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      The Count gazed out the window of his upstairs study, across the darkened sky. Piercing screams floated up the stairs, ruining the serenity of the otherwise plentiful moon. He raised a goblet to his lips and swallowed down the sweet, rich wine, allowing the taste of cinnamon and fresh berries to linger on his tongue. Melancholy settled inside him and with it the knowledge that this would be the last time, for quite some time, that he would stand at this window and gaze out at his beloved Romania. The last time he would take in the rich scents of pipe tobacco and polished wood from his cherished home. The last time he would be able to bathe in his solitude unhindered by prying eyes and wagging tongues.

      "My Lord." Renfield knocked on the door. "We've... found her."

      As if the Count hadn't witnessed the carriage arrive and Renfield jumping from the Coachman's seat to open the door for Kush, who'd struggled with the wild-haired woman in the bloodstained nightgown. As if he couldn't hear her yowls and curses as Kuch dragged her down the corridors toward the back of the castle. As if he hadn't caught the stench of death the moment the front door had swung wide announcing her reluctant return.

      "Was she spotted?" he finally asked.

      "Yes."

      Damn. He sipped his wine and looked to the woods. A pack of giant wolves emerged from the trees and stared up at his window. He stared at the alpha for a minute, and then the animal bowed and returned to the darkness.

      "How many dead?"

      "Two children and a nanny."

      His gut clenched. Children. Of anyone she could have harmed a child was worst of all.

      Her screeches and wailing faded down the lower hall, and the mechanisms inside the castle churned and creaked as a secret passage opened far below them.

      He'd warned her. Death wasn't necessary, and children were a line they did not cross. Yet even for all of his precautions she'd escaped the house and done the worst thing imaginable. He was to blame for the deaths. He should never have taken her in the first place. But the ache that had left a hole in his heart for the past five hundred years had made him reckless, desperate even. But no more. It was time to take care of his mistakes once and for all.

      "Was she recognized?"

      "I'm... not sure, My Lord."

      The Count turned to Renfield. "But it's possible."

      Renfield bowed his head. "Yes, My Lord."

      The Count finished his wine and set the goblet on the nearby table. He slowly unbuttoned his azure silk smoking jacket as Renfield rushed forward to help him out of it. Renfield hung it over his arm as the Count removed his cufflinks and handed them to his butler.

      "Take her to the solarium and chain her. Then pack everything. It's time for us to take an extended vacation."

      He rolled up his sleeves one at a time and then walked to a spacious mahogany wardrobe. He removed a gold chain from around his neck and produced a hefty brass key.

      "Write to Mr. Harker. Let him know that we will be arriving post haste and to have the house ready. I wish to be gone before dawn."

      The Count turned the key in the lock until the heavy metal gears scraped open and the doors popped apart.

      "Of course, My Lord, but..."

      He stopped and turned.

      Renfield shifted from foot to foot. "Should we plan for everyone to go?"

      The Count pushed the doors apart and ran his gaze over the dozens of items inside the bureau. Knives of all shapes and sizes. Crossbows. Guns. Stakes. Swords. Crosses. Holy water. Garlic oil. Bolts. Arrows. Pistols. Axes. If man had made a weapon, he owned one.

      Reaching into the cabinet, he pulled a blue, velvet-lined box from its spot on a small shelf. His hand hovered over the box for a moment before opening the lid. He stared at the thin silver dagger set with his family crest and red rubies. Blowing out a breath, he removed it from its resting place. Weighing the weapon in his hand, he allowed the silver to sear into his palm. Pain washed up his arm, across his shoulder and down his side as his skin reddened, blistered and then blackened. He fought the urge to recoil from the weapon as his fangs lengthened and his body cried out for relief.

      He deserved the torture. Deserved the reminder of what he was responsible for, and what he was guilty of. He closed the cabinet doors. He deserved to make penance.

      The Count turned at Renfield. It would be so much easier to leave by himself. Head to England and start fresh. To rid himself of his mistakes and begin again. But this problem was of his own making. He had lain in his bed, now it was his job to make it.

      "Yes. We all go." He headed for the door and stopped as he passed Renfield. "All but one."
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        * * *

      

      Mina carried the delicate tureen of stew out of the stuffy kitchen and into the fading dining room. Though her father hadn't once invited guests over in the last two years, he still insisted on having formal dinner every night.

