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      Movement flickered at the edge of the tree line. My hand froze, inches above a cluster of green herbs. My muscles locked, refusing to turn toward the twisting phantom in the shadows. The ghostly image faded, and I sighed.

      “Are you seeing it again?” Penelope reached for a yellow flower, her fingers short and thick with youth. “You’re supposed to tell us if you see it again.”

      “I didn’t see anything.”

      “You have to tell us before something bad happens.” She studied the bud, then let it fall. Not the right one.

      “Something bad doesn’t always happen.”

      Between the weeds, under the hot sun warming our hair and the gentle rustle of wind through the trees, I knew we were both thinking about the cat. Starving, pregnant, and sick, my ghostly stalker had poured magic into the animal and healed her in a heartbeat. Now, she and the six kittens meowed and rubbed our legs whenever we left our cottage.

      “That’s true.” Penelope brushed a strand of golden hair from her face. Sweat streaked down the sides of her hairline and dampened her locks. The heavy weight of regret sunk deep in my chest. An eight-year-old should be playing with friends in the river on such a hot day. “But it’s usually bad.”

      Memories trudged from the depths I tried to drown them in.

      A thief on the road.

      The silver flash of a knife.

      His heart stopping under my palm.

      I pushed the thoughts away, but Penelope’s face twisted as the memory ran through her mind.

      “I promise to tell you if I see it again,” I lied.

      She bobbed her head in acceptance, and I bit my lip to hide the guilt.

      Grass crept up a gently sloping hillside and disappeared into the edge of a thick forest. Yellow flowers popped up here and there, taunting us as we searched for the correct herb. The recipe for our father’s medication required tansy flowers, but the blooms mirrored dandelions, wild sunflowers, and golden orbs of chamomile. My mother’s spellbook displayed a single, hand-drawn image of a tansy flower, and Penelope and I took turns squinting at the page. No luck so far.

      I reached for another bud, plucked it from the woody stem, and brought it close to my face. A sweet, floral smell escaped from the plant, a chemical warning to its neighbors that danger lingered nearby. The other plants quivered in the wind, unable to run.

      I pulled the spellbook closer and smoothed a crinkled edge of the worn paper. The tiny flower in my hand matched the elegant sketches from my mother’s pen. Finally. Only a few more and I’d be able to concoct another batch of my father’s medication.

      The pages shifted beneath my fingers. My brow creased. The wind could barely flutter a page at its current strength, much less move such a hearty spellbook. I lifted the book, and the ground shook under its wooden cover. The vibrations strengthened until a low rattle buzzed inside my chest. I pressed my palm to the damp grass, and the roughness scraped against me.

      “Natalie?” Penelope said.

      “Just a moment.” The sensation intensified. The earth rocked beneath us in smooth, rhythmic motions. An earthquake?

      “Natalie!”

      “Penelope, I’m busy.”

      “Look!” Her shaking finger pointed to our little house nestled in the crook of a shallow valley.

      A black and silver tide swelled through the cluster of houses composing our village. Men and women on horseback, dark clothes buckled into armor that flickered in the sunlight. Thundering horse hooves rattled the ground, enough of the creatures to shake the earth from nearly a furlong away. As the soldiers neared, war cries drifted to us, followed by a more distant sound of screaming.

      The twist of fear turned in my gut.

      “Vampires?” Penelope’s face reddened.

      “It’s a raid.”

      “A raid?” Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “The last time that happened…”

      “I know.” I didn’t need to hear her say the words.

      The soldiers flung open doors and rummaged through houses. They poured out, dragging goods and people in their wakes. The dark tide flowed closer to our perch on the hillside, and the smacks of horse hooves pounded a constant drum beating in my ears.

      “Will they go to our house?”

      I chewed my lip and tucked the spellbook under one arm. “I don’t know,” I answered honestly.

      “We don’t have anything expensive.” Her voice sounded quiet but strong, and her little face hardened with courage much greater than her age. “And Papa’s too sick to be a soldier.”

      “You’re right,” I said.

      But I’m not too sick. Or too old.

      Penelope wrapped her fingers around mine. I squeezed her hand as we watched the flood envelop our village.

      The mass of soldiers paused at the edge of the community. Our house sat at the end of the valley, half-hidden by a swell of overgrown wheat that was once farmland but recently returned to wilderness. Two men peeled away from the rest and trotted toward it.

      Penelope sucked in a breath and clutched my fingers until the tips turned white. I held hers just as hard.

      More memories crept through my mind. Slick, warm blood on my fingertips. Pain in my throat as my useless chanting became screams. I shook my head. I couldn’t drown in my past failures. Penelope’s safety relied on my focus.

      The men burst through our front door, and the frame buckled. My heartbeat filled my ears, blocking the shouts and horse cries. A red haze covered my vision until the only things left in the world were Penelope’s grip on my hand and the reassuring weight of my mother’s spellbook under my arm.

      The pair retreated from the house almost as quickly as they’d entered. Nothing they wanted.

      My breath released. The red haze slipped away.

      “They’re leaving,” Penelope whispered.

      “Looks like it.”

      One of the men swung onto his horse. A giant man, practically dwarfing his partner, with thick red hair as visible as a beacon from the slope we stood on. His monster steed reared, stomping the ground and snorting with its ears pushed back. The man jerked the reins, and the animal turned the other way.

      My heartbeat slowed. They were leaving.

      The redhead glanced over his shoulder. He scanned the terrain and paused, looking in our direction.

      Penelope stilled at my side. “Do you think he sees us?”

      One arm, buckled into silver armor, lifted and pointed at us. His partner, mounted on a smaller steed, turned our way and nodded. The two directed their mounts toward us and started up the hillside.

      Butterflies beat against the confines of my stomach. Penelope’s grip should have been painful, but panic numbed me. Bile clenched up my throat as my thoughts focused on the pair trekking closer.

