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The Curse

Natalia should have been married and living in the lap of luxury, with her fiancé, Greg...

Shoulda, woulda, coulda—except, Greg was gone—not her fault. 

Instead of sipping on wine in the Sim’s luxurious dining room, Natalia was searching for a place for her, her sister, Lainey, and her kind of vampire mother to live. 

As far as Natalia knew, they had escaped unnoticed from the demons who were after them.

Although, if it were up to her, she would have remained in Serhan’s safe room, and...who was she kidding?

Natalia was guilt-ridden, frantic, and worried to death—not literally, she hoped, over their current situation.

Serhan hesitated only for a second, before tearing his servant’s head from her body, after she facilitated, Natalia’s escape...  

If he hadn’t handled it, his brother, Sergei, would have made the girl suffer—not that he, Serhan, hadn’t thought about it.

However, with his mother, father, and that self-righteous Baldaev Isopov standing behind his back—gloating, Serhan had done what any self-respecting, betrayed vampire would do. 

Natalia was gone. She took Lainey, her mother, and Serhan’s broken heart with her. 

She wasn’t going to escape him, nor would he allow anyone to go near her once she was found. 

Not until he made Natalia, his. 
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This story is dedicated to anyone who loves the unknown, things that go bump in the night, or scratch on your window, and keep you up at night. 

It is my wish that Blood Red does all these things, and more. 

This is for my sisters. I kept them in mind as I wrote it.  

Love you all!

​​

The Curse

When the earth is covered by towering 

masses of rock built on the blood of man  

and humanity reaches other worlds; other lands.

There will be four, no others, on this wicked land.

In time, two born of love and two born of blood—red.

A mother’s curse—and an insatiable hunger waiting to be fed. 

Tainted hearts, weeping souls,

A lineage dies, now the other controls.

As darkness encounters light,

And her bloom erases plight.

The scourge of the earth, the vampire demon, 

Will be cleansed from all lands, a hex on its semen.

The end is near; we now must part. 

Heed my cries—keep those near and dear, 

close at heart. 

For his sin, her supremacy runs rampant—the beguiler. 

The river runs red–his blood, the defiler.
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Baldaev Isopov

I watched the servant closely as she hurried outside to speak with the man driving the cab. The circumstances were very suspect. I'd only glimpsed the girl briefly in the hall before Serhan whisked her away to another part of his castle. 

His Panic room. 

Like that would stop me from obliterating the three females. The curse wouldn't end until I removed the two virgins, and their mother, from this earth. I would send them to hell, a hell of my making. They deserved as much because of all I'd endured after Circe's torment. 

The servant had made it too easy for me. 

I'd found the location they were living in only recently. Then after many years of looking, they vanished before I ever had a chance to approach them. How convenient I find them here, and even more interesting to me, was that Serhan and his twin, Sergei thought they could take them as their life-mates. 

But I knew different. 

"What are the three of you up to?" My nostrils flared. The scent of all three females itched at my nose. They were no longer locked in the basement but were climbing into the vehicle. I could easily stop them from going. I could meet them on the road and tear the doors off the hinges, then rip them from seats. But that wouldn't help my cause. 

It would also raise more questions if I left here now, and especially once the Gorkys’ learned of the women's hasty departure. I would be able to track their movements from the cab company and would do so as soon as my presence was no longer required. 

And that would be much quicker than Kyrylo had expected. He'd only requested I be here to convince his son to return to Russia and meet with Razavan Belko, the leader of the Amaranth Council. Kyrylo expected his son to beg for his mercy. Serhan also needed Razavan's approval of the girl before he could take her as his life-mate. 

Kyrylo and Zarina wanted their son's bonding to happen according to The Council's rules. They never expected the Amaranth to give her their approval, thinking she was a commoner and a human. 

I, however, knew who she really was. Natalia Darling was the one Serhan wanted to bond with, to take as his life-mate. She, her sister, and her mother were the last of the Basaras. But more specifically, and more important to me, they were the last of Circe’s offspring. The last remaining heirs of the witch of Pillau. Circe Baroni was the one who'd put the hex on my cousin and friend Leonid Vasiliev. She'd cursed the cottage he was trapped in. The same hole that I'd rushed into to save him. 

But I knew he wasn't just a man. Leonid was a vampire, as was I. And after learning that, Circe put a curse on all vampires. But explicitly, those who were blood relatives to Leonid. 

