinking it odd that her skin was so cold. It was strange how that one tiny decision had rippled out and caused the rest of my life to happen.

	Things could have been so different…

	I walked past her as she snarled and cursed me and promised that I would face revenge. I ignored her words though. They had no power over me any longer. I looked out of the window and saw the same thing happening all over the castle. It was as though small holes had opened up in the world and a hand had emerged from each of them, pulling them in. I watched my brethren struggle and writhe as they tried to escape from this fate. Some of them hurled themselves off the edge of the castle, disappearing into the mist that surrounded the mountain, preferring to tumble to their death than be taken into the unknown. Their horrible, painful screams reverberated around the castle and I listened to them all. I closed my eyes and took all of their sorrow into my heart because I knew that I could never walk back from this. I had betrayed my own people and I would forever be an outcast, no matter how much I thought my decision was the right one. 

	Behind me Amara was being taken. Inch by inch she was being pulled into this other world, disappearing form sight. She strained with all her might to fight against it, but there was nothing she could do. 

	And then there was silence. 

	It surrounded me, and for much of my remaining years it would be my only companion. I walked through the castle, a little surprised at how effective the spell had been. All the vampires were gone. In the days that followed I half expected them to return, to find some way to fight against what I had done, but they never did. They were all sent to oblivion. The universe was safe, and I was the last one left. 

	So I sat on my throne, king of this lost world, and although I had told Amara that everything had been experienced by us, there was one thing that hadn’t. 

	I had never truly experienced love. 

	And as the years passed and as I grew lonelier and lonelier I decided that I wanted a companion to try and make this final thing happen, but I had not believed it would be the case until Willow was standing there before me, asking me to keep my promise and make her a wolf. I reached up and brushed my fingers against my cheeks, touching that part of my face that had been caressed by her lips and all I knew was that I wanted more, I wanted to be close to her, I wanted to feel like a man again, not an undead creature who wandered this lonely land like a ghoul. 

	But still part of me was afraid to hope. I feared it was another trick, for she had tricked me before, but when I looked into her eyes there was something new there this time, something that I could not resist or refuse, something that spoke to the heart of me. And for the first time in a lifetime I found myself smiling with a giddy feeling in my heart. 

	I had found my queen.

	 


Chapter Twenty Two

	Willow

	Things changed between myself and Cassius after our discussion. I realized that I had been too hasty in judging him. I should have listened to him all the while. I let my prejudice about vampires get the better of me, because really he had been nothing but kind to me ever since I had arrived. Even before that, really. 

	I had no idea how much time had passed since I had first arrived here. Time seemed to have this elastic, ethereal quality here where the days and nights blended in with each other and there was no telling them apart. A thousand years could have passed without me noticing, and it was a strange thing to think about. My mind turned to home, to the pack that had shunned me. I wondered what had happened to them. After I disappeared did they care? Did they try and figure out what had happened to me, or had they just gotten on with their lives? I wasn’t even sure if they would mourn me. It was pitiful I suppose to think about that. I would have hoped that a huge pyre would have been built to me and the old songs would have been sung, and they all would have lined up and howled to send me into the next life, presuming they believed I had died.

	Except that kind of ceremony was reserved for the wolves, and I had never been one of them.

	I had never been much of anything to anyone, except to Cassius. The way I had betrayed him burned in my heart. I wasn’t sure if I would ever get that taste of resentment out of my mouth. He had every right to banish me from his realm as he had banished the rest of his people. He saw himself as a monster, but I did not see that when I looked at him. I saw a brave man who was willing to put his own integrity and morality first even when his entire race were begging him otherwise. He could have turned a blind eye, or he could even have joined with them and conquered other worlds, but instead he chose to set himself aside from his people and he banished them. 

	Just like me he was an outsider, only he was one by choice. 

	How could I not see a lot of myself in him? How could I not feel attracted to him?

	I had been fighting these feelings ever since I had come to this world. I had been afraid of him at first, forcing him to promise me that he would not seek anything physical with me. But then we had danced and sang and he had shown me glimpses of his true soul, and I had not been able to look away. I had feigned some feelings to trick him, but now that I thought about it I realized that I had not really feigned anything. They had been lurking underneath the surface, waiting for me to embrace them.

	And yet I was still afraid of them. I cursed myself for being ruled by such fear. I was supposed to be a wolf; fearless, but instead I looked at everything that could have gone wrong. It was impossible to say how much older he was than me, even though he looked like a man in his prime. How could I possibly be worthy of his company? How could I offer any kind of stimulating conversation when I had not experienced anywhere near as much as he had? And there was no getting around the fact that he was a vampire as well. Even though he was different from the rest he was still one of them; undead and undying, and one day I would die before him. And the other thing was that I was still so young and untouched and inexperienced. Surely from a lover he would have wanted more from me… I wanted to give it to him, but I was so scared. What if I disappointed him? What if I wasn’t any good? 

	*

	There were moments when I had been so confident in front of him, and perhaps that had been because there was nothing riding on it. However, now that we had gone to these lengths I suddenly felt nervous and self conscious. Every time we were around each other I felt a flutter in my heart and a hazy, swirling sensation within my mind. Cassius, for his part, did not try and push me. I had told him that I wanted him to keep his promise before anything else happened. I wanted him to find a way to bring out the wolf in me. He kept to his word. We went back to spending much of our time in the library, looking through so many ancient tomes. He was charming, and after having told me the truth he seemed to be more relaxed. I think before he had been holding onto something that burdened him, but telling me the truth had lightened that burden. If nothing else I felt glad that I had been able to do this for him. 

	In other ways we were getting close though. Instead of sitting on opposite sides of the table in the library we sat next to each other. Our arms brushed against each other as we read books, and I found his presence comforting. Sometimes his hand fell against mine and I did not move mine out of the way. I felt the heat rushing through me and wondered if he was this nervous as well. The thought was a silly one. He had lived so many lifetimes, had been married before, so I did not think that I was really special to him. Although the way he treated me seemed like I was special. He had told me that I was the only one he had looked for, the one who had been better than Clea, but I was not sure I saw it myself. 

	One day I looked up at him before we ended our research for the night. My eyes were strained and my head was weary. Poring through the tomes had allowed me to learn so much, but we had not yet found anything that could help bring out the wolf within. I arched my back to stretch it and yawned. Cassius smiled. 

	“Are you getting bored of these books?” he asked.

	“It’s not that, it’s just that it takes its toll on me. I must confess that I did think we would have found what we were looking for by now.” 

	“Me too,” he frowned. He cocked his head to the side for a moment and seemed to be debating whether to say something or not. Eventually he decided that he would. “Willow, I know that you wanted to wait until we find something that can help you, but in truth I do not know if there is anything here that can. We could read every book in this library and never find anything. And although time has always been something that has been cheap to spend for me, suddenly the days are filled with more urgency. I am worried we may be missing out on something special. I just thought I would ask if you wanted to reconsider anything.” 

	I looked away, having been afraid of this exact question. My chest tightened. I knew what he wanted and a part of me wanted it as well, but I was so afraid. “Cassius I… I think perhaps we should leave this to talk about tomorrow.” 

	I rose sharply from the table, allowing my fear to get the better of me. A hand shot out and he held mine, keeping me frozen in place. 

	“We promised we would be honest with each other Willow. Should I poison you and go and read your diary to find out the truth?” he asked with a smirk. I sank to the chair and my head dropped forward. My hair covered my face like a veil. 

	“I’m sorry, it’s just that this is all new to me.”

	“I only ever want you to be honest with me Willow. Tell me how you are feeling. I have many skills and talents, but mind reading is not one of them.” 

	“It’s just… it’s just that I am afraid Cassius.”

	“Afraid? Afraid of what?” 

