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  Revelations

  EMMA RUE – PRESENT DAY


  I reluctantly withdraw from Julian's embrace and reach out to touch his long, tawny hair.

Sadness fills his rose-gold eyes. "I suppose we can't escape the troubles of this world," he says.

I nod. I want to stay here in Memoria's Love Library with Julian, my past-life soulmate. But this place is a phantom world made of memories. Neither Julian nor I have real bodies here, we just inhabit convincing illusions. Julian's body was erased by my Fae dagger, Síndóm, but his soul survived. My soul has joined him here now that Rowan has stolen my body and my dagger.

While my soul is trapped here in Memoria, in this golden cage with Julian, Rowan is out there using Síndóm to destroy the world. And despite my awful upbringing, the world is dear to me and I don't want Rowan messing with it.

I place my hand over Julian's heart, feeling his sculpted chest beneath his pale green silk shirt. "I'd love to stay here forever with you. But Rowan's insane, and she can do a lot of damage with Síndóm. I have to stop her," I say.

Julian nods. I can see he's resisting the urge to pull me close.

"Hold on, let me try something." I close my eyes and try to locate my body. I sense nothing. Rowan has locked me out. Or perhaps she has killed me. I have no idea how to get back to the real world.

Maybe Julian knows something that can help. He was the one who gave the dagger to my previous incarnation, Cassandra. Did he ever meet Rowan herself? Perhaps he remembers something.

"Julian, tell me about how you got the dagger," I say.

"It was a gift for Cassandra. I purchased it from an art dealer, Hunfrid Gurker. An artifact from his personal collection," he says.

"Was there ever a woman involved? A woman with red hair? Or anyone named Rowan?" I ask.

Julian shakes his head.

"Did Hunfrid say how he got the dagger?" I ask.

Julian's eyes wander as he dredges up memories from centuries ago. "I don't believe so," he says.

He winces as he sees the disappointment on my face. "I'm sorry, Emma. It was a long time ago. Perhaps I've forgotten something. But I have an idea. We are here in Memoria, the metaphysical space shared by our commingled souls. We can revisit any memory we choose. I'll simply concentrate my thoughts on the dagger, and we'll go back to that moment in the past when I acquired it. What do you think?" he asks.

I nod, feeling hopeful again. He reaches out with his long, strong artist's fingers. I take his hand, and we walk out of the library.

As we enter the dark hallway outside the library, I hear a bird chirping and smell the earthy scent of plants and soil. The hallway around us fades away, and we find ourselves in a small garden wedged into the intersection of three colonial-style stone buildings. The garden has an improvised quality, nothing more than a scattering of grass and wildflowers around a thick row of sunflowers, their golden crowns rising into a narrow shaft of sunlight. It all seems so real.

A beautiful young boy sits cross-legged on the ground with a rusty dagger in his hand. He's wearing an eighteenth-century boy's frock, white silk striped with coral. Dust covers the fine fabric. The boy uses his dagger to carve an intricate sailing ship from a block of wood. His intense eyes, so familiar, study the ship as he blows away the loose shavings. A bruise marks the flawless skin on his cheek, partly covered by his long blond hair.

I turn to Julian, who looks uncomfortable. His voice is soft and pained. "Wrong dagger. Let's continue on," he says.

As Julian leads me out of the garden, I suddenly recognize the boy. It's eight-year-old Julian!

I pull Julian back into the garden, not wanting to miss this revelation. "What is this place?" I ask.

He swallows hard, struggling to answer. "My … secret garden," he says.

I can't see an entrance to the garden, and the narrow spaces between the adjacent buildings look too small to navigate. "How did you get in and out?" I ask.

"Some climbing was involved," he says.

I kneel beside little Julian, who is intent on his work. His dagger moves deftly across the wooden sculpture. The vessel has a dynamic quality, complete with the wind in the sails. Even as a child, Julian was an incredibly talented artist.

I wave to the boy to get his attention. "That's beautiful work," I say.

No reaction.

Julian takes my hand to draw me away. "It's a memory. We can't interact with it. We should go now," he says.

I resist leaving. "What are you carving here?" I ask.

His voice sounds a little forced. "A frigate. Can we go now?" he asks.

"There's something special about it, isn't there?" I ask.

Julian sighs. "You and Cassandra, always trying to find a hidden meaning," he says.

