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   Vampire in the High Castle
 
    
 
    
 
   THE DEATH OF KULLERVO
 
    
 
   Kullervo, son of Kalervo,
 
   Old man's son in blue stockings,
 
   Now prepared to go to war
 
   And to take the vengeance trail:
 
   One moment honing keen his sword,
 
   Another whetting sharp his spear.
 
    
 
   But his loving mother pleaded:
 
   "Do not go to this great war,
 
   To the clashing of the sword blades!
 
   He who goes to war on purpose, 
 
   By his own choice to the battle,
 
   Will be slaughtered in the fray,
 
   Butchered in the bloody battle-
 
   Goes to perish by the sword,
 
   Fall a victim to the blade.
 
    
 
   "Go to war on a nanny goat,
 
   Ride to battle on a ram.
 
   Soon the nanny will be tumbled
 
   And the ram laid low in mire.
 
   Go home riding on a dog, 
 
   To the homeyard on a frog."
 
    
 
   Said Kullervo Kalervoson:
 
   'Til not perish in the marshes
 
   Nor sink down upon the heather,
 
   Down among the crows and ravens.
 
   If I die in battle bravely,
 
   Perish on the trail of vengeance,
 
   Glorious is the battle death,
 
   Splendid is the clash of sword blades.
 
   Battle death is merciful: so
 
   Takes a lad off in a trice
 
   With no sickly lingering,
 
   With no weary time of wasting."
 
    
 
   Kalevala, Rune 36
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Part One: the Weres of the North
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
   Veronica leaned on the railing of the ferry, looking out over Helsinki harbor. She was not sure whether she was glad to leave the city or not. It had a large underground scene and all she would ever want was available there. But Fennoscandia was not the lands of vampires. And it was obvious why. She shivered. She had been cold for days now. Not that she felt cold, but she could tell the flow of the blood through her chilled veins slowed in this arctic climate.
 
   The two children were not as bothered by it as she was, but she could see it affected them too. She envied Anastasia's thick fur coat and Alexei's ski suit. Anastasia's garment was a relic of her flight from Yekaterinburg, but Alexei had bought his ski suit just outside the airport. Veronica had not bought one, even though everywhere people seemed to wear them, because she thought them unflattering. She had regretted it eventually. 
 
   She spent just a few more moments watching the dock disappear. Then a gust of icy wind drove her indoors.
 
   “Fuck, I hate this place.” She swore under her breath.
 
   “It's not that bad!” said the fair-haired man who was waiting for her just inside the doorway. 
 
   “Easy for you to say! You're warm-blooded and fur covered.”
 
   “Not now, I'm not!” the man protested. “Well, I am warm-blooded.”
 
   “You're a dick, Kullervo.” Veronica pushed past him, rubbing her hands.
 
   Kullervo just grinned and closed the door behind her. He followed her to the large cabin she had procured on the boat.
 
   The cabin had three rooms, a large bedroom with a king-sized bed, a smaller bedroom with two beds and a living room. It was warm there and Veronica sighed as she entered, still rubbing her hands and stamping her feet, willing the circulation to return to her body.
 
   “You're going to be in trouble,” Kullervo remarked drily.
 
   Dear God, this guy never lets off, does he? Veronica thought. She had disliked the old were from the moment he had opened his mouth. He was of a pleasant nature, but there was something very dark hidden deep below the surface. Something depressed. But Björn had spoken highly of him and he had urged her to seek him out before they left, knowing she would need the help.
 
   Kullervo was one of the Elder Weres. He was born and raised in Karelia and had spent all his centuries in Finland, Karelia, Kola and Ingria. He had instantly recognized the Romanov siblings too. They could not remember him, but he remembered the week he had spent at the Winter Palace many years ago. He also remembered the events of Bloody Sunday, the 22nd January of 1905, when the Winter Palace was sacked. By then, the tsar had taken his family, including the princess and the infant tsarevich, to Tsarkeyo Selo. Many years later, Kullervo had come to the Alexander Palace as well, but he only had a short audience with the tsar then.
 
   Nobody knew better what played in Karelia, and he had been a trusted adviser to the tsar on the area. But the forests of Karelia and the Grand Duchy of Finland had not been the biggest concern to the tsar and his politicians, and slowly, the invitations to discuss matters with the tsar stopped coming. Until of course, they had come to a complete halt. 
 
   Kullervo had eventually shrugged his broad shoulders when he heard the Imperial Family had been taken to Yekaterinburg. For many years, he had known there would be an end to the dynasty, and that a war would tear up the land he called his home. But it was not a war he wanted to be involved in. Unlike some of the other weres, he had retreated into the Karelian forests again, vanishing for decades. And it was still clear from his manner that he was not the most comfortable being when it came to being in large crowds. Or maybe that was just the Finnish mentality.
 
   Veronica was tired, dead tired. The cold was one thing, but the journey itself had been exhausting too. The distance had been too great to travel on her own strength, and Ana and Alexei would never have been able to follow her anyway. So they had chosen to travel like mortals. Julia Agrippina had taken care to put them in first class on the flights from San Francisco to Kastrup in Denmark, but after that, they had been on their own.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica's problems began there. Copenhagen was a large, multicultural city, where for centuries, all people and cultures of the world met. It definitely had the kind of social scene that she was partial to and always on the lookout for. There were bars and restaurants that catered to the varying needs of a wide range of supernatural beings. Together with Ana and Alexei, she had found one in the Nørrebro area of the city. 
 
   The waiter seemed surprised when she ordered her favorite rare steak and a pint of warm blood for herself and waited for her charges to order.
 
   “Haven't seen your kind in here for a while,” the waiter remarked as he took their orders. “Vampires have never been the great bulk of the preternaturals here, but the few that there are seem to be leaving the area right now.”
 
   “There're no vampires here?” Veronica frowned at him. “I thought we were everywhere.”
 
   The waiter shook his head. He sent their orders through to the kitchen with the tablet in his hands. “From the river Zaan, in the Netherlands, upwards it's were country. Weres, witches and trolls are the traditional fare in the northern world. Much like in North America really. Before the European people had arrived there, vampires stuck to the warm south, weres thrived in the cold north.”
 
   “But they're here?”
 
   “Oh yeah. But then, this is a big port. But go to the other big cities, even the big ports, in northern Europe and there's not many of them. Too cold, too damp.”
 
   Veronica noticed the man was handsome and from a distance she could feel he was warm blooded. Not a vampire then. But he did not seem like a human either. She looked him up and down, scanning him, evaluating him. Most people grew uncomfortable under her gaze. Even Rand, her lover, had done so the first time. But the man just smiled.
 
   “You're staying here or traveling on?” the waiter asked.
 
   “Traveling on,” she replied gruffly. 
 
   “Where to?”
 
   Alexei answered before she could stop him.
 
   “St. Petersburg.”
 
   The waiter frowned and pursed his lips as he thought for a moment. “How are you traveling there? You flying, over land or going north?”
 
   “North,” Veronica said, scowling at the boy on the other side of the table. If someone was trying to find out about them, there was no point in trying to hide it now that Alexei had blabbed about their destination. Someone could follow them from now, or simply wait in St. Petersburg. The waiter nodded again.
 
   “There's a very small vampire community in Stockholm and in Turku, but apart from that, you'll probably be the only ones until you reach St. Petersburg. Even there, it’s true that there's not many of you. Plenty of weres and witches, but not much in the way of vampires. It might get difficult to find food if you don't want to hunt.”
 
   “Who says I don't want to hunt?” Veronica asked savagely, licking her lips and flicking her tongue over one of her sharp fangs.
 
   “Fair play,” the waiter grinned. “I'll go get your drinks and food.”
 
   Veronica watched him go. She could not help staring at the man's bottom.
 
   Cute, she decided. Very cute. I can just imagine that ass in a sweet pair of jeans. His shoulders look well trained too. Not bulky, but well trained. Hey, hey, now. Settle down, girl.
 
   She caught herself. She was supposed to be in charge of two kids. This was not a distraction she could indulge in. She looked at her charges. Alexei had not noticed anything, but Ana gave her a bright smile. She too had been looking at the waiter.
 
   She is seventeen after all. And to make things even more strange, both kids have been seventeen and fourteen for nearly a century now. It is not like they don’t know what I am looking at and what for.
 
   I wonder why he is not the least bit frightened. I just told him I might hunt him and he didn’t even flinch.
 
   The waiter returned with her steak, cut thin and still bleeding on the plate. Alexei had ordered the same, but Ana had asked for a rare piece of venison. Moments after those, he placed glasses of claret-colored blood on the table in front of them as well. Veronica was the first to pick up the glass. It was cold. Bloody cold.
 
   “Sorry. Could you warm this up a bit?” She did not really ask; she pretty much demanded it.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   The waiter took the glass from her and held it in his hand. He closed his eyes and then blew on the side of the glass. He handed it back. It was warm now.
 
   “Enjoy,” he said brightly before going about his business.
 
   So that is why he is not the least bit frightened. He is a warlock. That just about explains everything nicely.
 
   After their dinner, Veronica wanted to take Anastasia and Alexei to the hotel she had managed to arrange, but Alexei flatly refused to accompany them. He wanted to go and see some of the sights. Amalienborg Slot in particular was of interest to him.
 
   “The House of Glücksburg are direct cousins of ours,” Anastasia explained as they trudged along the water at Øster Søgade to find their way to the Rosenborg Palace. Anastasia seemed happy. Alexei was actually skipping.
 
   They are going home. No wonder they are happy. Still, how did I end up minding a couple of kids?
 
   Suddenly Veronica felt a tingling at the back of her neck. The sort of feeling that she usually got when she was being watched. She turned around, her eyes rapidly scanning the surroundings. There were some people walking in the street, but none of them aroused her suspicions. She stopped and looked more carefully. There was nothing. Then, she thought she caught a glimpse of something moving in the shadows, but she could not be sure. 
 
   Ana stopped too, and came to stand beside her.
 
   “What's the matter?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   Veronica ran after Alexei, cursing. She caught up with him easily.
 
   Alexei was reveling in the old buildings. His usual dour expression was cheering up. There was something about the ancient architecture that made him feel at home. Veronica felt it too. The stones of the centuries old castles in the city held a power that she had not felt in the States. The old mission she had stayed at in California had it too, as did some of New Orleans. She had once visited Québec, which felt quite the same way. So many old buildings, with the energy and the feelings of so many people, that were long gone, intertwined with them. It was special.
 
   The center of the Amalienborg Slot felt exactly like that. She could almost feel the feet of hundreds of conscripts who paraded through the square every year, and had done so for centuries. 
 
   It’s so strange how that feels. Somehow disconcerting as well. But I can understand how it makes Alexei happy to be here. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The next morning, they looked at the sight of the city of Malmö across the harbor and Veronica explained to the two kids how to focus their mind and let their body move to their target. Anastasia had tried it before, but Alexei had not. Veronica knew she needed them to be able to move fast if they ran into trouble.
 
   Ever since the hairs on the back of her neck had risen the day before in the streets, she had been on edge. There was something wrong. Something or someone was watching them. She could not shake the feeling. 
 
   The city of Malmö was not far away and Veronica knew that they could make it there easily. She focused on the city and moved. The world became a blur, but she could see her goal clearly. She moved with a blinding speed, her feet barely touching the surface of the water. At the dock, she stopped abruptly and turned to look around. A shape moved across the water. It was small and coming fast. But a second later Alexei stood on the dock beside her. He looked exhausted.
 
   “How do you do that? Make it look so easy.”
 
   “Never thought it about it. Always been able to do it. Maybe that’s it, little prince, don’t think about it so much. Just do it.”
 
   Anastasia was still on the other side of the Sound. She was hesitating.
 
   She is scared she won't be able to do it. She'll have to, though.
 
   Then Anastasia moved. Veronica knew it instantly; she was not focusing properly and not moving fast enough. The girl faltered. Her pace slowed. And Veronica moved. In the middle of the Sound, Veronica caught her and turned. She swore as she brought Ana to the Swedish side.
 
   They took the express train after that. The kids were too tired. It was obvious. What little color had come to their faces from the feeding and the excitement of sightseeing had drained away. They needed to feed again. But the waiter had been right. Stockholm was foodless.
 
   If we don't find a place to feed, we will have to hunt.
 
   She did not want to, but it would probably be the only way. She had of course hunted many criminals and fed on them back home in the U.S., but it would be particularly difficult to identify an ‘undesirable’ in the unfamiliar city. Feeding from innocents was also risky. It was a particularly tricky affair, and knowing how far to go before needing to stop herself from killing was an acquired skill. It was hard to know when to stop. The moment the blood began to touch your lips, you wanted to keep drinking. But Anastasia and Alexei had never had to rely on those vampiric abilities. They had been sheltered by their royal existence before they had become undead and they had been sheltered by the Watchers ever since then. They’d never had to get used to living without someone being there to take care of them. Veronica knew that she could give them fresh meat to chew to keep them going, but they would have to feed properly soon.
 
   Damn you, Julia. You could have at least have taught them the basics to survive on their own. It was so elitist to think that the two would always have protection. She just assumed these kids would pass seamlessly from her care to the care of another group of Elder Vampires. She never considered they might actually have to survive in the meantime. Now I need to teach these kids to hunt.
 
   They boarded the ferry to Turku that evening and the siblings looked gaunt and drained. They needed to feed. Alexei was complaining he was hungry. After days of baby-vampire-sitting, Veronica could not take the stress anymore. There was nothing she could do anyway. There was no way that they could run the risk of these kids feeding on a mortal and killing him in the process. She headed to the bar. Just maybe she could find some tasty nibble to go along with a shot of vodka.
 
   The bar was crowded. Alcohol in Sweden was expensive, so the boat was full of people looking for a cheap way to get drunk. Being onboard nullified the massive taxes that the consumption of alcoholic beverages attracted, so it was already less expensive just being on the ferry, but most of the passengers would be loading their cars full with cheap liquor in Finland, Russia or Estonia for the return trip.
 
   Veronica walked up to the bar and ordered a shot of vodka straight up. She was simply not in the mood to put her body through processing something else that did not actually belong in her body, but she had found out a long time ago that clear liquids were palatable for those of the vampiric persuasion. White wine, clear spirits and water could all be sipped in a public setting in a pinch without the adverse reaction that other food and drink were known to inflict. She received the small glass from the waiter, slammed the liquor back and immediately asked him for another.
 
   The man next to her looked at her. He frowned a little and then smiled at her. He was big and blonde; a handsome man. Veronica smiled back, looking deep into his eyes. She just hoped he would be interested in her, so she could bend him to her will. She needed it. 
 
   The man produced a big, toothy grin.
 
   “Won't work on me darling.”
 
   She was taken aback. Disappointed and a little bit ashamed, she tossed back the shot in her hand and winked at the bartender. 
 
   “Don't bother trying with him either,” the blonde man told her.
 
   “Okay, what's the deal with you?” Veronica snapped at him. “You trying to make sure I don't flirt with anyone or something? Are you the morality police on this party boat?”
 
   The man laughed. He had a great, booming laugh that resonated through the room.
 
   “No, just looking out for you.”
 
   “Well, thanks.” Veronica turned and leaned against the bar, her legs and arms crossed. She scanned the room.
 
   “Preying on about half the people on this boat might get hairy,” the man said casually.
 
   What the fuck is he going on about? A hairy situation. There is nothing even remotely dangerous here. She shivered; there was that feeling again. She looked around, but saw no one. Was it him the other day as well? Can't be. But what's been following us? And why? Maybe this guy knows something more if he's warning me.
 
   “What do you mean hairy?” Veronica turned back toward the man. She did not attempt to mesmerize the man this time as she looked into his eyes.
 
   “I mean about half the people on this boat have a more hairy, hidden side.” The man was being subtle. Obviously he did not want to say exactly what he meant in public. “Just like you are much more cold blooded than you appear, Miss Veronica Melbourne.”
 
   “How do you know my name?”
 
   “A friend from a long time ago told me.”
 
   Veronica pushed herself off from the bar. 
 
   “Who?” she demanded. 
 
   “Your Norse friend. The Watcher.”
 
   Veronica was puzzled for a moment. 
 
   “The werewolf?”
 
   The big man turned to face her, leaning casually on the bar. “Björn Ironside, son of Ragnar Lodbrok is a good man. Good warrior, one of the greatest that the world has ever known or cared to forget about. He figured you might have trouble here before you reached your ultimate goal, so he asked me to find you.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   For some reason the man looked around the room. His ears twitched, perking up. 
 
   “I am Kalervon Kullervo.”
 
   “That's not really an answer,” Veronica said, slapping the bar for another vodka. “Is it Kalervon?”
 
   “Kullervo.” He corrected her. “Really, it's Kullervo Kalervonpoika, but nobody says that. And I told you who I am. I am your designated helper.”
 
   Veronica straightened up and crossed her arms. 
 
   “That's not an answer.”
 
   There was that smile again. Damn werewolves and their eternal fucking teeth.
 
   “It is all the answer you will get for now.” He took up his pint and drained it in one gulp. “Meet me outside, top deck in an hour. I will give you all the answers you want then. Don't cause trouble meanwhile.” Without waiting for an answer, he left the bar. 
 
   What the hell is this now? Veronica thought. Who is this? And what is going on here?
 
   She stayed at the bar. The bartender gave her another vodka. 
 
   “On the house, so to speak.”
 
   “So you turn into a wolf as well then?” It was a snide remark, born of hunger and frustration. 
 
   The bartender frowned and shook his head. “No, I do not actually.”
 
   It was Veronica's turn to frown. “Your friend just told me you do.”
 
   “Wolves are not the only animals in the north, pet.”
 
   “What, you turn into a squirrel?”
 
   The bartender laughed. “Think bigger, stronger and more claws. There's a reason for most stories the mortals tell.”
 
   An hour later, Veronica was outside on the deck, the sleet and the wind whipped her raw and the waves of the Gulf of Bothnia smashed every side of the ship. Even for her it was hard to see, but she could just make out the shock of blonde hair of the big man standing by the railing. 
 
   She approached him cautiously, fearing a trap. She did not trust him, but then she did not trust anyone. “So who are you, Kullervo Kalervonpoika?” she shouted over the wind and the surf. 
 
   “I am Kullervo, son of Kalervo. I am one of the Elder Weres left in this area.”
 
   “Elder Were, eh?” Veronica sounded skeptical. She looked the man in the eyes. “You lied about the bartender. He's not a werewolf.”
 
   “He doesn't turn into a wolf, no.” Kullervo laughed. “How do you think the stories of human bears came about? They are a bit more limited in their spread around the world, but they exist. And there are plenty of them here.”
 
   There was no arguing with that. 
 
   “Why did Björn tell you to seek me out? Only Julia even knew we would be going this way.”
 
   “He knew you would head for St. Petersburg. Those kids spent the few happy years of their childhood around there. There was no way they would agree to return to Europe, live in a castle with some other vampires and not go to see the place they were happy at.”
 
   It was exactly what Julia had argued over with Anastasia. Both Anastasia and Alexei had wanted to see the home of their childhood. Julia had initially disagreed, but the teenager had won the argument. Veronica was angry about it initially, knowing it would complicate everything, but when she thought about how the kids must feel, she had reluctantly agreed to go to St. Petersburg first. 
 
   “So what do I need help with then?”
 
   Kullervo's booming laugh sounded over the wind. He seemed good natured, but his laugh was deep and dark. “You obviously need help to find food without running into trouble. But you won't make it in Ingria without someone who knows the lay of the land.”
 
   He slapped a big hand on her shoulder and moved away, his big hand trailing over the railing. “You know Yakov Sverdlov is still alive and kicking, of course?”
 
   “Who?” The question came out more aggressively than she might have wanted. Kullervo was making her look and feel a fool. He had that in common with Julia Agrippina. 
 
   “The man who had us all shot.” A softer voice answered behind Veronica. She turned around to see Anastasia. “He was a small, sallow, cold Jew who gave the orders to shoot us. Never moved from his desk in Moscow after the revolution, but he determined we were a danger to the Bolsheviks, even imprisoned or exiled. So he gave the order.”
 
   “Why are you up here?” Veronica looked angry. “I thought I told you to stay in the cabin and watch your brother.”
 
   “I was, but I'm not now.” Suddenly Anastasia went from a teenager to a haughty aristocrat. “How can he still be alive?”
 
   “He is a warlock. He is the one who pulled Stalin through his exile in Siberia. He would not have survived without Sverdlov's magic.” Kullervo looked out over the sea. “He is in charge of the St. Petersburg underground now. More than that, he has been keeping an eye on the tsarevich since he knew you were alive still… well, sort of alive anyway.”
 
   “How?” Anastasia asked.
 
   But even as the little vampire girl asked her question, Veronica suddenly knew the reason for the feeling she was being watched. Kullervo raised his hand to the sky and called out some words in a melodic language that neither of them understood. A light appeared in his hand and then disappeared as he closed his fist. He thrust his fist under Veronica's nose. 
 
   “Like this.” He opened his hand and a tiny black form flew out. The bat fluttered around and then sped off toward the east. “Amongst other ways. That'll be the way he has been following you since you got here. But most likely, he also had his spies in the United States. He took control of St. Petersburg with the rise of the Soviets. He must have used their system all that time.”
 
   All three were silent. 
 
   “You're saying Yakov Sverdlov is still out to kill us?”
 
   Kullervo nodded. 
 
   “He will stop at nothing to do so, little one.”
 
   Veronica shook her head. “We should never have gone this way.”
 
   Kullervo shrugged. “St. Petersburg is his stronghold, but he has power in most places east of Berlin. He can track you down anywhere and do whatever he wants.”
 
   Anastasia involuntarily shivered. 
 
   “You coldbloods should go back inside before you freeze.”
 
   Anastasia nodded and made for the door. Veronica followed her. “How did you do that?”
 
   “I've had magic from birth; I was turned as a child. In the days when nobody cared about that.”
 
   “I thought witches could be cured after they were bitten.”
 
   Suddenly a flash of rage rushed over the man and he growled, baring his teeth. “I was a slave when it happened. They did not bother to help me.” He let his lips relax again. “And that no longer matters at all for they are all long dead now.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The ferry pulled up to the dock in St. Petersburg. Veronica was outside on the ship’s deck. Both the Romanov children were standing next to her. They supported each other. They were tired and looked haggard. They had fed in Helsinki, thanks to Kullervo, but it was a day ago now. They were well wrapped up, but the cold still got to them. It was taking every ounce of energy in them to keep the cold blood moving through their veins in the below freezing temperatures. Veronica was shivering again. 
 
   Kullervo showed up on the deck and looked out over the city. He was wearing a long leather coat, much like the one Veronica wore. He did not seem to be touched by the weather at all. 
 
   Not long after they docked, the gangway went down and the large door at the back of the vessel opened. Kullervo led the way down and all three vampires followed him. Veronica brought up the rear. She watched as Alexei dropped to his knees by the side of the gangway. The tsarevich bowed and kissed the ground. “Je suis revenue,” he muttered softly. “I have returned.” 
 
   And they had returned. The undead heir to the Russian throne had come back. And he was in grave danger.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Veronica sighed as she pulled the long fur coat tight around her. She stamped her feet on the ground, satisfied with the fit of her new wool lined boots. They looked a bit clunkier then the ones she always wore, and they were heavier, but they kept her warm. On her head, she wore a thick woolen hat and she finally felt like she could cope with the climate. She pulled on a pair of thick gloves, paid the shopkeeper with some of the rubles Kullervo had given her and stepped out of the shop, feeling the sea wind batter her again. But this time, she was prepared. 
 
   She felt for her weapons. They were well hidden beneath her long coat. The coat was heavy, much heavier than her old leather one, which she carried along in a bag. But it had to be long to hide her katana and her guns. And it had to be long and thick to deal with the cold. She knew she would be slowed by it, but that was something that simply had to be dealt with. 
 