	“That I am not as special as you think. You give me such compliments and you look at me in such a way as to make me feel special, but there are times when I do not know if I am deserving of them.”

	“Of course you are,” Cassius scoffed. I looked up at him and he softened as he saw the worry in my eyes. 

	“I am so young compared to you Cassius. I have never… I have never done anything with a man and I do not know if I can be worthy of being your queen. You have experienced everything. You have been married before. I am just a child compared to you.”

	“You are no child Willow,” he said, brushing strands of hair away from my face. His touch was gentle. “You can be more than you can ever realize. Everyone needs to start somewhere, and if my experience means anything then it just means that I can appreciate you more. But I do not want you to feel overwhelmed. If you want to be reassured then I can be honest with you as well; this is all new to be too.”

	I looked at him with confusion in my eyes. “How can it be? How can it be when you have lived so many other lives?” 

	“Because they were never my true lives Willow. With you I am myself. I am honest. You know me better than anyone. You know my shame, my guilt, my regret. With others I have always tried to be the man I thought they should be, the man I used to want to be. I tried to make myself an identity out of patchwork qualities and it only ever ended the same way, with me feeling distant from them.” He paused to collect his thoughts, and then continued. “The first woman I ever loved was someone who never returned those feelings. I thought if I could be a certain type of man then it would have been different and she would have learned to appreciate me. Then I wanted revenge. I wanted the most beautiful, the most eligible woman in the city. I married her and thought that all my problems would have been solved, but they were not. I watched her age and die and up until the end she was confused as to why I hadn’t changed at all. It was like that as time continued. I would marry in the hope that it would change something inside me, but I could never tell them the truth because it would have caused them terror. I had to move on before they grew suspicious, spreading misery wherever I went, and in time I learned that I could never be with anyone because I was only ruining their lives. I could not give them children. I could not give them anything but a fleeting sense of love, and even then they would never be able to truly know me. You are the first woman I have been completely honest with, vulnerable with, and I want you to know that it is just as scary for me to open up to you as it is for you to do so with me. And I do not want to pressure you either. We can go at your pace Willow, I just… I wanted to make sure that I was not missing out on a sign you were giving.” 

	He was so considerate and thoughtful. No man had ever spoken to me in this way before. I thought back to Brandon, who had thought I would be honored at being his concubine, wanting to sleep with me without giving anything in return. Cassius was so kind and compassionate. I nodded softly, but I thought more about what he said. There must have been so many women he had been with, and each one of them had filled him with guilt and regret because he couldn’t be honest with them. I was glad to stand apart from them, but it did get me thinking about the future. 

	“Cassius… in all the time that you spent in these lives did you ever have… was it possible for you to have children?” I asked.

	He looked away. I hadn’t realized the question would be such a personal one to him. 

	“Vampires cannot have children, at least not in the traditional way. Life cannot spring from lifelessness. The only children we can have are ones we make, which is why Amara was my Mother. Perhaps in these dusty old books there is a secret somewhere that could make it different, but I have never known it to be the case. We have never been able to leave a legacy of blood behind. I had many wives who were puzzled that we were not blessed with a child. Some of them blamed themselves and fell into a ruined mind. I wish I had been able to tell them the truth… and perhaps that is something you want to think about Willow.” 

	I had never really spent much time thinking about children. I could tell he was scared of my answer, perhaps thinking that there was still a chance of me leaving. He may not have been able to provide me with exactly everything, but I knew that my chances of happiness were better with Cassius than they were anywhere else. “I’m not sure I’d want to bring a child into this world when I don’t even know myself properly. I’m not looking to be a mother Cassius. For once I just want to be able to be me, and I want to enjoy life as myself. I have known enough misery in my time on earth and perhaps it is selfish of me, but I just want to have some time where I can enjoy myself.”

	“It is not selfish at all Willow. It is good to want time to yourself,” he smiled at me, and I suspected there was a deeper meaning to his words. He might have been afraid that one day I would turn around and tell him that I wanted children. I could not see that happening though. I wanted to be happy here. He held my gaze and the tension rose between us again. 

	“That leaves you to respond to the sentiment I expressed Willow; do you really want to wait until you bring out the wolf?” he asked.

	I wish I could have ignored the nerves that swelled inside me, but it was difficult to do. I blinked. His hand was still hovering beside me, his fingers nestled against my temple. 

	“I’m not sure,” my words came out in a trembling breath. 

	“Perhaps I can try…” his words were lost in what was to come. He leaned forward and I did not move. I closed my eyes and his lips were upon mine. It was our first proper kiss. The one I had given him before had been poisoned, but this one was pure and it filled me with delight. His hand reached around the back of my head, hair spilling over his fingers, while a small grunting sound emerged from his throat. Heat scorched my lips and my breath was stolen from me. The intensity of the sensation was unlike anything else, and I was left reeling, glad I was sitting down because all the strength was taken from my body. I wanted to slump and melt against him, to become a puddle on the floor and seep away into some new form. His other hand rested against my waist and the nerves were burned away by his touch. Feeling the way he felt about me was different to hearing him tell me. Every part of him was alive with desire, and so was I. A fire was being stoked within me. The flames licked and burned within and it was almost too much to bear. I broke to catch my breath and pressed my forehead against him. A smile twitched upon my lips. I was almost unsure of how to feel, of how to process these sensations, but I knew it felt right. I knew I wanted to be with him I just… I wanted to give myself to him fully. I wanted to be with him completely without a shred of doubt or nerves, and I just wasn’t there yet. 

	So when he asked me back to his chamber I said no. I hated denying him this because deep down I really did want it, but there was something holding me back. I just hoped that it would not hold me back forever. 

	He was gentle and caring as always. He did not make me feel bad for pulling away, and perhaps it was enough for him to have a passionate kiss like this. I staggered to my chambers and sank on the bed. I fought my way out of my clothes because my body was hot and my heart hammered within my chest. I groaned as I wrapped the blankets around me and braced myself against the thrum of desire that throbbed within me. There was a deep ache that I knew only one thing could calm, but I was not ready, but when was I going to be ready? I hated how skittish and nervous I was. I tried to think about the woman I had become with Cassius, how poised and elegant I was, but this was a whole other matter entirely. This was stripping away every part of me and leaving nothing behind. It was the kind of thing that I was never going to forget and I just wasn’t ready yet.

	But I wanted to be. 

	And I prayed that Cassius would be patient with me.

	 


Chapter Twenty Three

	Cassius

	Willow was still holding something back. We had long conversations as we pored over the old tomes and we got to know each other well. Sometimes it was easy for me to forget that she had only lived a handful of years. Feelings and sensations were still unknown to her, and she let them get the better of her. It was something that even I had not always learned to do despite having lived many lifetimes. I wanted her to know that I would be patient with her. I knew that whatever she promised would be worth the wait, but still my body burned with desire. It was awoken every time I kissed her, every time I sat beside her, and I wanted her more than anything. 

	But I knew I could not rush her, because then I risked pushing her away. 

	I needed her to feel comfortable and safe. I needed her to feel as though she was happy here, and I did want her to be all of these things. I wanted to care for her and show her that this was something to be enjoyed. I could feel the passion when she kissed me. I knew there was something inside her that yearned for this, but she was still trapped. She was like I had been before I had become a vampire, and the thought occurred to me that she needed to be something else… but I never would have done that to her. 

	I had to calm myself and remain patient. I had the gift of years, and Willow had already said there was nowhere else she would rather be. She did not seem perturbed by what a life with me would be like, although I was well aware that might change in the future. I wasn’t trying to think of the future though. I only wanted to think about the two of us in the castle, the kingdom we had at our disposal, and all the joy and glory that we could create together. 

	We shared many secrets and we shared more kisses. Our research sometimes was delayed as we sank into each other’s bodies. I felt the soft warmth of her curves and I let myself fall into the willing, ardent fury of her desire, but always she pulled away. Always she stood upon the precipice and would not plunge down. 