"Tell me, and then we can leave," I say.

Julian looks annoyed with me. Have I pushed him too far?

He waves his hands in surrender. "It's a replica of a ship I saw on a trip to Plymouth Harbor. One day I planned to capture the actual vessel and escape to England. It was the fantasy of a foolish young boy," he says.

As I look at little Julian's intense face, I almost believe he could pull it off.

I have to know more. "Why were you so eager to escape?" I ask.

Julian only shrugs.

I think I know what this is about. "You wanted to run away from home?" I ask.

He nods.

"Your father. He was not a nice man?" I ask.

Julian laughs bitterly. "He was a slave trader. And that was his most endearing quality. Every morning he drank Whistle Belly, and by noon he'd be halfway to Concord. Afternoons were for drinking Rattle-Skull and evenings were for purging the weakness from his family," he says.

Julian's eyes glisten with the promise of tears. My own eyes cloud in sympathy. I'm always whining about my problems. It's easy to forget there are worse things than being abandoned by a parent.

I take Julian in my arms, leaning up to whisper in his ear. "Thanks for sharing that with me," I say.

"I didn't mean to. I was thinking about daggers and stepped into the wrong memory," he says.

"I had a therapist once who told me there are no accidents. I think Freud said it first," I say.

"Who?" he asks.

I shake my head, remembering that Freud came after Julian's entombment. "Some doctor. Doesn't matter. The point is, maybe some part of you wanted me to see this," I say.

A grin tugs at Julian's face. "Can your doctor have that part removed?" he asks.

Suddenly, I feel closer to Julian than ever before. I fall into him and kiss his soft lips. I know our bodies aren't real, but they feel so real. He responds to my kiss. I pull him behind the row of sunflowers, and our kisses grow more intense. I slide my hand beneath his shirt, tracing the sharp contours of his muscles.

As he presses against my body, I can feel his eagerness. His hips are so familiar against mine. This is not a new intimacy, it's a moment we've shared a thousand times in our various incarnations. But it has the electric energy of our first time. With Julian, every time is like the first time.

As excited as I am to explore his body, I know the moment isn't right. Julian is willing but distracted. It's this place, and the bad memories associated with it. We have to get out of here.

Suddenly, I hear a young girl scream. The sound of it jolts me and takes my breath away. I step back from Julian, noticing a sharp pain in my foot. I can't see the cause of it.

We emerge from the sunflowers to find young Julian, still working on his carved ship. The girl screams again and the boy doesn't react. I can't tell exactly where the scream is coming from, but it's somewhere far beyond this garden.

Julian looks perplexed. "This isn't part of my memory. Is it one of yours?" he asks.

I have a terrible feeling it is. I take Julian's hand and limp away from the garden. "Come on, we have to help her," I say.

Julian looks down at my foot. "Is there something wrong?" he asks.

I ignore the pain, trying to concentrate on the sound of the girl's heavy breathing. The garden fades away, and we see a ten-year-old girl with tan skin and long dark hair. She wears filthy, tattered clothes and a terrified expression. A piece of broken glass juts from one of her bloody shoes as she tries to climb out of a pit.

Behind her, closing in slowly, is an anorexic horror. The dirt-caked creature is wracked by starvation, reduced to skin and bone, barely recognizable as a man. A cloud of flies follows him as he clacks his teeth at the girl, eagerly anticipating his first juicy bite.
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  The Cost of Hope

  STEFAN HILDEBRAND



 I stand in the tearoom, numb with shock, and stare at the empty space where Emma once stood. Thinking the threat would come from outside the room, I positioned myself at the door instead of next to Emma. Stupid mistake.

In my head, I hear a voice repeating, "I told you so. I told you so. I told you so." It's the Trickster. And he's pissed. He wanted me to steal the dagger from Emma so Rowan wouldn't get it first. I refused to do that and now Rowan has it. Maybe I should have listened to him. He is a godling, after all.

The Trickster warned me that something bad would happen if Rowan got the dagger. But what, exactly? I would ask him, but he's still busy saying, "I told you so."

Suddenly, a painting rattles on the wall beside a shuttered window.

Esben, the giant werebear, slips his twin hammers out from beneath his long tan duster. Both weapons are medieval replicas with steel shafts instead of wood and pronged heads big enough to smash skulls.