   The vampire walked through the streets of St. Petersburg in the twilight of the evening; it was already very dark.
 
   You know, if we could get to a point where we could stand the damn cold, the north is actually a great place for vampires at wintertime. So much darkness and very little sun hours in the day, she thought. 
 
   She hit the University Embankment of the Frunzeknsky District. There were few people on the promenade at that hour. The winter would be starting in a few days, the longest night approaching fast. 
 
   Kullervo had commandeered an apartment on the top floor of one of the buildings along the Embankment. They were only a few blocks away from the place the ferry had docked and they had disembarked. But more importantly was the other places that they were also close to. The sight from the high window had caused Anastasia to squeal in delight and Alexei to laugh. Across the water from them was the Winter Palace. 
 
   The Winter Palace was not the place the princess and the tsarevich had grown up, but they knew it well. It had been the official palace of the tsar and they had spent most of their living lives in its shadow. It had been nearly a century since they had seen it. Alexei had wanted to rush out into the twilight the moment he saw the familiar shapes, but Kullervo had blocked the door. 
 
   “You can go and see tomorrow. We don't know where Sverdlov or his minions are, or what he will do.”
 
   Alexei had sulked, but he had sunk back into the room anyway. For some reason Kullervo had a power over the boy that Veronica would never have. 
 
   When Veronica got back, she saw Alexei standing by the window, looking at the palace. 
 
   “It's mine, you know,” the boy said, turning around to face her. 
 
   Veronica said nothing, but just stared at the floor as she peeled her layers of new clothing off. 
 
   “It's mine. They stole it.”
 
   Veronica sighed. “Well, you want to take it back?” She looked at him and was shocked by the ferocity of his expression. 
 
   “Yes,” was his sure answer. 
 
   She shook her head. “I don't doubt you're strong, but you won't succeed. Taking on the entire Russian state? And without making all of them acutely aware of the existence of preternaturals?”
 
   “You can help me.”
 
   “I won't.”
 
   “Why not?” Alexei looked angry. 
 
   “Because it can't be done. What we need to do is make sure you don't get killed and get to Csejte.”
 
   Alexei turned back to the window, still angry. 
 
   “It's mine,” he insisted.
 
   He might be over a hundred years old, but he remains a child. His mind is more experienced, but not more mature than when he was turned. 
 
   Anastasia came out of the bedroom and sat down next to Alexei. She laid her hand on her brother's shoulder. She looked at the palace as well. She said nothing, but it was clear she was remembering the time they spent there a century before. 
 
   Not long after, Kullervo came back in. He had brought a man with him. 
 
   “This is Andrei,” the Elder Were said gruffly. “He will be taking care of your feeding needs.”
 
   Veronica blinked. She walked up to the man by the door. There was a bruise on his temple, but that was not what had drawn her attention. The man's eyes were completely blank. 
 
   Anastasia came over to look at him as well. 
 
   “What happened to him?”
 
   There was a vague smile on Kullervo's face. “He got knocked on the head and then I thought you needed feeding so I brought him here.”
 
   “Just knocked on the head?” Veronica frowned at him. 
 
   “Well, there might be a bit of a spell on him too,” Kullervo said casually. “Now, I need to have a rest.” Whereas the were had been extremely good-natured before, he was gruff and on edge at that moment. He went to the bedroom and threw down his coat on the bed before closing the door. Moments later, he opened the door again. “If you want to, have a gander around town, Melbourne; the kids are alright here with me.”
 
   Veronica did not need another word. For a moment she thought about staying in, not wanting to seem like she would take his orders, but her curiosity eventually got the better of her. She pulled her new garments on and ran down the stairs and out the door onto the Embankment. 
 
   The night had fallen in all its thick darkness and with the night had come the snow. Its continuity was chasing people indoors and the streets were almost empty. She stood looking out over the expanse and focused on the dock just by the Winter Palace. And in the usual manner, she was there in the blink of an eye. Zip! It felt good to move at a normal pace again, rather than the pace of mortals. 
 
   The Hermitage was still open and for a moment, she thought of going in, but there were other things to do. She could see the place with Alexei and Anastasia the day after. They would be delighted to see it. 
 
   She walked across the palace square, the fresh snow crunching under her new boots. The city was unlike any other she had been in. The buildings felt similar to those in Copenhagen, Stockholm and Helsinki. They had a history and a life. They had an energy coursing through them. But this city was clearly a different place. The people were different. They smelled different and the feeling was different. 
 
   She mused on it as she walked down the street, her collar turned up and her head low to stop the snow coming in. Most people seemed to walk like that. Upright and proud, but reluctant to let the snow touch them. 
 
   She walked toward the Spilled Blood. An apt name, she thought. From the outside, it resembled the Saint Basil's Cathedral in Moscow. She had seen the pictures of that, of course, and it seemed very Russian to her. 
 
   She walked around the building and rubbed her hands. She looked up and immediately saw the possibilities of the place. It was central and offered a great vantage point over the whole Admiralteysky District should she need it. 
 
   She went down the street and looked across the Neva. The Russian State Museum was there, in and behind the ramparts of the Peter and Paul Fortress; another great strategic point. 
 
   Suddenly she shivered again. She looked around and in the dark night, she saw a figure disappear in the street behind her. She was at the corner in a flash, but the running figure had disappeared in the small crowd. She could not make him out. Then a woman looked around, and seeing Veronica Melbourne on the corner, began to quicken her pace. 
 
   Veronica felt for her weapons underneath her coat and set off at a run. She weaved in and out of the people. She shouldered a man aside and ran through the street. She opened the top buttons of her coat, making sure she could draw a weapon, then rounded a corner and saw the woman was to her left. She looked around again and began to run. 
 
   This street was clear and Veronica moved at top speed. She was next to the woman before she had gone more than a few feet. She stepped in front of her and looked at her. 
 
   The woman was pale and fair-haired and there was a ferocity on her round face. She pulled up her lips and showed a pair of sharp fangs. 
 
   Another vampire. 
 
   But the woman's teeth changed. A deep growl rose from her throat. Her face began to change. It was not a great change, but it was there. Her face became longer and her hands changed into padded claws. 
 
   Controlled change. Veronica ripped open the top of her coat and pulled the katana. 
 
   The woman's head came forward. The mouth open and the fiercely sharp teeth sank into Veronica Melbourne's wrist. 
 
   The huntress cried in pain and her hand went limp. The half drawn katana sank back into the scabbard. Before she could recover, a paw swept against the side of her head. Her vision went. Everything was blurred. She just saw the teeth coming for her. They were going straight for the jugular. She raised her left hand and slammed her fist into the side of the woman's head. The head pulled away. But a paw followed it and this time Veronica went down. She slumped and began to fall. The last she remembered was someone grabbing her before she hit the snowy pavement and then everything was dark.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   When Veronica Melbourne came round, she was tied up and suspended from thick old heating pipes. Her hands were cuffed and raised above her head by thick chains. Her feet were chained to the pipes and her waist and thighs were shackled to the wall. 
 
   She blinked and softly shook her head, trying to clear her vision. She pulled at every chain in turn, but they were too strong. She hung limp and tried to calm down. She tried relaxing her hand and pulling it through the cuff, but it was tight around her wrist. 
 
   She began to make an attempt to remember what exactly had happened, but it was vague. She knew she had been knocked out. What had caused it or how it had happened, she did not know. 
 
   “Oh look, our new pet has woken up,” a cold female voice said. 
 
   Veronica looked in the direction where the voice had come from. It was the woman from the street. She stood there in skin tight jeans, boots and a tank top. Her long blonde hair hung over her shoulders and framed her round face. As she stood looking at the vampire, another woman walked up and stood next to her. 
 
   Whereas the woman from the street was pale and blonde, the second was a brunette with tanned skin. She was dressed in much the same manner, but on her hip, she wore what looked to Veronica like a MP-443 Grach pistol. 
 
   “Welcome, Miss Melbourne,” the woman said. She looked very happy, but that expression scared Veronica even more than the gun on her hip. 
 
   “Where am I?” Veronica asked. “And who the fuck are you?”
 
   “Who we are is not important,” the woman with the gun answered. 
 
   “The fuck it isn't.”
 
   The woman laughed. “I am Vera and this delightful lady is called Ursula.”
 
   “What? No last names? You're not going to tell me where you're from?” Veronica was making snide remarks and trying to come off as tough as she could but in her head, she was close to panicking. She had been in desperate situations before, but this time, she was helpless, and there were others to worry about too. “You're walking all alone as well, I take it?”
 
   Ursula stepped forward, she held a wooden stake. “Listen, pet, you'd better pipe down, or I might be tempted to use this before the boss gets here.”
 
   Veronica snickered. “Your boss? So you do have a boss, then? I did think you two were too stupid to operate alone.”
 
   Keep them talking, keep them on their toes, keep them angry. 
 
   Ursula came forward, but Vera held her arm in front of her to stop her. 
 
   “Is your teddy bear getting upset now?” Veronica poked at her. 
 
   Ursula growled. It was that deep growl from the street again. And suddenly Veronica remembered what had happened in the street. She recalled the big paw slamming into her head and the deep growl and the large teeth. “Ursula, eh?”
 
   The blonde woman grinned. “Figured that out, did you?”
 
   Veronica blinked. 
 
   “Now that's a novelty... I didn't even know it was a thing.”
 
   Ursula opened her mouth to talk, but a man's voice cut her short. 
 
   “It is hardly a new thing, and I reckon you know why you are here.”
 
   A small, slight man came from the shadows at the back of the large room. He was a dark man with a pale face. He looked sickly, but he seemed to have vigor. 
 
   “Now, who the fuck are you?”
 
   The man let out a small laugh. “I think you know that already, Miss Melbourne. I have been keeping an eye on you.”
 
   Veronica gave him a blank look. 
 
   “I am still very interested in a couple of people of your acquaintance.” The man came closer and stopped just in front of her. “I would like to know exactly where they are.”
 
   Veronica snorted. “I have no idea who or what you're talking about.”
 
   The man laughed again. “Well, if you won't tell me, I will find out for myself. Without you, they are sitting ducks anyway. It shouldn’t be a problem getting to them with you so easily removed from the picture.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It was evening again and Anastasia and Alexei could not stop themselves. Alexei particularly was keen to go to the Hermitage museum. Kullervo was asleep and they broke their day’s fast by sinking their fangs into the neck of the man he had brought along. There were small red marks on his neck, as they did not heal as well after a night of being fed on by three vampires. 
 
   They grabbed a stack of rubles from the table where Kullervo had left the money and went out. 
 
   The Hermitage was in the main hall of the Winter Palace, and Alexei got more excited the closer they got. Most people visiting the venue got excited about the artwork on display, but not Alexei. They crossed the palace square and went to the entrance. Anastasia pulled out the money and asked for tickets. The man at the entrance frowned for a moment, it was getting late and almost completely dark already; he wasn’t sure about admitting any further guests, especially two children without an adult chaperone. But Anastasia was charming. Her Russian was old fashioned and with a hint of a French accent. It took the man a moment to figure out what she said. He looked at both of them and tried to gauge their age. 
 
   “You're under eighteen?” 
 
   “I am seventeen. My brother is fourteen.”
 
   The man looked at them both for a moment. Alexei glowered at him, but Anastasia smiled gently and twirled her hair seductively. 
 
   “You can just go in.” The guard nodded. There was a strange look in his eyes and he could barely stop himself looking at Anastasia. She did not notice it. 
 
   Inside the hall, Alexei stood breathlessly. Anastasia laid her hand on his shoulder. 
 
   “Welcome home, brother.”
 
   Alexei grinned broadly. He turned around and hugged his sister. 
 
   “Welcome home, sister.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kullervo woke up and the first thing he noticed was that the two Romanov children were gone. He worried for a moment, but he had more important things to think about. Veronica Melbourne had not returned from her scouting and his prisoner seemed weak and slipping out of the spell he had put him under. He found some rope and made the man sit down on a chair. He tied him to the chair and set about making some food for himself in the small kitchen. He had brought some steak for himself the other day and he seared the meat, leaving the inside bloody. When he was done, he sat down opposite the prisoner. 
 
   He ate slowly, waiting for the man to come out of the trance. It did not take long. 
 
   “Kalervon Kullervo,” the man growled as he came round. The name came from his lips in a perfect Karelian accent. 
 
   “Andrei Yakovich Sverdlov,” Kullervo spoke in perfect Russian. “How are you, my old friend?”
 
   Andrei moved his head and noticed the stiff skin at the side of his neck. He could not see it, but he knew what had caused it. “So they fed on me, eh?” 
 
   “They were hungry, and I thought they could use a snack.” There was a cold ferocity in the way Kullervo spoke now. “So when I saw the grandson of their would-be killer snooping around, I knew I would have to bring you back here for them to feast on.”
 
   Andrei snorted. “Yeah, that sounds exactly like something that you would do. You always were a cold bastard.”
 
   Kullervo's look shot daggers at him. There were few who insulted him and got away with it. He was a good-natured man most of the time, but could fly into the biggest rages when provoked. 
 
   “See, what I'm wondering about more than that,” Andrei continued, “is why you are protecting these kids now? I mean, you were there during the revolution, you could have done something then, but you didn't. You let their family be killed in front of their eyes and you left them to die. Took some goddamned vampire to give them eternal life in a weak feat to stop them from being wiped from the face of the earth.”
 
   “You know nothing of anything.”
 
   Andrei laughed. “I know a lot. I know your friend is with my father now and I know those damned kids are at the Hermitage.”
 
   Kullervo did not react. 
 
   “I was always a good scryer you know.”
 
   “That's why you've always done well in the KGB.”
 
   Andrei laughed. “Too bad I never managed to use those abilities to find you. Your feud with my father would have been over very quickly.”
 
   “Your father killed a lot of my people before he even got to killing the tsar and his family.”
 
   Another laugh from Andrei. “I did too. Very nice to hunt in those woods up there.”
 
   Kullervo calmly set down his plate and stood. With a sudden growl, he took a swing. His fist hit the Russian in the face and blood spurted from his mouth and nose. The man shook his head and looked down, watching the blood trickle onto his shirt and seeing the drops of blood on the carpet. He ran his tongue along his teeth, stopping at one that was loose. “You're growing old, Kullervo. There were days when you would have killed me with a single blow.”
 
   “So where is that friend of mine then?” Kullervo squatted in front of the man. 
 
   Andrei laughed again. “Probably the same place as the tsarevich and his sister will be soon.”
 
   Kullervo bared his teeth and sprang up. His fist slammed into Andrei's temple and immediately his eyes closed and his head dropped forward. 
 
   It took Kullervo a moment to find his composure, but then the threat sank in. He swore loudly and he ran to the door. He needed to get to the Hermitage before it was too late. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A tour guide came up to Anastasia and Alexei. 
 
   “Would you like a tour of the palace?” she asked. “We are always happy to let kids see the rest. It is a huge part of our history.”
 
   “Please,” Alexei said immediately. The moment the woman turned, he followed her. Anastasia was not too sure about it. The tour guide seemed much too keen to show them around. But she followed too, not wanting to leave her little brother. 
 
   They went through a side door and ended up in a hall that had Alexei in rapture. He had been a very small boy when he was last in this palace, but it seemed the ancient memories came flooding back into his brain. The tour guide explained about every important aspect of the room and Alexei was glued to her every word. 
 
   They went from room to room. Anastasia too was overwhelmed with memories and emotions, but she kept her feet firmly planted on the ground. Alexei seemed to be floating on air. They ran up the stairs and looked at one of the old bedrooms. It was striking that it had been so well preserved. The Bolsheviks had sacked most places, but it seemed they had not been so barbaric as to destroy everything of beauty. 
 
   The guide led them through another door on the upper floor of one of the wings of the palace and they stood in the middle of a large round room. 
 
   “Are you enjoying the tour so far, Alexei Nicholaevich?”
 
   “I am,” the boy said happily. Then he looked up at the woman in shock. “How...”
 
   “I have known all along. Welcome home, Your Imperial Highness, Alexei Nicholaevich Romanov, Tsarevich of Russia.” The guide turned to Anastasia. “And welcome home to Your Imperial Highness Anastasia Nikolaevna Romanov, Grand Duchess of Russia.”
 
   Anastasia immediately turned and ran. But before she could reach the door, she became aware of the shapes of several bodies coming out of the shadows of the room. Alexei still stood nailed to the ground. He was frozen in shock. She stopped short of the door and turned around. She stood still, her head held high. Suddenly she was no longer a scared teenage girl, she was a Grand Duchess of the Russian Empire. “Who are you?”
 
   The woman laid her hand on Alexei's shoulder. “My name is Ida Averbach. I have been asked to make sure you get to where you should be.”
 
   Alexei tried to turn and twist away from her grip. The grip of her hand was iron. He bared his fangs and bit down, but for some reason he could not penetrate her skin. 
 
   “And where is it we are supposed to be?” Anastasia asked calmly. 
 
   “Hell, of course.” Ida Averbach smiled at her.
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Kullervo ran across the bridge as fast as he could. He ran through the streets, pushing people aside, trying to get to the Winter Palace as fast as he could. Something told him Andrei had not been bluffing. He knew he had to get to the Romanov kids as soon as he could. He ran through the palace square and stormed through the gate. He ignored the protest of the guard and ran on. In the middle of the hall, he stopped. He sniffed the air and turned left. He pushed the door open and entered the wing of the palace where he smelled Anastasia and Alexei. He ran up the stairs and threw open his long leather coat to draw his long sword. 
 
   The sword was ancient and magical; it shone brightly in the light of the chandeliers. The snake-like pattern on the blade was clear in the etchings and the gold on the pommel and the hilt was thin but gleaming. It lay perfectly in his hand and it had been with him since he was a slave child. It had served him in many ventures and it would serve him again.
 
   Kullervo rammed his shoulder against another door and he saw the congregation there. In a reflex, he veered right to the wall and slashed the sword across the face of one of the attackers. Anastasia shrieked and dropped to the marble floor. Kullervo ran on, thrusting the tip of his blade into the stomach of another man. He ripped the blade free and made for the woman holding the tsarevich. 
 
   But Ida Averbach turned the boy and held him between herself and the Elder Were. A knife appeared in her hand and she held it close to the boy's throat. Kullervo stopped. The blade shone more than one of mere steel would do. It was silver. It would kill the tsarevich. 
 
   “Hey pooch.” The woman grinned at Kullervo. “Glad you could join us. But you're a bit late. We will be leaving now.” Slowly she began backing toward the window. “Open it.” 
 
   There was one man left with her and he opened the window for her. Ida Averbach stepped up on the ledge and pulled Alexei with her. 
 
   “No!” Anastasia raised herself off the ground. 
 
   “So sorry to leave you already. I would have liked to take you both with me, but alas, it seems I might just have to settle for your little brother.”
 
   Alexei struggled and tried to bite her again. She slapped his head in return. 
 
   “We'll be leaving you now,” Ida Averbach said calmly. She stepped backward and pulled Alexei with her. Anastasia screamed, knowing they would fall. But Alexei and the woman did not fall down. She hung in the air, Alexei held tight against her. Anastasia blinked and when she opened her eyes again, they were gone. 
 
   Anastasia sank back onto the marble and looked blankly ahead. 
 
   “What... who...” she began. 
 
   Kullervo walked up to the window and looked out. They were gone. He turned on the last man by the side of the window and raised his sword, but the man ran and he did not follow him. It would be futile. 
 
   “Did she say where they were going?” His voice was gruff and his eyes ablaze with a silent fury. He looked at the bloodied sword and looked around the large room. There was no one left there. Only the dead bodies by the far wall, bleeding out onto the floor and the seventeen year old vampiress with her face buried in her hands. 
 
   Anastasia's eyes teared up. Her brother was gone. She did not know what was happening, apart from that someone had just abducted her brother. They had been through so much and had been so happy to return to St. Petersburg. But now everything was wrong. Everything was completely messed up. 
 
   Kullervo bared his teeth and looked at her. He said nothing. He would ask her his questions later, when she was in a better state to deal with them. He sat down and crossed his legs, laid the blade over his knees and closed his eyes. He breathed deeply and tried to focus. He needed to know where Veronica Melbourne was. He needed to know now, so he would attempt to scry it. He would attempt to let his spirit fly to her and find her. But it would take all of his mental strength. It was the one magical skill he had never had patience to learn properly. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica Melbourne rattled the chains that held her and screamed. Vera and Ursula had left, but she reckoned they were still nearby. She did not care whether they heard her or not. She was frustrated. Her job had been to protect Anastasia and Alexei and bring them to the Elders at Csejte Castle, but now she was a prisoner of someone she did not know. She did not know where the kids were and she did not know where the one person was who could help her. 
 
   It was a desperate situation. Veronica slumped again, hanging limply in the chains. 
 
   Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck! was all she could think. 
 
   There was a noise from the far end of the room, but she could not see anything there or anyone move. It probably came from another room. She could see a door in the shadows at the end of the room, but she did not know where it would lead. 
 
   The door opened and the blonde woman, Ursula, came back in. She carried a baby's bottle. As she came closer, Veronica realized it was filled with blood. 
 
   Ursula held it up. “You're looking like you should feed, pet. So we'll feed you.”
 
   Veronica pulled angrily at the chains. The blonde pushed the bottle against her lips. The blood was warm. 
 
   “All fresh,” Ursula said.
 
   Veronica wrenched her head away. Ursula shrugged.
 
   “Suit yourself. When you get too weak and the years of your life begin to show, you will take it. Or we'll make you eat, because we won't let you die.” She turned and placed the bottle on a table in the middle of the room. The door opened for her and she was gone. 
 
   Fuck you. Just fuck you. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Kullervo took Anastasia's hand and led her back to the flat. Andrei was still comatose and tied to the chair. For a moment, he wanted to take a swing at the man, but he looked at Anastasia and stopped himself. Instead, he growled and ran into the bedroom. He came back with a gun and threw it to Anastasia. 
 
   “Guard this bugger and if anyone you don't know comes in, shoot him and then shoot them.” He drew his sword and took a rag from the kitchen. He cleaned off the blade and made for the door. 
 
   “Where are you going?” Anastasia asked.
 
   “Getting back your chaperone.” Kullervo opened the door.
 
   “I want to come with you.”
 
   Kullervo rounded on her. “You're not coming with me. It's damned dangerous.”
 
   “You stopped someone abducting me as well as my brother.” Her voice was firm. “I won't be any safer here than I will be helping you.”
 
   Kullervo shook his head. “You want to come and fight wearing what you're wearing and without a weapon? I suppose you've spent most of your life practicing martial arts then?”
 
   Anastasia shook her head. “I can use a gun, and you've just given me one. Other than that, I will just stay out of your way.”
 
   Kullervo shook his head, but held the door open. “We'll get you some gear then.”
 
   Dockside there was a dump store and Kullervo spent good money on an old Vintovka Mosina rifle and a bayonet. He bought ammunition for the old rifle and Anastasia got some combat-ready clothing and some army boots. She was not too happy about it, feeling the clothes were rather unflattering, but she did feel that she moved easier in the gear than she did in her dress and furs. 
 
   They set out across the darkening city, making their way to the nearest metro station. They made their way to Finlyandsky station and boarded the train to Vyborg. 
 
   “Where are we actually going?” Anastasia asked when they sat down in the old carriage. 
 
   Kullervo did not answer immediately. He looked out the window, watching the buildings pass by. “This city keeps changing, but it was old the day it was built. I like it. I don't like cities, but I like this one.”
 
   “That's not an answer.”
 
   Kullervo looked at her. “We're going to where your friend Veronica Melbourne is.”
 
   “You want to rescue her?”
 
   He shrugged. “Despite all my advice, she still managed to get herself into trouble, so I don't really care. But we won't get Alexei back without her.”
 