	“I’m sorry Cassius,” she whispered. 

	I continued to reassure her and told her that there was nothing to be afraid of. I said that it would only take time, but the longer this went on the more concerned I became. It was as though there was a part of her that could not be free, and I was unsure how to best handle this. I thought at one point it might be best if I tried to force it out, but I could not bring myself to treat her in this way. All the time I had spent with other women had not prepared me for Willow because she was unlike anyone I had ever known before. I wanted her to be different. I wanted to be a true husband to her, even if we could not be married in the traditional sense. So I was patient and I waited. I took my kisses when I could get them and I held her close to me in the depths of night, waiting for the moment when she would offer herself to me. Vampires had taken too many things without warning over the years, and I wanted to break the tradition. I was going to wait for an invitation, and even if I had to wait for another lifetime or another thousand lifetimes I did not care because Willow was a kind soul and I enjoyed every moment we spent together. 

	While she slept I continued researching the tomes, wanting to find what she wanted so we could put an end to this. I was sure that such an artefact existed, although I did not know where. There were few things that had escaped the attention of the vampires. 

	Then, in one small hour of the night I was turning pages, my gaze scanning them mindlessly, my thoughts elsewhere. I turned one page and then caught myself. I pulled the page back and I saw something that had to be what she wanted. It was a crescent amulet, the shape of the moon. I read the entry and froze. I had finally done it. I had found it. 

	And then I paused. 

	What if this changed her? 

	My hands trembled. I had waited so long to find Willow, and I could not face losing her. I hated myself for thinking this, but I also could not shake the small sliver of doubt that this could have been a trick. Was she holding her physical affection back because she knew that she was going to leave as soon as we found the trick to making her a wolf? 

	I pinched the top of the page. An errant thought ran through my mind; if I ripped the page out then she would never know and she would always remain here because she would never find a solution to her problem. I closed my eyes and bowed my head in shame. If I did that then I would be no better than Amara. I released the page from my grip. I could not be that selfish. Instead, I carried the tome to her chamber and knocked on the door loudly. I cried out her name. She flung the door open.

	She was wearing her nightdress. It was a long garment that flowed down her body and took the shape of her curves. Her hair was loose and messy, the long strands reaching down past her shoulders, her slender neck on display. She looked at me with eyes that were still dusted by sleep. 

	“Cassius…” she uttered, and then her gaze fell to the book that I was holding. 

	“I’ve found it Willow. I’ve found what you’ve been looking for,” I opened the page and her eyes went wide. She took the book from my hands and looked at it more closely. 

	“The Amulet of the Waking Moon,” she said. 

	“If anything can wake the wolf inside you then this can.”

	“Do you think it’s here in the castle?” 

	“Yes, I do,” I replied. All the tiredness was stricken from her eyes as we hurried to the repository where we searched for the artefacts. We rummaged through drawers and trawled through cabinets and flung many other treasures to the floor. They clattered and crashed and we probably damaged some expensive and rare things, but in these moments nothing was more important than the amulet.

	“I think I’ve found it!” Willow cried out eventually. I always believed that some things called out to people and drew them in. It did not surprise me that Willow found it. She came to me, holding it in her hand. The silver metal was thin and had been carved in the shape of a crescent moon. There was a small sparkling jewel set into the widest part of the amulet, and a chain hung from the piece of jewelry. Willow held it tightly in her hand. 

	I went back to the book. We compared it to make sure that it was indeed the amulet, and both were confident that it was the case. I then gathered the other ingredients that were needed and then we went up to the courtyard where soft moss rolled over the old stones and the stars twinkled above. The moon upon this world was an old moon, and tonight it was full and sensual. I thought the ceremony deserved to be performed outside. Wolves were creatures of the night too, after all, and it required the touch of moonlight. 

	Willow stood in the middle of the courtyard, holding the amulet. 

	“Are you ready?” I asked. 

	She remained in silence for a couple of moments. “I’m not sure Cassius. What if… what if this changes me?” 

	“Isn’t that what you want to happen?” 

	“I don’t know. I… I have thought about this moment for so long, but now I’m not sure. How can we know if this will actually do what it’s supposed to do? What if something goes wrong? For other wolves this happens naturally, what if doing it this way has some added effect? What if I lose myself?” 

	Fear was etched upon her face and I wished I had more reassuring words to tell her, but sometimes life was cruel and there’s a reason why the unknown is the scariest thing. “Willow, you came here because you wanted this. If you don’t want to go through with it then it’s fine, but that is your decision to make and you’re always going to have to live with it. As far as I can see this is the only way for you to get a glimpse of the wolf inside you. Whatever you decide I’ll be here for you and I’ll support you, but I can’t really offer you any advice. There is always going to be a risk in matters like these. It’s up to you whether you think the risk is worth taking.” 

	She stood there for long moments, staring at the amulet she held. I waited in silence, knowing that she needed to be alone with her thoughts and that I could not interfere in her thought process. This was going to be one of the most important decisions of her life.

	“Let’s do it,” she said eventually. 

	I nodded and walked towards her. She turned to face the moon. The pale silver light flowed upon her. There was a chilled breeze that drifted past us. The night was silent. I took the amulet from her and clasped it around her neck. My fingers brushed her porcelain skin. The amulet nestled against the hollow of her throat. She arched her neck back, exposing the amulet to the moon. I gathered the other herbs and lit the fire. The herbal scent filled the area. I began to chant the words, wishing her well. I did not confide in her that I was afraid of the same thing as her though. I feared that once she let the wolf out she would never be the same, and what we had shared would be ruined because a wolf’s natural instinct was to hate a vampire. 

	But for her I did this. 

	She closed her eyes and I chanted the spell. The jewel in the amulet seemed to glow. When I finished speaking I waited and then, when she opened her eyes again I could tell that something had changed, and I felt afraid of what she might become. 

	 


Chapter Twenty Four

	Willow

	I felt something washing over me, as though I had been bathed in the cleanest, purest water there had ever been. I opened my eyes and looked up at the moon, which seemed to grin at me. It had taken on a different shade and I knew that I was different inside, although I was not sure how. The amulet was cool against my skin, skin that burned with energy that sizzled inside. I trembled as I knew that something was happening inside me. It was so strange though… this swirling, heaving thing, this force that crackled and roared and howled… howled. 

	The wolf was awake.

	It was difficult to comprehend at first given how I had lived my life without knowing it, always wondering how it would feel to have this part of me awoken, always ashamed that I had never been given the same gift as my friends. But the wolf was here. It snarled, as though angry that it had been forced to sleep for so long, but thanks to the amulet it was now writhing inside me and it longed to be free. I felt the world becoming more vivid around me. I could smell the pungent scent of the herbal fire, I could breathe in the cold loneliness of the castle, and I could sense Cassius. He was there, a few feet away from me, and a growl escaped from my throat. I was a wolf, my blood running hot, my instincts honed like sharp claws. My lip curled and bared my teeth. I looked down and felt imprisoned by these clothes. What was this? What kind of woman was I? 

	I felt the burning and I felt the heat. I felt the scorching waves that came upon me and I knew that I was never going to be the same again. The sensations and thoughts that flooded through my mind were overwhelming and I wasn’t sure if I was going to be able to brace myself against them. They came thick and fast and began to whirl within me. My heart beat harder and fast, and this pulsing energy rippled across the surface of my skin, and all I could think was that I wanted to be free. I wanted to break free of these chains and liberate myself…

	So I did.

	I tore my dress off, ripping the fabric in two and flung it to the fire, where the flames caught and consumed it. 

	I wanted to fling myself onto a fire as well, although a fire of a different kind. 