      "It's about time." Her oldest brother Arthur put his cigarette out in the ashtray.

      "What is it?" asked Quincey.

      "Stew." She set the chipped china in the middle of the once grand table, which was in sore need of refinishing.

      "Ugh, again," complained Lucy. "I don't think I can swallow another spoonful of Mina's miscellaneous vegetable stew."

      Mina's cheeks heated and she bit back the words she wanted to yell at her spoiled, selfish siblings.

      "Father, can I get you some?" Mina reached for his bowl.

      He looked up from his paper and smiled. "Thank you, Mina."

      She set the tureen on the table and stepped back as her brothers ladled out two huge portions. Lucy went last taking a ladleful and dropping it into her bowl. She sniffed the stew and looked up at Mina.

      "What's in it this time anyway?"

      "We still have some potatoes, and I tried to rehydrate the dried chipped beef. There are a few carrots and—"

      Lucy pushed the bowl away. "Never mind. I'll just have bread."

      Mina swallowed hard. "There isn't any."

      "What?" her brothers said in unison.

      "There's no flour left. I have to go to town tomorrow and get some."

      "Did you hear that, Father?" said Arthur. "We don't even have any flour left."

      Their father turned the page of the paper, still ignoring them.

      "Well what is left?" demanded Quincey.

      Mina looked at the stew bowl.

      "We'll starve," Lucy cried. "There's no way I can live off stew for the rest of my life."

      "Well, why don't you find someone to marry and then we'll have one less mouth to feed?" said Arthur.

      "We who?" Lucy retorted. "If you two would get jobs then we could afford some food."

      "You are just as capable as we are," retorted Quincey. "I don't see you out trying to get a job as a housemaid or a shop girl."

      Lucy jumped to her feet. "I'm not suited to work like that. You know I have a weak constitution."

      "Weak constitution my ass. You're nothing more than a lazy socialite past her prime."

      Lucy gasped.

      Their father's hand slammed on the table cracking through the argument and making the bowls shake.

      "Enough!" he shouted. "You will eat and thank Mina for keeping you from having to feed yourselves and stop with your complaining."

      The siblings looked at each other and then, in turn, mumbled their thanks to Mina.

      Arthur stabbed at his stew and grumbled to himself. "Knew those ships were a stupid investment."

      Their father slowly lowered his paper. "What did you say?"

      The blood drained from Mina's body as she backed toward the wall.

      Arthur and Quincey looked at their father, while Lucy stepped away from the table, turning her fearful gaze toward Mina.

      "Don't you move." Father pointed at Lucy. "You are just as ungrateful. Your younger sister has been the only one of you with an ounce of empathy for me and what I've been through!" He slammed his fist on the table again, making everyone jump.

      "Father, I didn't mean any disrespect," Arthur said.

      "Didn't mean disrespect? Didn't mean disrespect?" He leapt from his chair and rounded the table quicker than Lucy could get out of the way. He grabbed Arthur by his silk ascot and yanked him to his feet, knocking into Lucy. "You, Quincey, and Lucy. I let your mother spoil you in my absence. So lazy you don't even have skills to secure a job. I should have thrown you and your brother into the navy. Made you men instead of the pandering dandy boys you've become. Squandering the little inheritance you got from your grandfather on gambling. Forcing me to sell half our land just to keep feeding your fat bellies and you don't even have the decency to marry the girl I arrange for you saying she wasn't pretty enough. And now you have the gall to dare and tell me how to run my business? Say it again."

      Mina took half a step forward, trying to decide if she should intervene, but Lucy caught her eye and shook her head. She'd seen this anger in her father before.

      In the past year, since losing his money on a bad investment tip about some ships bringing goods from China, she'd seen that look in his eye more frequently, and each time it had scared her less and less. She wondered why that was. If she'd just become so conditioned to the violence that it no longer seemed out of place. Though he'd never once raised his hand to her, she wondered if she'd still not be scared if his anger was ever aimed her way.

      "I... I don't have anything to say," Arthur stammered.

      "Are you sure? Because you seemed like you had something to say to me. Quincey, didn't he seem like he had something he wanted to say?"

      Quincey didn't reply.

      Father looked at Quincey. "Oh, now you don't have anything to say?"

      "No, sir," Quincey replied.

      Father pulled Arthur closer.