   They drove through the dark country, the trees rushing past the trundling train. They disembarked from the train at the station before Vyborg, at a place called Verkhnecherkasovo and ran through the streets. There was a warehouse at the edge of the town, right on the edge of the woods. They walked through the trees and came up to the back of the building. And there they waited. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Veronica was fuming. The bottle was an insult, but she could smell the bottle’s contents from where it had been left on the table. She pulled at the chains again. The one holding her left hand above her head shifted and there was a metallic creaking suddenly. She looked up. It was the pipe above her head. She could see a small film of rust fall down from one of the joints. She pulled again. The same spot creaked and more rusty dust fell down. 
 
   The damn pipes… why hadn’t I thought of that before? Whatever these chains are made of is fucking sturdy, but those pipes are as old as time.
 
   Suddenly there was hope again. She could break out of here. She pulled again, straining her muscles to the fullest. She paused and focused her mind, her strength… pictured that rich, powerful vampiric blood coursing through her veins. There was another creaking sound. Then a crack. The pipe snapped, but it did not bend. She pulled again. It would not bend. 
 
   It will never bend far enough. I need more strength than I can gain with one arm. 
 
   She had a thought. She pulled with her other arm, not trying to break and bend the other piece of pipe, but to shift the chain. She relaxed and swung the chain, pulled and tried to swing the chain over again. It moved. It was only by an inch or so, but it was a start. She did it again and the chain shifted again. 
 
   Five minutes later, Veronica could reach the other chain. She wrapped her fingers around it and now with both hands pulled it down. The pipe strained. It groaned and squeaked and then, with a sudden snap, it broke. 
 
   The piece of pipe fell down, hitting her on the top of her head. She swore as the stars appeared in her vision. But her arms were free. She hung lopsidedly against the wall, shaking her head to clear her vision. She paused for a moment and listened for the sound of anyone coming to check on the noise. Nothing. Nobody came. Refocusing on the task of getting free, she shifted all her weight onto the other chain and pulled. The remainder of the broken pipe hung on one support and as soon as Veronica applied the weight of her entire body to it, the support came away from the concrete. The chain slid off the pipe and she fell forward. She felt her face hit the concrete floor, but she was laughing. 
 
   She was laughing as she stood and tried to move. She was still restricted by her leg chains, but she was happy she could move her arms now. At the very least, she could put up a fight if her guards came back. But that was not what she wanted to be able to do. 
 
   She grabbed one leg chain and braced herself against the wall. She pulled with all her might, but the pipe would not budge. She let go and almost straight away braced herself again for a new effort. Then she stopped. There was a noise in the next room. She stood stock still, ready to defend herself. 
 
   She strained her ears and listened. It was not the noise of a person approaching; it was the noise of a fight. 
 
   The door flew open and Ursula came in, walking backward. She appeared to be stabbing at someone, but Veronica could not see who. The blonde woman suddenly turned and ran back into the room. She saw Veronica and stopped. She did not approach the vampire now that she was almost loose. She turned around again and faced what was coming through the doors. 
 
   A wolf was there filling the door frame and advancing on her. It reared on two legs and held a sword in one of its front paws. The werewolf roared out in triumph and defiance. It moved forward, slashing the sword across the body of the blonde woman. She backed away, but then Veronica saw her body begin to shiver. The blonde woman seemed to grow, her body growing fuller and broader. Her clothes tore and she seemed to grow fur. She grew even larger than the werewolf. She grew in brown fur and with big paws and teeth and fury. The woman Urusula had become a giant bear. A werebear. A berserker perhaps? An ursinthrope. A werebear. That would explain the paw I had been hit with. 
 
   The bear swept her paws at the big werewolf. The werewolf bared his teeth and jumped forward. The sword in his claw seemed forgotten and nothing but bloodlust and battle fury remained for him. 
 
   Someone else entered the room, skirting the walls to avoid the fight that suddenly erupted between the wolf and the bear. She looked like an old fashioned female Soviet soldier. Camouflage overalls, a leather jacket and an old rifle with the long bayonet affixed to the nozzle. She wore her dark hair tied in a ponytail which swung from side to side as she ran along the wall to the place where Veronica was still shackled to the wall. When she stopped, she leveled the rifle. Involuntarily, Veronica backed away from the strange woman. But then she saw the eyes peering out from beneath the rim of the black fur hat. “Ana?” What the hell was going on here?
 
   Anastasia lowered the rifle and aimed at the link that held the chain tied to the pipe. 
 
   “Watch out,” she cried as she pulled the trigger and the bullet smashed the link. The chain fell limply to the ground. Ana pulled the bolt and another cartridge clicked into the chamber. She fired at the other chain. It fell too, and just like that, Veronica Melbourne was a free woman again. 
 
   There was a clash of steel against concrete and a shower of debris as the wolf swung the sword, slashing at the bear. The bear stepped back and avoided the swing. She jumped forward and slammed her large claws into the wolf's face. The wolf cried in pain and blood poured from a large gash on his nose. He dropped the sword and swung it low. It caught the bear's right hind leg and she fell. The sword came up, but the tip did not pierce the fur it brushed through. The wolf came forward, teeth bared and mouth open. He launched himself forward, pinning the bear down and sinking his teeth into the bear's neck. Blood spurted across the room in a wide spray. The big bear paw slammed into the side of his head again. The wolf fell sideways. He landed heavily on his side and for a moment, it looked like he could not lift his head again. He whined in pain and shook heavily as he got to his legs once more. The bear crawled up, raising herself over the wolf, but then she sank back. Blood spurted from the neck incessantly, spraying the wolf and the concrete floor. 
 
   With a growl, the wolf sank to the ground. His blood-sprayed fur began to retreat. His long nose retreated and his teeth sank back into his gums. Kullervo sat panting on the floor, wearing nothing but his torn jeans. 
 
   The bear did not change back. Her yellow eyes stared at the wolf and for a moment she looked toward Veronica. Then her head fell back and there was an audible sigh as she gave her last breath. 
 
   Anastasia came over to Kullervo. 
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Kullervo weakly raised a hand to his face, his fingers palpating the deep lacerations left by the bear's claws. He looked at his fingers and licked the blood from them. 
 
   “It will be alright. Fucking cold now, where's my coat?”
 
   “You left it outside,” Anastasia said. “I'll get it.” She darted off. 
 
   Veronica stood over Kullervo and extended her hand to help him to his feet. 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Kullervo growled and pushed himself to his feet. “Now you're free again, you're going to have to fight.”
 
   Veronica frowned. “Fight for what?”
 
   “The little one is gone.”
 
   The little one is gone? Alexei is gone? 
 
   “What happened?” she asked. She was worried, not just because her charge was gone, but also because of the consequences it would have for her if she did not bring the tsarevich safely to the Eastern Council of Elder Watchers. 
 
   “Ida Averbach took him. Couldn't find out where he is now.”
 
   “Who's Ida Averbach?”
 
   “The woman who took Alexei.”
 
   She resisted the urge to hit the werewolf. He was being deliberately obtuse and right now she was not in the mood for it. 
 
   “Look buddy, I just spent God knows how long in fucking chains and then you tell me a kid I’m responsible for has been taken by someone. Don't mess around and fucking tell me who took him.”
 
   Kullervo bared his bloody teeth as he looked up at her. 
 
   “And who took you here?”
 
   “The fuck if I know!” Veronica threw her hands up. “Some thin, sickly looking dude and some women, one of whom you just killed.”
 
   Kullervo spat out a gob of blood. “You fucked up and I just saved your bloody ass. You can ask the stupid questions when I've come to my senses again. Turning is not a very comfortable affair, nor is getting smacked about by a were-bear.” He reached forward, picking up his sword again. He took it and stood over the bear's corpse. “You were always a treacherous bitch, Ursula.” he growled at her. He placed the tip of the sword on her breast and pressed down. The steel sliced through the fur and there was an audible sound as a rib snapped. Blood welled up, but there was no spray as the sword pierced the heart. He withdrew the sword and swept the blade sideways, cleaning some of the blood off the steel. He stooped down and wiped it on the fur and then he turned back to Veronica. 
 
   “That bitch works for the man called Yakov Sverdlov. We all know how badly Sverdlov wants these two dead.”
 
   Veronica said nothing. There was no question to ask just now. 
 
   “The chap I brought in the other night is his grandson. The witch who took Alexei is his niece,” Kullervo continued. “I don't know where they went.”
 
   Anastasia returned with Kullervo's coat, boots and shirt. Kullervo pushed the sword into its scabbard and quickly pulled on his clothing. He turned on Anastasia again. 
 
   “To shut this one up,” he started, nodding toward Veronica, “you’re positive that Ida didn’t say anything about where she was taking your brother, right?”
 
   Anastasia shook her head. She shuffled her feet. “She only said we were supposed to be in hell already.”
 
   Kullervo froze. 
 
   Veronica bit her lip with her front teeth. Her right fang lay over the top of her lip. She felt she should do something to comfort Anastasia, but she did not know what to do. She put her hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently. Then she turned and walked through the door. Right behind it, on a small table were her weapons and the garments that had been taken from her when she had been imprisoned there. She returned to see Kullervo's furious look. 
 
   “Why didn't you tell me that?” he said softly, but angrily. 
 
   “She just said they should be dead already?” Veronica answered for a flabbergasted Anastasia. 
 
   Kullervo shook his head. “They've taken him to hell.”
 
   Veronica blinked. 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Alexei is in the Hell of the North.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   It was a silent trip back to St. Petersburg. Kullervo was still nursing his injuries. Anastasia wanted to help him, but he pushed her away. Veronica meanwhile was on her qui vive. Through everything, she was suddenly aware there was more to the situation she had been landed in than she had thought. 
 
   It had seemed so simple. Fly to Copenhagen, make your way to St. Petersburg and show Alexei and his sister a bunch of the places they had grown up in and then find Elizabeth Báthory's Csejte Castle and bring them there to the Eastern Council. But she had not counted on the web of intrigue that had engulfed them up to that point. 
 
   Meeting Kullervo had been a blessing of sorts. Björn had been right to recommend him. She would not have survived this night without the were. There was no denying that. 
 
   She did not understand what was going on still. She knew they would have to save Alexei, but she still didn’t know how they were going to do it. She did not even know what Kullervo had meant by the cryptic description of the “Hell of the North.” 
 
   They walked along the embankment back to the apartment in silence. Upstairs, Kullervo wrenched the door open and went in. Andrei was still passed out in the chair. That was a plus. 
 
   “Wake him up,” Kullervo growled at Veronica. He went into the bathroom and turned on the tap. 
 
   Veronica slapped the unconscious man in the face and he groaned. She slapped him again. 
 
   “Wake up.” 
 
   Lazily, the man opened his eyes. Slowly he raised his head and he smiled at Veronica. 
 
   “Why hello. So that old bastard got you back then?”
 
   Veronica did not answer. Instead, she went to check on Kullervo. He was in the bathroom. He was stabbing at his face with a needle, or so it seemed. 
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” she asked. 
 
   Kullervo looked around and grumbled. “You might as well do it, my fingers are numb.”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Stitch me up.”
 
   Veronica blinked. “Not done that before.”
 
   “You can sew, can't you?”
 
   She nodded and then shook her head as she took the needle and thread. 
 
   There were six cuts on the werewolf's face. Three of them were deep and needed the suturing badly. She pushed the needle through the man's skin at the ragged edge of one of the cuts. He stared blankly ahead. “Push it together first.”
 
   Veronica did as he said and put in the first stitch. She tied a knot and cut the wire on a razor-sharp fang. In the mirror, she saw Anastasia looking on and wondered whether the girl would not want to take over. The way she looked on was so caring. She would probably do a better and more careful job of it. 
 
   When Veronica was done, Kullervo looked in the mirror to check her work. He grunted his approval and patted her on the shoulder before he turned and went back to the living room of the apartment. 
 
   Andrei smiled at him. “Someone cut you?”
 
   “Yes,” Kullervo said, smiling viciously. “And in return for the favor, I cut the bitch's heart in two.”
 
   Andrei thought for a moment. “Ursula?”
 
   Kullervo nodded. 
 
   “Good, never did like traitors.”
 
   Veronica and Anastasia both sat down on the sofa, watching the exchange. 
 
   Kullervo nodded to the two vampires. “Maybe you want to tell them a story?”
 
   Andrei opened his eyes wide. “What story?”
 
   “How about you tell the story of the Hell of the North?”
 
   Andrei laughed heartily. “That's a boring old story!” He looked over at Anastasia. “How about I tell you a better one? Like the story of the death of the emperor?”
 
   Anastasia looked down, her eyes tearing up suddenly. 
 
   “I was there you know. I held a pistol and fired along with the others. I heard the emperor beg for the lives of his family. But his cowardly pleading was in vain.”
 
   “Stop it,” Anastasia whispered. 
 
   “But we shot his sow of a wife first. And then we set about shooting the others one by one. We shot your sisters first, remember? And then we shot you. And then we put a bullet through your little brother's chest, didn't we? And then...” He never finished the sentence. Veronica, in a sudden rage, had taken a glass ashtray and flung it at his head. It caught him in the jaw and there was a crack. His lower jaw hung slack. He could not move it again. 
 
   Kullervo shook his head and palpated the place where the glass object had hit Andrei's jaw. He grinned. “Well, well done Veronica. I've wanted to break his jaw for a very long time.” For some reason Kullervo's good manner had returned. 
 
   He smiled brightly at the man in the chair. “Someone's finally shut you up, eh?”
 
   He sat down on the sofa, next to Anastasia, and looked at both women in turn. “I suppose it's up to me now to tell the story?” He received two nods. 
 
   “Bad things always happen in threes, don't they? The February Revolution was just one of those bad things. But it was one of three beginning conflicts. The second began January of the year thereafter in the Grand Duchy of Finland. The third is hardly ever discussed, and is one that continues in some way to this day. 
 
   “It happened a few days before open fighting began in Suomi and it happened in Kiev. Bishop Vladimir had been dismissed from Moscow a year before, driven from his post as Patriarch of Moscow and all Russia by the Reds. But they came to Kiev and dragged him out in front of his monks and shot him. It was the continuation of another argument, though he did not realize it himself at the time; the argument between himself and Gregori Rasputin.”
 
   Anastasia looked disgusted at the mere mention of the name. “That disgusting man?”
 
   “Yes, him. He was a disgusting man, but he was a great warlock, a great worker of magic and the dark arts. That is how he managed to gain so much influence so quickly. It was why he had such a hold over your family. When your father left for the front, he got cut off from the spell of Rasputin and he recovered his senses. 
 
   “But it began earlier than that. It began with the Bialystok Pogrom. I was not there, but I can tell you what I think happened there. Two Christian processions were attacked by the Jewish populace and as a result, the army began killing Jews, eventually driving them out of the Empire. But below the surface something else took place. The explosion that was thought to be a bomb was not a bomb; it was a direct attack by one witch on another. In the midst of the Catholic part of the procession was a man called Efrim. He was an ancient warlock, a wizard of great power, and the husband of a woman who was only ever known as Kulta the Fair, the Lovely, the Golden. She was the daughter of one of the greatest witches who ever lived, Louhi, and she possessed a great deal of her mother’s many powers. But she was of feeble mind, almost childlike sometimes. Efrim won her hand and kept her safe and hidden. Yet there were always people who wanted to get their hands on her. One of them was Gregori Rasputin. And with old Efrim out of the way, he was free to take Kulta. He used her to wield his influence over the empire and cast his spell on the Tsar. 
 
   “As he planned a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, he asked his close friend Father Iliodor to take care of the Golden Woman. When he returned, Kulta was gone. Father Iliodor had fallen in love with the witch and had taken her to a place where Rasputin could not use her for his own plans. The besotted fool had given her into the care of one of the advisers of the tsar, whom he knew he could trust to bring Kulta back to her own land and her own people and to a life of safety and freedom from being forced to wield her magic for others.” 
 
   Kullervo paused for a breath. 
 
   “Who did he ask?” Anastasia asked curiously. 
 
   “Me. I took her back to the north and left her in a village deep in the woods. All across Suomi, Karelia and Kola there are villages where weres have found a refuge. There used to be weres all over Ingria and Estonia as well, but along with the pogroms against the Jews, the weres were forced into hiding from the fear of falling the next victims to the political agendas of the day. Some fled to the New World, but most fled to the northern forests. Some, like you Ana, were lucky to find homes with powerful guardians. Your vampiric rebirth would not have gone down well with the Bolsheviks.
 
   “But I digress, Rasputin was beside himself when he returned. He confronted Father Iliodor and they came to blows. They fought on several occasions, eventually ending with Father Iliodor stabbing Rasputin in a fit of rage. After that, he fled, travelling through Finland and Sweden to Bergen, Norway, where he boarded a ship to New York, somewhere that he knew he would be safe. 
 
   “Without Kulta and with the tsar at the front, Rasputin found it hard to hold on to power. He had a great influence over the Tsarina Alexandra, but the integrity of his net of spells was disintegrating. 
 
   “In a desperate act, he asked the help of a wizard who was then exiled in Siberia, a small, sickly Jewish man called Yakov Sverdlov. After hearing the story and gathering understanding of Rasputin’s motives, Sverdlov immediately decided he needed to find Kulta and clear Rasputin out of the way. He did not have the power to do it directly, but he did have the power to cast a spell on someone close to Rasputin: your cousin Irina. It did not take much to let it appear to Rasputin that she was attracted to him, and in his loneliness, he made his own advances. This was very much to the dislike of her husband, Prince Felix Yussupov. After a night of drinking, Rasputin remarked on the beauty of his wife and Prince Felix shot him. 
 
   “The road was clear for Sverdlov to take Kulta, but he had not reckoned on Father Iliodor confessing to Bishop Vladimir. The Patriarch knew nobody should capture Kulta again, but he did not know how to stop Yakov Sverdlov from finding her and taking her. So he called on the tsar. The tsar sent troops to the north to protect her. He sent troops he had commanded at the front, soldiers and officers he trusted with his life, and who trusted their emperor with theirs. Soldiers and officers from those very northern woods where Kulta had been hidden and who were born into the villages deep in the forests. 
 
   “But Sverdlov knew what to do. With revolution brewing and a great war being fought, he manipulated everything to his advantage. He was the one who persuaded Lenin to exile the tsar and then he killed Saint Vladimir. But the troops remained in place and he knew only one thing would stop them obeying the orders they had received from their commander; the death of that commander. In a last ditch effort to avoid doing that, he had you sent to Yekaterinburg, but when the soldiers did not stand down, he had the entire family shot. 
 
   “The soldiers were struck by grief and they were at a loss what to do when they heard the emperor was dead. When Sverdlov and his band of witches and loyal weres and vampires struck them, but they did not surrender. They did what they were trained to do, what they had done their whole lives. They retreated into the woods, taking Kulta with them. Sverdlov and his Red soldiers chased after them. They pursued them across the border, into the Grand Duchy of Finland. The chase lasted a week. By the end of that week, fighting had started in Finland between the Whites and the Reds. The tsar's soldiers and Kulta could not go any further. They were trapped. 
 
   “Sverdlov sent his son, General Andrei Yakovich Sverdlov to take control of a regiment of Reds and together they advanced on the men. The men fled into a village on the Finnish-Karelian border and made their last stand there. They changed, and together with the weres of the village itself, they stood against the advance of Sverdlov. They had no chance against the onslaught. So there, in that clearing in the woods, they died in the hundreds. But before Sverdlov won the battle, Kulta came out with the magical sword of Ukko. She did not want the fighting to continue any longer and she commanded the sword to kill her. It plunged into her chest and killed her. 
 
   “Sverdlov was beside himself with rage and slaughtered indiscriminately. He killed every were he could find and then returned to Russia, slaughtering every were he could find in the villages along the road. 
 
   “By the time he got back, the Grand Duke Mikhail had taken control of what was left of the empire and he tried to stop Sverdlov. Sverdlov had him exiled too, eventually killing him in Perm. 
 
   “Only a handful of weres survived the battle at Hiisi and they swore revenge. They allied themselves with the loyalists. And they began killing those humans, vampires, witches and weres loyal to Sverdklov to affect their blood vengeance. Some months later they heard two of the Romanov children, the tsarevich and his seventeen-year old sister, had survived the shooting in Yekaterinburg by virtue of a passing loyalist vampire. Since that time, Sverdlov has been hunting them down mercilessly. 
 
   “He needs you both dead to take the last wind out of the sails of the blood feud.”
 
   Kullervo finished his story and involuntarily touched the sword. 
 
   Veronica pursed her lips. 
 
   “That's all great, but where is Alexei?”
 
   Kullervo stood. 
 
   “I thought that would be obvious. Sverdlov wants to end this blood feud and he will use Alexei to lure the weres back to Hiisi Pohjoisessa, the Hell in the North.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Hundreds had gathered in the woods behind Veronica Melbourne and Anastasia Nikolaevna. Veronica was finally in her element again. She was carrying weapons to kill the prey that she was hunting. 
 
   Kullervo had asked her to scout the area, to find out how Sverdlov had organized himself and who was with him. Most importantly, she needed to find Alexei. Anastasia had insisted on going with her, so Veronica took her along. 
 
   They rushed through the trees and at the edge of the clearing she jumped up. She scrabbled through the branches of a large Scots Pine and perched on a branch holding the trunk of the large tree with one hand and staring around it. Anastasia sat on a branch in the tree next to her. 
 
   She is learning fast, that one. 
 
   On the journey north, Anastasia had spent several hours adjusting her military clothes, making them fit tighter. They had picked up a modern Walther PPK pistol for her in a Finnish town, and that now hung on her hip, the holster strapped to her thigh. The long bayonet was in a sheath on the back of her hip, out of the way but easy to draw. She had slung her rifle on her back. 
 
   Veronica had discarded the thick fur coat in favor of a padded leather jacket. She needed to be able to move with added agility… just like her preferred hunting style in warm, dry, beautiful, scented California.
 
   Damn, I miss home.
 
   The village before them looked peaceful. It was a group of wooden houses around a small wooden church. It was well kept, but there was no sign anybody had lived there for a long time. Veronica had expected to see tools everywhere, maybe kid’s toys, but there were no such objects of daily life. No boots outside the doors, no cars or tractors, nothing. But there were footprints. Clear footprints in the mud. They all centered around the church, leading in and out of the building. The trails only led to and from the houses just alongside the place of worship. There was an immediate problem facing them in that situation, Veronica reckoned. She could not enter the houses, nor could Anastasia. 
 
   A figure appeared out of one of the structures. Veronica did not recognize her, but she saw Anastasia unsling the rifle and load one of the silver bullets they had been given. She hissed at the figure below and shook her head. 
 
   “Who is it?” she whispered, hoping Anastasia's ears were as good as hers. 
 
   “That Averbach woman. She is the one who took Alexei,” came the whispered response. 
 
   Veronica nodded. 
 
   At least we’re in the right fucking place!
 
   She sat still, waiting for Ida Averbach to move back in, and then she moved to the next tree. There was a spray of needles below and a rustling, but her jump to the next tree went unnoticed. 
 
   She could look through the large side window of the church now. She was glad of the Lutheran style of building that had been adopted throughout Scandinavia. The large plain windows let in the light, but also allowed for one to easily see inside as well. 
 
   There was a sound from behind them. A crowd of wolves and bears appeared through the far trees but halted about a hundred yards from the edge of the clearing. A single man led them. His blonde hair stood out, as did the sword in his hand. He had not changed. It was Kullervo. Slowly, he went to the tree Veronica sat in. He leaned against it and looked out over the village. “So, we're back here,” he said. “Do you know where he is?”
 
   Veronica dropped down onto the forest floor. “He's in the church.”
 
   “And Sverdlov?”
 
   “Didn't see him, but I'd think he's in there too.”
 
   Kullervo grumbled. “Time to make sure.” He winked at someone and the only other man in the company was led forward, flanked by two giant bears. The man looked pale and had a huge bruise on his crooked jaw. “Ready Andrei?”
 