	The moon caressed my skin, my naked skin. I ran my hands down my body, stroking the soft curves of my breasts, the swell of my hips, feeling this naked femininity exuding from me. And then I looked up at Cassius. He stood there, a man alone, a king without a queen, gaping at me. I could see the awe in his eyes, the sense of admiration and attraction he felt towards me at seeing me naked and unclothed. He must have imagined it so often, and now the reality had presented itself to him without him having to do anything.

	I felt wild and unkempt, I felt as though I had been held prisoner for an entire lifetime and now I was ready to break free. 

	I strode towards him. He recoiled, worried that I might mean him harm. I suppose it was a natural thing to think considering that I was a wolf.

	Yes… I was a wolf. After all this time the true nature of myself had been revealed. The moon had shone upon me and blessed me with knowing this side of my soul that had always been shrouded in darkness, and I could not have done it without Cassius. I owed him everything and I was going to give him more, and I would take plenty as well. 

	I stood before him, leaning into him and breathing in his scent. He smelled musky and manly, and this all served to intoxicate me. I licked my lips and looked deeply into his eyes. 

	“Would you take a wolf as your queen?” I asked, running my hand around the back of his head, feeling his thick hair splay around my fingers. 

	“I would, as long as that wolf is you,” he replied. 

	I smirked and then, possessed by a newfound confidence, I kissed him. I pulled him into me and forced my lips to crash against his. I let the attraction spill out of every pore of me because I wanted to throw myself into the world and shun all sense of shame and modesty that had held me back. I was not some scared girl, I was a woman, a wolf, and I would not be afraid of these desires that rampaged within me. I would not turn away from them, but embrace them, just as I would embrace him.

	I wrapped my arms tightly around him, coiling like vines and he did the same. We were gripped in a fervor, this love affair that should never have been, a wolf and a vampire kissing under the moon. But we were both creatures of the night and we had both been at war with our own kind, but we had found each other and in that bond we had grown. Our tongues danced as I melted into him. I pressed myself against him. His hands ran up and down my spine, gently caressing the length of my body. He traced along the rise of my hips and the breadth of my shoulders, as well as dropping down to caress my ass. I wasn’t afraid of getting what I wanted any longer though. I turned around and pressed my back against him. His arms wrapped around me. I took his hands and clamped them against my breasts. The sensation of him touching me was unlike anything else. It was as though yet another part of me had been awakened, and I wondered how many other secret, hidden caverns existed within my soul. 

	His fingers clamped into my soft skin, sinking into my breasts. My nipples hardened instantly and I moaned at the feeling of him stimulating them. He tweaked and pinched them and shudders were sent through my entire body. My knees went weak and the breath rushed out of my throat. I reached up and angled my head back, kissing him wildly, aching to feel his lips upon mine again. He moaned and grunted and went entirely rigid. He was not undead any longer. I had brought life to him again. I had rejuvenated him because I was his queen and I was blessed to arouse him. 

	His hands slipped down my body, reaching closer and closer to the dewy thatch of hair that burned with arousal. I groaned as I arched my body and felt him touch me there for the first time and delight burst within me. I was weak and strong all at once, and it was only because of him that I managed to stay upright. 

	I turned and gave him a wet, passionate kiss. My lips were ardent and a storm raged within me. All I wanted was him. I wanted to tear the world apart and scream to the heavens and give him everything that I had been holding back. He was my king and he had earned the right to my body, and no other was going to touch me. He was the one, the only one. He had shown me the way. He had brought out the wolf, and now he was going to have every part of me and I was going to have every part of him. 

	We broke apart from the kiss and I looked down at him, so overwhelmed with my emotions that I could not form any coherent words. All the noises that came out of my mouth were low and guttural and primal. I looked at him with scorn because he was still wearing clothes. I took them and, with newfound strength rushing through my body, I ripped them apart too.

	He stood there, naked. Hair bristled across hard, taut flesh. He was lean, yet muscular. His limbs were long, his shoulders wide, his hair seeming darker because his flesh was pale. I ran my hands along his body, feeling every inch of him. I placed my hand upon his heart and did not feel it beating, but I knew there was still life in there. I kissed his neck and his throat, gently moving my lips along his collarbone as my hands dropped down and found his manhood. I stroked the skin and under the coaxing kisses I felt him spring to life, as though a volcano was about to erupt. I murmured my delight as we sank to the moss, kneeling in the courtyard with the moon and the stars as our only witnesses. 

	Our arms wrapped around each other and we kissed deeply, sharing something intimate and close. Our gazes met each other and it was as though I was truly seeing him, not just the vampire, but the man inside, the sliver of a soul that he had carried with him through his years of existence. There were so many things that I wanted to tell him, but my body cried out and this yearning desire overwhelmed me completely. I whimpered as we kissed and I lost myself in him. I pressed myself so hard against him that it felt as though I was going to be absorbed in him, and this is what I wanted more than anything. I traced the angles of his muscles and the lines of his spine, throwing myself at him even though I had no idea of what I was really doing. But I realized that it didn’t matter. All that mattered was that I did what came naturally to me, because these feelings were ones he inspired and if we got carried away by them then it did not matter at all.

	He lay me down on the soft moss of the courtyard. The moss might have been soft, but the ground was hard, yet I did not feel the need to get him to carry me to a bed. It seemed fitting to be out here among nature, as though this was where I always belonged. There was a fire blazing near us that fought off the cold, and so shadows danced and flickered across our naked bodies. He lay beside me, kissing me lovingly as his hand dragged down my body, his fingers playing in between my breasts before following the path down. There he caressed my burning inner thighs and made me whimper. My head arched back under the inspiration of his touch, and the breaths that left me were all sharp and shallow. My chest heaved with the rolling waves of pleasure that tumbled through my molten core. Then he brought his fingers across and they danced around my most intimate area, teasing me and torturing me and making me feel truly alive, as though I had only been sleepwalking through the world before this. 

	Desire spiked all over my body as I twisted and turned. My toes curled and I groaned as his fingers slipped deeper inside me, artfully toying with me and making me feel as I had never felt before. He curled them back and forth, knowing just where and how to touch me. It was as though he had always been made for me, or that I had been made for him. Perhaps we had been made for each other. I could feel the waves of pleasure rippling out within me, all building from a certain point and then flowing from it. Tingles spread across my chest and arms to the very tips of my fingers, while I felt a pulsating throb cascade down through the delta of my thighs, hot wetness dripping out like melting wax from a hot candle. Sweat prickled on the surface of my flesh. It was as though everything within me had been turned up to its most intense level. 

	And then he shifted his position so that he was on top of me. Still with his fingers inside me he descended down, leaving a trail of kisses as he went. His hands then rose, switching with his mouth. He toyed with my breasts as his tongue met my femininity and began dancing and swirling around, creating a wholly new kind of sensation. His breath passed across me like a breeze in a desert and I was in heaven. My eyes rolled closed and my head lolled from side to side as my hands clamped around his head because they needed to grip on something. My face twisted and writhed as the storm grew more intense within me, flashing and crackling, the lightning and thunder tearing me apart as he continued to please me, using all of his experience to make me feel alive. I was a virgin, but he was quickly taking away all my innocence and leaving something harder and hotter in its place, something that I was never going to regret or forget. Oh, my King, oh, Cassius…

	The soaring, elated pleasure made me feel as though I was ascending from my body. I felt as though I was dancing among the stars and balanced on the moon. Every way he touched me brought such exquisite delight that I was in paradise and I was filled with a euphoric sense, a sense that I would never come down. My skin was flushed and I was out of breath, but I wasn’t ready for it to end yet. The orgasmic sensations were so cloying and wonderful and addictive. I wanted more, even though I wasn’t sure I was ready for more. I wanted it all. I wanted to make up for the lost years where I had been shunned. I wanted to ensure that I was given all the adoration and love that was rightfully mine, and Cassius seemed enthusiastic to give it to me. He hooked his hands around my arms as he buried himself in me, his tongue dancing wildly. I was naked and vulnerable before him in a way that I had never been with anyone else before, and he treated me like a goddess. 