      “Can you do magic?” Penelope’s voice shook more than her hand in mine.

      Good question. I glanced into the distance for the hovering phantom. Nothing. Of course, when I needed it, the creature disappeared completely.

      I drew a breath. Maybe I didn’t need the phantom’s touch to direct my power this time. Maybe it would be different.

      I closed my eyes and reached for my magic. I could feel it, a fluttering entity that shared a part of my soul, but it remained wrapped in a tight spell that felt faintly like my mother.

      Come on, work just this once.

      I fought against the invisible cage that trapped my abilities. Mother may be dead, but the spell she cast to contain my magic remained as strong as ever. Every time I tried to purposefully wield the power, it failed to answer my call.

      The spells slipped like sand through my fingers.

      “No,” I said.

      “What do we do?”

      The men galloped closer. Weapons weighed them down on one side, but their horses appeared unhindered by the massive weights on their backs. I couldn’t see the vampires’ eyes, but I imagined the depths filled with fury and hatred. Two hundred years of war had clouded all our gazes with the same expression.

      “Run.” The word fell from my lips as a combination of instinct and reality. Outrunning a vampire on or off a horse held little promise of success—but we had to try.

      “What?” Penelope’s eyes pinched and glistened with unshed tears.

      “Run!”

      I pulled her up the hill. After two or three steps, her body caught up and she sprinted beside me. We ran toward the tree line while the smacks of hooves on damp ground grew closer behind us.

      The trees stretched higher as we neared. Their shade should have been a welcome respite from the heat, but it felt like an ominous shadow swallowing us up. Vampires could easily outrun us, but dodging the trees would slow them down. The wooden pillars would either be our salvation or the bars on our cage.

      The wet grass turned to mud at the forest’s edge. I conjured a mental map of the terrain. I’d grown up browsing these woods for ingredients for my mother’s spells. I never expected that the same places where lifesaving plants grew would become a haven from vampire pursuers.

      I pulled Penelope to the left, and our feet sunk into the chalky forest floor.

      Someone swore. The mud would make their pursuit miserable, maybe deter them completely. Surely, two witch girls weren’t worth following into the treacherous terrain.

      “Did you see where they went?” asked the deep gruff of a man’s voice, much closer than I expected.

      “No. I’ll go left. They can’t be faster than us in this damn muck.”

      Heavy footsteps sloshed nearby. They had abandoned the horses.

      I darted right, deeper into the trees. Penelope’s grip on one hand and the spellbook in the other slowed my speed. Vines dripped from the overhead canopy and spilt like poison into the dirt. Animals scurried out of our way, brushing across branches and rocks, an eerie symphony for our escape.

      There!

      I ground my heels into the mud when I saw the downed tree. At some point, the giant had succumbed to disease or a storm and fallen to the forest floor. Years had carved away the inside of the trunk, leaving behind an empty space the perfect size for an eight-year-old.

      Skidding to a halt, Penelope ran into my legs. I jerked her forward and stuffed her toward the opening of the log.

      “Get in and be quiet.”

      She ducked into the hollow, then froze. She tried to pull herself out.

      “What are you doing?” I pressed against her back, squishing her inside. “Get in there.”

      “There’s not enough room!” she chirped. “You won’t fit!”

      “Of course not.” The lies clung to my lips like expensive wine. “We have a better chance if we hide in different places.”

      Penelope hesitated, caught between fear, logic, and trust. Regret cut deep into my chest. Her brown eyes, set into her paled face, looked at me with naïveté. If I didn’t stop lying to her, one day that trust would disappear.

      “Okay.” She wiggled into the hollowed space and settled in the darkness.

      “Here, take this.” I held out the spellbook, and it filled her arms, cradled against her quivering chest. “If you beat me home, put it under my bed with the others.”

      I stepped from the log and dragged my feet through the mud until the evidence of a second set of footprints faded away. Relief washed over me in a cold wave. Penelope was smart. She would be quiet when they came.

      More curses filtered through the trees. One of the men walked beyond the clearing. It wouldn’t be long until he caught me.

      I bit my lip and did another scan of the area. I ached to find a place to hide, but the rocks and barren trunks offered little concealment. If I ran, the sound of my steps would give away my position.

      Instead, I waited. Resolve became a noose around my neck, tightening with every moment of stillness. I fought against my flight or fight response as adrenaline coursed through my veins. My fingers shook. My breath came out ragged. Imaginary blood slipped down my fingertips. Would I meet the same fate as my mother?

      The crashing grew louder, snaps of broken branches were almost on top of me. My mind filled with the sound of rushing water, a great icy river washing away logic, trapping me with only one thought: protect Penelope.

      The redhead giant emerged from a thicket of clustered trees. Mud and grime marred his armor. Cuts he must have gotten from stubborn foliage healed as I watched. The skin knit together into an unbroken line, without even the hint of a scar. My mother would have been jealous.

      Up close, the vampire was impressive. His massive form boasted ancestry from the gods of old. Those golden-red locks sat in neat rows, adorned with beads that glimmered in the wisps of peeking sunlight. They piled on his head like a crown, a radiant deity calling for my soul. A straight nose centered on his wide face, above full, rosy lips that broke into a smile when he raised his ocean-blue eyes and caught sight of me. Two pointed teeth shone sharper than the rest.

      The frantic beat of my heart paused. My tongue turned to lead. The sweat on my skin became icy daggers, warning of the danger before me. Just like those plants I plucked from the soil, I had nowhere to run.

      The intensity in his expression shifted. They flicked across my body, and my cheeks burned. I rolled my shoulders back and jerked my chin up. Laughter wrinkled the creases in the corners of his eyes. My defiance amused him.

      “You’re a civilian.” His deep voice sounded like a stampede about to trample me.