   Andrei struggled against the ropes that bound him, but a shove in the back made him go forward. Kullervo brought him forward, into the light, poking him with his broadsword. 
 
   Anastasia dropped down. “What are you going to do with him?”
 
   Kullervo smiled. “I'm going to kill him, of course. He's slaughtered thousands of us just as his father before him and his grandfather down there has as well. As a spy and assassin, he's responsible for thousands more.”
 
   Anastasia looked down; she shuffled her feet, not knowing how to say what she wanted to say. Kullervo patted her shoulder and went forward. 
 
   “Can I do it?” Anastasia suddenly asked. 
 
   “What?” Kullervo turned around. 
 
   “Can I kill him?” Anastasia hefted the rifle. 
 
   Kullervo thought for a moment, then nodded at her. 
 
   “Don't miss.”
 
   He brought Andrei Yakovich Sverdlov forward. 
 
   “Yakov!” he bellowed. “Show your face Yakov, you coward!”
 
   Anastasia went up into the tree again as Veronica began crawling forward in the high grass. She kept low to the ground, but she knew she wanted to be as close to the church as she could get. She had to get to the tsarevich before someone killed him in the chaos of battle. Closer she crawled, hiding her lithe form in the grass. Closer and closer, until she reached the edge of the buildings. Then she heard Kullervo again. 
 
   “Yakov, you coward, come and get your son! Or will you let him die by the sword of Ukko?”
 
   Kullervo stepped aside, holding the edge of the blade at Andrei's throat. 
 
   There was movement in the village. A man and a woman came out of the church and came to the edge of the buildings. Veronica recognized them instantly. It was the woman, Vera, the one who had been in charge of her gaol. The man was the thin man she had also seen there. It was Yakov Sverdlov. 
 
   “So you showed up then?” she heard Sverdlov say. 
 
   “Yup.” Kullervo sounded very chipper. “Time to die, I'd say.”
 
   “Yes, starting with you.”
 
   There was a shot and Kullervo dropped to the ground. Not a second later the crack of a rifle sounded. Blood sprayed from Andrei's chest and showered over the grass on both sides of him. It sprinkled the small patches of white snow in the field and glistened in the dim moonlight. There was a tiny puff of gunsmoke from the trees and suddenly all hell broke loose. Sverdlov's hands seemed on fire. The crowd of werewolves and werebears rushed from the trees and Anastasia's rifle fired again. 
 
   Fire blazed at the oncoming crowd from Sverdlov's hands and Vera rushed back to the church. Kullervo rose to his feet and launched himself at Sverdlov, swinging Ukko's magical broadsword at him. The fire shot at him now, but Kullervo swung his sword to deflect it. The flame struck the nearest building and instantly set it ablaze. 
 
   Veronica got to her feet and ran. She focused on the church door and the world blurred around her. Zip! She was at the doorstep and using that astronomical momentum, she shouldered the door open. There was Alexei, bound to the altar, but otherwise unguarded. She crossed the threshold, drawing her katana, but then she felt an arm reach around her neck, while cold fingers gripped her wrist. 
 
   Vera wrenched her sideways and slammed her wrist into the doorpost. The katana dropped from numb fingers. Veronica kicked. Her heel flew up to the woman's groin and she felt the grip on her throat loosen as the woman buckled. She bucked her hips backward in a perfect karate move. Her firm bottom hit the woman's stomach, sending her backward. And then she was loose. Veronica stooped and picked up the katana. Vera pulled her lips up, showing a pair of sharp white fangs. She drew a long, single edged knife that looked ancient and heavy, but sharp as a razor. 
 
   “Hello again.” Veronica smiled, baring her fangs as well. 
 
   The knife came for her, slashing at her throat, then immediately dropping to cut at her stomach. Veronica stepped back, narrowly avoiding the blade. She lowered her katana and leveled the point at Vera. The other vampire smiled. This would be a good fight. 
 
   Vera brought her long knife up and slammed the thick back edge onto the katana's blade, pushing it aside. She stepped in and leveled the point, aiming it at Veronica's chest. Veronica let the blade be pushed aside and she stepped back. Then recovering the blade, she leveled it at Vera's throat again. 
 
   Short blade against long blade. Keep her moving, keep distance. Use the distance as a buffer. 
 
   The vampire came on again. She just ducked and charged. Veronica tried to slash her blade down, but Vera was inside it. There was no room to cut. The duller part of the Japanese steel struck Vera in the shoulder, but did not even cut through her jacket. She felt the knife coming. She felt the tip of the blade against her own jacket and just at the last moment she brought her knee up. The dagger slipped on the skintight leather of her trousers and the force deflected the lunge. Veronica's knee traveled further upwards, slamming into Vera's chin. And then she stepped clear again. Vera was stunned. She stumbled and went down, gasping for breath. Veronica slashed down, using all the strength in her hands and wrists, keeping her arms straight to maintain her distance. But her opponent dropped and rolled toward her, coming within the reach of the blade again. The long knife slashed at Veronica's boots, but she turned away, lifting her foot to let the steel slice thin air. 
 
   Vera was up again, her knife loosely in her hand. There was fight in her. She lunged clumsily, missing Veronica who was quick on her feet. She slashed again and came hard forward again. Veronica moved away and knew she had made a mistake. Suddenly her back was against a whitewashed wall. The knife came forward and the woman wielding it was within the effective reach of her katana. 
 
   At the very last moment, Veronica had the presence of mind to slide sideways. The knife struck the whitewash by her side and Vera followed it. The perfect target offered itself. Veronica brought her head down and pulled her lips back, baring her fangs. The razor-sharp tips plunged into the other vampire's neck, piercing the cold skin. 
 
   Vera screamed. Veronica bit down hard, rending open a big wound in the woman's neck. She let go and turned away. She went backward, keeping her katana leveled at the woman again. 
 
   Blood spurted from the arterial wound and Vera clasped her hand to her neck. She was losing blood faster than she could heal; the feeding in the tiny village over the last few days must not have been very good. All color drained from her skin and she looked old all of a sudden. She stumbled, her hand suddenly weak. But she still tried to fight, bringing the knife up and lunging once again. She was not fast enough. This time Veronica's cut was accurate and fast. The shining tip of ten thousand times folded steel was a blur until it cut down at the unwounded side of Vera's neck. It sliced through her throat and cut through her spinal cord. The head fell sideways and the body collapsed. 
 
   Veronica swung the blade at the altar and cut a large splinter off. She picked it up and in one move thrust the spruce into the vampire’s chest. It was over. 
 
   Veronica picked up the knife and went to Alexei to cut his bonds. Silently, she gave the boy the knife and together they left the church, joining the fray. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   There had been over a hundred of Yakov Sverdlov's followers in the village, and all of them rushed out to meet the onslaught of the weres. They were werewolves, werebears and vampires, witches and humans. And they were met with fangs, teeth and claws. They were led by an unchanged Kullervo who was singing as he slaughtered. Veronica thought he had gone mad, but then she remembered he had spoken of the magical sword of Ukko. She realized he was not singing, he was commanding the enchanted blade to slaughter. He commanded it who to slaughter, to kill the creatures that could not normally be killed. 
 
   But it was not the sight of Kullervo that astounded Veronica. What held her attention and caused her to gasp was Anastasia fighting Yakov Sverdlov. Alexei turned to look and had to put a hand before his mouth so that he would not cry out in dismay. 
 
   There was no subtlety in that fight. No skills, just sheer hatred; Sverdlov's anger versus Anastasia's hate of the killer of her family. She had charged her bayonet and used the rifle and bayonet as a spear, lunging quickly at the witch, who kept throwing flames and curses at her. He had picked up an axe and swung it at Anastasia whenever she came too close. 
 
   And Veronica saw all of it happening. She rushed forwards when Anastasia lunged at Sverdlov and did not recover fast enough. She was not a trained fighter, not like Veronica was. She did not have the years of careful training and honing of skills. Sverdlov stepped back and Anastasia was off balance. The long-handled axe came down and was destined to slam into her spine. Alexei screamed at the thought of seeing his sister get killed before his eyes. Veronica swore and rushed on. She did not have to. 
 
   In desperation, Anastasia pulled the trigger of her rifle. She did not know whether it was still loaded, but it was. The rifle went off and the powder in the cartridge ignited. The silver bullet spewed out of the old barrel and spun the short distance to Sverdlov's body. At that distance, it could not miss. The silver penetrated Sverdlov's chest and threw him back. He was depleted of life before he hit the muddy ground. 
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Alexei had tears in his eyes when he walked up to the yellow facade of the Alexander Palace, holding his sister's hand. The moment they had gotten to Pushkin, they had gone straight to the Tsarskoye Selo, the Imperial Village. Veronica was instantly impressed by the huge Catherine Palace, but Alexei and Anastasia had rushed past, barely interested in it. 
 
   The tears of joy came to Alexei when he saw the Alexander Palace. That was the place they had spent their youth. Catherine Palace was the large palace that had served as a formal residence since the days of Catherine the Great, together with the Kremlin Palace in Moscow and the Winter Palace in St. Petersburg. But their father had always opted to reside in the smaller Alexander Palace. 
 
   Veronica left the two alone to wander in the gardens around the Alexander Palace, the Catherine Park and the rooms of their childhood home. She found a quiet spot in the corner of the cafeteria that had been set up in the grounds for the sake of the thousands of tourists that passed through the grounds each year. Kullervo sat down opposite her. 
 
   “So what now for you?” Veronica asked him. She watched as he poured sugar into his coffee and stirred. 
 
   Kullervo shrugged. 
 
   “Back to the forest, where I belong. Hiisi Pohjoisessa can be resettled now; I'll probably help with that and then go back to make my own lair.”
 
   “Don't people need you?”
 
   “Of all of them, Ida Averbach is the only one left. She disappeared before I could get to her. When the weres of the north need me, they'll know where to find me.” He nodded to her. “And you?”
 
   “I promised to bring those two to Csejte Castle, God knows where that is, and then I will be going home to California. Back to the warmth.”
 
   Kullervo nodded. 
 
   “You'll find Transylvania a lot warmer. The southern Carpathians are more moderately climated. Higher up it can be a bit like here, but in a month’s time, the lower reaches will be above freezing again during the day.”
 
   “Well, we'll still have to find this damned castle. Apparently it was moved from Slovakia lock, stock and barrel and hidden. No idea how to find it.”
 
   Kullervo thought for a moment, pensively sipping his coffee. Then he pulled out a pen and took a napkin from a holder. He wrote down something. 
 
   “Make your way to Bistritz. There is an English historian there who might be able to help.” He pushed the note over to Veronica, who folded it and put it in her coat's inner pocket. 
 
   “What's his name?”
 
   “Johnny Harker.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Part Two:
 
    
 
    
 
   THE DEATH OF KULLERVO
 
    
 
   Kullervo, son of Kalervo,
 
   Leaves his home immediately,
 
   Stopping only to inquire:
 
   "Goodbye now, my good father!
 
   Will you mourn for me, my father,
 
   When you hear that I am dead
 
   And have vanished from the nation,
 
   Have departed from the clan?" 
 
    
 
   And to that his father answered:
 
   "No, I will not mourn for you
 
   If I hear that you are dead.
 
   Another boy will be begotten,
 
   Far better and more talented."
 
    
 
   And to that his son replied:
 
   "Neither will I mourn for you
 
   If I hear that you are dead.
 
   I can make me such a father:
 
   Mouth of mud and head of rock, 
 
   Eyes of cranberries from the bog,
 
   Beard of winter-withered grasses;
 
   Legs from the fork of water-willow
 
   And the flesh from rotten punkwood."
 
    
 
   Thereupon he asked his mother:
 
   "My dear mother, little mother,
 
   Gentle carrier, golden bearer,
 
   Will you mourn for me, my mother
 
   When you hear that I am dead
 
   And have vanished from the nation, 
 
   Have departed from the clan?"
 
    
 
   And to that his mother answered:
 
   "You don't know a mother's mind,
 
   Understand a mother's heart.
 
   Yes, of course I'll mourn for you
 
   When I hear that you are dead,
 
   Taken from the nation's number
 
   And departed from the clan.
 
   I will flood the house with weeping,
 
   Making waves upon the floorboards; 
 
   I will weep there all bent over
 
   In the lanes and in the cowbarn.
 
   I will weep the snow to glare ice
 
   And the glare ice into thaw,
 
   All the thawed ground into greening
 
   And the greening into stubble.
 
    
 
   "What I cannot bear to weep,
 
   Cannot bear to weep in public,
 
   I will sob out in the sauna,
 
   Weep in secret in the sauna, 
 
   Overflowing bench and platform."
 
    
 
   Kalevala, Rune 36
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The three flew to Timisoara the next day. It took a little persuasion from Veronica to allow their firearms to be checked in, but once the Russian desk employee was persuaded, everything else came easily. 
 
   In the morning, they had said goodbye to Kullervo in the center of St. Petersburg. They watched him board the train to Murmansk. He would leave the train somewhere north of Petroskoi and travel further on foot into his forests. 
 
   The city of Timisoara, in the northwest of Romania only had a small airport, though it was the second largest in all of Romania, but it was the closest one to where they had to be. The airport was actually a passenger terminal at the air force base. 
 
   The flight had taken them over the Carpathians, and Veronica was struck by the enormity of the mountain chain. Alexei explained to her some of the history lessons he had learned some hundred years before. 
 
   “The Dacians and Thracians who lived in these mountains held the Romans at bay for decades. And they kept fighting them of course. The Romans could never conquer this area completely. There are too many places to hide and too many places you can fortify and build a strong position on. Our Viking ancestors never came here either. The Saxons did, but that was during the Great Migration, when all the peoples of the continent moved to take advantage of the fall of the Western Empire.”
 
   Veronica looked puzzled at the boy next to her. 
 
   “Your Viking ancestors?”
 
   Alexei nodded. 
 
   “The name Rus actually means Viking or Norse. The first dukes and emperors of Russia were the Norse kings of Kiev. That's where we come from. But later in the line, we come from Vikings too. From Denmark and Sweden, to be precise.”
 
   “And Germany, don't forget Germany,” Anastasia chimed in, looking up from her magazine. 
 
   “Yes, Germany too.” Alexei nodded. 
 
   Veronica rolled her eyes. 
 
   “Of course the most famous part of the Carpathians, and of the Dacian lands, is the principality of Transylvania, and its most famous prince was Vlad Dracul, the Impaler.”
 
   That name rang a bell with Veronica. 
 
   “You mean Dracula?” Alexei nodded. 
 
   “I thought he was a count.”
 
   Alexei grinned. “Tricky that. They were part Saxon here then and because of the influence of the Austrians, the elite often spoke German. He was called a fürst, a lord. In German that means a prince, but it can also mean a grand duke or an earl in other places.” 
 
   Veronica blinked and shook her head. Alexei's grandstanding was doing a number on her brain. But the boy had decided to keep going. 
 
   They spent the night in the city of Timisoara. It was a far more pleasant place to be as a vampire than the cold north. They found an inn to eat at, and to Veronica's surprise, the inn keeper looked at them strangely when they placed their orders. He winked at them and asked something in a language she did not understand. Anastasia frowned at the man and said something in yet another language. The man repeated his question more slowly and clearly and suddenly, Anastasia smiled brightly, giving the man a flash of sharp fang. She nodded to him and he disappeared. 
 
   When he came back with some rare steaks, he brought along some glasses of warm, thick blood too. He said something more to Anastasia and then retreated. 
 
   “What was that?” Veronica asked her suspiciously. “And how come you speak their language?”
 
   Anastasia put the glass to her lips and sipped. 
 
   “I don't speak their language, but I do speak Italian and Latin.”
 
   Veronica blinked, taking up her own glass too. 
 
   “Romanian is a Romance language. Its origin is Latin and it's very close to Italian. Got a large Slavic substrate though.”
 
   Veronica blinked again, then rolled her eyes dramatically. “Whatever.” She sipped her glass and looked around the inn. 
 
   I hope Ana is not going to start the damned grandstanding as well. 
 
   “How come he knew?”
 
   “I reckon we're not the only ones here, or even the only ones in the area.”
 
   Veronica nodded. 
 
   Later that evening, in their room at the tavern, Anastasia came up to Veronica. 
 
   “You need some time alone.”
 
   Veronica frowned at her, but did not answer. Anastasia was right, of course. 
 
   “You need some time without me and Alexei cramping your style.”
 
   “What I'd like is not as relevant as the fact that I am supposed to be guarding the two of you.”
 
   Anastasia cleared her throat and half drew the bayonet that she carried at the back of her hip again. She checked the edge with her thumb and slid it back. 
 
   She is right. She’s more than proven that she can take care of herself, and she even fatally shot the biggest threat to their safety that ever lived. Veronica nodded. 
 
   “Gives you time to plan for tomorrow as well.”
 
   So she left Alexei with Anastasia and her rifle at the inn and went into the city. She wandered around the streets in the dark night and soon came to the conclusion that there was indeed a massive supernatural underground scene in the city. The backstreets of the city were a hive of activity in the night. 
 
   Veronica eventually found a gothic discotheque. She paid the doorman some lei and went in. For some reason, the place felt much the same as those places that subscribed to the same kind of gothic subculture that was so prominent in Southern California. Inside the dark room, with dull red lighting everywhere, she went to the bar. She ordered a drink, speaking English. The bartender seemed to speak English as well. Good English too. 
 
   “What do you want exactly?” he shouted over the music. 
 
   “What do you have? Can't read Romanian!” she answered. 
 
   “I'll give you the local specialty, then.” He pulled a bottle from the shelf and poured a glass. “First drink on the house.”
 
   Veronica sipped it. It was a clear liquor with a uniquely metallic taste. She looked at it and tasted again. The drink was tangy and irony, but miraculously it had no color. It had a slightly bloody quality to it. “This is the local stuff?”
 
   The bartender nodded. “Made from the grain grown on the Blood Hills.”
 
   “Blood Hills?”
 
   The bartender waved his hand to indicate where they were. “Vlad Tepes impaled a group of Turkish delegates there. And after that, they were used as an execution site.”
 
   Veronica nodded and began walking around the club. She looked at the faces. There were a few obvious fangs out there. A few very pale faces too, usually belonging to people with small puncture wounds on their necks or wrists. 
 
   A woman caught her eye. She was a dark beauty, dressed in mock gypsy clothing. And she noticed Veronica too. 
 
   “Hello!” She spoke with an obvious New York accent. She was very chirpy. 
 
   Veronica gave her a kind nod, wondering what this woman was up to. 
 
   “You don't look like a local either! Here looking for real vampires too?”
 
   Veronica blinked. “Um, yeah. Sure.”
 
   “I've been looking for a real vampire for a long time. There're all these fakes in New York.”
 
   Her comment made Veronica stifle a laugh. “Are you sure you've been looking properly; perhaps in the right places?”
 
   The woman nodded. “I've been looking for fifteen years. Finally, I've come here to find them. This area is where they are supposed to come from, you know?”
 
   “Really? Ya don’t say!”
 
   Veronica was tempted to roll her eyes, but something struck her about the woman. What struck her most was that she was American. “Are you here on your own?”
 
   The woman shook her head. “No, no, we're here with a group. Tomorrow night we are going to Bistritz with the whole group. From there, we're going to continue on to where Dracula had his castle!” 
 
   She's nuts. Just nuts. But most of the wannabe vampires are nuts. Useful nutjobs though. 
 
   “How many of you are there?” Veronica asked. 
 
   “Another twenty.”
 
   “All from New York?”
 
   “Yeah, we all expressed interest in finding the true vampires, and we were invited to come and find them by some historians in New York.”
 
   Veronica frowned. That’s a bit unusual. 
 
   “Are you interested in vampires as well?”
 
   Veronica nodded vigorously with mock enthusiasm.
 
   “Yeah, big time. Me and my Russian friends are here for a hunting trip. But maybe we can tag along with you?”
 
   The woman was jumping up and down with excitement. “Of course! We could use some people who know their way around weapons too. There're bears and wolves here, and I've heard there's still bandits out here.”
 
   “Bandits?”
 
   “Yeah! There's rumors of a gang up there. And there're people here who claim that some tourists who have gone into the mountains don't always come back.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “But there have always been rumors like that! It has not been different since Roman times, hasn't it?”
 
   “No. No, I've heard about that, yeah.”
 
   The woman looked Veronica over. “What's your name?”
 
   “Veronica. Veronica Melbourne.”
 
   The woman offered her hand. “I’m Gilda O'Brien.”
 
   Veronica shook her hand. Gilda frowned. “It's not warm in here, is it?”
 
   Veronica cursed herself and produced a shiver. “No, quite chilly. Listen, what time are you leaving tomorrow?”
 
   “We've got a coach booked and we're leaving for Bistritz at seven tomorrow night. Leaving from the town hall.”
 
   “You're sure it's cool if I and my friends come along?”
 
   The woman nodded. “Positive. Especially if you want to continue on with us into the mountains for a bit.”
 
   Veronica nodded to her. “Will I see you there then?”
 
   “Of course!”
 
   Veronica moved on. She went back to the bar and looked around. Gilda O'Brien walked up to a cluster of men and women, chatting with them. She pointed at Veronica and Veronica raised her glass to them. 
 
   An hour later she went back out into the nighttime streets. There was not a lot of light. The streets of Timisoara were dank and neglected. The smell of industry was everywhere, but there was a feel to the town of opportunity. A feel of being able to do what you wanted to. She liked it. 
 
   But Veronica also knew she would have to prepare for the next stage of their trip. It was lucky that she had found the group that was travelling to Bistritz and into the mountains. It saved a lot of trouble in searching for transport and a way to explore the mountains. Perhaps the big Fin's tip would pay off, but she could not depend on it. And it was good to know that at least now they had a group of people to travel with. Also, because of the possibility to feed. Feeding on locals would be a far bigger danger than feeding on strangers. Especially in a place where they were fully aware of the presence of vampires around them, and had been for centuries. 
 
   The one preparation she had to make was to find rifles for herself and for Alexei. She was not happy with rifles, and she did not even know whether Alexei could shoot, but she knew she had to find some to pass their small band off as a hunting trip. She roamed the streets of Timisoara, looking for places to legally purchase rifles, but she would be equally happy to find some illegal ones. 
 
   In the very center of the city, she found a hunting shop. For some reason, the light was still on. She looked in. A young man sat on a chair by the counter. He had a ledger before him, and he was filling in his notes with a pencil. 
 
   Old school. 
 
   She knocked on the door. There was some stumbling around inside and then she heard the chair being pushed back. The young, dark-haired, dark-skinned man's face looked at her through the small window in the door. Veronica gave him a kind smile. He just looked at her. She gestured at the door, shrugging her shoulders apologetically. 
 
   The man nodded and disappeared. She could hear his shoes on the flagstone floor as he moved back to the counter. A moment later they came back. There was a click as the key entered the lock and turned. The bolt shifted and the man opened the door a crack, leaving it on the chain. 
 
   “Da? Ce vrei?”
 
   Veronica moved over, looking straight through the opening. She looked into his eyes and smiled. “Hi, do you speak English?”
 
   Slowly the young man nodded. 
 
   “What's your name?”
 
   “Traian,” he answered, smiling vaguely. 
 
   “Hi Traian, I'm Veronica.” She kept smiling, knowing he was becoming completely enchanted with her. She kept her voice sweet as honey and smooth as silk. “Listen, I need to buy some things and it can't really wait. Could you open the door for me?”
 
   Traian nodded. He removed his head and opened the door. He stood in the doorway, not moving, but with the door open. Veronica stepped onto the threshold, coming up level to the man. 
 
   “May I come in?” She was only an inch away from him, her face, her lips, eyes and nose so close that his breath warmed her skin. “Please?” 
 
   He nodded and stepped back in, letting her pass into the shop. 
 
   “Is this your shop?” Veronica asked as young Traian went back to the counter. 
 
   “Da. It was my father's, but now it's mine.”
 
   “You have some very nice gear here, Traian.”
 