	When he finally rose for breath his lips were stained with the triumph of my pleasure, and his body was so vibrant and tempting I just wanted to have him, all of him. I was exhausted and drained and delirious, but this was not going to keep me from having him. I managed to push myself up, feeling groggy, the echoes of pleasure still careening through me like shooting stars. I lay my hands against him and kissed him, pushing him to the floor. I wanted to make him feel as good as I felt, so I fell to the middle of his body and took his erection in my hands. He was thick and long, his shaft taut skin under which rivers of blood flowed. I assumed the potions he drank for nourishment must have giving him this ability. 

	Heat emanated from him and I lost myself in the fire of his manhood. He lay back now and watched as my hair fell around my face, tickling his thighs and stomach. I kissed up and down his shaft before I took it all inside, feeling his desire press against my tongue. The heat filled my mouth as I swirled my tongue around, leaving him glistening and wet, although not as wet as he made me. I could still feel the dampness between my thighs, making them slick and soaking. I brought my head up and down, loving the sounds he made and the way his body twisted with the pleasure I was giving him. The amulet dangled from my neck and I felt grateful for it, fearing that it would have taken me far longer to be this woman without it, if that had ever been possible. I did not want to miss out on any more of this pleasure, and I did not want to waste another day with Cassius. 

	I drank him in. I gorged myself on him. I took every inch of him in my mouth and watched the pleasure dance upon his face. He praised me and promised me that I was the best, the most beautiful, the most talented of any lover he had ever had. I did not for one moment think that he was lying. 

	I was dazed as I gazed at him. In this barren world we were offering it life, we were offering it a mad, delirious cacophony of sheer pleasure and delight. We were the only two things that were truly alive. 

	Cassius reached down to brush the hair away from my face. I could feel things inside him churning, ready to release his desire, but I was not ready yet. I wanted to feel him. I wanted my King to take my virginity in earnest. 

	He wanted to get up, but I kept him down. I slithered up his body and then rose into a sitting position. I straddled him. He reached up to play with my breasts. The flames made shadows dance along the full sensual curves, and the amulet gleamed as it was caught by the light. I arched my head back again though, welcoming the desire that flooded through me. I felt him underneath me. I held his cock in my hands and then positioned myself so that I could lower myself onto him. I felt pain blurring with pleasure as he fought against my tightness. I lowered myself slowly, easing myself into these new sensations that made an entirely new, deeper desire crash through my body and rendered me speechless. 

	Waves of heat and pleasure thrummed through me and as I looked up through blurred vision I could see the moon overhead, gazing down upon me. I rocked my body back and forth, letting my wildness lead me, allowing the wolf inside me to guide my movements. I offered Cassius all of my femininity and he took it willingly, moaning tersely as we fucked in the courtyard under the stars. 

	I leaned forward and placed my hands on his chest, falling deeper and deeper until my hair framed his face and we were lost in each other, cocooning each other in our warmth and our glory. I kissed him deeply as I pressed my body against his. My breasts flattened against his chest and he was so deep in me he was like a spear that would not be dislodged. Our hips rolled to the rhythm of the world and the skies tumbled around us. He held my head tightly, while another hand ran down to the base of my spine. Our bodies moved in harmony, to a rhythm of our own making, and we lost ourselves in each other. I could feel myself becoming a part of him and if he did not have his own heartbeat then he could have mine. He had my kisses and my love and my entire life. I was his. I held onto him tightly as I felt him shudder. The passion flowed between us and I knew I had found love. I had found my King, and he was everything to me. 

	I begged him and I moaned and then when it came as hot and as hard as a supernova I flung my head to the sky and I howled. It was a primal, savage sound, but it was born from all the good things he had made me feel. Oh, Cassius… oh, I would never be able to show him how grateful I was, but I would always try. I would be the best Queen for him. I would be the best woman, the best wolf, and I would rule whatever he wanted until the day I perished. But he had awoken me, he had found me, and I would always belong to him. And, I hoped, he would belong to me too. 

	I collapsed upon him in a heap of tousled hair and heaving breaths, my body trembling from the aftershock of the frenzy. I held onto him tightly, and I kissed him frantically, but I knew there was still more for me to explore, more for me to feel. 

	I caressed his cheek and then turned his face towards me, kissing him deeply. My hair was matted to my head through sweat, and my lips were gasping. 

	I lay a hand on his chest as I pushed myself up into a sitting position.

	“I need to go,” I said. 

	Cassius nodded. “I understand.”

	“I will be back.” 

	“Be who you were always meant to be my Queen.” 

	“I shall, my King,” a smile adorned my face as I staggered to my feet. I took a few steps and then looked up to the moon. My body was covered in marks Cassius had left on me. My skin was flushed, and I glistened under the pale light of the moon. Cassius had unlocked this primal, passionate part of me, but there was something else I needed to do now that we had been together. 

	I closed my eyes and looked within myself. I had done the same thing before, many years previously. Then I had been met with silence, with an abyss in my soul that I thought would never offer anything more. But this time there was something else. This time I was met with a howl. There were glowing golden eyes and a hot, passionate frenzy that could only be the call of a wolf. I stared inwards, not showing any sign of fear because there was no reason to be afraid. This was me, and I was it. Slowly I felt the change within me. I felt the crack of bone and the tearing of flesh as I became more than I had been. I understood now the stories of those who had undergone the metamorphosis. I knew now why they had found it so difficult to talk with me afterwards, because the change was a profound one and it was something that could not be understood other than by experience. 

	Claws extended from my palms and dark, soft fur covered my naked body. My teeth sharpened and I found that the world became even more vibrant as my senses became more focused. My eyes glowed gold and suddenly I was something else entirely, something more than I had been before. I was still Willow, but now I was a wolf, and the only thing that remained the same, apart from my soul, was the amulet that dangled from my neck. I looked back at Cassius. I could smell him from here, and I was filled with arousal again. I was not done with him yet, nor would I ever be done with him. My appetites were insatiable and I was going to prove myself a Queen to him in every way. 

	But for now I was a wolf, and wolves needed to run and hunt. I bounded along the courtyard and then found a path away from the castle, down into the wilderness that offered death and darkness. It held no fear for me now though, for I was a wolf and I could defend myself. I ran through the bracken and over the black rivers. I crashed through brittle branches and I claimed this world as my own, knowing that I would never be the same again. I had lost the girl I was, but I had found something new. I ran towards the top of a rock and I looked to the heavens. I threw my neck back and howled as loudly as I could, announcing to the entire cosmos that I had arrived, and I would never be shunned or silenced again. 

	 


Chapter Twenty Five

	Cassius

	I picked myself up off the ground and dusted myself down. My clothes had been torn to tatters by her, and I smiled at the display of passion she had given me. The amulet had indeed changed her, but it seemed to me as though she had always been missing a little bit of a wolf. Now it was present and I knew she would never be afraid of anything again. 

	The feelings were going to take a while to dissipate. Everything with her was new again. I had made love before, but with Willow it was a different matter entirely. I felt as though I could lose myself in her without holding anything back, unlike with the others. I was confident that I had not made an error in picking her as my queen, and I looked forward to many years with her as my companion. I smiled as I thought about how the days could be spent with each other, lost in each other’s arms. This castle was a big place, and there were many rooms for us to make love in. I would do them all three times over at least before I was done. 

	I had also seen her become a wolf, and I did not find it as distasteful as I thought. Even in her lycan form she was still beautiful and majestic, retaining those elements that I found so fetching and attractive. There had been stranger things in this world than a vampire and a wolf, and I had never been one to follow the rules anyway. There were some who said that only bad things could happen from two ancient enemies coming together like this, but they were probably just stories. 