I hear glass breaking throughout Bílý Vlk as every window in the Gothic mansion shatters.

Light pours into the tearoom as the shutters fly open, revealing the beautiful view of the forest beyond, and the grinning, decomposed head of a zombie. How did it get up to the second-floor window? Must have scaled the wall.

Lorance disappears into Velox, rightly guessing that Esben and I have the situation under control here. Lorance's vampiric talents are best used elsewhere in the chateau.

Zivanka still lies unconscious on the tearoom table after her disastrous trip to the metaverge with Emma. The zombie's shadow eclipses her as it scrambles through the broken window.

My first instinct is to shapeshift a pair of claws and rip into the zombie. But that isn't the smart move. The creature inside me, a bastard son of Loki, is screwing up my judgment. Zombies don't bleed, so slashing and stabbing is not that effective. I need to do structural damage, and a lot of it, without getting too close. My hand closes on the Glock I tucked into my waistband before the séance, or whatever the hell this was.

The zombie springs onto the tearoom table and screams. Bits of mud and tattered clothing sprinkle over a blissfully unaware Zivanka.

Esben smiles. So far he's enjoying this. That's good. If he feels really threatened, he'll invoke his bear, and then none of us will be safe.

Esben nods to me, giving me the honor of the first kill. With practiced ease, I whip my gun out and sink a round into the zombie's T-zone, the lines formed by the eyes and nose. The undead attacker falls backward out the window.

Esben nods approvingly as he turns to face the closed door. Shuffling footsteps echo from the other side. He kicks the door off its hinges, knocking a zombie off her feet. She tries to rise, the slimy remains of a dress clinging to her bones. Esben simply kicks her head off as he strolls casually out of the room, looking for more challenging prey.

I hear fighting downstairs. Lorance, Wayfarer, and Augustin are no doubt making short work of the undead intruders.

Before leaving the room, I glance out the window to make sure no zombies are clambering up the wall. Not an enemy in sight. It's sunny and peaceful outside. I can smell the needles of the fir trees. For some reason, I'm strongly tempted to stay here and enjoy the view. Why? Is this some magic of Rowan's? Is it the Trickster's influence? Or do I just miss my dead wolf and long for the forest?

I suddenly realize that it's none of those things. It's Emma. I'm focusing on those trees to avoid thinking about what's happened to her.

I turn to see that Zivanka is waking up. I hurry out of the tearoom to look for more enemies. The chateau is silent by the time I reach the hallway.

Esben emerges from the stairs, looking irritated. "That's it? That's all they got?" he asks.

I relax, realizing we have routed the enemy. This was their junior varsity team. They never stood a chance against three vampires and a pair of Were. Not to mention Millicent, the witch that Lorance recruited into Vera Gentis, his small community of mixed paranormals.

So, who sent the zombies on a futile attack? Was it some sort of diversion?
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The founding members of Vera Gentis sit at the large round table in the chateau's Gothic hunting parlor. One of the parlor windows is broken, and the stuffed stag head over the unlit fireplace hangs askew.

Lorance formed Vera Gentis to combat the Knights of Rome. But this attack didn't have a KoR signature. I'm hoping Millicent can give us more insight.

Esben and I sit across from a grim-faced Lorance. The vampires Wayfarer and Augustin flank Millicent, the love-witch, who murmurs to herself as she touches the golden eel clamp that Zivanka attached to Emma for their trip into the metaverge.

The ferret seems to whisper in Millicent's ear as she studies the eel clamp with her frozen blue eyes. She purses her lips, painted with a heart, and blows a strand of her long white hair away from her face.

Lorance grows uncharacteristically impatient. "Well?" he asks.

Her face twitches at his impertinence. She is a haughty woman, not used to taking orders and working with a team.

Her voice is both cold and silky. "This is the work of Empress Rowan. The dead were from a nearby graveyard, awakened to distract us from her escape via Som, a reflective plane closed to Transcendent. Time passes slowly in Som. Even by now, she will barely be off the grounds," she says.

I knew that Rowan was a bigger threat to Emma than KoR. Why didn't these people listen to me?

Lorance speaks with a forced calm. "I have people watching all the roads and trails in the area. She has to come out of Som sometime," he says.

Millicent shakes her head. "You won't find her. This was well-planned," she says.

Lorance clenches his fists. "How was Emma taken? How can we find her again?" he asks.