   He muttered something that sounded like a word of thanks. Veronica went over to the counter and leaned forward. She knew the young man was mesmerized with her, and she could feel he was terribly aroused and lonely too. That made it even easier. She pressed her elbows in, making the most of her pale cleavage, knowing he would be drawn to it. She licked her lips. 
 
   “Listen Traian. I and my friends arrived here for a hunting trip. But would you believe the airline has lost our rifles?”
 
   He shook his head. “They always lose things.”
 
   “I know right!” she smiled and tilted her head. “But my problem is that we need those rifles tomorrow, and they won't be here in time. If we don't have them, we can't keep to our schedule. So... do you think you can help with that?”
 
   Traian kept staring at her breasts, then shifted his gaze to her pale face. He seemed to think and then he nodded. “I can help with that.”
 
   “Great!” Veronica exclaimed. “I thought you could! Do we need paperwork filling out?”
 
   The young man shook his head. “Not really, not here.” He nodded to the back of the room. “We have weapons there.”
 
   Veronica followed him to the back. There were actually three racks of guns. One rack held modern hunting rifles, which almost looked like sniper rifles. The second held some more traditional rifles. The last rack, against the back of the shop, held a selection of shotguns. She looked over the weapons, checking over what she wanted and what she thought Alexei could deal with. She picked up some of the guns from their racks and checked them. 
 
   Eventually, she decided she would take a 7mm Mauser rifle. But that left Alexei. The nearly hundred years of life did not mean his body had developed beyond when he was shot. At that time, he was a sickly young boy. His mind was strong, but his arms might not be able to hold the heavy rifle and fire it accurately. But then again, there was his vampiric strength to take into consideration; perhaps it was not a good idea to underestimate the boy. She moved on to the rack at the back of the shop and there she saw a weapon that she reckoned would be most suitable. It was a KS-23 shotgun with a small curved grip. The caliber was big, but the gun was not too heavy. It would also be easier for the boy to aim and fire. It would have a kick, but the aiming and firing would be easier, and he would be able to bring something down much quicker. She picked it up and showed it to the young man. 
 
   “Could I take these off you?”
 
   There was a meek nod from the man. 
 
   “Do you need bullets?”
 
   She nodded kindly. “Yes. I will need those too.” She accompanied him back to the counter where the young man dug up two boxes of cartridges. She came to the other side of the counter and touched his hand. “Thank you. What do I owe you?”
 
   Traian's mouth moved, but he made no sound. Veronica pressed her lips softly onto his. It was only a few seconds. 
 
   “No... nothing.” the man stammered. 
 
   “Are you sure?” Veronica asked him very sweetly and innocently. He nodded. “You are very sweet.” 
 
   She wanted to go in for another kiss, and then maybe sink her fangs into his neck for a moment, but from the corner of her eye she saw the CCTV camera. He would be recording this and watch it back. In a full face of makeup, she would be fully recognizable in any video and the last thing she needed was for someone to spread the word that she was a vampire. There was no telling what the reaction would be. 
 
   Instead, she kissed him again and then she let Traian find a bag for both firearms and the cartridges. A minute later she was on the street. 
 
   Alexei was dozing while Anastasia was changing something about her clothes again, her rifle in her lap. When Veronica got back, close to dawn, she was surprised to see Alexei dozing. Anastasia explained he had not slept since he had been captured at the Winter Palace. This was the first time he had found rest. 
 
   For some reason he had become very restful in the past night. He had picked up a book and begun reading and an hour before the dawn he had laid down on the bed and fallen asleep. 
 
   Veronica suddenly felt calm as well. Carefully, she went about the room, closing the windows and pulling the heavy light tight drapes closed. She grabbed the extra blankets that had been brought up and laid down on the sofa, her weapons at hand. Anastasia got in the bed with her brother, her rifle and bayonet beside her. And then all three slept. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   That evening, taking their bags and rifles with them, they met up with the group from New York in the center of Timisoara, just outside the town hall. There was a coach with German license plates waiting for the group. Gilda O'Brien happily greeted Veronica and began introducing them to the group. 
 
   They got on board the coach and the three vampires found a place at the front, just behind the driver. Gilda O'Brien, again in mock gypsy clothing, sat down close to them. She was still very chirpy and very talkative. But as the coach began to move, she became silent and moved to sit with a sallow-faced man at the back of the bus. 
 
   “Who the hell is she?” Alexei asked softly. 
 
   “Vampire fanatic. All these people are looking for vampires and hoping to find them,” Veronica explained. 
 
   Alexei chuckled. “We could show them?”
 
   Veronica shook her head. “It's easier to travel with them. At the very least, it saves us having to pay for our own transportation. And also an easier way to feed.”
 
   Alexei shrugged and looked ahead at the road in the brightness of the bus's lights. Anastasia laid her arm around his shoulder. “We'll be there soon.”
 
   Alexei snorted, showing his disdain. 
 
   “I'm not sure I want to be there.”
 
   Veronica rolled her eyes. “Look, buddy. The deal is that you go to Csejte Castle and live there with the Watchers of this continent. As far as I am aware, you are meant to become Elders eventually. It's what you were born to do, and it's what you're supposed to do.”
 
   Alexei yawned. “Boring.” He closed his eyes and cradled his head in his arms, pretending to be asleep. 
 
   Anastasia rolled her eyes too, looking at Veronica and shrugging. 
 
   The bus trundled into the night, the driver following the prompts from his satellite navigation device all the way to Bsitritz. The talk on the bus was nearly all about vampires and Anastasia, with the patience of a princess, listened to the stories. She began moving around the bus, eventually settling next to a young man who seemed incredibly nervous from her proximity. Alexei kept up his pretense of being asleep and Veronica moved about the bus as well to see whether anyone would actually be talking about something other than vampires and what they believed about them. She found better conversation with two larger men at the back discussing the latest hockey game. Apparently the New York Islanders had been hammered by the New York Rangers and the Boston Bruins had been butchered by the Montreal Canadiens. She did not give the first flying shit about hockey, but it was better following that discussion than listening to the endless vampire prattle. 
 
   It will get better once we're in the country though. Bound to be. 
 
   Well after midnight, the bus trundled into the old streets of Bistritz. It stopped at a hotel in the center of the town. The reception was open for the group and as they prepared to get off the bus, Gilda O'Brien said they would just unload their cases and bags there and then everyone would be free to roam the town and find any information for themselves. 
 
   Veronica thought for a moment of leaving Alexei and Anastasia in the hotel again, but she sensed from Alexei's mood that the boy would not accept that. 
 
   It seemed Gilda O'Brien had phoned ahead and arranged a room for Veronica and the Romanovs. They dropped their bags off in the room and then went out into the town. 
 
   The town of Bistritz was old. Very old. Most of the buildings in the center still had the old wooden frames that had been blackened by age and the thick wattle walls that had stood the test of time and become harder and ever more stone like over the decades. 
 
   In front of a large tourist map, Veronica pulled the napkin from her pocket and read the address. She found the street on the map and figured out a route to the place. It was on the other side of the town's old center. 
 
   It was all so strange. She thought she had felt a sudden calmness in Timisoara, but she was completely at ease in this town. She could tell from Alexei and Anastasia's behavior that they too felt the same. There were no locals out at that time of the night, the streets were practically deserted. The group had headed out again, and a single publican had kept his establishment open, but apart from a few patrons, the place was empty. There was a strange calm over the place. 
 
   “It's odd that I feel so comfortable when the people here seem to be so ill at ease,” Alexei remarked. 
 
   He might have hit the nail on the head there. That's exactly what it is. The people here are frightened of something. But of what?
 
   The address that Kullervo had given Veronica turned out to be a cottage at the back of an alley. It looked no different from all the other buildings, but nonetheless there was something odd about it. For some reason there were white flowers all around the windows and doors. Alexei recoiled from the place and slunk back into the alley. Veronica did not feel quite as at ease in the place as she had felt all the way there. She almost felt sick. But she knocked on the door anyway. She felt like retching when she did. A window above the door opened. The head of a blonde woman came out and looked down. Veronica stepped back and looked up. The woman ranted at her in quick Romanian. 
 
   “Sorry, we're here to see a Mr. Johnny Harker?” Anastasia put in. 
 
   “Mijn God!” the woman exclaimed. Her head disappeared inside. “Johnny, een paar mensen voor je.”
 
   There was a growl. Obviously the woman had just woken her husband. 
 
   “What the fuck do they want?”
 
   “You'd better ask them, won't you?”
 
   There was some stumbling in the room above and a young man hung out of the window, his chest not covered, though he was shivering in the chill night. 
 
   “What do you want?” he asked in an English accent. 
 
   “We want some information,” Veronica said, still shaken. 
 
   “About what? What the hell could be so important that you'd disturb my sleep for it?”
 
   “We're looking for Csejte Castle.” Alexei called from further down the alley. 
 
   The man sighed. 
 
   “Give me a minute.”
 
   Alexei came back to his sister's side and not long after, the door opened. Both the man and the woman appeared. 
 
   “Csejte Castle, eh?” the man asked. 
 
   “Who are you?” Anastasia asked him. 
 
   The man looked her up and down, observing her from head to toe. “I'm Johnny Harker.” He gestured to the woman. “This is my wife, Sarah van Helsing.”
 
   “Van Helsing?” Veronica asked, suddenly nervous. She recognized the name. 
 
   The woman nodded. 
 
   “Yes. And before you ask, yes, my great-great grandfather was Dr. Abraham van Helsing.”
 
   The name clicked with Veronica. Suddenly she was not sure about coming here. Unconsciously, she backed away from them. Johnny Harker suddenly laughed. 
 
   “Hah! Vampires looking for a home?” Sarah van Helsing laughed as well. “We should probably tell them where to find that damned castle then. Before they start feeding on the whole town.”
 
   “It’s not like that,” Veronica protested.
 
   “Really now?” Harker stepped aside. “Care to come in?”
 
   Veronica looked at the two children, wondering whether they wanted to go in. Alexei backed away a few more steps, but Anastasia took a deep breath and stepped forward. She controlled her gag reflex and stepped over the threshold. Once she was inside, the urges stopped and she looked quite comfortable again. 
 
   Seeing his sister go in, Alexei followed. Then Veronica sighed and did the same. 
 
   They sat down on the couch in Harker and van Helsing’s comfortable living room. For whatever reason, Sarah kept some blood in their fridge for guests of their persuasion, which they served the three of them, slightly warmed. 
 
   “Why do you have this here?” Alexei asked the obvious question. 
 
   Sarah van Helsing smiled. “Some vampires don't just feed on a human once in a while, they feed on the same human until that human dies. The only thing that can bring the life in such a person back is a transfusion of blood. Of course, that does not help if the vampire has some magic and can feed remotely. Then you have to keep transfusing.” She looked carefully at Alexei. “A bit like it would have been for you before you were turned, Alexei Nikolaevich, with your hemophilia, or what they thought was hemophilia.”
 
   Alexei opened his mouth, but no sound came out. 
 
   “How do you know his name?” Anastasia asked. 
 
   “The same way we know your name Anastasia Nikolaevna,” Johnny Harker answered for his wife. 
 
   This time, Anastasia was taken aback. “How... how do you know?”
 
   Harker tapped his forehead with his index finger. 
 
   “We are not idiots. We are the last in a line that has hunted and studied vampires since before either of you were born. We actually met in Chechnya, where Sarah was working as a doctor for the Red Cross and I was studying the history of the area. We were both intrigued by the story of how your family's rule came to an end. And when we combined it with the knowledge we both had, we were able to find many more clues about what happened to you than what any historian ever came up with before. Then we found you had been made vampire and given into the custody of Julia Agrippina.”
 
   They do know a lot. They probably know more than I do. 
 
   “So...” Veronica began. “What did you find out about Csejte Castle?”
 
   Harker laughed. “That's a long story.” He turned to his wife. “Maak je wat koffie?” He spoke Dutch when asking her for coffee, even though his command of the language was not great. Sarah van Helsing got up and gave him a quick kiss before she made her way to their small kitchen. There was silence in the room as they heard the woman setting up the coffee pot. She came to stand in the doorway between the living room and the kitchen as the coffee brewed. 
 
   “Begin maar vast,” she said. 
 
   Harker nodded and winked at his wife. 
 
   “I'm guessing you were told of the romance between Elizabeth Bathory and Count Vlad Dracula, so I won't bore you with that. In summary, Elizabeth Bathory did not die a prisoner of the people. She was turned by Dracula in her imprisonment. They managed to fake her death and when her beloved castle was abandoned, Dracula contacted some of the greatest witches of the area to help him move the castle, so she could live there and still be near him. 
 
   “They placed it on a mountain within sight of his own castle, selecting a peak to the northwest, for simple practical reasons. It was the most suitable point they could find which lay in a direct line between the castle’s old location and Dracula's own stronghold. 
 
   “Initially, they did not conceal it, but the effect of the appearance on the local populace was such that they decided it better to conceal its presence there. It was a good thing too. When it was found out Elizabeth Bathory was not dead, she became one of the most hunted creatures on earth. 
 
   “The people here have always swung between admiration and worship of their prince on the one hand, and fear and loathing at what he became. When he stopped taking local girls to feed on, like he did when my great-great grandfather came across him first, they stopped loathing him. They still fear him, but mostly they feel admiration for him for what he did when he was still one of them and still their prince. They admire him for his actions against the Turks those many centuries ago.”
 
   “Mijn God. Just tell them about the castle, will you?” Sarah van Helsing remarked from the kitchen, where she was now pouring hot coffee into cups. 
 
   “Of course, my dear,” Harker answered. 
 
   “There was never a document made about where the castle stood; its sudden appearance only ever survived in folklore. There is one story about it which describes how Dracula often traveled to the castle. He would travel down the Tihuta Pass and run up the side of the valley, through a crevice and some secret steps to make his way to the clearings in front of the castle. He would change into a bat right at the bottom of the peak and fly to the window of his beloved lover. Elizabeth Bathory kept a small harem of virginal girls. She imported slaves from all over the continent for the purpose of feeding on them. But she had no desire to feed on them so much or so long that they would have to be turned to save them from death. So Dracula would feed together with his lover during the night. 
 
   “Then, just before dawn, a mist would rise and in the mist there was nothing. Except for sometimes a fleeting form, seen by a farmer. The form of a man, or an errant bat.” He took a cup of coffee from Sarah van Helsing. “Dank je wel schat.” He sipped the hot drink and looked at the three vampires. 
 
   “Yet, over time, it seemed it was not Vlad who was in control of the spells that moved the castle and that concealed it. The one in control of those spells was Elizabeth Bathory. She was a complete match for Dracula and she figured out how to control the web of spells that had been woven around her. She took control of the place, and now she could deny her lover when she wanted to. She could hide her castle from him too; its famed knowledge how Bathory enjoyed tormenting her lovers. In his frustration, Dracula began to terrorize the area. He began feeding on local woman and even the livestock when he could not feed with his lover. And in his aggravation at not being with her, he began killing again. He began killing in a way he had not done since the Turks came marching through. He became the terror of the local peasantry and townsfolk. 
 
   “When Elizabeth Bathory saw what it did to Dracula, she invited him back into her abode. She had only ever wanted to be independent of him. But another low point came with the abolition of slavery. Granted, it took the Ottomans who ruled here a lot longer to abolish slavery than it did the British. But the supply of fresh-blooded virgins dried up for the two, so Dracula went back to doing what he did best and had done best his entire life; feeding on innocent people. That is when he hatched the plot to move to England. Our ancestors stopped him there and followed him here. They almost killed him. Almost. Had he not had Elizabeth Bathory on his side, he would have been dead. She saved him and nursed him back to life.”
 
   “So, what about the castle?” Anastasia asked. “Where is it? And how do we get there?”
 
   Harker took a large draught of his coffee, and it was Sarah van Helsing who picked up the story. “You need to make it to the pass. There is a crevice there, but it won't be visible, unless you know what to look for. When you pass through, you will find yourself in a dale, and on the other side of that valley is the beginning of a peak. At the bottom of that peak is a stone, on which a virgin's blood must be spilt. For those who stand close to the stone when it is done, the castle will appear. You can find the road to the top then.” She smiled. “But what kind of nasties are on that road, we do not know.”
 
   “Why the blood of a virgin?” Anastasia asked. 
 
   Harker shrugged. “We don't know. Flair for the dramatic, I suppose. Or maybe it has something to do with their preference of virgins? Or maybe they are less likely to have blood deficiencies and other diseases? Or maybe it's just a story.”
 
   They finished their drinks in silence. Harker and van Helsing did not seem to feel any obligation to make conversation in the dead of night, and none of the three companions seemed to know what to talk about. Just before dawn, they said goodbye to the couple and went back to the hotel. Alexei lay down on the bed immediately and fell asleep straight away. 
 
   Veronica looked out of the window, looking at the tiny glimmer made by the sun threatening to rise over the tiled roofs. Anastasia sat on a chair by the small salon table. 
 
   “What are you thinking?” Anastasia asked Veronica. 
 
   “I'm wondering how we can get some damned virgin blood.”
 
   Anastasia chuckled. 
 
   “You believe that story?”
 
   Veronica shrugged. “Not sure. But I would not be surprised if that were part of their spell. Seems like the sort of sick prank they would try to pull.”
 
   “Got any idea how to get it then?'
 
   “God knows. Everyone is fucking everyone these days. And maybe the story means no corruption, which would also mean no drugs.”
 
   Anastasia was silent for a moment. Then she smiled. “Leave it to me.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   In the evening, one of the men of the group knocked on their door. Alexei jumped off the bed and opened the door. The big man nodded to him and smiled when he looked in and saw the two women. "We'll want to be moving in about half an hour. We're going to be hiking through the Borgo or Tihuta Pass, toward Vatra Dornei. Are you all ready?”
 
   “Yeah,” answered Anastasia. She swung her legs off the bed and began pulling on her boots. Veronica looked at the man from the corner of her eye and saw he was quite obviously checking Anastasia out. She frowned. She had not thought about it, partly because of Anastasia still having the body of a teenager. But something had changed in the girl. Since she had carried a rifle to Veronica's rescue, she had grown in confidence. There was a proud, confident manner in her now. She walked with a bit of swagger and she held her head proud and stood tall. 
 
   And there was a good reason for it. She had been sheltered as a mortal princess, and as a vampire, she had been protected and sheltered again by Julia Agrippina. But when Veronica herself had failed to continue with that very protection that they were used to – and indeed had ended up needing help herself – it had given Anastasia a chance to finally break loose of those shackles. And she had taken the opportunity in stride.
 
   Veronica sat herself down beside Anastasia on the bed. “So what was your plan for our sacrificial lamb?” she asked quietly. 
 
   “Don't worry about that.” Anastasia continued to tie her boots and then got up. She picked up her bag and her rifle, slinging both on her back. “I've got it covered.”
 
   “I bet you do.” Veronica grabbed her own gear, slinging the rifle she had obtained the evening before. She thrust the shotgun into the side of her bag. She would give Alexei the weapon later, when they had left the town. 
 
   The boy might just let it go off in the town and shoot someone. 
 
   The whole group gathered in the lobby of the hotel and when Gilda O'Brien had counted and concluded everyone was present, they set off. They went on foot, so as to better scout the pass. According to the stories, the road to Count Dracula's castle lay on a road that led off the Borgo Pass. But if it were possible to find it, it would be impossible to take a coach up there. 
 
   For some reason, the castle had never been found again after the last stories about it had been written. The intention of the group was to find it and to finally find the true vampires. 
 
   The stupidity of the action still baffled Veronica. She unconsciously shook her head as they began to walk through the streets of Bistritz. Together with Anastasia and Alexei, she walked at the back of the group. Alexei must have been thinking the same as she was. 
 
   “I've always wondered about it, seeing the wannabe vampires and goths and all those underground types who think they are special, and now these people,” he said softly. 
 
   “What have you wondered about?” Anastasia asked her brother. 
 
   “How stupid human beings are.” He frowned, looking over the crowd. “Seriously. Looking for vampires in a region that still has footpads and has wolves and bears roaming around and then to just march themselves into a place that actually has some of the most infamous of our race living there. And still somehow think of it as romantic or something to find vampires and to be fed on or even turned.”
 
   Veronica grinned. “Some people just like pain. And it seems losing some blood from time to time is good for a warm blooded human. Or so I have heard.” Alexei shook his head. “It's madness. No wonder we need Watchers to make sure preternaturals don't go too far. It's just too easy to get carried away with people being such idiots. Anyone of us who feeds on humans is like a kid in a candy shop in any center of population.”
 
   He has a point, thought Veronica. Humans need protecting from themselves about as much as they need protecting from preternaturals. There are some real bastards amongst us; foul, evil creatures who kill randomly. But it's hardly surprising some of them become that way when humans let them. 
 
   “I mean, when I was a kid,” Alexei began. 
 
   Anastasia interrupted him. “You are a kid. About a hundred years old now, but a kid anyway.”
 
   He poked his tongue at his sister and continued. “When I was a kid, people were deathly afraid of vampires and werewolves and demons. Could even sense their presence a lot of the time. Hell, even that damned man Rasputin felt preternatural presence and took precautions against it. I felt it too. But these days, it just seems to be a big joke to them. They don't listen to their own senses anymore.”
 
   Veronica hushed him. 
 
   “Best shut up about that now. They might overhear you and decide they can sense you and find us all dangerous.” She walked forward, closing the small gap that had fallen between them and the rear of the group. “Not that you haven’t got a valid point,” she said, turning back to Alexei. 
 
   It took them half an hour to leave the town and get into the countryside. A short while later, the hills began to close in on them as they entered the Tihuta Pass. Veronica handed Alexei the shotgun and a box of cartridges. 
 
   “Don't load it until you need it,” she told him. The boy nodded and trailed the weapon. Anastasia and Veronica both trailed their rifles and she walked to the front of the group. Before she got there though, she felt Anastasia's hand on her shoulder. “I need to walk at the front.” she said. 
 
   “Why?” Veronica asked. 
 
   “Because I have something to take care of.”
 
   Veronica shook her head and dropped back again. She saw the hockey fans she had spoken to the day before and went to walk beside them. The conversation was about hockey again, but she did not mind. The air was crisp and there was a joy in walking through this pass. She looked to the front and saw Anastasia brush against the young man she had been talking to on the bus the day before. 
 
   So that's her plan. 
 
   Out of nowhere, a thick mist came rolling in. Suddenly, there was the distant howling of wolves too. A bat flitted past, close to Veronica's head. She could sense the discomfort in the group, but they kept on walking, ever further into the pass. 
 
   Alexei came forward, walking right next to Veronica. 
 
   “Scared, boy?” Veronica grinned at him. 
 
   Alexei snorted. “Of course not. What do we have to be afraid of?”
 
   “We?” Veronica looked into the thick fog. “Nothing, I’d think.”
 
   “It's them that have to be afraid.”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   A light had appeared on the right. The group noticed too. One by one all the members of the party turned to look at the light. Slowly it approached. In a reflex, Veronica raised the rifle to her shoulder. Ahead she saw Anastasia push the young man's hand away and raise her own rifle. Alexei stumbled with his cartridges.
 
   “What is it?” Alexei mumbled. The question was most likely rhetorical. He did not expect an answer. 
 
   Veronica kept the rifle aimed at the light, waiting for an actual target to present itself. A wolf howled nearby and the light stopped moving. Then the wolf stopped and the light moved again. 
 
   The shape of a man appeared. He walked hunched over, leaning on a cane. He looked old simply by virtue of his posture. He held the lantern high above his head and looked down on the crowd in the mist. 
 
   He spoke in Romanian, but nobody answered. Veronica looked at Anastasia, whom she knew had understood it. She saw her open her mouth to say something, but then closed her mouth again, licking her lips. 
 