At the time, there had been many rumors of Sofiya being with a child. If Leonid had mated with Sofiya, then their offspring would have also been a vampire. A freak, born from the blood of a vampire, and the offspring of a witch. 

The fire that caused my disfigurement was a direct result of Circe's revenge. Her curse caused my hideousness. Never again would a woman look me in the face and not feel disgust and loathing. I spent my life searching for someone who could overlook my scars, and instead found only those who pitied me. 

But I was generally feared, and because of those fears, women ran the moment they saw me coming. The only way I was able to satisfy my lust was by brutalizing them. I was savage in my use of them. I tossed my head back and howled. Soon, I would force centuries of pent-up lust, anger, and hatred on the three remaining relatives of Circe, the witch.

"Leonid, it's almost time. I only wish the remainder of our lineage could know how much I've sacrificed to save the entire vampire race. I should be the one leading the Amaranth. Once I've rid the world of Circe's descendants, who knows? It's possible that once other vampires learn of my triumphs, and the information reaches Razavan's ear, he could ask me to stand at his side—push the weak Kyrylo aside, and make me his second in command. Once that happens, the earth will be mine to rule. 

"Everything will change after I finish my business here. I am not as sympathetic as Razavan Belko, nor am I as agreeable. Vampires, witches, shifters, and such, will soon know my name. Humankind will despair when they hear of me, and their offspring will have nightmares every time they fall asleep. 

"I, Baldaev Isopov, will turn the tears and the blood of my enemies into rivers when I find your progeny, Circe." 

While the others were still arguing over the servant's fate, I slipped out the front door of Serhan's insignificant—castle and sniffed the air. I smelt nothing but the smoke billowing from the fires burning inside Serhan's home. It was fortunate that I saw the name of the cab company the women left in, which would save me valuable time. Not that it mattered. Their end was near.

I already knew where the three were living. I had been watching the small apartment in Queens and was familiar with the area. If they didn't make their way home first, then I would get the location from the driver who helped with their departure. 

Nothing would stop me now.
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Serhan

"What do you expect me to do now, Sergei? The women are gone. Do you expect me to wave my hands in the air and have them return?" I kicked aside the headless body of the servant who'd helped them leave. Elena said her name was Melinda.

"I've handled the servant at your urging, when I should have taken the time to question her more, first. The only thing I heard her say before I ripped her head from her body was that the women weren't coming back. When she started laughing, the sound grated on my last nerves. Sergei, perhaps one of them needed medical attention, or—"

Zarina's hand brushed over my shoulder as she walked behind me, to slip them down the front of my father's shirt. "Serhan, the girl didn't feel the same about you. Get over it and move on. When is breakfast? I've been craving a thick, juicy piece of meat. Kyrylo, shall we return to your bed chamber and slake our–thirst? You never disappoint me."

"For Chernevog's sake, Mother. Do you ever consider anyone else's feelings but your own?" I was devastated; my heart felt like it shattered into a million small bits. Tiny, intricate pieces that would never fit together again the same way. I knew Natalia loved me. We'd spent much of last evening in affirmation. 

Sergei, on the other hand. I glanced at my twin. I never expected my brother to fall so hard for a woman. It seemed Lainey's departure had devastated him as well. 

And then there was Iván to consider. Maybe if I had allowed him to change Destiny, the three women would still be here. For the first time in his life, Iván found a woman he felt worthy enough to take as his lifemate. And I stopped him from completing the task. 

"Elena, find someone else to clean up this–mess. Iván, I am sorry about Destiny. At least you know she's alive because of your– ministrations." 

Kyrylo had known Iván their entire lives, and because of that, he was a bit more understanding than Zarina. "What can I do to ease your pain, Iván? A trip to Rome, perhaps a day in Paris? I only wish I'd met the woman before she left. Zarina, as much as I'd like to take you back to my room, we are leaving. Our reasons for being here are no longer of importance."

"But Darling, my sons need me."

"No, we do not," Sergei spoke the words out loud, that I had wanted to. 

"Zarina, Sergei is right. The only reason you showed up in my home was to prevent me from taking the girl as my wife. Mother, you can leave, and you can take," I glanced around the room for Baldaev, "Did anyone see Baldy leave?" The man was the least of their concerns, while I still considered him a threat. 

"Take Isopov with you. That man isn't welcome in my home. And before you say any more on the subject, Father, I don't care who he is. I no longer live in Kaliningrad. I'm an American now. My loyalties are in this country. 