	As I stood at the edge of the courtyard I thought about all I had been through in life, and how it had all led me here. I still felt guilty about the other vampires and perhaps I always would, but at least I had Willow to help me cope with those feelings. In the distance I heard the cry of a wolf. It was unusual to hear such a noise in this barren world, and it was another sign of the effect she had had on this place. I smiled as I listened to the sound echo and then fade, knowing that soon she would return to me and we would stand and reign over this world together. Somehow it did not seem as bad when I knew there would be someone beside me. 

	I had done many bad things in life, and I would never declare that I was a great man. I had left a trail of misery and broken hearts in my wake, and I had turned against my own people. But that was all in the past. Now I had Willow and with her I had a chance to experience something that was still alien to me, true, unadulterated, unconditional love, and I could not wait to spend every minute of the rest of time with her. I was in awe of her, my Queen, and I longed to worship at the alter of her flesh again.

	She returned, shifting back into her human form again, the amulet resting against the hollow of her throat. I walked over to her and gathered her into my arms. I tilted her chin so that she would look up at me. 

	“How do you feel now?” I asked. 

	“Complete. Whole,” she said. I smiled, glad that I had actually been able to make a difference to her life. I kissed her again, taking the time to enjoy the feeling of her lips against mine, to feel the emotions flowing between us. 

	“Come inside. If you are to be my Queen then we need to dress you accordingly, and you are going to need a crown,” I said. She chuckled and then took my arm. With a wave of my hand, I extinguished the fire and we left my tattered clothes on the courtyard. I looked up at the gargoyles, who were silent now, and then at the moon, which seemed to wink at me. 

	But this was not the ending of our story. It was only the beginning, and what a happy beginning it was. 

	Epilogue

	Brandon

	I stood with my fists clenched, staring at my father. 

	“You don’t need to do this Brandon. This is all going to come to you in time,” he said. Time, time was one of those things that people thought was our ally when in fact it was an enemy. It was a hunter that stalked us and it would always win. I snarled and glared at this man who I had once seen as a hero, but now I only saw as a coward. 

	“I cannot wait father. You know what happened. You cannot stand back and let this go unpunished!” 

	“I can, because you do not know what forces you are playing with. If we follow your lead then this pack is going to suffer as it has not suffered in generations. If you would just listen to me then you will understand. Have patience. Temper your anger my son.”

	He spoke calmly, but the words were like daggers in my heart. I could only hear him goading me. My head twitched and my lips curled. 

	“Wolves are meant to fight. We are not supposed to stand by and allow vampires to come into our territory without any resistance!” 

	“Again, you do not understand the forces you are dealing with. Stop this, before I have to stop you.”

	“I am not going to stop father, and nor would you if you truly knew what it was to be a wolf. I thought you were the best of us, but now I see that you are just a coward. I am not afraid of you or vampires or anything.” 

	“You should be,” he said, his eyes narrowing as he glared at me. That was the moment when he ceased being my father and he became just another enemy for me to fight, one that stood in the way of the safety of this pack. The vampire had come and taken Willow, had invaded our territory and who knows if he was going to do the same again? What if there were more of them? I had tried to convince everyone that we needed to find him and launch a counter attack before more vampires appeared, but father had not listened. Instead he said that vampires were too dangerous to attack, and we would be better served remaining as we were. 

	I could not believe that I was hearing these words from his lips. This man who was a vaunted warrior was now preaching patience and cowardice. I lost whatever respect I had left for him, and now it was time for a new Alpha to take command. 

	We charged towards each other, shifting into wolves as we did so. This man had taught me everything I knew about being a wolf and about fighting. He had taken me out hunting, raised me on the stories of old, and had instilled in me a sense of honor because I would one day take over from him. I knew that he had never imagined that day coming as swiftly and suddenly as this though, but like all great leaders he had grown old and soft, and the sun was ready to set on him. 

	He swung out a long arm, trying to end the fight quickly. I ducked and slid underneath him, before snapping my jaws at his legs. He just managed to evade them. I sprang to my full height and threw myself at him. We rolled around the ground, a tangle of fur and claws and bared teeth. I lost all sense of the wolves around us, but I did not lose sight of why I was doing this. I had to hold onto it because it was the only way I was going to make it through this. 

	He pushed me off and we both rolled to our feet. We circled each other, snarling and growling. I knew how many other wolves he had killed, but I could not allow myself to be cowed by his past. The only thing that mattered was this fight, and in this fight I was going to give everything to win. 

	We charged forward again. He swiped at my chest, while I managed to dig my claws into his arm and draw blood. He roared at me and then the fight began in earnest, but there was something off, there was something different and it took me a few moments to figure out what exactly that was. But, when I did, I knew that I was going to emerge victorious. There were a couple of moments when he could have taken a killing strike, but he hesitated, instead trying to knock me down and get me to yield when killing me would have been far more efficient. 

	And that’s when I knew he was still seeing me as his son. He was still trying to protect me and save me from myself, when he should have been willing to fight to the death no matter what. There was nothing more important than being the Alpha, not even your own flesh and blood. He had lost sight of what was important, so it was time for me to reign supreme. 

	My eyes gleamed as I thought of a plan to use this against him. The next time we rushed together for another clash of claws I pretended that he had gotten the best of me. I cried out, a gurgling, horrible sound as I fell to the ground. He towered over me and glared at me. He should have taken the killing blow then, but instead he was paralyzed and wanted to offer me a chance of redemption. I would make him pay for that mistake. As he leaned over me and offered me a chance to rise I lunged up, snapping my arm out and tearing at his throat. 

	The Alpha, for I no longer thought of him as my father, staggered back, clutching the wound as dark blood seeped out, staining his flesh with a dark shadow. I rose and strode towards him, and in his eyes I could see the helplessness as he realized his mistake. I’m sure he must have hoped that I would offer him mercy as well, but I was beyond mercy. I had learned so much from him, including how not to make the same mistakes, and how not to underestimate a threat. 

	He tried to plea for mercy, but because of the wound in his throat the words came out as a gurgled mess. He held out a hand and tried to shake me away, no doubt hoping to conjure memories of all the things we had experienced together as he had raised me from a pup, but there was nothing he could say or do that would convince me. I had my mind set on the righteous path I needed to follow, the only path that would carry the wolves into the future. 

	So I walked up to him and I gripped his head, and with my savage claws I thrust my hand into his chest, right into his beating heart. I felt the warm blood trickle out and stain my paw, and I watched the life fade from the eyes of the one who had brought me into this world. 

	He slumped down. A silent gasp surrounded me as they had not expected me to slay my own father. I lifted my head to the sky and howled with all the might that I could muster, and I was pleased to hear that the other wolves were joining in with me, accepting my authority. 

	I then shifted back into my mortal form and looked each one of them in the eye. Some of them viewed me with suspicion, others with fear, while the rest knew that I had proven my strength and so had the right of things. If anyone dared disagree with me then I would deal with them swiftly, and they would end up like my father. 

	“I am now the Alpha of this pack, which was my birthright. But I was not willing to wait, and nor should any of you wolves have to wait for vengeance! I will not stand here and have our territory invaded. I will not stand here and allow those abominations to come into our homes and take what is ours. There is no telling when another strike may happen, and I am not going to cower like him.” I pointed to the wolf who used to be my father. “We have lived through wars and have triumphed through so many different things, and I am not going to stop now. We have grown soft under the old Alpha, and that is to our detriment. From now on we will not shirk from war. We will not hide from the world. We will not be ashamed of our place! We are wolves, and we are proud!” 