   “Who are you?” the man asked. “What are you doing out here? You know it's a bad time to be out? People get lost in the mist; they get hypothermia and then they die. There're wolves here, bears, bandits. Haven't you heard? Or are you all just being stupid?”
 
   It was Gilda O'Brien who stepped forward. “We are here to look for vampires. And we’ve come all the way from New York to look around this area.”
 
   The old man laughed. “Don't be silly. You can't find anything in this fog anyway.” He pointed his cane up the hill, in the direction where he came from. “I live up there; you'd be welcome to shelter there for the night. When the fog is gone, you can go back to looking for vampires when you can actually see again.”
 
   There was some murmuring in the group and Gilda O'Brien talked to some of them. Then she turned back to the old man. 
 
   “We'd be happy to take you up on your offer. It might actually be dangerous to be out in this weather.”
 
   The man turned and led the way. 
 
   The path was a narrow road up the side of the hill. The surface was loose gravel and even Veronica found the going tough. She kept her eyes focused on the ground beneath her feet and only saw the yellow eyes in the dark from the corner of her eye. She pushed Alexei along, helping him to get up the hill. The path turned left and moved up again. 
 
   In the mist, dark and with the poor road beneath her feet, she did not see the building they were being lead to. Only when the group had gone through the gate and was safely on the top of the hill did she look around. 
 
   The old man was behind them and closed the gate. All around them were stone walls. There was a falling wall in front of them with a large oak door. 
 
   It's a trap!
 
   “Up!” Veronica shouted at Anastasia and she pushed Alexei on. She slung her rifle and ran to the wall. Anastasia was already climbing. Veronica pushed Alexei up the wall and climbed along with him. Within seconds she was on the top of the crumbling ruins. She looked round and saw Anastasia running toward her over the top of the wall. Reunited, they leveled their weapons and looked down. 
 
   The old man set down his lantern and dropped his cane. He stretched and raised himself to his full length. He was not an old man at all. He looked like he was no older than thirty five, but his hair was gray. He smiled, baring his teeth. His sharp fangs shone in the small light of the lantern. The door ahead opened and a woman appeared. She looked pale, but she was finely dressed. She was beautiful. Two men, both well-dressed, came to stand beside her. 
 
   “Welcome, welcome to my humble abode!” the not-old man said, spreading his arms and gesturing to the entire structure. A shiver went through the group collectively. 
 
   “You are welcome to enter my house. Please, do not disturb the rooms that are locked, but feel free to roam around the castle other than that.”
 
   The man began walking forward and suddenly a number of wolves appeared out of the shadows to join him by his side. They swept the square and brought the entire group to the entrance to the castle proper. 
 
   Right before he pushed all the vampire hunters into the castle, he turned around and looked up at the trio on the wall. “You can come down, you know. Not like I will harm you. And those pop guns will not do a thing.”
 
   Anastasia brought her rifle to her shoulder. “These shots will. Who are you?”
 
   “I am the vampire of the castle.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The “old man” led them up a flight of stairs into a round room. Just inside the door, Veronica saw the last of the group being led down another corridor. They went down a big hall, but Veronica, Anastasia and Alexei were being led up those winding stairs. The round room had three doors in it. One was the door they came through, another was open and led to a lavishly furnished bedroom, and the last was locked. The round room had a few windows all around and a big fireplace. There were bookshelves all around the room. In the center of it, there was a round coffee table and a few comfortable chairs. The man sat down in a seat by the fire and placed his elbows on the armrests. He locked his long fingers together and looked over them. 
 
   “Sit. Sit down, please.”
 
   Anastasia began to speak in Russian, but the man waved his hand. 
 
   “Please, please. Despite the fact that my English is particularly good, I get so very few chances to practice it.”
 
   Veronica scanned him. She thought she had seen fangs in that big smile, but she was not sure now. Maybe a trick of the light? She was reluctant to sit down. But Alexei made up her mind for her. He sat down, crossing his legs underneath him as he placed himself on the chair. He just stared at the man, trying to stare him down. 
 
   Anastasia also sat down, a picture of elegance in the way she moved. She had slipped instantly from hunter to princess. It left Veronica standing, and she was not sure she wanted to comply with anything this man said. 
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “I am the local voivode. Vlad Draculea, also known as Vlad Tepes.”
 
   Alexei jumped up in his chair. “You're Dracula?”
 
   The man smiled. “Didn't I just say that?”
 
   “I thought you were dead?” Anastasia asked him. 
 
   He smiled pleasantly again. “I nearly was. Thanks to Mr. Abraham van Helsing and his friends. But I was saved at the last moment, so here I am, and so lucky to be entertaining some guests from the New World.”
 
   Veronica sighed. 
 
   Well, this is it then. These two are with the count, who is one of the Elders and the head of the Watchers in this part of the world. They are safe and I can go home to California.
 
   “Well, then I should be leaving you soon, shouldn't I?” she said to Alexei and Anastasia. “You're where you have to be.”
 
   Vlad Draculea's dark eyes looked quizzingly at her. “Whatever do you mean?”
 
   “Julia Agrippina of the Western Council of Elder Watchers asked me to bring them to you. They're here now so I'll be going home soon.”
 
   She wanted to say something more, but Vlad's headshaking stopped her. 
 
   “I highly doubt she said I should take care of them. I did not hear a thing from her either.” He smiled at Alexei and Anastasia. “I will be happy to have you stay here for a while my dears, but you can't stay here for the long term.”
 
   “Why not?” Alexei demanded. 
 
   “Because my castle is old and falling apart and I have enough trouble feeding myself and the few Watchers I have left that are living here.”
 
   The last thing was a bit of a news flash for Veronica. “What do you mean by that?”
 
   “Well, I could not keep feeding on locals, could I? They just started to run out. And it did not go down well during Ceaușescu's rule, I can tell you.”
 
   “So what do you do now? Blood banks?”
 
   The voivode laughed. “Blood banks? In Romania? There are some, but half the country does not even have a hospital within miles. I could have bags brought in from Germany, but I don't like the taste of Germans.”
 
   Apparently Alexei found that funny as he let out a chuckle. 
 
   “So how do you feed?”
 
   Vlad Draculea produced a sinister smile. “You guys have those stupid clubs where people go pretending to be vampires and be fed on by vampires. Well, I sort of harvest those remotely.”
 
   Veronica frowned, thinking. 
 
   “No,” she said eventually. “You mean that group of enthusiasts...”
 
   “Our new supplies, yes.”
 
   Vlad Draculea got up. “Look, that room over there.” He gestured to the open door. “You're welcome to it, my dear children. Miss Melbourne, we will see to finding some accommodation for you?”
 
   Veronica nodded. 
 
   Vlad led her down the stairs and across a half landing. There was another door there and at the end of a small corridor there was another set of winding steps. It led up to a big round bedroom. The moment she got there, she looked out the window. In a tower next to her, she saw Alexei moving about through a window. At least she was nearby. 
 
   “You'll be comfortable here for the duration of your stay.”
 
   Veronica turned back to her host. “Thank you. Just one thing I don't understand.”
 
   “And what might that be, my dear?”
 
   “I thought you were to take care of them? Now you say you're not?”
 
   Vlad sighed. “They are supposed to be given in the care of Elizabeth Bathory at Csejte Castle, not here at Castle Dracul with me. She will be able to keep them safe a lot easier than me, and she can do a lot more to raise them as proper vampires. I am just an oddity of nature, I am afraid. A general and soldier caught in a world without a war to fight, and always trying to stop myself from causing too much mayhem. I cannot care for them, but surely Elizabeth can.”
 
   Veronica looked out again in the direction of the setting moon. She turned her gaze north a bit. “Isn't that Hungary over there?”
 
   “Slovakia and Hungary, yes.”
 
   “Isn't her castle supposed to be there?”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “Then why isn't it there?”
 
   The voivode chuckled, but it was a sad deception. “My darling Elizabeth has decided to disappear again, convincing herself she can do everything without me and that she does not have to be a Watcher.” He shook his head. “I think Julia wanted them to come here because of that too. Figured they would in time be good Elders.”
 
   “I think she did.”
 
   “But it doesn’t help to solve the problem that Elizabeth does not want to be a Watcher anymore though.”
 
   Veronica wondered whether she should say something. She decided that she should. “I think Anastasia might be a good Watcher, with some training.” She looked at him, trying to gauge his reaction. “She's a good shot and a good fighter. Killed Yakov Sverdlov last week.”
 
   Vlad nodded. He pulled a letter from his inner pocket. “I know. Kullervo, one of the Watchers in the north told me.”
 
   “You know him?”
 
   A slow nod again. “He is actually much older than me. Good man, bit of a temper, but still a good man.” He turned and walked to the door. “You'll want to rest and freshen up. I will see you at supper time.”
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Supper was a slightly surreal affair. They sat around the table with bowls of dark, warm blood in front of them. 
 
   “So where are we supposed to go now?” Alexei asked him, spooning hemoglobin into his mouth. 
 
   “You don't have to go anywhere yet. I can keep you here for a while,” Vlad answered. “But you will have to go to find Bathory soon.”
 
   Alexei had taken that answer as satisfactory, and the meal proceeded in silence. He spent the entire evening looking through the books on the shelves there, while Anastasia talked to the voivode. Veronica just stood staring out the window. Around midnight, she had had enough. 
 
   “I'm going to look for that damned castle.”
 
   Vlad Dracula had looked up. “
 
   You are very much free to do so. Do come back though, I would hate to see you lost in this country. The people here do not like vampires at all.”
 
   “Where do they…?”
 
   “Murca,” Alexei answered dully. 
 
   “Shut it, smart ass.”
 
   Veronica went out through the front door and then climbed over the collapsing wall. She found the gravel path down the hill and started walking. She did not want to go fast, she wanted to see and feel every bit of this road. It held a special history for vampire-kind, and it was a place that seemed at ease with that vampiric presence now. The people in Bistritz too had seemed at ease with the presence of the Elder vampires so close by. They might not have done so for a long time, but now that Vlad had found another solution for his nurturing needs than local virgins, they had accepted it. They would never have the romantic image of vampires that existed in America; they had seen the actual history play out before their very eyes. Their parents and grandparents and great-grandparents had suffered at the hands of Vlad and Elizabeth Bathory. They had seen their children taken, sometimes never to return. The two of them had fed on the virgin girls for extended periods in order to avoid taking others too soon, but often that had resulted in having to give them the choice between death and life as a vampire. That only worsened the situation as vampire numbers in the hills began to grow. And it had gone on for centuries. 
 
   At one point, the whole valley must have crawled with child and teenage vampires. That period was over now. Most of those vampires had either been allowed to die or had moved to other parts of the world. 
 
   There was a split in the road and Veronica took the road on her right. A few seconds onto that path, there was another road to the right, but she stayed on the path. It led to a narrow pass and went around. It was essentially one long curve. Half an hour of walking up and down a hill, but never seeing anything than steep hillside, she came back to the split in the road. This time, she took the left and a minute later she was in the pass. 
 
   The night air was full of life. There was the sound of wolves and the flapping and screeching of bats. Other than those sounds, the night was silent. Veronica heard the gravel crunch beneath her boots as she walked the last paces down the path. Back in the pass, she had a rough idea of where she should be going and she crossed the way directly. Slowly, she climbed up the steep hillside on the other side of the pass. There was a length of flat land in front of her, and then a steep drop. There was a valley there and a steep, rocky peak began at the other side of it. 
 
   Veronica dropped down into the valley and rushed to the other side and she saw a path leading onto the rocky approach. She ran up it. There were two stones marking the path and she stopped to look at them. She tried to read what it said, but she could not understand what it said. It was Romanian and the writing was incredibly weathered. 
 
   It took an hour to reach the top of the path and there was nothing there. Or at least, it looked as if there was nothing there. There were stones scattered across the top of the rocky peak. Veronica walked toward them. Suddenly she stopped. She did not know why. It was like something there was holding her back. “That fucking Elizabeth Bathory woman,” she swore. “Fucking hiding when there's someone looking for her and she has important shit to attend to.” 
 
   Suddenly she felt a pain at the back of her head and she blacked out. 
 
   It was just before dawn that Veronica Melbourne woke up. She looked around and found she was still on the crest of the hill lying by the stones. The first glimmers of sunshine were peering at her from the east and she rushed back to the Dracul Castle. 
 
   Vlad Draculea was still talking to Anastasia. 
 
   “How did you get along? Any luck?”
 
   Veronica shook her head, which actually hurt and made her wince. There was a swelling at the back of her head. 
 
   “You didn't find anything?” Anastasia asked her. 
 
   “Think I found those damned stones, but up at the top, there is only a heap of ruins. I tried to walk among the stones there, but something stopped me. And then I got hit and I passed out.”
 
   “That'll be the spell on the castle,” Vlad mused. 
 
   “Well, then we need to get that damned woman out of the fucking castle.” Veronica was frustrated. Nothing was going the way it should have been going. 
 
   “Didn't those people in Bistritz – Harker and his wife – say that you need to spill blood on the stones at the approach?” Anastasia put in. 
 
   Veronica was not thinking straight. She was just frustrated and angry. She charged down the stairs and up to her own room. 
 
   She did not sleep well, but with a more rested brain, she thought clearly again when night fell. The company sat around the table again; this time, to their breakfast. 
 
   Veronica wasted no time. “Ana. What happened to your little friend?”
 
   Anastasia blushed and looked at her goblet. “I don't know actually.”
 
   “He might have been drained already,” Vlad remarked casually. 
 
   There were shocked looks from his guests seated around the table. He decided to open a better line of conversation regarding the issue. “I apologize. I am so rarely in the company of cultured, civilized, gentle vampire folk. I meant to ask: Who are we talking about?”
 
   “There's a boy whose blood Anastasia liked, I think,” Veronica said, more savagely than she intended to. 
 
   Vlad frowned. He thought for a moment. “The story of the blood sacrifice to lift the spell and raise Csejte castle from obscurity?” He shook his head. “It doesn't work. We tried.”
 
   “According to Sarah van Helsing and Johnny Harker it had to be the blood of a virgin.” Alexei said. 
 
   “We tried that. Didn't work.”
 
   Veronica blinked. For a moment, she felt defeated. Then a thought struck her. “You're sure it was a virgin?”
 
   Vlad opened his mouth, but shut it again. He thought. “Actually, now you mention it. Some mortal paper did mention the other day it is normal for thirteen year olds to have sex now.” He shrugged. “Suppose I need to go younger than that these days to be certain they are virgins.”
 
   Alexei frowned. “What is the fascination with virgins?”
 
   Vlad laughed. “They are fresh. Fewer chances of disease, no pregnancy hormones in the blood. It spoils it.”
 
   “Never noticed that,” Alexei shrugged. 
 
   “Since the time you were born, it has been normal to shoot people full of drugs to change their perception of things. Cocaine, heroin, methamphetamine, penicillin… all those things the armies came up with and that are now commonplace. The whole bloody lot. You, my dear prince, have probably never, in your one hundred years, had a taste of truly pure and elementally clean blood. I've spent all my centuries with people who never put anything worse into their bodies than alcohol. You learn to distinguish the other things in the taste of it when it’s present. Virgins have a different hormonal makeup.” Vlad smiled and looked up. “And, they are easier to manipulate into giving up their blood.”
 
   Veronica chuckled. “Now there is something I can relate to. It’s easier to get men to feed on for the same reason.”
 
   Anastasia looked at them both. “I know Quincey is a virgin.”
 
   Veronica looked at her in surprise. “How do you know?”
 
   She looked down. “He's never even kissed someone before. Boys don't lie about that. They would do just about anything to finally have the right to brag about it instead.”
 
   “True...” Veronica admitted. “Can you get him to come with us?”
 
   Anastasia went down to the cellars after they had eaten. The group Vlad Draculea had lured up to his castle was there. Anastasia looked over them. There were two men missing. It was the big hockey fans that were gone. All the faces were completely blank. Their eyes were unfocused and they looked hypnotized. She found Quincey in a corner. She squatted down in front of him and looked into his unfocused eyes. 
 
   “Quincey?” she asked gently. He did not answer. She brushed a hand over his face, but there was no reaction. She was at a loss what to do. She leaned in to kiss his lips, but there was no response either. 
 
   “If he's going to die, you can turn him to your will already. It won't matter,” Veronica's voice said from the doorway. 
 
   Anastasia looked her way. “I've never...”
 
   “Just a few drops will make him do what you want. He won't turn unless he's drained and then fed from your veins.”
 
   Anastasia licked her lips as she tried to make up her mind. Then she cut her right index finger on her fang. She used her nimble fingers to force Quincey's mouth open and brush a few drops of her own cold blood onto his tongue. He blinked his eyes and the blank look disappeared. 
 
   “Ana?” he said. 
 
   “Yeah. Come on, Quincey. Come with me.” She took his hand and pulled him up. 
 
   “Where am I?” he asked. But he followed Anastasia's lead as she pulled him from the cellar. 
 
   “Never mind that. You've been asleep, that's all.”
 
   She led him straight into the courtyard and there they waited for Vlad and Alexei to show their faces. 
 
   “I've been asleep?”
 
   “You have been, Quincey.” Anastasia brushed her fingers over his cheek. Then, in an impulse, she pressed her lips on his. She pushed her tongue into his mouth and felt him respond. He was still dazed and bewildered. There was not much of a response from him. But she pressed on, wrapping her arms around him. Before she knew it, she reached for the front of his trousers. 
 
   Veronica stepped in and pulled her away from him. 
 
   “If he lives, you can do that later.”
 
   Anastasia looked furious for a moment. But then she looked down. “Yeah, you're right.” She sighed. “I just wanted him to at least have had that in his life if he does die.”
 
   Alexei and Vlad came down and they set off to the other side of the pass. They reached the rocky path at the bottom of Csejte Castle an hour later. Halfway up the slope, they found the stones. 
 
   “Time for your pet to do his duty,” Vlad grumbled at Anastasia. 
 
   Anastasia took Quincey's hand and pulled him along.
 
   “It's all right, Quincey.” She led him to the stones. She raised his hand and kissed it, then slowly she turned his hand and she kissed his wrist. She heard him sigh and she bit down into his artery. The blood welled into her mouth. She drank a few gulps of it and then pushed his wrist onto the first stone. Quincey began to shiver and she pulled him along to the second stone. His blood spattered onto the weathered columns and suddenly there was a rumbling noise above them. They looked up with slack jaws as they watched the castle appearing high above them. 
 
   Quincey collapsed. 
 
   “I'm sorry. I'm so sorry,” Anastasia told him as he sank to the ground. She saw the life fade from his eyes and she did truly feel sorry about his sacrifice. Suddenly, she decided that she understood what the old vampire had felt who had turned her and her brother as they lay dying in the field outside Yekaterinburg. And just as the last light faded from his eyes, she bit down into her own wrist and put the cut to his mouth. The blood trickled through his blue lips and the color began to return. He began to suck on her wrist, drinking her blood. She pulled away her wrist and pulled Quincey to her breast, hugging him. The cut on her wrist healed, as did the cut on his. They sat there for a moment, recovering from the ordeal. 
 
   “Silly girl,” Veronica muttered, but she pulled them both to their feet and then marched up the hill toward the castle. 
 
   


  
 

 
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   THE DEATH OF KULLERVO
 
    
 
   Kullervo, son of Kalervo,
 
   Drew his sword, looked at it,
 
   Turned it over, questioning: 300
 
   Would it please this iron blade-
 
   To devour guilty flesh
 
   And to drink the criminal blood?
 
    
 
   And the sword understood him,
 
   Understood the man's intention
 
   And responded in these words:
 
   "Why should it not please me well
 
   To devour the guilty flesh
 
   And to drink the criminal blood
 
   Since I eat the flesh of innocents 310
 
   And I drink the guiltless blood?"
 
    
 
   Then Kullervo Kalervoson,
 
   Old man's son in blue stockings,
 
   Placed the hilt upon the ground,
 
   Pressed the haft against the heath;
 
   Turned the point against his breast
 
   And threw himself upon the point-
 
   There fulfilled his destiny,
 
   Chose dark death and met his doom.
 
    
 
   Thus it was the young man perished, 
 
   Died the doomed man, Kullervo,
 
   And fulfilled his fate at last,
 
   Dying thus the hapless fellow.
 
    
 
   When Vainamoinen heard it,
 
   Heard that Kullervo had died,
 
   That he was no more, he said:
 
   "Do not you, O future people,
 
   Bring up children crookedly
 
   In the care of stupid cradlers
 
   With a stranger as a rocker. 330
 
   Children brought up crookedly,
 
   Any infant cradled wrongly,
 
   Never learns the way of things,
 
   Never acquires a mind mature
 
   However old he grows to be
 
   Or however strong in body."
 
    
 
   Kalevala, Rune 36
 
    
 
    
 
   Elizabeth Bathory was a beauty to behold. She was also a fury. She was a storm of rage when she saw the group come up to her castle. She was even more angry when she saw Vlad Draculea was one of the party that had arrived just ahead of the dawn. She slapped him and raged at him, but Vlad took a firm hold of her, wrapped his arms around her and kissed her. Blood trickled from their mouths as they kissed violently. And soon Elizabeth Bathory calmed down. 
 
   The castle itself was majestic. Castle Dracul had nothing on it. It overlooked the entire country, and where it might have been easier to attack than the other castle, it would be near impossible to take it due to the great walls and the high bastions. And it had the vampire inside to keep it safe. 
 
   There were more people inside. Elizabeth Bathory told them this was the main base for the Watchers. She glanced at Vlad and grumbled that he did not like people around his castle all the time. The Council met there, but the Watchers could not be based there. Those few who lived at Castle Dracul were there to help in the maintenance of the castle and to help with Vlad's schemes to find feeding resources. 
 
   She showed them the rooms they would be staying in and Alexei immediately went to see his room and laid himself down on the big feather bed. Anastasia looked at Veronica shyly as they came to the door of her room and then pulled Quincey along with her. 
 
   “Well, about time for her too,” Veronica mumbled. 
 
   She was shown a room she could use and asked whether she did not want to have a daycap. They sat in Elizabeth Bathory's parlor to drink some vodka in the soft glow of the dawn’s beginning. 
 
   “So, what now?” Veronica asked. 
 
   Vlad looked at the woman who sat next to him on the sofa, holding his hand. “I think you are right. Anastasia has good judgment, she is very clever and she is capable. With some training, she could become a good Watcher here. Alexei has a good head on his shoulders. There is plenty to study here and plenty for him to learn with our Council.”
 
   Veronica nodded. It was the best thing for the two of them, and probably for the vampire kind and all preternaturals. 
 
   “I hate to have to point it out, but you guys live like scavengers here. You’re really struggling to exist. I don’t think that anyone in the West Watch, particularly Julia, has ever paused in their busy lives to give it a thought really. Hell, I didn’t until I actually saw how things really were. I mean, we watch the news, we know that things have been tough over the years. The tearing down of the Berlin Wall, the fall of the USSR, the EU, wars in Ukraine, corruption… all of it. But I just don’t think that we really stopped to get a grip on how all of that must have been affecting you.”
 
   The two Elders nodded appreciatively, but they also let her continue.
 
   “In California, we’ve got suppliers, an underground railroad that connects every city, every preternatural being of every persuasion. Most of the time, we’re even working together to eradicate the things or creatures that threaten our collective existence. Our anonymity, our secrets… they’re really well guarded. By all of us. We’ve let you down Vlad… Elizabeth. We forgot you and it’s not fair.”
 
   “It may be true, veronica, but that is the way it is. We are existing and that is adequate.” Elizabeth consoled her.
 
   “But you see, that’s just it. It’s not good enough. I’m going to talk to Julia about it… right away. And as much as it pains me to say this, I’m not leaving till it’s all put right.”
 
   Ten days later, after a lot of telephone calls that were peppered with accusations, arguments and temper tantrums from both sides, Veronica left the castle with a heavy heart and headed down the treacherous hillside toward Bistritz. She’d had a long, painful conversation with Julia initially. The disillusioned Roman vampire had refused to believe that the members of the illustrious Watch was actually living in the manner that Veronica had been describing. 
 