Kyrylo was in front of me in an instant, "You are my son. Your loyalties are with me, and Razavan Belko. You and Sergei both answer to him first, and don't you forget it." His eyes flashed green as his long claw dug into the skin over my gut. 

There was a time in my life when I would have done anything my father asked of me if I thought it would please him. And now–I believe that moving away from him, and my mother, being here on my own, and making my own rules, was the best decision I've ever made in my life. I loved my parents, but I had to find Natalia. She was my whole world. From this day forth, her happiness was more important than my own or anyone else's. 

I clasped his fist and pushed back. "You are my father, and you will always be the first person I will turn to for council. But I must consider everything I would give up should I return to Russia. I can't leave here. I've made a life for myself, and I'm happy. So, Father, will you please respect my wishes and take Mother back to Kaliningrad?" Iván sat on the couch with Zarina hovering close. 

"Mother, perhaps you should also insist that Iván returns with you."

My words seemed to shake Iván out of his slump. "No, Master Gorky. I have pledged my service to you. Mistress Zarina, I appreciate your and Kyrylo's offer, but I must decline. I hope you understand.

"Now, if you'll excuse me, I have work to do." Iván stood, ignoring the sounds of protest Zarina made, and hurried over to help the servant who was trying to eliminate the mess I'd made of the carpet. 

"Iván, you don't have to do that."

"Yes, Serhan, I do." Iván seemed to be pleading with me. "Perhaps you could escort your mother into the dining room for breakfast."

"Of course. Zarina, you heard Iván. You and Kyrylo should have something to eat before your return to Russia. It's a long plane ride back home. Sergei, will you join us?"

Zarina could go from seductress to her mothering mode in the blink of an eye, and for the first time in ages, I was appreciative of it. She became contrite and hurried over to her youngest son. "Sergei, your brother is right. Your father and I will be taking our leave. Will you sit with me at breakfast? Perhaps we can discuss your plans for the future. You must return with us. If not today, then very soon. 

"I understand Catia Bagrov came looking for you the other day. She's a beautiful girl. Her father's one of Razavan's most trusted soldiers. Their line goes back almost as far as ours does."

"I'm no longer interested in Catia. I will sit with you at breakfast, but only if you respect my wishes and keep your opinions about my future to yourself." 

Well, the conversation during breakfast would be–awkward. I wondered if I could still communicate with my brother, telepathically. I got his attention before everyone was seated around the dining room table. 'We will discuss this once everyone has left.' Sergei nodded in my direction. 

"Very good."

"Did you say something, Serhan?"

"Yes, Mother, I did. Does anyone know if Baldaev is still in my home? He should also join us for breakfast. Elena,"

"Yes, Master Gorky."

"Will you ask Mr. Isopov to join us? Mother asked for a choice piece of steak for breakfast."

"That's not what I said at all, Serhan. But I'll take mine barely warmed on either side."

"You heard her. Ask Darius to prepare one for us all." She didn't move. "Is there something else you want to say, Elena?"

Elena looked a bit flustered, which was entirely out of sorts. "It's about Darius, Serhan."

"Go on, Elena."

"I haven't seen hide nor hair of the man since last night. I heard the talk from many of the others that he was upset over your treatment of the servant girl." 

I shut my eyes and forced my hand through my hair. Could this day get any worse? "I have guests, Elena. Who is preparing our meal?"

Zarina gasped, and Kyrylo chuckled while I wanted to throw something across the room. "Elena, answer me."

"She helped Darius in the kitchen occasionally. It will take some more training, but I'm sure the woman will make a suitable replacement for your cook. She hasn't been here as long as the others."

Zarina leaned closer to Kyrylo and whispered, "Darling, perhaps we should take our leave now, and find our nourishment in the city. With everything Serhan has on his—plate, I'm sure he doesn't need our interference."

"Mother, you and father are not going anywhere. Elena, will you ask the new cook if she can prepare eggs and toast along with our steaks?" I challenged my mother's glare. "Elena, ask the woman if she will come here now, so I can question her.

"And Elena, should Darius return, tell him his services are no longer required. I've got one more question,"

"Yes, Master Gorky." 

"Has anyone seen Baldaev Isopov?"

"Sir, he left shortly after the incident in the sitting room."

"Thank you, Elena." Baldy's departure was the only positive outcome of this whole mess. 