	I howled again, and they all joined in. We gave rise to a cacophony and anything that could hear us would know to be afraid, for there was nothing that could cope with the might of wolves when we were all unified against a common foe, and it had been too long since we had faced the threat of vampires. I took one more look at my father and then spat on the ground, storming away. 

	*

	Naomi followed me. She placed her hand on my shoulder. 

	“Are you well?” she asked in her soft voice. I bristled with tension. 

	“Of course I am. I am Alpha.” 

	“But this can’t have been the way you wanted to go about it. You can talk to me Brandon. I’m sure you didn’t want to kill him,” she said. 

	“Of course I did. He was weak. He was going to shy away from a fight. That is not what wolves do.” 

	“But he’s your father…” 

	“And he was the Alpha. And he failed. I would have thought you would have been happy now that you are the mate of the Alpha. We no longer have to wait to implement our plans.” 

	Naomi looked away, crestfallen. “I wasn’t aware that our plans were war.” 

	“A wolf should always plan for war.”

	“But we know how dangerous vampires can be Brandon. Are you sure this is wise? What if your father had a point?” 

	I turned around and glared at her, flashing the whites of my eyes. “Do not speak to me of this. You are my mate and it is your job to support me in everything. If you dare to doubt me then I shall choose someone else. You need to be worthy of me Naomi.” 

	“I am,” she hissed, but then her gaze faltered again. “I just don’t like thinking of leading our friends into battle, not when they’re going to die.” 

	“They are not going to die. We are wolves. Would you rather the vampires have an open invitation into our territory?” 

	“We know how dangerous they are.” 

	I waved a hand in dismissal. “It does not matter. We shall find them and teach them a lesson.”

	“Brandon… is this really what this is about? Are you sure it’s all about vampires?” 

	“What else is it about?” I asked, blinking at her in confusion. 

	“It’s about her.”

	My throat tightened. “I thought we were done with this. Willow was pledged to be my mate once, but she never showed the wolf inside her. She was not one of us. I don’t know why that vampire wanted her, but she is not the reason why I am doing this. It is all about him, about that wretched creature who dared to come into our territory. He is the only reason why I am fighting,” I replied.

	“I hope so, because if we are to raise a family together then I would hate to think that your heart belongs to another.” 

	“How could it ever belong to one who has been shunned by the moon?” I spat. But deep inside I knew that something had stirred when I realized the vampire had taken Willow. I did not want her, but I did not want anyone else to have her as well. I would find this vampire and bring Willow back where she belonged, and I did not care who suffered in the process.

	*****
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Chapter One

	Willow

	The sweet air streaked past me. The sky was a brilliant blue. I could feel it all. Every time I breathed in, I was greeted by a cloying scent that burst with so much vibrancy. All the colors of the world were vivid. There were shades of flowers that I had never seen before, blurring past me as I ran as quickly as my legs could take me. This was all still so new to me, being a wolf. It was something that had been my birthright. I was supposed to have changed when I became a teenager, but unlike my peers the wolf inside me had not awakened. They all became a part of the pack, understating this deep bond we had with nature, while I was left behind, an outcast. 

	It had taken a vampire to rescue me from that. Cassius had found me after searching different worlds for a suitable companion. It had not always been a steady thing. Mistrust and secrets threatened to interrupt our attraction before it had a chance to spark. I was just as much at fault for this as him, for I had always found it difficult to trust others given how everyone I had ever known had teased me about being different. 

	Cassius didn’t though. He worshiped me for exactly who I was, and I don’t think me being a wolf mattered to him in the slightest. It just so happened to be the bargain I had struck with him for coming to his castle. I was his companion, and he helped awaken the wolf inside me. 

	He helped awaken many other things as well, like my heart. At first I had feigned affection to win his confidence as I worried he had nefarious intentions. But there had always been something between us ever since we first met. He was a vampire who had lived a hundred lives or more, and I was just a young woman still trying to figure out where she belonged. We couldn’t have been more different, but perhaps that is why we worked so well together. We offered each other something that we lacked.

	But now I did not lack anything. Now I could feel the warm air drifting across my fur, my long tongue lolled out and tasted the dewy moisture lingering in the air, while my beady eyes drank in the idyllic scene before me. The grass was long. Leafy trees stood tall and upright, the branches stretching out as though they were ready to encompass the world, the green leaves fluttering a little as the gentle breeze caressed them. 

	My howl echoed through the glade and my breath deepened. My heart thumped in my chest due to the excitement. I had always resented my peers for being able to access their wolves and then treating me as an outcast, but now that I had experienced it for myself, I knew why they had wanted to share this with each other. All my senses had been turned up to their most intense level. The world became alive to me in a way that it had never done before, and the only thing I was aware of not being able to sense was my vampire king; Cassius. 

	I strained my neck around either side of me, trying to see if he was flitting behind in his bat form, but I saw nothing. Vampires were notoriously elusive and these games we played helped me hone my hunter’s instincts. He should have been behind me, but for all I knew he had left and returned to the castle, giving me this world to myself. 

	Then I noticed movement in a tree above. I circled the trunk and pawed at it, thinking it unfair that Cassius would hide amid the branches when I found it difficult to climb. 

	“You’re looking in the wrong place, again,” he said calmly. I turned quickly. He was standing behind me, as though he had been there the entire time. I sniffed the air, catching the faint scent of fire and brimstone that he carried with him. Then I shifted as well. I closed my eyes and embraced the wolf, sending her back into the depths of my soul. Even though I was shifting forms she was still with me. The pain of transforming was matched with an aftermath of elation, as though a shot of adrenalin had been injected straight into my heart. My skin tingled, naked skin that was now smooth and exposed rather than being hidden by a thick coat of fur. My eyes were back to their natural shade rather than golden, and I was standing on two legs rather than all fours. Cassius’ gaze dropped to my body. I tilted my hips to the side. There had been a time when I was shy in front of him, but there was no reason to be shy any longer. I smiled and laughed a throaty laugh. I twirled an errant strand of hair around my fingers. The only thing I wore was an amulet that rested against the hollow of my throat. It was this that gave me the ability to access my wolf. 

	“Do you like what you see?” I asked casually.

	I could feel Cassius’ gaze running up and down my body, sending tingles shooting through every part of me. 

	It was as though he was reaching towards me with his mind, but I actually felt his fingers caressing every part of me. With everything I knew about vampires this shouldn’t have been happening; but I had learned that vampires had spread various myths about them to obfuscate the truth and provide opportunities for them to take their enemies by surprise. I was not Cassius’ enemy, but he still surprised me. 

	“You know I love it,” he said.

	I had closed my eyes to enjoy the sensation of these feelings running through me, my blood turning hot, my mind growing hazy. When I opened them again, he was standing right in front of me, barely leaving any distance between us.

	“You’re wearing too many clothes,” I murmured as I draped my arms around his neck. A smile twitched upon his face. I fiddled with the clasp of his cloak. It fell around him in a puddle, an inky stain amid the emerald green of the grass. 

	 I placed a hand on his chest, feeling the cool skin. I trailed a line across and my gaze ran down his long, muscled body, settling on the manhood that brought me so much pleasure. I shifted my position, stepping closer to him pressing my body against his. I watched and felt arousal swim underneath his flesh, making him harder and bigger. My heart raced as I licked my glistening lips and then kissed him. Our lips met in a burst of pleasure, our breath swirling in this paradise. We were naked and free, like Adam and Eve in Eden, although there was no serpent here to ruin our joy. 

	As we kissed we sank down into the soft moss, our bodies melting into the embrace of nature. Our tongues danced and my hands roamed down his body. His did as well. As my fingers curled around his thick shaft and began stroking him, he toyed with my nipples, sending wild and jolting sensations. My feminine scent sizzled in the air and his mouth moved across my neck, breathing in everything that spiced the air. A yearning moan escaped my lips as my grip on him tightened. I heard him grunt. His terse moans were always music to my ears. I loved how I could make a man like Cassius, a man who had experienced all that life had to offer, feel this way. 