   “Lies!” Julia had shouted accusingly over the bad connection Veronica had managed to secure a room a hilltop. “You are full of malicious lies.”
 
   “Now just hold up for a minute, lady. I want you to remember exactly how this goes before you pull any more of that Old World elitist crap on me. I’m here helping you out, not the other way around. I’ve finished the task I agreed to do for you and I’m no longer obligated, okay? I can just as easily snap my fucking fingers and be back in the warm, dry air on Santa Catalina, or better yet, be in bed with Rand getting the hell fucked out of me. So shut it!”
 
   Needless to say, Julia had seemed to be all ears after that outburst. They had waited rather impatiently for word to come from California about the decision that had been taken and when it finally did, it came from the witch of Boston, Bridget Bishop. She and Bjorn would lead a team to Europe with everything that would be needed to help the Eastern Watch. The contact in the village would be Johnny Harker and Sarah Van Helsing. Veronica’s eyebrows raised dramatically at the strange piece of news.
 
   Those fuckers knew where to find the damn place all along. How’s that for a blindsiding?
 
   Veronica had received word a few days later from the couple that there were thirteen truckloads of supplies parked outside the Harker and Van Helsing’s alleyway waiting for the dead of night to be escorted into the hills to Castle Dracul. Of course, there was no roadway to Csejte, but that was also part of their plan… their mission. All the drivers and workmen were vampires and all were highly skilled. There were road builders and tunnel engineers who would cut a new underground passage way from Castle Dracul to the grounds of Csejte, big enough for the trucks to pass through. Computer specialists and technicians were standing by to set up the communications center in the castle’s basement, as well as wire the whole structure for the high speed satellite Internet connection and full wireless service throughout the structure. A culinary team was present to upgrade the kitchens, and cold storage areas and the food supplies for both weres and vampires filled at least four of the forty-foot long containers that were waiting to be delivered in the village below. Julia had even sent food and clothing for the villagers to be distributed as needed by Sarah Van Helsing. It was a peace offering and Veronica knew that it would send the right message to the villagers. 
 
   After three weeks of nonstop work, the heavy equipment and specialized personnel finally drove away from Castle Dracul. But before they left, they demolished the stone pillars at the old gates of Csejte and then blasted out the hillside near the mouth of the path that led into the Tihuta Pass. Tourists and visitors to those hills were officially no longer welcome or needed. She did not want to leave the youngsters she had come to care about these past few months, but as she reflected on that, a gust of snow blew into her face. 
 
   Fucking snow. Fucking cold. I need to get back to the warmth. 
 
   The lyrics of an old Beach Boys song popped into her head and she smiled a crooked, wicked smile to herself. 
 
   Ca-li-for-nia, here we come!
 
   Moments later she was gone. 
 
   Zip!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The club was dark and dingy. But it was where Veronica Melbourne felt at home. She had been sad to leave Anastasia and Alexei in Romania, but she knew they would be in the right place there. And she needed to be here. 
 
   She drank her glass of warm blood and looked out for her target. 
 
   She had been tracking him since she got back to California. He was a bastard. A true bastard. He had been killing indiscriminately as he fed. She had followed him from Los Angeles to San Francisco, solely by the trail of bodies he had left behind. 
 
   And now he was there in her sights. 
 
   She saw how he began chatting to a girl and how he mesmerized her. He could not be allowed to do it again. Feeding was one thing, but killing was another. She could not let him kill again. He kissed the girl and then he took her by the hand and led her away. They went for the emergency exit and stepped out into the alley. 
 
   Quick now. Enough. 
 
   She pushed people aside and rushed for the exit. She ran to the alley and pulled out her pistol. She stood and aimed. She saw the head come down, the mouth about to clamp onto the woman's neck. She held her breath, dropped to her left knee, leaned in, braced and shot. The silver bullet hit the vampire in the middle of his skull. He went down like a plum pudding. She walked up to him and aimed the gun at his heart. She pulled the trigger once and the man was dead, a murderer killed by murderous silver. The girl was standing frozen. Veronica rounded on her. She looked into the girl's eyes and slapped her cheek. “Go. You've seen nothing and nothing happened. You're fine. Go.”
 
   The girl nodded absent-mindedly, got up and sauntered drunkenly down the alley toward the street. 
 
   But from the back of the alley someone started clapping. 
 
   “Well done. Well done Veronica Melbourne.” The voice was vaguely familiar. She had heard it before, but only ever for a moment. She could not place it. 
 
   “It took me a while to find you, but I knew you would come back here. So I laid down a trail for you to follow. A trail of breadcrumbs really, but made of bodies.”
 
   “Who are you?” Veronica demanded sharply. She aimed her gun at the voice. 
 
   “You know who I am, Veronica Melbourne. Sure, we only met in passing, never formally introduced even. But I know you will be pleased to hear I am still interested in effecting my revenge on you.”
 
   “Who are you?” Veronica asked again as she advanced toward the entrance of the alley. 
 
   And then the owner of the voice stepped out of the shadows. It was a woman. And Veronica knew her. “One day I will find you in a more advantageous situation and I will kill you. And then I will begin to rebuild the power we lost and I will take on all of those damned weres.”
 
   And suddenly it clicked. She knew who this was. Because it could only be one person. The one witch that escaped. “Ida Averbach.”
 
   “Correct!” Ida Averbach cackled, almost insanely. “Glad you remembered my name. And now we are formally acquainted, I will leave you with my promise. I will kill you, Veronica Melbourne. To me, you are nothing but an impetuous child who thinks she knows everything. You might just find that it does no one any good to be a know-it-all. You might just find that it is a rather dangerous business being a vampire who knows too much.” 
 
   There was a flash of light, and she was gone. 
 
   Veronica stood frozen to the ground. I went from hunter to babysitter, and now I have gone from babysitter back to hunter and from hunter to hunted. And all because I had to bring some vampires to a stupid castle. 
 
    
 
   The end.
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   rumuseţea este superbă, cu inteligenta divina.
 
   Beauty is superb, Intelligence divine.
 
   —A Romani saying
 
    
 
    
 
   Part One
 
    
 
   In 1189, Eleanor of Aquitaine was quite the beauty with her unusual, nearly-waist-length blaze red hair. Her younger sister Petronilla, known as Petra to those who loved her, rivaled her in beauty, but far overcame her mentally. It was Petra who insisted that Eleanor marry the far-too-young Duke Henry. Eleanor balked at the thought: at thirty, she wasn’t eager to take on a nineteen year old fool of a husband and her enthusiasm was markedly lacking as she walked down the long aisle in her superb wedding dress.
 
   Petra smiled at the sight, as did so many others at the ceremony, but for Petra the smile had nothing to do with the wedding and everything to do with the Duke’s future and by extension Eleanor’s security. Eleanor’s temperament was far too modern for the times but her sense of entitlement seemed to permit every indulgence without consequence. Any affable gentleman that caught Eleanor’s eye posed as a new distraction; she did everything in her power to bed him. Her conduct was that of a libertine, chasing every beauty without conscience. Many disapproved of this, but no one could truly condemn a Queen and Henry was slated to become the next King of France.
 
   After the ceremony, Petra accompanied her beloved sister to the French court where there gathered all of the wealthiest houses of Paris. The French court had a wild reputation of indulgence: parties, beautiful people and decadent foods. The court proved to live up to its reputation, it dazzled Petra. The Ladies-in-waiting and the Noblemen of the Court were more than she could have imagined. Moreover, the very-married Count Raoul I of Vermandois requested her dance at the party in Eleanor’s honor. From that first night, that first dance, Petronilla was lost to him.
 
   Raoul was charming, and gave all of his attentions to the Queen’s elegant younger sister. He was French and naturally, had allure down to a fine art. Petra fell fast for the smooth Frenchman with his dark curly hair which fell about his shoulders in ringlets. Even his beard consisted of those compelling dark ringlets. And his eyes—oh, those eyes. Petra shivered at the thought of his intense gaze that seemed to look past her beauty straight into her soul as no man had ever dared.
 
   She had to be with Raoul, permanently and as soon as possible. As Petra had always appeared to be the ‘good’ sister, the quiet, obedient one; nobody expected what followed.
 
   Raoul repudiated his wife and promptly requested the hand of an ecstatic Petra. She had no choice but to accept. They were hastily married and just as hastily excommunicated by the Pope.
 
   Eleanor gathered every powerful ally she knew to get her beloved sister back into the good grace of the church. Pope Innocent II promised to lift the excommunication, but recanted at the last moment in 1143. The pope’s action infuriated those who had assisted in the Queen’s petition to the Pope, including Louis VII, famed for burning Vitry-le-François to the ground.
 
   But fortunately Petra and Raoul did not have to wait long, Pope Innocent II died soon thereafter and his successor Pope Celestine lifted their excommunication. It was 1144 and finally Petra could live the life she so deserved with the man of her dreams.
 
   She could hold her head high as they entered the ballroom, Petra proudly propped on Raoul’s outstretched arm. Life simply couldn’t be any better. Short of an act of God, nothing could distract her from this bliss: Petra relaxed; enough even to learn to really dance, something Raoul had begged her to do for so long.
 
   It wasn’t an Act of God that disrupted Petra’s perfect life. Quite the opposite of godly in fact; her nemesis came in the form of a short, repulsive Countess with a face that one expected to bark, but she was an heiress with more coinage than the Vatican’s coffers.
 
   Countess Arabella DeLanghi was a new addition to court. She had lived deep in the country with her much older husband, who had succumbed to pneumonia only a year prior. The longest year of her life, as Arabella had told her preferred lady’s maid. As soon as was appropriate she came out of mourning and deserted her vast country estate castle to experience the incomparable splendor of the royal castle.
 
   She instantly gained the attention of the Noblemen and was the topic of much talk with the Queen’s ladies. It certainly wasn’t because of her looks. Her vicious wit and her seemingly bottomless purses made up for what she lacked in beauty. For Arabella the only good joke was at the expense of another, her wealth and recent freedom had given her opportunity to have the Court’s favor—and a part of her abused her recent position to make up for all the thinly-veiled jokes made at her own expense over the years. Petra enjoyed a good sense of humor, but never mockingly.
 
   Arabella didn’t factor into Petra’s world right way. There was something about her face which, if one added a droopy neck and ears could pass for that of a bulldog. But soon enough the two women had more in common than either would have believed possible. Both were hopelessly attracted to his black ringlets and soulful eyes.
 
   Raoul was quite in love with his beautiful and dutiful wife, but Raoul was nothing if not pragmatic. Petra was but the sister of a Queen and as such, and as a woman, had little opportunity to increase their estate. The Bulldog, as Raoul privately named Arabella, was on the other hand extremely wealthy; she owned half of the lands in France. To Raoul who had been born with title that could only take him as far as Court, a castle in need of repair, and a father who continually gambled away his lacking inheritance; the Bulldog had an instant appeal that Petra could never hope to match.
 
   They met, and the attraction was instant and mutual: her to his ringlets and charm, him to her estate. That he was already married never entered Arabella’s mind; another commonality between the ladies of Raoul. Some ten years later she’d have regrets on her conduct. But not now, now, Raoul clouded her better judgment.
 
   The couple were scrupulously careful for more than a year, meeting in out-of-the-way dens that no-one would ever suspect. Certainly Petra had no idea that the eyes she fell in love with were the same eyes that now looked upon another.
 
   After thirteen months the couple’s meetings grew far less clandestine. Raoul realized he had nothing to lose and everything to gain. And Petra began to hear whispers of her husband’s duplicity. She found them difficult to believe. The ladies of the Queen’s court were jealous of her happiness and she knew many Noblemen that would stop at nothing to lure her away from Raoul’s arms. How could it be otherwise, a woman of so little grace could curdle a bottle of milk?
 
   But presently even Petra could no longer lie to herself. The adulterous couple became more public in their trysts. This felt worse than the excommunication for Petra; this was brand new for a woman of such beauty and rank. She had to face the talk of the Court alone. She, whom comforted others in losing their husbands to younger, wealthier women. She never thought it could happen to her. The agony was startlingly unbelievable, and Petra had no idea how to assuage it.
 
   In 1152 she finally allowed him to annul their marriage on the basis that he was still married to his first wife who had recently died leaving him free to marry Arabella. She immediately fled Court with her beautiful head hung low in shame and disappointment. And this is where known history diverges from reality. Petra moved to her sister’s country estate and faded from society. Towards the end of the year she made the decision to travel back to her motherland. On her voyage back to England she contracted a fever and died before port was ever reached.
 
   This is the story the history books tell. But the Captain’s log tells another story. His account does not show that Petra was aboard the ship when it docked on English soil; post mortem or otherwise.
 
   And she wasn’t. The ship had made a brief stop in one of the Channel Islands at the behest of the Queen, and when it left for England, it did so without Petra.
 
   Petra disembarked from the small dinghy that ferried her to shore to feel solid rock under her feet. She felt instant relief as she took in the sights before her. The island had a mysterious beauty and here no one but her knew her past. This freedom was just what was needed after the gossip of court, and the awful mortification of being lost; a husband who’d torn her heart from her chest and left her for dead.
 
   That she’d been blind to his nature simply astounded Petra, she had always prided herself on her wit and intelligence. Never in her life had she made such a drastic miscalculation and it ate at her like a mouse at a chunk of cheese.
 
   The Captain, who generously took her ashore, accompanied her to an intimate and beautiful inn that was nestled into the South facing cliff of the island. This is where he left her. So, alone she requested the innkeeper reserve her room ad infinitum.
 
   That night she couldn’t sleep and went for a long walk along the cliffs. It was a bright night; the moon was full. Petra stopped after a mile and paused captivated by the moon’s reflection on the sea; shining out as if creating a moonlit path to the edge of the world.
 
   What possible good was her life now? She’d dreamed of a humble life. Summers in the country so Raoul could enjoy the hunt, winters at court with her sister and the newly crowned King. She would be mother soon enough and birth his male heir. After a year or two, a girl to bring life and beauty to their home. She’d even written of her dream life in her journal. It made the black days of their excommunication tolerable. She had a chance to live part of that life she dreamed of, once they’d been permitted to return to Court and into the grace of the church she was in raptures! But then there was Arabella and her pocketbook to contend with.
 
   And now there was nothing but blank pages and no way to fill them. She’d not have another husband that much was sure. Her life was ruined she saw that clearly now as if the moon’s reflection set a path, clarifying her thoughts. It was just her, the moon and the sea; the waves pounding against the beach far below.
 
   If she chose to stay in France, her life at most would consist of sitting back and watching the lives of those she loved flourish. Her beautiful sister: Queen, wife and mother. Raoul her charming ex-lover, his new wife, the children they would raise on their beautiful estate. Even her lady’s maid could look forward to more than she. Such a thought was beyond awful; intolerable. Petra had always been a power behind her older sister, her constant advisor; the name that propelled those around her into good favor at Court. But she’d always known her own life was as important and Raoul destroyed that hope and her reputation. The needs of her sister were not enough to hold her in France.
 
   As Petra stared consumed by despair, out over the English Channel she heard a distant howl. It startled her for a moment but she cared not if wolf or beast came for her. Her dark thoughts continued, what did it matter now.
 
   Her thoughts were bleak and Petra saw but one recourse. It would be quick and easy: no one she knew would find out soon, and if they did she would not be present for any of the consequences. She had been excommunicated once already and her soul was, despite the Pope’s decision, more than likely doomed to a fiery afterlife for her sins of this life. She made up her mind; she took the few steps that lay between her and the edge of the cliff. Brightly lit, the cliff fell to the sea at such an angle that no living creature could walk or climb down. She lifted her head proudly, closed her eyes, and took one large final step forward.
 
   Instead of air rushing past as she plummeted, something large hit Petra with the force of a running horse. She was knocked twenty feet to the right and landed head-first against an oak tree.
 
   As her head spun and rang from the force of the blow, Petra wondered what on earth had happened. Something had hit her from a dead run, that was for sure. But what?
 
   As her head slowly cleared she became aware of something panting heavily nearby. Opening her eyes was difficult, the world swam at each attempt but finally she succeeded and found herself looking into exquisite gold eyes.
 
   Her own eyes widened with shock when she realized what stared at her with those eyes; quite the largest wolf she’d ever seen. There was no doubt what had knocked her back to safety. She felt a medley of emotions; strangely curiosity was one of them.
 
   Petra’s thoughts made her nauseous, how could this reality be possible. Wolves didn’t have the intelligence to observe a woman’s despair; to save a human’s life. Did they?
 
   “Not your normal wolf, no,” a voice that was not her own spoke to her clearly in her mind. She had no time to question what she heard; the mammoth golden-eyed beast lunged at her as rapidly as a snake sunk its sharp teeth into her arm.
 
   That was enough for Petra to give up. No more questions, no more despair, no more hope. She welcomed the darkness that engulfed her.
 
   When Petra woke she found herself alone in unfamiliar surroundings, to comforts that were not offered to her at the Inn the Captain left her at the previous night. The over-sized bed embraced her with the help of the cotton sheets and feather-down pillows. From where she lay she could see the fisherman’s bay. The open window was positioned in such a way that when she looked through it from the bed it felt like she was still outside standing on the cliff’s edge, the sea stretched out in front of her; it seemed the sea was the only constant in her new reality: its rhythmic pounding; the salty-sea air you could taste and smell; the strong northern winds.
 
   Slowly the events of the previous night came back to her. She had attempted to end her life! But something had knocked her from her path and her feet to rescue her. She was sure that something was a wolf; with golden eyes deeper and more inviting than even those of her Raoul. She remembered the wolf biting into her forearm, but what struck her most what that before the wolf bit her it spoke to her, with a voice from within her head that was not her own.
 
   “Nothing made sense,” she thought. Her eyes searched the room for a chamber pot. She left the safety of the bed and rose to her feet to retrieve it and relieved herself.
 
   Breakfast arrived shortly thereafter; delivered by a young girl who smiled widely but said nothing. She took several covered plates off a tray, one by one and set them on a table beneath the window. These acts of gracious hospitality made Petra feel a little less anxious in these unknown surroundings—
 
   An unmistakable metallic aroma rose up from beneath the cloche, but she could not pair the scent with a meal she was familiar with. For a moment she squinched her eyes tightly shut, afraid of what she’d see. She opened them at the same time as she lifted the cover from the first plate; she was a lot of things, but coward wasn’t one of them.
 
   “Goodness! Was that a… it couldn’t be,” she thought as she caught a glimpse of her breakfast.
 
   It was a large meat steak: bloody and raw. Her eyes darted around immediately in search of a knife and fork. This seeming reflex shocked her more than the sum of all the events she had recently experienced. Her body was reacting with a base craving to the sight and smell of the fresh bloody steak. Her stomach felt as though it had climbed up into her throat and was threatening to leap out of her mouth to grab the meat, and return.
 
   As if in a dream she watched herself reach out and pick up the bloody steak, without utensils, and delivered it to the body that—She didn’t have the chance to finish that thought as abruptly the plate was empty but for a small pool of fresh blood.
 
   She gagged, but then realized how wonderful she felt, as if she’d slept for a solid week, eaten a large meal and was now in a state of rest.
 
   “Yes, there was nothing comparable to feeling like this,” Petra thought. Like nothing would ever feel so wonderful again.
 
   There she was wrong, she’d learn that when the moon rose that very night. But that wouldn’t happen for hours: first she must meet her hosts, a pair of women who’d lived together for many years, they told Petra as she emerged from her room.
 
   Charissa was the eldest, and the one who had been shocked to find a woman leaping from the cliff but at one hundred yards from their cottage, was her mate Erigny who spoke with a laugh.
 
   According to the tiny blonde Erigny, Petra was no longer fully woman. Once a month she’d turn into a wolf and stay in that form for several days. She wasn’t limited to change at the rising of the full moon, Erigny assured her; at any other time she could change at will. She was also informed that as a Werewolf, there was no longer a time limit on Petra’s life. Unless she allowed herself to be killed, she could live as long as she desired.
 
   It didn’t sound bad to Petra, who didn’t quite believe the tale. Eternal life? Enough funds gathered throughout the years so that the women could live as they liked or not? Highly unlikely, but worth a shot. Petra had never backed away from anything in her life and she wasn’t about to start now. As such when the two ladies asked her to disrobe, she obediently obliged, stripping naked and following them to join the rest of the wolf pack who went outside to meet the moon as she rose. Having no idea what to expect, Petra sat on her rump and watched as the others lay prone and curled onto their sides.
 
   Then the moon came into view at the edge of the horizon, and Petra felt a strange pull, a yearning for something she didn’t comprehend. Suddenly she fell onto her side with a heavy thump. A chorus of short barks nearby sounded suspiciously like laughter. She attempted to sit back up again, but again rolled sideways as her long tail was directly beneath her.
 
   “Wait just a moment. Her what was where?”
 
   Petra froze where she was and took stock as she stretched.
 
   “Four legs: check.
 
   “Extremely sensitive ears: check.
 
   “A long nose which picked up every scent for miles? Check.
 
   “The knowledge that life had permanently changed; was now eternal and could be enjoyed with a freedom that no woman of this time has ever had? Check.”
 
   It took her several tries, but Petra succeeded in standing on all four feet without pitching forward or sideways. Once she was up, she began to walk until another wolf shot past her like a star in the night. Her heart leaped. That certainly looked like fun! With one enormous bound, she landed next to the other wolf and then promptly broke into a smooth run herself. Tantalizing scents arose and faded as the three wolves shot through dense forest, swerving around trees and leaping logs with abandon. Once Petra skidded to a stop in a clearing, drawn by the enormous round moon just above the trees. She threw her head back and howled instinctively at length.
 
   Almost at once there was a response: the hair on Petra’s back rose with bliss. She wasn’t alone, and never would be again. She howled for a final time that night and set off running once again, wild and free.
 
   Born in Wallachia, one of the principalities that would become Romania, Michael Raya Pătraşcu lived with his mother and father and two other entire families in a tiny three-room house deep in the forest. His father made a meager wage collecting nuts and selling them: by eighteen, Michael was determined to leave the forest and make something of himself. He’d heard talk about Castle Bathory, some eighty kilometers from his home. Apparently a beautiful young Countess was married to the Count of Bathory who was more than twice her age. She had a reputation for enjoying the company of young warriors. Just what Michael aspired to be, coincidently.
 
   Perhaps the Count would train Michael to be in his personal army. He was big enough; a rare six feet and four inches tall and his dad had trained him in arms as best he could with his limited knowledge and experience. Yes, Castle Bathory held the key to Michael’s future. On his eighteenth birthday, Michael kissed his mom and set off on the long trek.
 
   Having lived in the woods all of his short life, Michael was unprepared for some the sights en route to the castle. He passed through several villages where he saw people so unbelievably poor that they resembled walking skeletons. How could such things be, when on the other side of the same street men in uniforms carried women in outrageously rich clothing along at a trot? And if the small group ever passed the paupers, mostly there was no reaction whatsoever from the wealthy parties. Occasionally someone would throw part of what they were eating at one of the skeletons, but that was the only interaction Michael noticed.
 
   Even the dogs looked more healthy than those poor souls.
 
   As Michael hastily left a village behind for the open road, he was forming opinions that would be with him all of his life—a life that would prove to be a lot longer than he or his family could ever have imagined.
 
   Finally Michael arrived at Castle Bathory, but felt too filthy to present himself. He needed a bath at the very least. Having passed a stream, he turned around and went back.
 
   Somewhat cleaner but still in the same worn clothing he’d had for years, Michael passed through the castle gate and was immediately challenged.
 
   “Name!”
 
   “Occupation!”
 
   “Reason for visiting Bathory!”
 
   Evidently his answers weren’t pleasing, as the gate-keeper held his palm out in the universal ‘stop’ movement: “Denied! Next.”
 