Millicent absently strokes her ferret's head. "I am not a spiritist, so I cannot speak as to how she was taken. As to how to find her, I may be of some help," she says.

She holds up the eel clamp. "Rowan took over Emma's body, and some of Rowan's essence now clings to this device. It tells me something about her. My specialty is love, and I sense that Rowan has recently suffered a great heartbreak. I can see the location associated with this sadness. It is high up, in a place made of stone. Possibly somewhere in a jungle. I can't tell you where it is, but I can describe the flowers and the birds," she says.

Lorance smiles, encouraged. "Good, Millicent. That's excellent. There's a Transcendent geographer, Karolína Votavová, who lives in Prague. She is the best in her field. If you describe it to her, she may be able to identify the area," he says.

Millicent nods.

I lean toward Lorance, trying to tamp down my rising hope. "Lorance, I want to lead the rescue team," I say.

Lorance nods without hesitation. "Of course, this is your milieu," he says.

"It's hard to catch someone who can disappear into thin air. Do you have anything that can stop Rowan from doing that? Something that won't damage Emma's body?" I ask.

Lorance and Wayfarer exchange a quick, uncomfortable look.

Augustin sees the exchange and shakes his head, speaking in his Czech accent. "Black Rose Society would not be happy. They see this as Vera Gentis problem," he says.

Millicent looks puzzled and annoyed. "Am I missing something?" she asks.

Lorance steeples his fingers, considering all the possibilities. After a few moments, he levels his gaze at me. "Stefan, come with us. This is for your eyes only," he says.

I rise and follow Lorance and Wayfarer. A quick glance back shows Millicent scowling, her ferret seeking shelter under the table.
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  Youthful Shell

  ROWAN


 I feel a delicious thrill of fear as I hurry through the shadowy plane of Som, passing directly through the walls of the Gothic mansion and into the trees beyond. Stealing Emma's body, directly under the nose of her allies, is the most daring thing I've done in decades. And now I have my mother's dagger once again! I glance at the Fae weapon strapped to my arm. Correction, Emma's arm. She keeps it in a fancy sheath the vampires must have given her.

Traveling in Som is unbearably slow. Out in the murky world of Mortalos, I see an automobile driving at impossible speeds. In the twenty seconds it took me to escape the building at a snail's pace, nearly ten minutes of real time have passed.

Normally I'd like to be well away from the mansion before returning to Mortalos, but my plans have changed. I sensed a witch inside the chateau, and it gave me a chill. Vampires can't follow me into Som, but a witch can. So the less time I'm in Som, the better.

Emma's friends will no doubt mount a rescue. I'm hoping they will focus on the roads leading south, into the nearby town of Český Krumlov. Meanwhile, my intention is to head northeast, staying in the forest while avoiding the roads and trails.

Angelo, now dead but accessible in the metaverge, alerted me to a number of vampire strongholds where Emma could be hiding. This was just one of them. But I had a feeling this would be the place to find Emma and I had an excellent escape plan ready.

I step behind a tree and cast my way back into Mortalos. Few witches can go in and out of Som without spell ingredients, but centuries ago I learned to execute the spell verbally. Today that effort has paid handsomely.

I throw up a Faecraft glamour, also without components, to disguise myself as a dog. Though I am still in Emma's body, I will appear as a dog to others who see me. Then I head into the woods, toward a small lake a few miles from here.

I'd dearly love some fleetfoot seeds, or perhaps the ingredients to cast a hastening, but for now, I must travel at mortal speed. I cling to the thick shadows of the towering firs, jogging easily through an almost primeval forest.

A young body is a lovely thing. Emma's knees don't ache, and her lungs don't gasp for air. I could run forever in this skin. I haven't felt this way since I was a lass in Éire.

After an easy quarter-hour downhill jaunt, the trees thin as I encounter farming communities. I'll need to take a risk here to obtain something I need.

Relying on my glamour, I cross an open field and find a dodgy farmhouse with a pair of rubbish bins out front. In the distance, I hear goats bleating as I rummage through one of the bins. I'm elated to find a soda can with a somewhat reflective bottom. This will do nicely.

Suddenly, a rock smashes into the bin, missing me by inches. I turn to see a jackal-faced Czech boy cursing me and finding a second rock to throw at what he thinks is a dog.