	As he put it; he had experienced so many things in life, but he had not experienced me. 

	I ran my fingers across the rivers that brought him strength and the smooth tip. I felt all of his strength and arousal and lust for me focused in this one part of him, this part that scorched my palm and looked like a weapon. 

	I gasped in tight, soaring moans as he played with my voluptuous breasts. His lips moved down, kissing my soft skin. Sometimes he would tease me by dragging his sharp teeth along my skin, but I knew he wasn’t interested in turning me. He wanted me for me, not to become my sire. We were only slaves to our passion for each other, and whenever we were together it flowed out, erupting between us in an incandescent burst of heat that flooded our souls and made us feel as though we were drowning in fire. I gasped as my heart was seized and clutched by these glorious things. His long, slender fingers danced down my body and soon he was playing with me as well. He explored the damp heat that simmered in between my legs, and we looked down and watched as we pleasured each other. The warm breeze sailed over us and the world was open to us. We were the only live things in this place. We had everything to ourselves. 

	A dreamy mist rolled over my eyes as the passion took a hold of me and I surrendered to it, feeling myself falling into this abyss that we created together, tumbling down as the world spun and my soul felt as though it was being taught something new and profound. My skin became flushed and with his kisses and his hands it felt as though he was all over me, before suddenly he was falling down my body and leaving a trail of kisses behind. I knew where he was going and my body was taut with anticipation, and when his lips found their way between my legs all that tension was released and everything shuddered through me. He placed his hands on my thighs, digging into my supple skin, while his tongue danced. I lost my grip on him, of course. Now my hands fell to the ground. They clutched grass in tight fists and ripped it out. My hair hung down as I opened my mouth and let the erotic pleasure flow through me in hot and frantic bursts. There was a raging storm within me and Cassius was stoking it and turning it into a manic frenzy. He was so artful in the way he touched me, always knowing exactly what to do to bring this pleasure crashing within me. He was a magician, he was a master of me, he was so many things and I was so much more by being with him. 

	A lancing shock ran through me as he twisted his tongue in such a way that caught a sensitive part of me. My eyelids fluttered. The world became a blur. He was everywhere; inside me and around me and on top of me. My chest heaved as I gulped in breaths and my heart thumped as though it was going to break free of my chest. My skin burned, yet I did not want to douse the flames of our passion. I wanted more. I needed more. I begged him. I looked down and I watched him lap and kiss and stroke me. I felt him inside me, such simple gestures bringing so much intense pleasure, and then I shook and shuddered and I held onto his scalp as he brought forth something else. It almost felt like the wolf inside was ready to erupt, but instead it was something else entirely. A terse shriek punched the air as I pulled him away. I grabbed him and drew him up, kissing him and feeling my lingering heat and wetness glistening on his lips. I thrust my tongue down his throat and then I rolled him onto his back, my gestures rough, my wolf strength flowing through my body, and he seemed quite content to not fight back at all. 

	I left his lips bruised as I sank down and took him in my mouth, wanting to worship my king, my protector. I licked him up and down, tasting the coolness of his flesh, leaving him dripping with my saliva. His skin was paler than any man I had ever known before, but this gave him an ethereal otherness that I found alluring. When I looked up into his dark eyes I knew they were eyes that had seen other women, and I was determined to vanquish his memory of them all. I wanted to be the one he remembered. I wanted to be the one he loved.

	The only one.

	I murmured as I took him as deep as I could, gorging myself on every inch of him that I could before I couldn’t help myself any longer. I needed more than this. I needed to feel him inside me. The wolf was prowling within the depths of my mind, howling at me, for me to take what I needed because I was proud, I was strong, and I did not have to wait for anyone else to tell me what I was capable of. 

	I straddled Cassius. I ran my fingers through his hair and dragged them down his chest, leaving faint marks where my nails dug into his skin. I growled and felt myself becoming overwhelmed with this kind of passionate and animalistic sensation. It was overwhelming and intoxicating and I longed for it so very often. 

	I lowered myself onto him, feeling him coming inside me, our bodies melting together and becoming one. I groaned as the pleasure blurred with the pain and created these wholly new sensations that were wondrous and soaring and not innocent at all. I caught his lips in mine as I began to rock back and forth, my hips rolling in a frantic motion, grinding against his body, getting him deeper and deeper inside me. Yes, he was my vampire, my king, my protector, and nobody was ever going to take me away from him.

	The pleasure raced through me and I flung my head back, howling to the empty sky as I gave him my body and took everything that he had to give me.
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	Your worst enemy is your best protector.

	 

	In a supernatural town that has always protected you, you don’t expect to stumble upon danger.

	Yet, there are threats around every corner.

	Lurking.

	Waiting.

	 

	In a town where everyone is different, where everyone is a shifter, being a human feels like being an ugly duckling in a goose pond.

	 

	When those I trusted the most turn their back on me, when those you trust betray you, who becomes your protector?

	The vampire king?

	The… enemy himself?

	 

	He offers me a deal, and I know it is my only way out. I have to accept.

	He wants to find the secret well.

	I need someone to keep me safe.

	 

	But that means I have to be close to him.

	Closeness means affection.

	Affection turns to forbidden love, and eventually, enemies become lovers.

	 

	Even then… are they to be trusted?
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	Can a wolf have two mates?

	 

	My small-town world shatters when my wolf mate rejects me.

	Before I can recover, I’m kidnapped by a rival wolf pack.

	I should be terrified.

	 

	Instead, liquid heat floods me when I meet my captor.

	He's irresistible.

	 

	I drown in his gray eyes.

	I want to run my fingers through his black hair.

	Touch his muscular body.

	 

	The way he circles me, it’s clear he also wants me.

	This is forbidden and wrong.

	Especially when my fated mate suddenly appears.

	 

	He wants to rescue me.

	Serious and reserved, he seems remorseful for rejecting me.

	 

	I want to give him a second chance.

	But I also want my captor.

	My body and soul crave both men to feel whole.

	 

	Can I regain my freedom and keep both wolves by my side?
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	Arrogant billionaire? Totally not my type.

	 

	Cole St. John shouldn’t be in Montana.

	Devilishly handsome playboys like him don’t belong here.

	And I’m most definitely not going to sell my land to him.

	 

	In fact, I’ll put him out of my mind completely.

	Forget his sexy smile and his broad shoulders.

	Or at least that was the plan.

	 

	Because when Cole returns with a second offer.

	Asking me to pretend to be his fiancée.

	I falter.

	 

	This is crazy.

	I can’t stand him.

	 

	But I need the money.

	So, I say yes.

	 

	Before long, the lines between pretending and reality blur.

	I crave Cole’s touch.

	I’m hungry for his kisses.

	 

	This doesn’t make sense.

	We’re enemies.

	 

	He’s a city billionaire in his thirties.

	I’m a small-town girl in my twenties.

	What have I gotten myself into?



	




	Come Stalk Me!
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	When the vampire prince I was promised to goes missing, I’m eager to leave the vampire town.

	But I’m not quick enough.

	 

	The vampire prince’s brother Raphael finds me.

	Tall, dark, and handsome,

	Raphael oozes sex appeal and charisma.

	 

	I’ve never met anyone as electrifying as him.

	His eagerness to claim me makes me shiver with trepidation.

	I’ve never been with a man, especially a sensual, experienced vampire.

	 

	His fangs send shivers down my spine.

	His kisses drive me hungry with need.

	His touch awakens my wild side.

	 

	I can’t wait any longer.

	My brain is telling me, no, but my heart and body want to give myself to Raphael.

	 

	Will my head or my heart win out?

	And can there even be a future for a human girl and a vampire prince?
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