      I peeled my tongue from the roof of my mouth.

      “Y-yes.” I flinched at the smallness of my tone. If my power wasn’t bound, I wouldn’t have been so weak.

      “There were two of you.” He glanced around. “Where’s the other one?”

      “She went a different way. If you haven’t found her by now, then she’s already gone.”

      Please, Penelope, stay hidden.

      He tilted his head, studying me. Something rolled across his face under the smooth mask he wore. Something dangerous.

      “Come here.” He beckoned with one hand while the other palmed the top of a great battle axe, almost affectionately.

      I shook my head. No way.

      “You can’t be more than a hundred and twenty pounds soaking wet. What do you plan to do?”

      He reached toward me, and I took a step back. His lips turned up in a grin, and a flash of silver rolled through his irises. I’d heard rumors of vampires showing emotion through their eyes. Seeing it in real life drew a shiver down my spine.

      He clutched at me again, and I backed away, but he proved too fast. One hand caught a firm grip on my shoulder and the other grabbed the bottom of my chin. Though bands of muscle suggested his strength, he kept his hands soft. Tight enough that I couldn’t escape, but not to leave a mark on my skin.

      He lifted my face up to the hint of illumination filtering through the trees. The smell of evergreen and mint wafted over me, taking me to the vague remains of an almost memory. A layer of surprise escaped through the fear. I expected the sharper scents of sweat and blood.

      He pushed my chin up and turned me to the side. The sunlight warmed my neck, and his gaze flicked to the place where thin skin shielded my thundering pulse. I stilled, suddenly aware that this man was a bloodthirsty vampire and I was witch, and we’d been enemies for over two hundred years.

      His finger brushed across my throat. “What’re you doing out here by yourself?”

      The depth in his voice shallowed to a soft whisper between us. Air tried to escape my lungs.

      “I-I was collecting herbs.” I swallowed thickly. “My father is sick. I have to make him medicine.”

      “Your mother doesn’t care for him?”

      “She’s dead.”

      The beads in his hair chimed as he bent his head. “I’m sorry for your loss. My father passed away last year.”

      “I’m sorry.” What else could I say? We weren’t friends or even acquaintances. He had an axe on his belt and wore silver armor with marks from my people’s weapons.

      “Me too,” he said.

      He towered over me, probably six and a half feet tall, and thick in a way that said he could lift very heavy things. He looked between the mere inches of space between our bodies, and his touch under my chin softened to a gentle caress. Heat slipped between us, warming parts of me that I hadn’t noticed had become chilled in the damp forest. The hand on my shoulder slid down my arm as the man’s brows creased.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      I opened my mouth, but the word halted on my lips.

      Behind the giant, the shimmer of a shadow moved in the tree line. Rolling waves of darkness spiraled together, and the shape of a sinister phantom formed. A ghost, a specter, or whatever it was staggered into a dark cloud of existence. It stepped toward us, one hand outstretched.

      “No,” I whispered.

      The man’s brows pinched again, and he tilted his head. “I promise I won’t hurt you, girl. I’m just asking your name.”

      The phantom didn’t alter its course. It stood five steps away, continuing its pace. Four. Memories of the thief it had killed undug themselves from the shallow grave in my mind. The blood leaking from his face. The frozen scream of agony. Worse, Penelope’s wide eyes spilling with tears and the horror as she backed away, not from the dead man, but from me.

      “Please, don’t. Not right now.”

      Three steps. Two. Penelope would see it all again. She would watch me kill someone, and maybe this time the scars would be too deep to heal. The thought caused more pain than death at the hands of this vampire. How many lives could I take before even my family couldn’t forgive me?

      “Look, I promise not to hurt you.” My mind barely registered the man speaking as the shadow crept closer. “We’re not here for civilians. I just want to be sure you’re safe out in the woods. There could be animals or who knows what.”

      The phantom lingered, barely one more step to go.

      “Go away,” I told it.

      The vampire’s face darkened. His eyes snapped back to my throat. “You’re not really in a position to make demands right now.”

      Too late. It was here.

      A shadow hand pressed against the vampire’s back, and ghostly fingers slipped through his skin.

      Magic screamed inside me, a terrible yell of anger and power. It beat against the bonds of the spell my mother had cast years ago. The cage she created was strong, but this phantom was stronger, and it controlled me. Slivers of magic reached between the bars as the being stole my power. Magic pulled from me and jumped to the vampire. His breath caught, and the hand on my chin moved to encircle my neck.

      The magic rippled over the man, tasting the salt on his skin, and it purred a happy tune in my ear. It liked him.

      Goosebumps broke out across his arms, and he shivered. “If you try to do anything with that magic, I will kill you right now.”

      I sought his gaze. I knew he could see the fear in my eyes. I didn’t know what the phantom would do. These could be his last moments.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      “Sorry?”

      The magic forged a battering ram and pounded into the vampire. It filled his body and ran an iron fist through the depths of his mind. It dragged me along, trapping our minds together. Memories, thoughts, fears, and desires swirled into my head, none of them my own.

      A woman in a deep green tunic handing me my first axe.

      The pain during my first battle as a witch’s sword cut into my flesh. The triumph as my axe met her head.

      The memories zeroed in on a man I didn’t know, but one this redhead vampire knew well. He lifted me from the horse and wrapped my wound with layers of thick bandages. He ruffled my hair, and a beam of pride streaked across his face. The man’s smile mirrored my own, a perfect replica. My father.

      No, not mine. His.

      A body. Bloated and gray with days of decay. The fragments of a last conversation. Betrayal, suspicion.

      “Your father was murdered.” The unwanted words poured from me. “The coroner said natural causes, but you think someone betrayed him. Your greatest fear is that you’ll die without avenging your father’s death.”

      The magic slipped away, and the phantom disappeared. For now, at least.