I change the glamour into a bear. When he sees me, his jaw drops. I growl and roar. The poor fool runs off, his face pale as milk.

I laugh, something I haven't done in donkey's years. I take the soda can, restore the dog glamour, and find my way back into the woods. A half hour later I'm at my destination, a shallow lake.

The gray water is calm. Hopefully, it's quiet enough for my purpose. I crouch at the lake's edge, using the can to reflect light into the water, and I murmur Ottilia's spell. She's the independent German water-witch I contracted for this endeavor. Best if my coven doesn't know too much.

Ottilia agreed to aid my escape, and in return, I gave her a nasty little spell that transforms living blood to water. With her specialized talent, no doubt she'll improve upon it.

For a moment, I fear I've bollixed Ottilia's spell. But her stern face soon appears in the water and I drop my glamour. She speaks with a German accent. "Ready?" she asks.

I nod.

"Then begin, Empress," she says.

I take a deep breath, trusting Ottilia's magic to make this work. If it doesn't, when I dive into the lake I'll crack my head on the shallow bottom.

Again, I feel a thrill of fear. It's intoxicating. Smiling, I dive into the water.

The bottom of this lake becomes the surface of another and seconds later I emerge from a secluded pond in the Forest of Fontainebleau. I take a deep breath of French air and squeal like a gleeful girl when I see Ottilia kneeling beside the water. She's dressed in jeans and a green sweater. She wears no jewelry or makeup, a brave thing for a woman of her years.

Ottilia's spell worked! I've escaped Czechoslovakia, or whatever the bloody hell they're calling it these days. It's warmer and muskier here in France. I hear the soft roar of traffic on a distant road.

Ottilia, famously organized, wraps me with a warm towel as I emerge from the water. Nice trick. I wonder how she warmed it.

Her sleepy gray eyes turn toward a break in a stand of oak trees, the gold of autumn starting to turn their leaves. "I have a car nearby. I will drive you into Paris, Empress," she says.

"Thank you, Ottilia." My God, I'm thanking the help. I'm in a positively giddy mood.
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As we ride in Ottilia's small white sedan, I remove my dagger from the gaudy sheath and study its familiar lines. Relief overwhelms me. I'd begun to think I'd never hold it again.

Hwei-ru, that bitch, actually had me believing that she possessed this dagger. Now I understand her game. She built an exact replica, probably with Connor's help, and waved it under my nose to get me thinking about the dagger and my plans for it. Then the cow read my mind. She may know everything now. I'll make her pay dearly for that stolen knowledge. Connor as well.

I study the Fae runes on the blade of the dagger. The word they spell is pronounced Síndóm, which translates to never alive. A fitting inscription. Hopefully, Tunnel Builder will revisit me soon, and I'll cut him with this lovely green blade. I don't know for certain if Fae magic will affect him, but odds are it will. When the blade strikes him, he will not only die, he will have never existed. And if he never existed, he could never have built the great tunnel. Souls will no longer travel to the Afterworld and back. Reincarnation will be dead. Just the thought of it takes my breath away.

Traffic is bad, and it takes nearly two hours to get to Saint Germain-des-Prés. Ottilia didn't want to take the car the whole way, but I insisted. I don't do public transportation. Parisians pack themselves too close together for my taste.

Ottilia lets me off on the Rue des Saints-Pères. We exchange only a nod as I depart. I like her. She isn't chatty.

Calisto's apprentice, Letty, owns a nearby flat along the Seine. I've been there before and found it to be stupidly overdecorated. No matter, the important thing is that it has a pair of shared stairs, one leading to New York, where I have pressing business, and the other connecting to Goose Temple. And from the temple, I can take my own stairs back to Cliffside.

The thought of returning to my palace in Mortalos gives me no pleasure. It's a depressing place now that Camdyn's dead. Just the thought of him kills my pleasant mood.

I walk down the narrow street on my way to Letty's flat, passing an empty art gallery and a luxury shop selling ridiculously priced purses to tourists.

I hear an admiring whistle and turn to see a handsome Parisian lad ogling me. I suppose that's the price I must pay for wearing a younger body. I should shut his gob, but he's got me thinking. Is Emma pretty? Or more, perhaps beautiful? That never occurred to me before. I thought her too broody and intense to be attractive, but perhaps that's what men want now. It's hard to keep up.