      "I'm... I'm sorry, Father. I didn't mean—"

      His fist smashed into Arthur's stomach, doubling him over. Lucy cried out and scrambled out of the way. Their father elbowed Arthur on the back, making him buckle to his knees. Mina watched partly fascinated, partly stuck in her spot, as always.

      He kicked Arthur in the face, sending him sprawling backward. The dining room chair tipped over as Arthur went down and hit the wooden floor with a thwack, again making Lucy cringe like a whipped puppy. Mina couldn't understand how Lucy, who could be as cunning as a panther when it came to men and as backbiting as a viper when it came to gossip, could be so squeamish when it came to physical violence.

      Blood poured from Arthur's nose and the corner of his mouth, down his silk shirt, staining it. Father kicked him in the stomach again, and Mina stepped forward. If she didn't step in Arthur was liable to not get up off the dining room floor alive. She stepped over her brother and wrapped a dishtowel around her father's hand.

      She gave him a gentle smile and dabbed at his swelling knuckles. "I'll make a soak for your hand."

      He breathed heavily, his wild gaze scouring her face. Mina continued to dab his knuckles, keeping her face passive. Minutes ticked by in tense silence except for the sounds of Arthur's gurgling wheezes. Finally her father's eyes softened and regret filled his features though he'd never apologize.

      The doorbell rang, and everyone turned toward it. A moment passed, and then the bell rang again.

      "I'll... I'll get it." Lucy struggled to her feet and headed for the door.

      "No. Mina will get it," her father said. "Quincey help Arthur to his room... and get him a drink."

      Lucy stopped in her tracks and nodded.

      Mina pushed through the dining room door to the front hall. She walked to the entrance and stopped. She checked her clothing for blood and then brushed her hair over her shoulders and pinched her cheeks. Planting the best smile she could muster on her face, she pulled the door open.

      In front of her stood a tall young man with a shock of bright red hair and a smattering of freckles across his nose. He clutched a simple bouquet of wildflowers. Mina recognized them as the ones that grew between her house and the vast estate next door, the one he was being paid to care for.

      "Evening, Ms. Murray."

      "Mr. Harker."

      He held the flowers out further to her, and she took them like she had a million times before.

      "Jonathan, you really need to stop picking flowers from the estate. They aren't yours to take."

      He shrugged. "Come on, Mina, it's no big deal." He threw her a wide smile and patted down his unruly hair. "May I come in?"

      Mina's gut clenched. "Not tonight. Father isn't feeling well."

      "I'm sorry to hear that. Well, can you come out for a moment? I want to ask you something."

      Mina tried not to chuckle. "Are you going to ask me to marry you again?"

      He licked his lips. "Maybe."

      "Jonathan, I've told you every time you've asked me since we were ten years old, I love you as a brother and nothing more."

      "Ahhhh... But when we were six, you said yes you would marry me. So I'm not giving up."

      Mina shook her head and smiled. Jonathan was sweet, and if she was honest she liked him a lot more than either of her brothers, but she loved him only as a friend, and she didn't see that changing.

      "What could be better than marrying your best friend?" he asked.

      It had been the same argument every time she'd refused. For all of Jonathan's great attributes, having dreams wasn't one of them. He didn't understand that she didn't want to marry her best friend. She wanted passion. A love so all-consuming that her body would freeze without the warmth of her husband next to her. She wanted adventure and to see the world.

      "Jonathan—"

      He held up his hands. "It's fine. I understand, but I'm not giving up."

      She shook her head and sighed. "I wish you would go into town and take wildflowers to one of the other girls. Fanny Coventry has always fancied you."

      "Fanny Coventry fancies anything on two legs that isn't already taken."

      Mina tried not to laugh, but the statement was true. The girl flitted from one true love to another.

      "Besides, within the next few days, I fear I won't have time to court anyone."

      "Did something happen?"

      "The Count sent word yesterday. He's finally arriving. Honestly, I thought I might never get to meet my employer after all these years of working for him."

      "So that's why you proposed again? You don't think you have time to find someone else?"

      "Of course not. It's just that I've been working for days to prepare the estate for him. We still have so much to do to get ready, and I have no idea when I will be free again to have time for myself."

      "So you'd marry me and leave me to fend for myself while you work all the time?"

      "Mina—"

      She stepped out the door and squeezed his arm. "I'm kidding, Jonathan, breathe."

      He huffed. "Why do you tease me so?"

      "Because you make it so easy."