While I waited to meet the new cook, the only sounds in the room were Zarina's fingernails tapping on the tabletop and Kyrylo's hand scraping across his facial hair. Sergei kept to himself, and I mulled over the conversation I had with Natalia the night before. 

"Master Gorky, the new cook is ready to meet with you." Elena stepped aside and urged a middle-aged woman, by earthly standards, into the room.

Everything about the woman was average. As soon as she opened her mouth to speak, that's where 'average' ended. Her lilting voice and excited nature struck me hard, right between the eyes. I didn't know if I could handle her cheerful attitude this early in the morning. Not when I was grieving inside. 

"Master Gorky, you don't know how grateful I am for the opportunity to serve you. Darius was a mean one, Sir. I don't know if you're aware of how rotten he was, but I, for one, am glad he's gone. May he rot in hell. Sorry, I hope I haven't already overstepped my boundaries."

"Yes, you have. I've always considered Darius to be a valued employee. Until this morning, I wasn't aware of his callous nature." I was interested to learn more about my former cook, but not with my parents listening. Mainly if he were a friend of Melinda, it's feasible that he knew why she'd helped my three guests leave. Maybe that's why he left as well. 

"I only wished he'd spoken with me before he went away. Since you're already familiar with the kitchen, Madam, I'm sure you won't have any trouble assuming his role. Elena will assist you where she can. Should you need more help, let her know."

"Thank you, Sir. Is there anything else I can do for you, Sir?"

"Perhaps you can tell me your name."

She grinned, revealing she was nearly toothless. "It's Mary, Sir. My friends called me Bloody Mary. That was my specialty at one time. The drink, not the—act. I was famous for them when I had a business of my own. The drink and my pudding."

"That wouldn't be blood pudding, would it?"

"Oh, hell, no." She looked apologetically at Elena. "Sorry, Mistress. Bread pudding, Master Gorky. And it's the best you've ever tasted."

Zarina yawned, and my father slapped the top of the table. "Am I keeping the two of you from something important?" Zarina rolled her eyes at me, then turned to face my father.

"You've cooked before, then. I want to try one of your–Bloody Marys. The others would like one as well. Thank you, Mary." 

She bent her knees and dipped in front of me. "Thank you, Sir." Elena hurried her out of the room. 
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The meal was delightful, and despite the heat, the woman put in our drinks, the Bloody Marys, quite refreshing. The steaks were warmed to perfection. And even though the conversation between us seemed forced at first, the mood soon lightened. 

"Serhan, breakfast was interesting. Zarina and I wish to thank you for your hospitality,"

"Not that I had any choice, Father."

"And should you change your mind about returning to Kaliningrad, your rooms are always ready. Sergei, don't linger in America too long, you've already lost some of your—color." Everyone stood up from the table, and I followed them into the other room. 

"Mother, Father, I'll have Elena pack your things, and Ruben can take you to the airport. Sergei, after our parents leave, I'll ask Elena to move your things into the room across from mine."

Now, I had to find Iván. I knew he'd spent a lot of time with Destiny. Maybe he'd learned more about where they lived. Elena might remember something as well. She'd gone through Natalia's purse when I first brought her here. Was it less than a week? I felt as if I'd known Natalia my entire life. 

"Sergei, you seem to be more like yourself. Would you like to help me question, Iván? He might have pertinent information about the Darlings."

"Brother, we've squandered the entire morning doing nothing to find them. I feel Lainey's loss, here." Sergei tapped the spot over his heart. "We must find her, or I will go mad."

I pushed my brother into the sitting room in front of me. "Iván will be here momentarily. With the three of us looking, we will find them."

"Master Gorky."

"Iván, what can you tell us about, Destiny?"

Iván was very animated when he entered the room. "Sir, I know why the girls left, and now, I also know what Melinda told them." 

Sergei snickered, "How would you be privy to that unless you were in the room with them?"

"Iván has other talents, Sergei. In his own way, he was in the room with them. Listen before you judge." 

"I held the servant's severed head in my lap and placed my hand on her heart. I heard everything, Melinda said to them."
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Atanasia

"Koshka, I'm expecting visitors, and now you want to play? You, my mischievous cat, will have to wait. They will be here very soon. Put your claws away and remember your manners." Koshka hissed. She knew what would come after my visitors, and it wasn't going to be pretty. 

"I know, my pet. But it is Babushka's promise, or curse if you want to think of it that way." Nevertheless, I also needed a break–not to play, but think. I poured myself a cup of coffee and set it on the table. I picked up my fur baby, although she hated it when I called her that and sat down in the chair with her in my lap. 