      I sagged in the stranger’s arms, exhausted.

      “What was that?” The vampire jostled me.

      “I don’t know,” I said. That was honest. I never knew what the being would make me do.

      “How did you get into my head? All those memories. Did you see them too?”

      I nodded.

      He looked at me again, as though for the first time. My brown curls pinned into a loose ponytail, and salt crystals clung to the back of my neck from sprinting. Mud crusted the front of my dress, but my face felt mostly clean. His gaze settled on my lips, and the grip at my throat loosened.

      “You’re coming with me.”

      Surprise trapped my tongue. Excuse me?

      The man shifted his grip to my left wrist. He pulled me the way he had come, where the distant huffs of a horse waited. It took three of his great steps for my mind to catch up.

      I buried my heels into the ground. The mud slowed me, and my scarce weight became enough to halt the vampire’s tracks.

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I said.

      The man paused. His shoulders tensed, and he turned to me. He grew close until my chest brushed his armor, but I refused to move back. Hot anger mixed into a fire of desperation and stubbornness. He had broken into my home, chased me and my sister into the forest, and had the audacity to demand that I leave with him.

      No way.

      “Oh?” He tilted his head to one side. “Maybe I can change your mind.”

      His gaze shifted over my shoulder to the hollow log of Penelope’s sanctuary.

      “No!”

      His stride carried him to the felled log before I could get halfway there. He plunged his reach into the cavern and pulled my sister from the space. She gave a startled scream, and he muffled the sound with his hand over her mouth.

      A blade appeared against Penelope’s throat. She stilled.

      “I don’t want to hurt her.” The man’s blue eyes were soft, but darkness swirled inside.

      “What do you want?” I asked, but it didn’t matter. I would give him anything.

      “Rayhan?” a new voice yelled into the forest. The second man. “Where the hell are you?”

      “Listen,” the redhead, Rayhan, said. His hand did not quiver at my sister’s neck. “My friend is on his way here, and he doesn’t care if witches leave our presence alive or not. You get to decide. You can come with me or stay here and you’ll both die.”

      I twisted my fingers, but I didn’t have a choice. Footsteps thumped closer, one rhythmic step after another. Where was my phantom when I needed it?

      Tree branches cracked as the second man drew near.

      “Yes, yes. I’ll go with you.”

      Rayhan’s lips split into a toothy grin. “Wonderful.”

      He pushed Penelope forward, and she caught herself in the mud. Her arms trembled as she lifted her dainty chin to look at me.

      “Nat?” Her voice quivered.

      “Back in the log.”

      “Nat—”

      “Now!”

      Her lips pressed, but she disappeared into the damp space. A knot in my chest loosened.

      Rayhan strode to me, grabbed a handful of my hair, and pulled me to my feet. I swallowed a yelp. He didn’t deserve any satisfaction from my fear. I staggered to match his pace, and my scalp ached, but I strained to keep the mossy log in sight. I needed one last glimpse of Penelope. I needed to memorize her face in case…in case I never saw her again.

      She didn’t peek out.

      I barely felt the rough edge of tree bark bite into my skin as the vampire pushed me against a narrow evergreen. I didn’t know how long Rayhan planned to keep me. My father’s medication was low, and Penelope couldn’t make the complicated recipe yet. I bit my lip. My father wouldn’t survive long without his medicine.

      “If I feel any magic, I won’t ask questions this time.” His hot breath crossed the back of my neck. He jerked my right hand behind me, and the cold touch of silver chewed through my skin.

      “Is this necessary?” I asked. “I promise I can’t fight you.”

      “These chains are silver. They’ll make it harder for you to use magic, but not impossible. Remember, I don’t have a problem killing two witches if one acts up.”

      Penelope.

      The cold metal clicked as it tightened on my wrist. Each notch was another step away from my life, my sister, my father.

      Click.

      “You should have thought about the consequences when you bespelled me.”

      Click.

      “Now you’re mine.”

      Click.

      More swearing, then the trees parted, and a shorter man stepped from the foliage. Black armor stretched over his chest, highlighting eyes so dark they almost swallowed the irises. They cut across me, and his hatred threatened to imprint a physical pain on my body. I resisted the urge to flinch. One of his lips curled into a sneer.

      “About time you got here, Kadence. I thought I’d have to send a rescue party,” Rayhan said.

      “What did you find, Rayhan?”

      Rayhan’s heavy hand pinned my back against the tree while the other did a quick search, revealing that I didn’t carry any weapons.

      “Just the one,” Rayhan said. “The other got away.”

      “A civilian.” Kadence took in my dirty dress and lack of weapons. “Leave her here.”

      “She’s coming with us. She used magic on me. It’s personal now.”

      Kadence narrowed his eyes. “You usually avoid taking civilians.”

      “You don’t know what she did to me.”

      “We could kill her.”

      “Like I said, it’s personal.”

      The two faced off. My heart thumped in my throat. I craned my neck to see both men, but only Kadence was visible from my place against the trunk. His blank face hid the hint of suspicion that his tone carried.

      Finally, he shrugged. “I don’t care. We need to leave before their reinforcements arrive.”

      “Let’s go, then.”

      Rayhan pulled me from the tree and dragged me into the trenches of the forest. I went willingly, looking back for as long as I could. Penelope’s life was far more important than mine. As fear turned the thick bile in my stomach, relief ran through my nerves. Penelope and my mother’s spellbook remained safe. Only that mattered.

      Nothing moved from the hollow darkness of Penelope’s hiding space, but I thought I heard the sharp inhale of a smothered sob before the terrain stole my view.
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      Moisture from the muddy ground soaked through my thin fabric shoes and pressed cold cotton socks against my feet. More water seeped inside with each step. Despite the hostile vampires, my mind fixated on the sloshing shoes.