      "Andromina?" her father called from down the hallway.

      Mina's smile dropped as fast as if someone had kidnapped it from her face. She stepped back through the doorway. "I have to go."

      “Meet me tomorrow by the old oak. We can have lunch together. Charlie will be there.”

      She loved seeing Jonathan’s little brother Charlie. "I thought you are too busy to do anything? Besides I need to go into town and get food to stock the pantry."

      Jonathan's expression saddened and he stepped up and planted a kiss on her cheek. "If you married me I would be sure to take care of you, Mina. You wouldn't have to go to the store and buy on credit or mend your brothers' clothes or take your sister's ruined hand-me-down dresses. I would give you the world."

      It was true. Jonathan would be a good provider monetarily, but emotionally and mentally, she wouldn't be challenged. For as much as she adored him, she couldn't see trying to carry on a conversation with him about much more than what they talked about now. The estate. Her family. His little brother’s refusal to go to school and skipping around in the woods behind her father’s estate. His mother's gout and what the weather might be like in the next year. Jonathan was comforting company, but not all that stimulating.

      "Andromina."

      "I must go. Good luck with your employer. I know he will find you to be a fine caretaker."

      Mina closed the door and looked down at the flowers. Every time Jonathan came, it was the same. Four blue flowers, three yellow, six white. And if she married him, that would be what her life would be as well. Predictable, monotonous, dull.

      Mina walked down the hall and stopped by a vase filled with his last withered bouquet. She changed out the flowers and continued back toward the dining room. Dropping the dead flowers in a wastebasket, she entered the now empty dining room. She needed to make a soak for her father's hand and scrub Arthur's blood out of the floor before it set. Heaven knew they couldn't afford to buy any more cleaning supplies than absolutely necessary.

      

      An hour later Mina sat on her heels, her spine crying out from having been bent over so long, and surveyed her work. She dipped her hands into the bucket and then wiped them on her apron, staining it pink. She stared at the wooden floor. Even a spec of blood would be noticed by her father's eagle eye.

      "It's good enough."

      Mina looked up to find Quincey standing in the doorway smoking a cigarette. She grabbed onto a chair for support and pulled herself to her feet. She reached for the bucket, but Quincey stepped forward.

      "Let me." He bent and took it for her, swaying slightly as he did.

      Wonderful. He'd been drinking again. Quincey was nothing if not predictable. Every time Father got physical, Quincey got scared and drank. Mina stared at him for a moment and her guard raised like the drawbridge on a castle. Quincey never did anything unless there was something in it for himself.

      "Thank you." She walked with him through the dining room and down the adjoining corridor. The small servant's passage smelled of moldy wood, and they'd long since stopped filling the gas wall scones, leaving the confined space to feel eerily small.

      When they reached the kitchen, Mina blew out a breath she didn't realize she'd been holding. Quincey shuffled to the back door, opened it and threw out the water before returning the bucket to the corner.

      Mina cleaned up the scraps of this and that, making sure everything was ready for her to make breakfast in the morning, all while keeping her eyes on Quincey.

      "So Jonathan was at the door?"

      A niggling of anticipation trickled up her spine.

      Quincey leaned against the wall and puffed his cigarette. "Did he ask you to marry him again?"

      She brushed carrot peels into her palm and then walked them to the waste bin.

      "He did."

      She caught Quincey staring at her out of the corner of her eye. Sick of dancing around the subject with him, she faced him.

      "What is it you want to say to me, Quincey?"

      He snuffed out his cigarette on the cracked plaster behind him and pitched the remainder into the trash.

      "Why do you not marry him? Don't you know what his income could do for our family?"

      So that was it. Money. How had she not seen that coming?

      "Jonathan's income is his alone. I would not burden him with a wife who brings with her an extra four mouths that need feeding. Especially ones as ungrateful as you lot."

      Without warning, Quincey lunged toward her but miscalculated and slammed into the counter as Mina grabbed a knife from the butcher block.

      "I wouldn't do that," she warned. "I told you last time that I'd never let you lay a hand on me again. In case you forgot."

      Quincey looked at the knife and licked his lips. A crooked smile turned up the corners of his mouth. "You don't have it in you to stab me."

      Mina straightened her shoulders. "Don't mistake my demur nature for one of weakness, Brother.  I've seen enough blood-soaked floors and walls in this house to know when to hold my tongue and when to fight for my life. As of yet, I've not been pushed that far, but that doesn't mean I couldn't be."