   Michael dropped his head and moved back to watch how others got through. It was easy enough, he learned: offer enough money and you were in.
 
   People dressed worse than he was offered coins and were passed through, to Michael’s distress. How was he ever supposed to make his own way if he couldn’t get his foot in the door?
 
   In despair, he shook his head and dropped it into his large hands.
 
   “You, there. What’s your name?” A female voice spoke.
 
   Michael pulled his head upright and there she was: the most beautiful creature he’d ever seen. Ever even imagined. She had long, pale hair freshly brushed. A long dress with familiar symbols painted down one side. At one time he’d had to memorize those symbols but it had been years ago. He doubted if he could—
 
   “Read me the first three of these, Michael,” the woman demanded in her light, wealthy sounding voice.
 
   Michael gulped in absolute panic. Obediently he stared at the top of the line of symbols, and the first one suddenly made sense: it looked like a pair of ears glued together. Hearing. That’s what it meant. The second one, though—try as he might, all Michael saw there were, well, nothing he’d tell a lady about. Not that he was right! He had no recollection of Dad ever teaching him about a symbol that meant THAT. The third one was once again obvious. A fist held in the air: off to war.
 
   Great. He had one and three but the second one eluded him. Before he could lose his courage, he blurted that out to the woman. To his surprise, she demanded to know what he thought that second symbol meant.
 
   “Nothing I’d ever tell a, uh, lady,” the young man stammered.
 
   The blonde woman slowly grinned. “Whoever said I was a lady? Go on, give it a guess.”
 
   Michael felt an incredible heat rising in his cheeks as he stared at that second symbol in sheer desperation.
 
   “Not a penis,” he mumbled as he tried to focus harder. “Not a damn penis. NOT a pen—”
 
   “That’s precisely what it is,” the light voice broke into his thoughts. “It’s the symbol for starting a family.”
 
   “Makes sense,” Michael mumbled. “Should have guessed that.”
 
   “You’re not the best reader, but maybe you’re strong and fast? Make a good warrior?” the woman said with a smile.
 
   Michael brightened. “Yes Doamnă. That’s just why I came. I can hit anything at 200 stânjen with a bow and arrow, and at half that with a spear. Oh and I can climb a tree faster than anybody I know.”
 
   It was the woman’s turn to choke back a laugh.
 
   “Know what? I believe I’d like a demo of that last talent.” She looked around and pointed at a wide white oak tree. “Can you climb that one?”
 
   Michael’s eyes followed her gaze. White oaks had luxurious, thick leaves covering branches that looked deceptively wide and strong. From past experience, Michael knew that many branches started out thick, then swiftly narrowed to a width that wouldn’t support a fat raccoon. Yet, this was a challenge.
 
   “Yes, doamnă!”
 
   “Right, then. One, two, three. GO!”
 
   Michael took off at a dead run. As he reached the oak, his superior height allowed him to make a massive leap upward where he just caught a branch no other man could have reached without climbing to it. From that branch, he climbed rapidly upward and reached the top in seconds to open delight and clapping from the woman below. Instantly he headed back down, aware that the faster he went, the less pressure he’d apply to these thin branches.
 
   “You’ll do, Michael. You’ll do!”
 
   And that is how Michael found himself being regularly beaten black and blue by a squadron of lads a year ahead of him in training. However, that meant nothing to Michael considering what else he was learning: the finer points of that second symbol, to his own disbelief.
 
   The lady turned out to be the Countess Bathory herself! After Michael had trained for two weeks, she met him as he walked to a nearby lake for a bath.
 
   “Bet that water is cold this time of year,” she remarked.
 
   “Yes, doamnă Bathory,” he responded nervously.
 
   “Don’t call me that! My name is Liz,” she told him. “Come on. I know where there’s a much warmer place to bathe.”
 
   She’d led him to a remote castle entry point, then down so many halls that he’d been instantly lost. He was so busy studying his surroundings that it didn’t matter.
 
   The statues alone were so different from anything he’d imagined in such a castle. Naked people, mostly. Why have statues of something you see all the time? Rich people were a mystery, he concluded.
 
   He came to a room with an enormous tub of water being heated by a series of small fires, each tended by a child. His mouth dropped. Who in the world was rich enough to live like this! All of that work: the wood brought in, fires started, water hauled—just so rich people could scrub their arses. He learned quickly enough that there were other uses for heated water. Elizabet asked him to step up on the platform and look into the tub as there was, “Something interesting he should see.”
 
   Dutifully he’d climbed the ladder and arrived next to her. Looking down into the mist coming off the heated water, he said, “I can’t see a thing.”
 
   Next thing he knew, she gave him a massive shove and he landed butt first into truly hot water. She roared with laughter.
 
   “See well enough now?” she asked as she’d dropped her robe and stepped in after him, stark naked.
 
   For the first time in his life, Michael was truly speechless—a state he was to become familiar with during his time in Bathory Castle.
 
   They romped for hours. He learned what a mouth on his cock felt like (sheer heaven,) and what a twat tasted like (not bad, but nothing like heaven.) He enjoyed his first lengthy kiss and thought he’d die from the pleasure of it, and finally she allowed him to penetrate her.
 
   Then he knew he’d die from the pleasure of it.
 
   He learned through his own growing exhaustion that Countess Elizabet Bathory was just getting started. Michael went from being a virgin to experiencing three rapid orgasms within a few short hours; Michael didn’t know whether he was coming or going.
 
   Once he saw what Elizabet kept in a nearby box, he thought he might be going— anywhere, as long as it was away from what lay inside.
 
   “Michael, I feel like playing with a toy,” she began.
 
   “I can barely keep my eyes open,” he mumbled. In all honesty he held his eyes tightly close through both exhaustion and fear; in hopes he could avoid what was coming next. He wasn’t at all sure he could live through another orgasm. His heart pounded nearly out of his chest while the Countess clawed hell out of his back. This sex business—there was more to it than met the eye, at least with royalty. He hoped that maybe normal people fucked like horses and cows: a straight-up bang and done.
 
   “Oh this will wake you up, I promise,” she said and he heard a hint of laughter behind it.
 
   In time he’d learn to dread that not-quite-a-laugh.
 
   “Reach over and hand me that box, will you?” she asked, pointing at a burnished wood box on a bench near his left hand.
 
   He did as requested, and the weight of the thing actually did wake him a bit out of sheer curiosity. However, then she reached in and withdrew a familiar yet bizarre item and his curiosity vanished as if it had never existed. The sight of the object itself filled him instead with an undefined dread. It was brown and gnarled; about the size of a fennel root, but not that well proportioned. He had no idea what kind of a plant it was, or what it could be used for. He only knew that it so closely resembled a well known poisonous root: mandrake. But why would Elizabet have mandrake root in her rooms?
 
   She held it out to him, and now he saw that the plant in her delicate white hand, though it resembled the poison, wasn’t mandrake at all. It was shriveled and had several thin, stringy tendrils hanging from it.
 
   “What is it, Liz?”
 
   She’d obviously seen the question on his face, “Wondering what such a thing is used for, are you?”
 
   “Yes doa- uh, Liz,” he managed to respond. Once again he heard that little non-laugh and he was beginning to comprehend that he didn’t want to hear it.
 
   “Come to me and lay in my lap,” she commanded.
 
   He did as requested, looking up at her with bewildered blue eyes. Again she did that non-laugh, “Open your mouth, you idiot.”
 
   Again he followed her instruction; he felt he had little other choice. Immediately he felt more naked than he ever had before and worse was to come.
 
   She took a small paring knife from the table beside her, and for the life of him couldn’t figure out what on earth she was doing that required a knife. Maybe it was a rich person’s ritual?
 
   In the next second he felt something cold and hard poking at his lips, he opened his mouth, and then...
 
   “CHRISTOS!” he shrieked as he bit down on the piece of bitter herb in his mouth. He’d never tasted anything like that nor even known it existed.
 
   “Shut up you fool,” she hissed like an adder from the woods.
 
   “Oh dear God. What is it? It tastes horrible,” he cried frantically and spat onto the ground until the awful taste was gone.
 
   “It’s a Chinese potion called ginseng. It’s to invigorate you and awaken the senses,” Elizabet chided. She paused, taking in his ridiculous reaction. Then her expression changed rapidly. “Get the hell out. You might have awakened the Count, you fool. Get your clothes and go.” 
 
   When he didn’t move with shock, she shrieked, “NOW! Go!”
 
   Michael was out of that water and gone like a shot. He was still running when he hit the woods, still stark naked with his clothes over his shoulders.
 
   “Not your night tonight,” a voice came out of the darkness. “Poor bastard. Let me help you.”
 
   It was one of the guys he’d been training with, and for the first time they weren’t laughing at him.
 
   Fredo, the kid who’d spoken, helped Michael to lay on his side on his pallet. No one was snoring or farting, a sign that all the guys were awake. Michael was horrified that they probably all knew exactly what he’d undergone.
 
   “Yeah, a few of us have been there,” Fredo said as if he’d heard Michael’s thoughts. “Looks like you’re the lucky favorite for a while,” he paused. “Rest of us will do what we can to help.”
 
   Michael forced himself to remain at the castle for years, so he might complete his training. By then, he was running the regiment, a development that didn’t amaze anyone. He was still seeing the Countess on a regular basis. He’d managed to establish boundaries such as anything involving the ingesting of mind or body altering substances was out of bounds; much to the Countess’s disappointment.
 
   To make up for it, he’d invented several games which were brand new to the jaded Countess.
 
   “Elizabet, can you get two servants up here? I have an idea for a really fun game,” he began.
 
   Puzzled, she rang for two women as he’d asked. He refused to say anything until they arrived, although he did also request a pair of sharp needles. He couldn’t help but notice Elizabet’s pupils widen at hearing needles. Yes, this would work: it would take her attention off herbs and drugs. It had to. And he’d make sure the girls were well-compensated.
 
   The two kitchen girls appeared, along with the two needles; the game was ready.
 
   Michael explained, “Now this is easy. Each of us pokes a needle into the girl we think can withstand pain for the longest time. Last girl standing is the winner!”
 
   Elizabet’s face lit up like an early sunrise.
 
   “Michael, you’re a genius. I get to pick first. Ladies first,” she winked at him seductively, she was turned on by his control of her, of understanding her, manipulating her, “…and I pick...” she stared at both girls. Michael could see wheels turning in her mind. Finally she spoke again, “I pick the brown-haired girl. Brunettes have thicker skin than blondes, you know,” she giggled a little with that non-laugh Michael had come to fear and hate.
 
   Michael gave both girls a look of pure lament when the countess’s face was turned away, but there was nothing he could do but go along.
 
   “On the count of three,” Elizabet commanded, excitement causing her voice to shake, “One, two, three!”
 
   There was complete silence for a moment, then a muffled groan and a crash that seemed to happen at the exact same moment.
 
   “You fool!” the Countess raged at the girl she’d been poking.
 
   “You got your shitty peasant blood all over my arm. Why, I should—” her voice suddenly cut off, and Michael saw that she was staring at her own arm with intense fascination.
 
   “My god, look at the skin where that young bitch bled on it. Look, Michael—it’s a miracle.”
 
   “You,” she said to the terrified young girl, “How old are you?”
 
   “Sixteen, doamnă,” the girl stuttered.
 
   “You a virgin, per chance?” Elizabet said.
 
   “Y-y-yes, of course,” the girl responded, “Im not yet married.”
 
   “That’s the answer to aging!” Elizabet screamed, bits of saliva flying from her lips, eyes gleaming.
 
   “Look at my arm closely! Wherever her blood hit my skin has become pure, beautiful, youthful!” She grinned widely, “Michael, I’m going to be young forever. You mark my words.”
 
   Indeed Michael never forgot that moment, as it was the spark that inspired a chain of atrocities that would become synonymous with the name ‘Elizabet Bathory’ until the end of time.
 
   He witnessed the Countess’ descent into madness. At first she’d use only drops of blood, but soon her blood thirst began to rise. After several years, she was bleeding girls to death, one per day. Michael’s training was almost complete five years later, and by then Elizabet demanded two girls every few hours... Michael’s training finally ended; he had reached his mental breaking point at the same moment. With nary a glance over his shoulder, the young warrior left Castle Bathory forever.
 
   Michael heard rumor of a major conflict in Transylvania and headed in that direction. He crossed Walachia and Moldavia to reach the state. There were sights along the way left him shaken to his core. He had lived like a veritable king while these people had been dying, slowly from of extreme poverty. This was another lesson that would stay with him forever. 
 
   The Turks seemed unstoppable in their numbers when Michael caught his first sight of their army spread across the valley. The only way to stop them was to unite: Walachia, Moldavia and Transylvania must become one. It was a feat that had never been conceived, much less realized—yet ‘Michael Raya the Brave’ would accomplish it.
 
   The unification lasted six brief months, a single Romanian Prince ruled over all Romania for the first time. Unfortunately, one short month after Michael’s unbelievable triumph, Basta had him executed. The name ‘Michael the Brave’, however, would resound throughout history as the ‘Hero of Romania’.
 
   The stories of both Michael the Brave and Elizabet Bathory are well known. What was never known was that Michael Pătraşcu was not then executed by Basta, as legend would have us believe. Instead, must like Petra’s story he made the choice to disappear from the world he knew. He bribed his executioner, asking him to take him deep into the forest so he might return to life he born to. He’d had enough of castles. He changed his name, became Raya, his middle name; shaved his head and discarded his armor. The change was complete. No one would know he was once everything to do with ‘Michael the Brave’.
 
   As Raya he hunted and fished with friends he knew from his happy youth. He was content with his new life of the old. But then came unwelcome news; Elizabet Bathory had been arrested and was destined for death. As disgusted as he’d been by her, she was his first love and he couldn’t sit in the woods whilst she was executed.
 
   He back to the cache, deep in a cave to recover the weapons he left behind him to start his new life. And so began the long trip back to Bathory where Elizabet had been locked in the tower of her own castle.
 
   The years had not been kind to her, in spite of her bloodthirsty skin regimen. But his heart still skipped at the sight of her wide set brown eyes and pale blond hair. He stayed with her a while to do what he could to brighten her immediate mood. They were served a paltry meal of boiled meat and bread that night. Afterward, Raya wanted to take Elizabet for a walk but learned she couldn’t leave her prison.
 
   “Sorry, I shouldn’t have suggested it,” he said as the meal was cleared away.
 
   “How were you to know?” Elizabet asked, and something in those deceptively soft brown eyes sparkled for a moment.
 
   In those eyes Raya saw the woman who had infatuated him years earlier; it was as if the years simply melted away. He stood, walked to her side where she sat at a small table, grabbed her shoulders gently and pulled her to her feet to face him. Abruptly a wave of uncertainty flashed through Raya. What if she no longer wanted—Before the thought was complete, the tiny woman stood on tiptoes as she always had and brushed her lips against his own tentatively, as if afraid he’d pull away in disgust. It was all the invitation Raya needed. Her lips still pert and lush and her eyes clear from want, humbled. He swept her small frame into his arms and kicked the dividing curtain aside with one boot. The bedroom was poor: a tattered blanket on the floor served as her mattress. He did not care. He kissed her deeply and felt her nipples harden to life under his seeking hands.
 
   A mattress was naught but frippery to a soldier at any rate, Raya thought as he threw himself onto his back and brought Elizabet to his wide chest. She moaned softly, and Raya lost himself in her familiar scent. Normally he’d have ripped her clothes off, but he was acutely aware that these robes might be her entire wardrobe. He unhooked them and carefully laid them aside, then was finally able to feast his eyes on that body that belonged to him and his dreams.
 
   She was carrying a few more years, but her breasts were still large and heavy. Her bush still sprung up under his hand like a hedge in the spring. And her lips still tasted like honey from bees who’d feasted on anise. He kissed his way down to her core. Elizabet passionately thrashed in his arms with a desperation that was entirely new. Christos, how long had it been for her?
 
   With a conscious effort Raya slowed himself down. This had to be special for Elizabet it would be the last time she’d ever fuck and he was damned if he’d rush it. He removed his mouth from that inviting slit and began brushing light butterfly kisses down her plump inner thigh; something he remembered had driven her nearly to madness in their youth. She moaned softly, her eyes flashing nervously around the small chamber. He noted her reluctance to really let go, he realized she was afraid they’d be caught.
 
   He’d see about that. He worked his way back up to her snatch but casually skipped over it to her lower belly. There, he sank a questing tongue into her belly button with small thrusts. Elizabet didn’t make a sound, but thrust her lower torso high in the air against his hand. He pushed up and captured the peak of one large breast between his teeth, then bit down lightly before flicking it with his own tongue. Her mouth opened wide in a soundless scream and unwillingly he saw where several teeth had been yanked from her jaw. Only holes remained; those bastards!
 
   With his right hand he captured her other nipple and rolled it back and forth until it was as hard as her left one. With that, his hand shot downward until his fingers tapped lightly across her damp lips. At every touch, Elizabet let escape from her, the tiniest moan possible.
 
   Raya kissed his way up her neck, her chin, over large lips until he tasted the dampness of tears. Shite. No matter what this woman had done in her life, she was still a human being and should be treated as such. He would do what he could to remind her of who she’d been. He undid the laces on his britches until his large cock sprang free. Grabbing the shaft he rubbed the head over her still-flat belly up and towards those breasts he remembered so well.
 
   Using both hands, he squeezed her breasts together and shoved his cock between them. Christos the bliss! Nobody had breasts like this woman. Nobody. It was as if they had lives of their own. He wondered if she could still...
 
   “You certainly haven’t lost that particular talent,” he muttered as he felt each breast twitch against his straining cock, “How could I have forgotten a sensation like this one?”
 
   He pulled his cock from between her breasts before they could shorten what he intended to be a lovely long act. But before he could do anything else, Elizabet reared up and caught the tip of his cock’s head between her lips. He froze. She gave his shaft a series of long wet licks from the base to the tip, then circled the head with her tongue before sinking it down her throat with one deep suck. It was Raya’s turn to stifle a yell and he had no idea how he managed it as Elizabet began regular, deep sucks punctuated by a nibble or a lick here and there.
 
   He flipped her onto her back, slid his cock out of her mouth, and kissed his way down to her drenched core. Yes! Her juices were as sweet and plentiful as ever. He could fill a small cup and drink it in two gulps, he thought as he forced his tongue into her tight orifice.
 
   Her head jerked upward and cracked into his chin with such force that both of them saw stars. Raya shook his own head rapidly to return the sense to it. He couldn’t stop a roar of laughter. Beneath him Elizabet had begun to grin. Now he was getting somewhere! Before she could do anything else, he grabbed his shaft and aimed himself directly into that well-remembered orifice, watching her face closely as he slowly entered, then pushed himself all the way inside of her, deep to his straining balls.
 
   Her eyes lost focus as she began grinding blindly against him. Raya planted one hand on each of her ass-cheeks and yanked her down onto his cock time after time. Her fluids squirted all over his cock and thighs, soaking the thin blanket as her moans grow louder. He opened his eyes and looked down just in time to see her eyes roll up in her head just as they always had, just as before—
 
   His balls sprung together tightly, and energy raced down his body to his cock just as he felt her cunt spasm around him, gripping his shaft like a grasping hand. He exploded, unable to stop himself, pumped hard into her as she bucked against him and wrapped her legs around his hips.
 
   For several moments neither could move, straining against each other with all their might. Then the spasms began to relax and with that, Raya slumped gently on top of Elizabet with her legs still clamped around him.
 
   “Love you, I always have.” The words barely reached his ears, and to his shock he felt his eyes well up.
 
   She who’d always feared aging so greatly, feared being alone because of growing old and ugly—that woman now trapped in this dingy room. She ended up living the life she feared; she created a life that was more alone than even she could have imagined. For a moment, his heart welled with pity before images of her sadistic cruelty flooded his mind. Young girls hanging from hooks from her ceiling; their pleading eyes fixed on his even as their life’s blood had been fully drained from dangling wrists into her special bath below; the piles of desiccated bodies that lay in waiting behind the castle to be burned, not even the compassion to give them honor in their death with a Christian burial.
 
   Convulsively he shuddered, unable to restrain himself.
 
   “And it didn’t even work,” she murmured as if she’d read his mind. Her old cocky voice was back and there wasn’t so much as a scintilla of regret in it. 
 
   Raya rolled to his side to sleep. He’d stay with her one more night, but was certain he couldn’t bear any more than that.
 
   Two days later, there was excitement in the air when Elizabet’s old servant hobbled in and whispered in her ear. Her eyes lit up, and Raya knew. He didn’t know how, but he did.
 
   The servant had managed to procure a young girl for his mistress.
 
   Well, this was as good a time as any to leave.
 
   “Going out for a bit,” was all Raya said as he strode to the door, opened it, and walked through.
 
   He stopped dead in his tracks, eyes riveted on the three women who stood casually leaning over the railing. One looked younger than fifteen, just the age. Raya shivered and the girl turned to face him. She had the coldest golden eyes he’d ever seen. She used them to rake him with evident disgust, from his face to his shoes and back again. Finally she stared deeply into his eyes and frowned as if she hadn’t found what she’d sought.
 
   “You’re never going to...” Raya was unable to complete his statement; distracted by her frame. His eyes ran over that slim form, tiny breasts and a tinier waist. She didn’t even come up to his belly button and shortly she’d be hung from that old familiar hook—the fuck she would! He reacted as rapidly as the fighter in his prime that he was. One moment he was staring at the girl, the next she was over his shoulder as he pounded down the tower steps.
 
   As he reached the bottom and raced for the courtyard door, he noticed that both of the other women were right on his ass.
 
   “Don’t try to stop me,” he yelled back in warning, “I don’t want to hurt a woman: don’t make me do it.”
 
   Then with several leaps he was at the door and through it even as voices rose in panic from the tower. At a dead run he headed for the dense woods, and not until he was at least a mile inside and had crossed a river did he stop to catch his breath. It was then that he noticed the other two women, impossibly, were still with him. And neither of them had so much as broken a sweat.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Sitting around a small fire after a successful hunt that night, Raya addressed the women, “You were there to kill her, weren’t you?” It wasn’t a question as it was the only reasonable answer.
 
   “And you were there to fuck her,” the younger woman said with no inflection in her voice whatsoever.
 
   “Back off. She and I were close many years ago, just prior to her obsession with the youth of her skin,” Raya stated.
 
   “Yet you stayed,” one of the other women said.
 
   “For a short while,” he admitted. “Then I left and haven’t been back till now.”
 
   The three women looked at each other and it was plain to Raya that something passed between them. The younger one nodded decisively and turned back to Raya.
 
   “Why did you come back now?”
 
   “Because they’re going to kill her. She was my first love, no matter what else she was, and now they’re going to kill her.”
 
   To his horror he heard his own voice crack. Christos, they’d run from him now. Couldn’t blame them, he’d run from himself, he thought as he hung his head.
 
   There was the slightest disturbance in the air and his head shot up, his warrior instincts taking over. But what he found was nothing he’d ever expected or encountered.
 
   Where the younger woman had been, a large, grey-spotted wolf sat on slender haunches, dark eyes pinning his. The other two women were still totally relaxed, watching him with an air of curiosity.
 
   Raya’s jaw dropped. Could these be... when he was very young, his mother had taunted him about such creatures, “Do that again and the wolf-men will get you!” How many times had he heard that threat?
 
   Mom had said their teeth were almost as long as his little arm. Now he stared at the wolf’s mouth, silently wondering. Suddenly she yipped, leaped to her feet and walked toward him. Raya didn’t dare to breathe much less move, and his eyes never left hers. But suddenly she blurred as she scrambled into motion so rapidly he couldn’t see what she was doing. Then teeth sank deeply into his arm, she let a short howl and vanished into the night. Speechless once again for the second time in as many days, Raya looked at the two remaining women who looked back calmly as if nothing had happened.
 
   At last he said, “Would someone care to tell me what the fuck is happening here?”
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