      Branches snapped against my arms and my breathing quickened as Rayhan pulled me unrelentingly through the forest, while Kadence’s face twisted with displeasure beside him.

      “The horses,” Kadence said. “Finally.”

      The trees broke apart, revealing two horses perched on the edge of the grass, grazing merrily in the summertime sunshine as butterflies and dragonflies sprinted through richly colored flower buds. It could have been the canvas of an exquisite painting. Instead, it displayed the backdrop to my nightmare.

      “I’m ready to get out of this godsforsaken forest.” Rayhan glanced back over one shoulder. An undercurrent of unease tightened the corners of his eyes. He turned, but caught my gaze. He studied my face. Wrinkles creased his forehead, and his brows deepened. He opened his mouth, and I could almost see words on the tip of his tongue, but he closed his lips and looked away.

      “Couldn’t agree more.” Kadence stopped at the nearest horse, a small brown steed that bristled under his hands. He reached below the animal and tightened a thick leather strap around its stomach.

      The second mount flicked its red tail at our approach. Its white-socked feet stomped the ground while it grunted and groaned. Rayhan jerked me toward the animal and set a heavy hand on my shoulder.

      “Stay here.” He turned away.

      I clenched my fists behind my back. Anger tightened my chest until it felt almost too hard to breathe. Insults lingered on the tip of my tongue. It would be smarter to keep my mouth shut, but the temptation proved too great.

      “And what if I don’t?” I asked.

      Rayhan froze with one hand plunged into a saddlebag. His wide shoulders tensed under the line of leather armor. The side of his jaw sharpened from clenched teeth.

      “What did you say?” He didn’t turn to me.

      Laughter spilled beside us. Kadence leaned his elbow on the brown horse’s saddle and watched.

      “This ought to be good,” he said.

      Rayhan turned, and his ocean-blue eyes came alive with flames.

      The man stalked toward me and paused a handspan away. The wallowing scent of earth and mint combined with the heat of his body to warm even my cold, wet feet.

      “What happens if I refuse to go with you?” I asked. “You don’t have anything to threaten me with now.”

      “Don’t I?” He stooped until his face leveled with mine, but I held my ground. “Maybe not at the moment, but there’s nothing stopping me from coming back here.”

      The blood rushed from my head. “What do you mean?”

      “I thought I was clear in the forest, Nat. If you don’t come with me, then I’ll have to pay a visit to your family in the future. The cottage in the valley is your home, isn’t it? The man in bed looked your twin.”

      Rayhan had seen my father during their search of the house. Angering the vampire would bring him back, for both Penelope and Father. Images flashed through my mind. Blood spilled on the rough wooden floors. Penelope’s body draped over the loft bed. A rattling hiss as my father drew his final breath, not from the autoimmune disease claiming his life, but from a sword in his chest. I knew I would be last. Rayhan would keep me alive until the very end.

      Rayhan saw the decision on my face. A spatter of emotion dashed across his features, softening them. The blue waters in his eyes drowned the dancing flames and washed over me with a cooler look.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      Surprise swelled in my chest. I wasn’t sure I’d heard the man right. “What?”

      “I said,” Rayhan’s voice grew loud. “Shut up and hold still so I can tie you to the horse.”

      I hadn’t noticed the coiling rope stretched between his hands. The thoughts of my family’s demise fresh in my imagination, I remained immobile as the vampire circled behind me.

      “That’s it?” Kadence straightened, his lips twisted down. “That was boring.”

      “Did you want me to kill her for asking a question?” Rayhan tied the rope around the metal shackles and pulled it between my arm and my waist.

      “I’ve seen you kill for much less,” Kadence said.

      “She’s a civilian.”

      Kadence mounted the horse instead of responding. The frown hardened on his face.

      Rayhan pulled the rope and jerked me forward. Fresh water sloshed against my feet. He secured the other end to his saddle. The ginger stallion snorted and sidestepped the vampire, pulling me to the right. Rayhan lunged for the reins, but the animal stepped again, flicking his ears and lifting his lips in a sly grin.

      “Foresti, you dumb creature, hold still.” Rayhan snatched the leather straps, and the beast rubbed his velvet nose over the vampire’s face.

      “Gross, stop that.” Rayhan flicked a glob of horse slime to the ground, but he couldn’t hide the smile. He mounted the animal and affectionately ran a hand through Foresti’s braided mane. Rayhan pressed his heels into the horse’s side and set a brisk walking pace. He never glanced back at me.

      Layers of emotions billowed in my gut, but resolve settled on the top. There would be a time for anger and revenge, but first, I had to survive. If I survived, I would find a way to unlock the binds my mother had tightened around my magic and kill all the vampires between me and my family, and I would do it before my father’s medication ran out.

      The thought of Rayhan’s death warmed my wet feet.

      We went down the back of the hillside, slipping through the uninhabited areas to avoid the edge of town. Distant yells and shouts floated over us, but the two pressed forward, unfazed, dragging me in their wakes. We crossed a tiny bridge over a rippling stream, and the clear scent of fresh water washed my mind. I would do whatever it took to survive and escape.

      The wet socks rubbed against my skin and blisters formed, even though we’d only walked a short distance. My feet may not arrive at the final destination. Anxiety clawed up my already raw throat. I didn’t know where the vampires were taking me, but the heavy saddlebags suggested they’d rode from far away. I wasn’t prepared for a long journey.

      We turned from the village toward a narrow valley pass. The horses strode side by side, and the cliff edges pressed golden stones against them. Scrub brush grew along the thin trail, unworn by passing footsteps. It wasn’t a frequented path, but etchings in the rock proved people had walked it before. Perhaps it served as a secret spy passage, where the vampires watched our troops and reported intel back to their king. Or simply a game trail accidently discovered. Foresti’s red and white behind blocked my view, but more and more voices filtered through the air. Men and women laughed and yelled in ominous, celebratory tones. The sounds of vampires commemorating their raiding victories.