I pushed my fingers across the matted black fur covering her back, and Koshka rolled over, giving me access to her belly. The cat was entirely black when I first found her, except for the pure white fur at the end of her tail. That lack of color increased the older she got. My companion was nearing the end of her nine lives. Soon, her tail would be all white. 

I picked her up and buried my face in her neck. "Koshka, what will I do when you're gone?" Her yowl quickly turned to a purr. She turned her head, and I giggled as her sandpaper tongue tickled the back of my hand. 

"No more sadness, and no more talk of you leaving me. As I've threatened before, I'll put another spell on you, or I'll bite you and turn you into a vampire. Or would that be a catpire, pussyvamp, vampkitty?" I laughed even louder, and Koshka jumped out of my arms and ran to the corner where her food bowl sat empty. She stared at me, then kicked her back leg up. I saw her pink tongue go over the places I'd just petted. 

"Silly cat." I looked out the window as I finished drinking my coffee. The street in front of my home was always quiet, especially now that winter covered the ground with a punishing, crystalline blanket of white. 

But it was also peaceful. That's why I'd chosen this place as my home. Before the snow blanketed the ground, the sounds of children laughing when they played on the swings in the park at the end of the street or fell into the piles of brightly colored leaves, they'd spent hours sweeping into fragile heaps echoed throughout the brisk cold air. 

Now there was only the sound of silence. 

Silence had a sound. A touch, a smell, an ache which was so deep, you sometimes felt as if you couldn't breathe. Silence was stifling, cold, hot, dark, and sometimes light. It was lonely, and it was that loneliness that convinced me to bring my cat in from the cold when I first moved into this home. Her rubbing against my ankles had also helped her cause.

Neighbors and friends had long since come and gone. I met new ones every time their loved ones buried the previous ones, or were forgotten and left behind and discovered by a landlord, looking for money when their rent was past due. 

Every so often, I took a trip to see family and friends who still lived in Baltiysk, the area that was once known as Pillau. So far, no one here in America had caught on to the fact that I had outlived everyone else around me. I'd been here since the latter part of the eighteen hundreds. 

Trees lined the winding streets through the suburb, and many of the homes reminded me of fairytale cottages, with steep, pitched rooftops, checkerboard patterned fronts and stone-covered bottoms. This place had always inspired me with its magic. 

Spuyten Duyvil, or Spewing or Spitting Devil, were the other names I've heard. The legends surrounding the people who lost their lives swimming in the fast underwater current, where the Spuyten Duyvil Creek met up with the Hudson River, were well known. Drownings, shark attacks, and freezing water, oh my. And people were more afraid of witches?

Living here, I didn't view the Hudson or Harlem River, and that was perfectly fine with me. The Harlem River was closest to me, just on the other side of the park. The Hudson was on the other side of the train tracks. 

I'd seen enough of the sea growing up. Water scared me. Probably because that's what finally killed my Babushka, she drowned after she was declared a witch during a witch hunt in Pillau. Many people in the village turned against her because of an old hag who kept bringing up Circe's past with the vampire, Isopov. I believe that it was his mother.

My granny Circe had her ankles and wrists wrapped with chains, then she was enveloped with fishing line and rope. Boulders were tied to her ankles, and then she was taken out into the water on a fishing boat. The men who bound Babushka dropped her into the Baltic Sea.

I watched helpless and hopeless, from the top spires of her home, the Urdiales Castle. Just before she was tossed overboard, Circe stretched her neck back and turned her blue eyes toward me. But I couldn't watch what happened next. I squeezed my eyes shut and held my breath until I was sure it was over. I cried for days after that. 

And that's another reason why I moved here. Not because I'm a witch, but because I'm also a vampire. I'm an oddity. The only person who truly accepted me for who and what I was, was Circe. Even after my mother died giving me life, my Babushka still adored me. 

Granny said I look just like my mother, Sofiya. Thick blonde hair, dark blue eyes, and high cheekbones. Which also described her, my Babushka. Circe said I have my mother's compassion and my father's stubbornness. Other than his tenacity, the only other thing I know about Leonid was that he was extraordinarily handsome. 

He could have had any woman he wanted but chose my mother, and she wanted him. Even knowing she would lose everything if she kept him in her life. And in the end, she did. Everything. Now she was with him in death, I was sure of it. 

But where did that leave me? 
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