      Her heartbeat pounded, and she fought to keep her hand from shaking as she squared off against Quincey. He stood stock-still for a moment and then chuckled and stumbled backward.

      He pulled a cigarette from the case in his pocket and lit it. "You surprise me, little sister. I thought that all the Murray spit had gone to Lucy. I see now that I may have been wrong in that assessment."

      "Andromina?" Her father's voice floated down the hall. "It's time to shut up the house."

      Her eyes never left Quincey. "Coming, Father."

      Her heart continued to pound as Quincey finally turned and walked out of the kitchen.

      Mina stood, arm outstretched, until she was sure he'd left, and then she crumpled to the floor, the knife clattering to the ground. Tears stung her eyes, and she sucked in a ragged breath before she swiped at her face and sniffled hard. She'd learned years ago that weakness was liable to get you hurt in this family, so she'd taught herself to lock hers away, never to be seen.

      But just like the dilapidated walls that surrounded her, Mina knew, sooner or later—with enough weight—everything crumbled to dust.

      She looked up at the ceiling and took in a shuddered breath. Two brothers, one sister, and a father. Four other people to share a house with. Four people to share a life with. And yet... she could rely on no one but herself.

      She had to get out of her father's house. If she didn't, she wasn't sure she would make it out alive.
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      Arthur winced as he hitched the horse to their carriage. Mina bit her tongue as the offer of help that sat upon it. To do so would only gain her a much-unwanted tongue-lashing at the very least. After her run-in with Quincey the night before, she wasn't sure what either of her brothers were capable of anymore.

      She stood on the stoop and waited for him to finish. Behind her, a giggle sounded, and Lucy rushed down the stairs, her robin's egg colored dress fitting her curvy figure perfectly. Her honey blonde hair was expertly coiffed and set beneath her bonnet.

      Mina looked down at the faded green frock that she'd taken in for her more slender form after Lucy had finished with it. It paled in comparison to her sister’s outfit but then everything Mina was paled in comparison. It no longer made her jealous; it had merely become a part of her life.

      "Are you done?" Lucy called to Arthur.

      "You can do it yourself if you want it done faster," Arthur yelled.

      Lucy linked her arm with Mina’s in a way she'd not done in years.

      "I am so excited to get out of the house," she whispered. "I am much in need of conversation and fresh air. If I have to spend one more minute smelling Quincey's horrible cigarette smoke, I might just choke and die."

      Mina smiled blandly and watched Arthur finish with the horse. He turned to them and held out the reins.

      Lucy squealed and ran to the carriage. She held out her hand to Arthur.

      "What?"

      She rolled her eyes. "Help me up."

      He slapped the reigns into her palm. "Help yourself."

      He headed back toward the house. Mina stepped in his way, and he looked at her and clenched his jaw. His left eye was swollen shut and the entire area puffed like a bloated, dead fish.

      "I have a few aspirins left in the top drawer of my desk. You may have them if you wish."

      "I'm fine." He brushed past her and Mina sighed and shook her head.

      Lucy called out and Mina headed toward the carriage.

      Lucy proceeded to climb in the back as Mina took the reins and settled on the coachman's bench. Mina sat holding the reins for a moment and regretting asking Lucy to come along. She should have been used to being treated like a servant, but even so, it still stung.

      Finally, Mina slapped the reins, making the horse trot down the drive toward the road.

      

      Mina directed the horse toward town, and the closer they got, the faster and more incessant Lucy's talking became. She talked about clothing, and ribbons, and parties, and friends and on, and on, and on. Mina sat silently watching the trees go by until the houses grew closer together and the traffic heavier. She wove through the other carriages and pulled to a stop in front of the store.

      She slid to the ground as Lucy got out of the back like royalty.

      Mina patted the horse. "Good boy, Doc." She pulled two sugar cubes from her pocket and held her hand out to the horse.

      Lucy grabbed her wrist. "You told me there was no more sugar a week ago."

      Mina ripped her hand away. "These are mine. I saved them from my tea."

      She held her hand out to the horse again, and his soft lips nuzzled her palm as Lucy huffed beside her.

      "You should have shared those with us instead of wasting them on the dumb animal."

      Mina's temper flared. "Did you pull us all the way to town?"

      Lucy pursed her lips and turned away.