      The tight walkway opened suddenly into a shallow bowl. Dry sagebrush turned to dark green grass that paused at the cliffsides. The sun-cooked soil proved too hard for the tendrils to climb, but the bowl retained water to feed the foliage. Not even this desert valley offered my feet a dry respite.

      Two rows of witches sat in the grass, hands bound and tied together with coils of thick rope. Probably twenty or so altogether, a mix of men and women, able-bodied with military haircuts. The prisoners of war rounded up from the village. Several vampire guards stood around the captives while even more soldiers congregated at the opposite end of the clearing. They all rested one hand on their weapons.

      Rayhan picked up the pace, forcing me to half sprint behind him. He jerked to a stop at the rows of witches, and my hands lurched in the bindings. I bit my tongue to smother a groan.

      A dark-skinned witch sat crisscross on the ground. He grimaced at the vampire, then turned to me. His eyes widened, and his face flushed red.

      “A civilian?” Anger boiled in the witch’s words. “What’s the point of taking a civilian? Just to prove you really are monsters?”

      “Shut up.” Rayhan slipped from the saddle and circled behind me. He unwound the rope from the chains. As he worked, I caught flashes of white-edged scars across his fingers. I dropped my stare. These hands had seen many battles, had killed many of my people.

      “Only a bloodsucker would kidnap an innocent woman from her family,” the witch hissed.

      A blur of darkness streamed past as Kadence spilt from his horse and appeared beside me. The cold edge of his sword touched my throat. I lifted my chin, caught between Rayhan’s hard body and the cutting side of a blade.

      Recognition filled the witch’s face.

      “That’s what I thought,” Kadence said. “Civilian or soldier, her life means as little to me as yours. Consider your words before speaking again.”

      The man’s lips pressed tight.

      “I told you I wasn’t going to kill her.” Rayhan pushed the flat side of Kadence’s sword down. A tremor stirred his hand, but I was the only one close enough to see it.

      Kadence shrugged. “He needed an example, and I provided one. I don’t see a problem.”

      Rayhan shook his head and moved past the vampire, dragging me along.

      “Sit here.” Rayhan sat me at the end of the row of witches. Chains clinked, and my hands found freedom until the vampire pulled them in front of me and resecured the shackles. One rope connected all my people, and Rayhan wrapped the loose end around my silver binds. He tugged the restraints, and they held fast.

      “You’ll march with the others.” Rayhan stood and turned to his horse. “We leave in an hour.”

      Rayhan and Foresti disappeared into the throng of vampire soldiers.

      Kadence watched Rayhan’s back as the man rode away. He flicked his black eyes over me, burning a trail of hatred across my skin. I knew he imagined my death in a thousand different ways.

      I looked down. That much pain and rage felt too intimate for a stranger to see. When I glanced up, Kadence and his horse had trotted back toward the others.

      “What did you do to piss off the king?” the man beside me asked.

      “The king?”

      He nodded. “That was King Kadence and his best friend, Rayhan. They usually don’t go on prisoner raids. Kadence prefers his opponents to be dead.”

      “Then why are we alive?” I leaned around the stranger to look at the other witches huddled along the rope.

      “No idea.” He took in my ragged dress and the line of red where the silver shackles had started to irritate my wrists. “What’s your name? How old are you?”

      I couldn’t blame him for his question. The round face I inherited from my mother, combined with my father’s wide eyes and slim nose, made me look young. He probably wouldn’t be surprised if the bloodsuckers had kidnapped a child.

      “Twenty-five.” I had no reason to lie about my age. “And my name is Natalie.”

      “Reef.” He held one hand awkwardly in front of me, wrapped around the rope. A smile tilted my lips as I returned the handshake.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “Did they hurt you?” Concern sparkled in Reef’s dark eyes. His gaze rolled over my body with a medic’s precision.

      “No.” Although my feet throbbed, and my waterlogged socks worsened the pain. “But these shackles are irritating my wrists.”

      “They’re silver,” he said. “It hinders our magic, but it tends to bother the skin. Here, let me look.”

      I froze my tongue before it could refuse the offer. A familiar determination filled his face, one that used to appear on my mother’s when she saw a new patient. I held my hands toward him, and he peered under the metal.

      Reef grimaced, pulling tight the edges of laugh lines. No laughter sprang from his lips today. I tried to imagine his slim form tucked into silver armor with a sword in hand, but the image refused to appear. Perhaps he had served another function in the war than fighting.

      “The skin is already turning red,” he said. “You must be more sensitive to the silver than normal. It’ll probably blister before we reach Vari Kolum.”

      The name of the vampire kingdom drew a sense of dread across my shoulders. Blistered feet, blistered wrists. Wonderful. I pulled my hands back and rested them in my lap.

      “Is that where we’re going? How far is it?”

      Reef shrugged. “Where else would we go? Unless they’ve dedicated a camp to prisoners, I imagine we’re headed straight for the dungeons. And nobody knows how long it’ll be. We’ve never been able to find their kingdom.”

      They’d found Ededen rather easily. It wasn’t fair that they could do raids and round up innocent people and off-duty soldiers.

      The vampires broke from their groups, and a new murmur ran through the ranks. Some mounted horses, others packed supplies into pale canvas bags. They wore similar dark uniforms, but their armor varied. Most had standard silver plates, but smatterings of black and gray also appeared. One man’s helmet had a bright red feather protruding from the back. They all carried weapons, mostly hammers or swords, but a few held axes and bows. Suspicious gazes scanned us, monitoring for unruly behavior.

      A tall, spindly bloodsucker stopped in front of us.

      “Everyone up!” he yelled. “Prepare to march out.”