I'm sorely tempted to hold on to this body. But Emma has powerful and resourceful friends who will never stop searching for her. And beyond that, this youthful shell may be able to buy me something I can't otherwise obtain.

It's time to make my trip to New York. With Letty's stairs, I can be there in ten minutes.
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  A Strange and Desperate World

  EMMA RUE – PRESENT DAY


 Julian and I watch in horror as the little girl flees from the anorexic abomination. Her tiny fingers claw the steep wall of a trash pit but she can't get out. She stumbles, banging her injured foot against an old refrigerator, and shrieks in pain.

Instinctively, I run at the shambling creature and try to push it away. My hands pass through it, and it doesn't react to me.

Julian puts a comforting hand on my shoulder. "We're in Memoria. It's just a memory. You can't interact with it," he says.

Julian is right. I look at the girl with my soulsight and see that she has no soul. Like everything here, she's an illusion.

The frightened girl fumbles a worn tarot card from her frayed pocket. It's the moon card, La Luna. The card is upside down. She turns it right-side up and shoves it back into her pocket.

The creature is almost on her now. I can't help but shout, "Run!" I say.

But the girl doesn't run. She takes a deep breath and calmly surveys her surroundings.

As the monster reaches her, she falls to the ground and wriggles beneath a broken desk stained with coffee rings and bleached by the sun.

The hungry creature stoops down, but he's too big to get under the desk. He tries to move the heavy object but his arms are too emaciated and weak.

The girl is safe for now. She'll wait the attacker out, knowing his hunger will eventually drive him elsewhere.

The monster howls in frustration. Though he is standing relatively still, his shadow, moving independently, flails as if throwing a tantrum. It's an eerie effect.

I point at the shadow. "Julian, do you see that?" I ask.

He nods, troubled.

I feel intense frustration. "I've seen that before. I just can't remember where," I say.

Julian puts a hand around my waist and pulls me close. "I'm sorry your mind is haunted by such things. This girl, is she you?" he asks.

"I think so. Her foot is injured in the same place my foot is hurting now. Some sort of sympathetic pain," I say.

"What's her name?" he asks.

"Something with a bird. Robin? Raven? No, Larkin! Her name is Larkin. She has a tarot card that makes her feel happy or sad. But it does more than that. I just can't remember," I say.

Julian examines the assortment of trash in the pit. Bags, cans, furniture, appliances, much of it burnt and covered in ashes. "Emma, these are not things from my world, or from any world in the past," he says.

I bend down and check the expiration date on an empty can of soup. The stamp reads: "BEST BEFORE JUN152072."

2072? I feel a weight pressing on my chest. This is my future! This is what happens after Rowan fucks up the world.

Tears spring from my eyes. I lean hard into Julian. He strokes my hair and tells me it will be all right. I appreciate the support. But it will definitely not be all right.

I push away from him. "Don't you understand? This girl is me, in the future, after Rowan destroys the world. And it's all because I let her steal Síndóm," I say.

Julian shakes his head. "If this is a memory, how can it be from the future?" he asks.

"Larkin is my future incarnation. I'm remembering something that happened to her," I say.

Over at the desk, the emaciated creature shambles away from Larkin. It looks like someone from those horrible pictures of concentration camp survivors. The girl peeks out from beneath the desk, trying to judge if it's safe to make a break for it.

Julian smiles sadly at Larkin. "So the question is, of all the things you could remember, why this girl?" he asks.

"I have no idea. But she's important somehow," I say.

"I know it's painful, but perhaps you should try to remember more," he says.

I nod and squeeze his hand. Then I close my eyes and focus on Larkin.

I feel a push, like being struck by the wind. Startled, I open my eyes. Julian is here, holding my hand, but there are other things as well. I see glimpses of a candlelit ballroom with men in suits and women in gowns. It looks like something from the nineteenth century, not the future.

I turn to Julian. "Do you see that? The dancers?" I ask.

He shakes his head, concerned.

I can barely feel his hand in mine. He's slipping away. I cling to him desperately.

"I think Larkin's pulling me away," I say.

He nods solemnly. "No worries, my gem. Go if you must. We'll be together again. I know it," he says.

His perfect face blurs in the fog of my tears. Every time I have him in my grasp, something takes him away. As if fate itself wants me to suffer. Cassandra, my last incarnation, wasn't a terrible person. Surely I haven't incurred a karmic debt that would justify being abandoned by my mother and living a life without my soulmate.