      "I didn't think so." Mina pet the horse's ears and then walked into the shop with Lucy.

      

      Mina pulled her list from her pocket as she walked around checking prices. Lucy went straight to the bolts of fabric and ribbons and began ogling them at length.

      "Good morning, Miss Andromina," said Mr. Giles from behind the counter.

      "Good morning, sir. How are you today?"

      "Better than last week. Is there anything I can help you get today?"

      "Yes." She smiled and handed him her list.

      Mr. Giles looked it over and added it up. Her heartbeat quickened as the numbers rose beyond what they could afford.

      He handed the paper back to her, and she stared at the sum. "Will that be cash today?"

      "Uhm... I... I was hoping we could maybe—"

      He squeezed her hand and gave her a broad smile that lit up his cherubic face. "Let me look in my ledger and see what I can do."

      She nodded in gratitude.

      Mr. Giles bent under the counter and pulled out a worn leather-bound book. He flipped through the pages and then stopped and ran his finger down a column. His brow furrowed and Mina swallowed hard.

      "Well." He scratched his head. "I might be able to do a little, but I'm afraid it's been quite a while since your father has made a payment." He looked at her sympathetically.

      Mina swallowed down the lump in her throat and turned to see Lucy tying a ribbon in her hair.

      Mina looked down at her wrist to the gold bracelet that hung there. Her chest squeezed hard, and she slipped it from her wrist.

      "Do... Do you think that this might... Could you possibly..."

      Mr. Giles took the bracelet and looked it over. He licked his lips and nodded. "I believe we could come to an arrangement. A piece like this could cover most of the debt as well as whatever you get today."

      "Thank you." Her voice cracked.

      Lucy waltzed up and dropped a handful of ribbons on the counter. She smiled at Mr. Giles and looked at Mina's bracelet.

      "Isn't that the bracelet that—"

      "Yes," Mina whispered.

      Mr. Giles looked between them. "I'm afraid this payment won't cover the ribbons."

      Lucy smiled. "That's not a problem. I'll pay for them." She opened her purse and pulled out a few coins and set them on the counter.

      "You have money?" Mina fought to keep the surprise from her voice.

      Lucy looked at her out of the corner of her eye and shrugged. "You had sugar."

      Mr. Giles’s expression hardened, and he slid the money back to Lucy and pulled the ribbons away from her.

      "I'm afraid I can't sell you those ribbons."

      Lucy's brows furrowed. "Why not? Is this not enough?"

      He looked to Mina and then back to Lucy. "I'm afraid those ribbons are spoken for. I forgot."

      "Well, then I'll just grab a few others—"

      "They are all spoken for."

      Lucy's cheeks reddened, and she snatched her money from the counter and shoved it in her purse. "How dare you not offer me service. My father—"

      "Your father, I am sure, would be most happy to hear that you have saved some money for yourself. Perhaps you would like to put it toward his bill of goods that he uses to fill your stomach with."

      The pink in Lucy's cheeks deepened.

      "Is there a problem?"

      Mina turned with Lucy to see two well-dressed young women standing by the door.

      "Octavia! Sera!" Lucy screeched. She ran to her friends and threw her arms around them.

      "Lucy, how are you, my dear? We haven't seen you in ages."

      "We've been so busy at the house," she said. "Father is always entertaining. But today I just had to come to town to get some new ribbons. It seems however that Mr. Giles is all out of the quality I am looking for."

      Octavia linked her arm in Lucy's. "Well then, we shall go across the street to Mr. Berkdorm's. He has the most beautiful silk ribbons in right now."

      "Yes." Sera took Lucy's other arm. "And then we shall all go to Aunt Gladys' for tea."

      "That will be most lovely." Lucy and her friends walked to the door. She stopped as they exited and looked over her shoulder at Mina. "When you've finished shopping you can join us at Berkdorm's."

      Mina watched as the three trotted across the street to the other store. For a moment she wished that she too had friends to giggle and gossip with, but then she remembered she neither giggled nor enjoyed gossip, so what would be the point?

      Mina turned to Mr. Giles. "Do you mind packing up the carriage with my things?"

      He nodded. "Not at all, my dear. And here." He pushed the bracelet back toward her. "I can't take it."

      She shook her head. "No. I won't have you continuing to carry our debt."

      He looked at the bracelet and then put it in his apron pocket. "A loan then. I'll keep the bracelet as collateral. Just as soon as your father can pay me back, it's yours."