      The man grabbed the rope and pulled. His strength outmatched ours, but we didn’t dare fight anyway. The silver shackles slowed our magic to a trickle, and the vampires would have plenty of time to kill us. One outlier could be the end of everyone.

      The rope jerked my hands up, and my body followed a heartbeat later. My feet groaned in protest, but I shoved the complaints away. The men and women tied next to me were in the same situation. We wondered if we would ever see our families again, if we would survive imprisonment in a vampire dungeon, how long we would travel before they gave us food and water.

      Wondering what the price of freedom would be.

      Reef put one foot in front of the other, and I followed him. We walked at the tail end of the progression. The ropes pulled taut, and I quickened my pace. Already sore and exhausted, I hoped a break would come soon.

      “Are you okay?” Reef asked, half-turning to speak in my direction.

      “Yes,” I said, another lie from my mouth. Physically, my feet and wrists hurt, but the ache felt shallow and bearable. The turmoil rolling through my head was the truth of my perseverance. If Penelope halved my father’s medication dose, he would have enough for two weeks. I had to be home before he took the last one, and nothing would stand between me and my family. I would do anything to get back to them, even if it left these witches—my own people—as bodies in my wake.

      Anything.
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      The second day proved worse.

      The vampires had marched most of the night to put miles between them and possible witch reinforcements. They established a rough camp last night, cozied around dots of fire, and bickered about who needed to watch the prisoners. One lone guard stalked up and down our rows and offered an occasional bitter word or blatant threat. We had slept on the ground, huddled for warmth, but not too close because we were sore and tired. They brought water once, but my throat still felt dry as a bone.

      Up and walking again before the sun rose in the morning.

      The moisture harbored in my socks had dried, but new liquid drenched the fabric as blisters popped. Each step shot hot agony into my feet that spread up my nerves. If the ragged limbs weren’t bleeding yet, they would be soon.

      The setting sun illuminated sage green plants along our path, although that was a generous term for the game trail half-hidden in overgrown bushes. The vampires didn’t seem to notice as they perched on their horses and fondled their weapon hilts.

      A low branch snaked across the route, and my toe caught the harsh wood. I staggered and smothered a gasp as sharp pain stabbed through my raw feet. The fumble pulled the silver shackles taut on my wrists, and the metal burnt. The rope connecting me to the rest of the witches tightened, and Reef looked over his shoulder.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” I bit my lower lip, but tears poked the corners of my eyes. More pus and mystery fluid oozed from my injured foot. The stick must have broken a fragile blister.

      “Tell them you need a break,” Reef urged me for the dozenth time since we’d begun the punishing pace that morning. “They can’t expect a civilian to be as physically capable as a soldier.”

      “I’m okay, Reef.” I tried to convince a smile to stay on my face, but the constant aches forced my lips to twist. “Just a little stumble.”

      “They need to give you some water, at least. We all need water.”

      My mouth turned to paper. The thought of water consumed me. A ravaged animal yearning for the mere basics of survival tore through my thoughts. Primal instincts threatened to overrule logic.

      “No.” I fought the beast. Asking for anything from the vampires risked heating their anger and making our lives worse.

      “You’re going to hurt yourself,” Reef said.

      I couldn’t hurt more than I already did.

      “I’m okay.” I strengthened my voice, but I could hear the falsity.

      Our footsteps blended into a monotonous tone. The crunch of sore feet across rocky soil ate away hour after hour. Shrubs transitioned into tall prairie grasses before the lingering rays of sunlight faded and the terrain turned dark. A few vampires lit torches to illuminate our steps, but I wasn’t the only one tripping over the uneven ground.

      I licked my lips, but no moisture remained on my tongue. Its sandpaper edge rubbed the cracks on my skin. With every other step, the world swayed and rocked. Reef’s figure stayed the only solid point that kept me on my feet.

      I watched Reef’s back as random thoughts and twisted memories trailed through my mind. My father had enough medicine to last two weeks, if Penelope limited his doses. He wouldn’t feel well, but he would survive. Thinking about Penelope sent a new pain through my heart. The fear in her eyes as the shadow figure killed the vampire in the clearing.

      No, wait, that wasn’t right. It didn’t kill him. The phantom read his mind, his memories. The dehydration and chronic throbbing of my feet were playing games with me.

      Homesickness bubbled up and stuck in my throat. Each step put me farther from my family, who needed me, relied on me. Penelope deserved better than the life I could give her. It was my fault she didn’t have her mother anymore. I let our mom die, and I could never change that.

      The wetness of hot liquid trailed down my fingertips. The metallic scent of blood tickled my nose. I jerked my hands to my face. Speckles of dirt and grime covered my palms, but there was no blood. I rubbed my fingers together and still felt the slickness of the memory.

      I needed water. Insanity brushed against my mind.

      Somewhere amid the prairie reeds and crunch of thin shoes on gravel, I noticed a new pattern of footsteps. Solid and strong, they stomped a familiar rhythm among the waist-high weeds.

      I recognized them.

      My pulse beat in my throat.

      “Mom?”

      “Natalie?” Reef’s voice sounded distant and muffled, as though he was screaming at me underwater. “Who are you talking to?”

      I scanned the foliage, arching over my shoulder to search the dark landscape. It had been years since my mother’s death, but I couldn’t forget the sound of her pace. I’d spent hours walking through the woods, collecting herbs and healing supplies, with my mother’s hand tucked in mine.

      Eagerness replaced the pain in my feet and parchment in my mouth. Maybe my mother had defied biology and had returned from the dead. Dehydration and exhaustion reassured me that this was possible. She could be here, in this very place, right now.

      I sought her figure with a hunger reserved for the starving.

      There. There she was.