Once again, I'm complaining about my shitty life. Right in front of a little girl with broken glass in her foot, hiding from a hungry monster. Time to stop feeling sorry for myself and get angry. Rowan is responsible for this. I'm going to find her and kick her ass all the way to hell.

I place a tender kiss on Julian's lips. "I love you. Please wait for me," I say.

But before he can respond, I feel myself catapulted into a strange and desperate world.
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  Geography Bitch

  STEFAN HILDEBRAND


 Wayfarer and I follow Lorance into his corner suite in Bílý Vlk. The sheer size of it makes my room here at the chateau look like a broom closet.

A young servant, a frightened boy of no more than fifteen, springs up from a stool and bows to Lorance. The vampire lord waves the boy out of the room without a second look, and the kid rushes away. The zombie attack has put the boy on edge.

A massive window of dark glass, leaded with rose patterns, dominates one wall of the room. Somehow it escaped damage during the attack. A few rays of sunlight manage to push through the murky glass, casting a tracery of roses on the hardwood floor.

Lorance pulls an old key from his pocket and unlocks a sturdy chest resting at the base of a four-poster bed hung with gauzy blue curtains.

From the chest, he pulls out a heavy iron box wrought with intricate runes. He glances at me as he carries the box to a nearby table. "Keep your distance, Stefan. This is an arcane puzzle box. It reacts poorly when not opened properly," he says.

I glance over at Wayfarer, who is still hanging back near the door.

What the hell does Lorance have in that box?

Lorance works carefully, twisting runes which seem to be attached to gears. On occasion, he turns the box over and works from another side. At times, columns of iron extrude from the box like something exploded inside it, only to be moved back into place by Lorance's steady hands. By the time the box clicks open, he must have performed a hundred separate actions. It would take me a month to learn how to open that thing.

Lorance signals all clear. Wayfarer and I approach the iron box. Inside it is another box, this one made of wood. Lorance lifts the lid of the wooden box, revealing an antique brass pistol resting in a foam cutout.

As Lorance lifts the pistol from the box, I see that it is not an antique, but a modern air gun based on a Victorian-era design.

Lorance cradles the brass weapon in his hand. Wayfarer stares at it admiringly.

Lorance clears his throat as if making an important announcement. "This is a witch gun, a rare weapon allowed only to Realm Rulers in the Society," he says.

Lorance presses a button on the weapon, and the top half of the barrel splits away along its length, forming a pump handle for the air-driven gun.

I nod. "I've seen this design. Single-stroke pneumatic. One shot. Breech-loaded," I say.

Lorance looks annoyed, as if his lovely gun couldn't possibly be described in so few words. "Essentially, yes. The mechanics are simple. Otherwise, it would soon become dysfunctional in Transcendent hands. But it's not the gun, it's the ammunition that's special," he says.

Lorance gingerly rolls a glass ampule out of the breech and into his palm. "This bead of thin glass contains a rare metaphysical poison called Cladis Magicum. Upon contact, the poison renders a witch's magic useless for days, sometimes weeks. It also works on demons, Fae, and other such creatures. If you shoot Rowan with this, she won't be able to escape or fight back with magic. And most importantly, it won't harm Emma's body," he says.

Lorance carefully rolls the ampule back into the breech. He closes the barrel, pumping compressed air into the gun's cylinder. "A charge of air lasts no more than ten minutes before you'll need to pump again. Effective range is thirty feet. Multiple pumps do not improve that," he says.

He reverently hands the weapon to me. "This was designed by the Black Rose Society solely for Transcendent use. Officially, it doesn't exist, and you can't let anyone in the BRS know you have it," he says.

I nod, taking the weapon. "I'll need some spare ammo," I say.

Wayfarer frowns.

Lorance's face clouds. "Cladis Magicum is wildly expensive. We only have the single dose, worth the price of a castle. You have only one shot. Make it a good one," he says.


    [image: ]

  

We have a big group going to Prague via Velox, so we take two cars. Esben, Lorance and I ride with Wayfarer at the wheel. Millicent and Zivanka ride in the second vehicle with Augustin at the helm. Augustin is the European version of Wayfarer, what the vampires call a traveler. He can take whole groups of people into Velox.
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