      Mina smiled. "I am most grateful."

      He shooed her away. "Go now. Go see what Berkdorm's offers that is better than my little shop."

      She squeezed his hand. "All the goods in the world are worthless compared to the kindness of friends."

      He chuckled. "And for that, my dear, I give you a gift." He opened a jar of peppermint candies and spooned several into a small paper bag.

      "I can't—"

      "You will. And I will be glad to see you with them."

      "You really are too kind." Mina took the peppermints and walked out of the store. She stepped onto the busy sidewalk and could swear that even from where she stood she could hear her sister laughing and giggling with her friends.

      Head down, and thoughts on what had transpired in the shop, Mina stepped into the street barely conscious of anything around her. Someone to her left shouted. She looked up in time to see a shiny midnight colored carriage with two muscular black steeds bearing down on her. Mina froze on the spot as the horses headed for her. Like a fog rolling across the moors, her vision fuzzed over, and she swayed. Her mind told her to move, but her body refused to budge. She couldn't look away, as if something inside called to her soul.

      Time slowed to a crawl as the horse's hoofbeats thundered in time with her heart. All around her people screamed and waved for her to move, but Mina's gaze stayed fixed on the elegant inky carriage.

      Suddenly a pair of strong arms pulled her out of the way. Mina caught her breath as the carriage passed by so close that it blew the hair from her face. The carriage pulled to a stop just beyond where she stood, and the driver looked back at her.

      "Are you all right, Miss?" the man who'd saved her asked.

      Mina looked at him and then back at the carriage. "Yes. I'm fine, thank you."

      A second carriage followed the first. The driver of the second carriage yelled to the driver of the first carriage in a language that sounded similar to Russian. The primary driver motioned to her and said something she didn't understand. The curtain to the second carriage pulled aside a crack, revealing a black-gloved hand. Mina's heart raced as she tried to see into the depths of the murky carriage. The second driver hopped from his seat and rushed to her.

      "Are you all right, Madame?" His thick accent rang with a sensual quality. "The horses are not used to the cities yet." He tucked his long white hair behind his protruding ears.

      Mina tittered. "Then you shouldn't take them to London."

      He gave a tight smile, revealing slightly crooked teeth. He glanced at the second carriage for a moment and then nodded slightly. "My master sends his deepest apologies for any discomfort you may have been subjected to."

      His master?

      "Tell your employer I am just fine."

      The man looked to the second carriage, and the gloved hand stayed put for a moment and then disappeared from view.

      "Again, my most sincere apologies, Madame."

      "Mina. I'm just Mina."

      "Of course, Lady Mina."

      "No... Your apology is accepted. Think nothing more of it."

      The man hurried and hopped back up into his seat. He yelled to the first driver and the carriages moved forward at a slower pace.

      Mina watched them roll on, unable to remove her gaze. In the shadow of the second carriage, she felt an undeniable pull as if the carriage itself beckoned to her. The black rear curtain moved inches to the side and from deep within a pair of bright blue eyes peered out at her, making her suck in a breath. Everything around her faded away as she and the owner of the blue eyes continued to stare at each other. She found herself following the carriage as if the person beckoned her forward.

      Suddenly, a tug on her arm, slammed Mina back into the present as Lucy, Octavia, and Sera stood at her side. She wanted to slap her sister for stopping her, but as she caught the gazes of several townspeople staring at her, she held back her impulse. Sounds and smells bombarded her as she tried to get her bearings. It was like she'd been in a dream and awakened violently.

      "Do you know who that was?"

      "Did he say anything to you?"

      Mina could barely process their words as the blue eyes still pierced her thoughts. "I... I don't know—"

      "The man in the carriage," said Octavia. "Did you see him?"

      The women looked at her expectantly.

      "No," said Mina. "Who?"

      "That," Sera said, "is the man who bought the estate right next to yours. Count Draugr."

      "I hear he's loaded." Octavia smirked. "Houses all over Europe and America."

      "I hear he's gorgeous." Sera swooned, making Mina roll her eyes.

      "Well I hear he's going to be the man I marry," said Lucy.

      All three broke out into laughter and linked arms again before heading down the sidewalk.

      Mina watched the black carriages disappear. That was the new Count.

      "Are you coming?" called Lucy. "Or are you going to just stand in the street with your mouth hanging open?"
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