      My mother appeared beside me, matching her steps with mine. Her brown hair was wrapped into a tight bun, and she wore a simple tunic and breeches. Leather shoes pulled up to her knees and tied with a single strap. Her body glowed as though a flickering torch illuminated her from the inside out.

      “Mother!” My arms ached to hold her, to feel her warm skin, but something held them bound. The impossibility of the situation—that we had cremated my mother and scattered her ashes into the wind—didn’t matter. Logic and years of studying told me this was a hallucination, probably from stress and physical ailments. But truth had no place in my fractured mentality, and I knew my mother was real and walked before me.

      “Mother!” My throat was too dry for more than a hoarse scream. “Come here! Mother!”

      “Natalie! There’s nobody there.”

      I tuned out Reef’s calls.

      “Help me. I want to see you, but I need help.”

      She turned her copper eyes into my soul and wrinkled her nose as though she didn’t like what she saw. Her high cheekbones tightened, and her lips pulled back into a toothy sneer. Along the surface of her glowing skin, black streaks began to twist.

      “Help you?” Her voice sounded deeper than I remembered. It sent a chill down my spine. “I would never help you.”

      The dark lines spread over her body. They swirled around her neck and disappeared under her clothes. Some of them thickened and froze, revealing a dark crack through my mother’s skin and only shadow on the inside. My eyes grew wide, and my throat tightened.

      “You are the reason I’m dead.” The cracks deepened. “If you had been a better witch, a better daughter, I would still be here. Penelope would have a mother. Jardel would still have a wife.”

      “I tried.” It came out a whisper. “I tried to save you.”

      “Did you?” She lifted one hand toward me. Around the fractures, skin slipped off her limbs and floated to the ground as gray, decaying snow. “Just like you tried to save the thief on the road after you’d already killed him?” She shook her head and clumps of her hair fell. A curling darkness danced beneath her skin, so similar to the familiar depths of my stalker phantom.

      “No,” I begged.

      “You don’t even have magic,” she sneered. “Killing you would do this world a favor.”

      My mother’s skin floated in the summertime air and disappeared into the weeds. She looked down at me and took slow steps forward, her hand outreached. Each step ate away more of her body until the only thing left was the black phantom, the ghostly creature that haunted me. It kept coming, one hand out, and I knew that when it touched me, I would die.

      My foot caught on the ground, and I dropped to my knees. Weight on my wrists dragged down with me, and a murmur of complaints filtered through the night. Only half-aware of the line of witches that my stumble had halted, I watched that shadow hand draw near.

      “Please.” Tears tried to form, but my body didn’t have enough water. I didn’t know if I begged for the creature to leave or to end it all now.

      The phantom stopped a breath away, and its reach clawed through my heart. I couldn’t feel it and there was no pain, but a scream ripped from the depths of my chest and escaped through my mouth.

      I didn’t die. I had wanted to die.

      “Shut up, the lot of you. You magic asses are going to get us all killed. What’s going on? Who stopped back here?” a new voice boomed, one of the vampire guards that had been on duty last night.

      “Natalie, get up.” Reef twisted as much as the binds allowed and grabbed one of my wrists. Cold and numb, I couldn’t feel his grip. He tugged at me, but I sagged in the chains. Exhaustion turned my legs soft.

      “Here’s the problem.” The vampire sounded close. Agony exploded through my ribs and stole the little breath I had. The hard ground caught me, and my wrists pulled sharply against the silver cuffs, half-holding my arms above me. The vampire launched another sharp kick into my side. The hot pain combined with the rest of my aches into a whirlpool of numbness. I didn’t have enough energy to feel anymore. “Get up.”

      I couldn’t move.

      “Or, you can die.”

      Yes, yes. Death would be the sweet release of this pain. The memory of my mother’s disappointment would fade forever.

      Rough hands grabbed the back collar of my dress and forced me to my knees. The cold blade of a knife touched my throat.

      “Get up or die where you lay.” The scent of raw meat oozed from the vampire’s mouth.

      I closed my eyes. I didn’t want to see my death.

      Vibrations beat against the ground, and a moment later thundering horse hooves grew near. An animal huffed above me, and a trail of warm air blew across the side of my face.

      “What’s going on here?” Rayhan asked.

      A calm nothingness claimed me.

      “She’s making a racket,” the guard said. “She has to shut up, or her screams are going to attract the Suo.”

      The word felt familiar, but my broken memories couldn’t place it.

      “We can’t handle a Suo?” Rayhan asked.

      “Sir, it’s birthing season.”

      Silence.

      “I’ll take care of this.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      The man dropped me, and I fell forward, trapped upright by the bonds on my wrist. Through the blur of darkness that crept on the edges of my vision, Rayhan dismounted and drew closer. He pulled a knife from his belt and cut the rope tying me to Reef. Arms tingly, I fell, but Rayhan caught me. His warmth soaked into my dress, finally heating my icy skin.

      He picked me up, and my head rolled onto his shoulder.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Rayhan asked.

      “She’s sick,” Reef snapped. “She’s not trained for this level of physical endurance, and we’ve only had water once. Last night.”

      Rayhan’s eyes creased. He looked to the second vampire. “Is this true?”

      “I’m not sure, sir.”

      Rayhan turned his back to the stranger, but anger rumbled through his chest. “Get them water, immediately.”

      “Yes, sir.” Hurried footsteps shuffled off.

      “Here.”

      Cradling me in one arm, Rayhan pressed a cool glass to my lips. Sweet water, more intoxicating than the finest wine, spilled between them. I guzzled it, savoring the trails that ran over my parched face. Too soon, the liquid disappeared.

      “You’ll throw up if you drink too much.”

      I moaned, the most that my mouth could form. I craved more, but the words wouldn’t come through my lips.

      “Ten-minute break for water, then we march again.” Rayhan turned, keeping me in his arms.

      “What are you doing?” Reef asked, and a murmur of agreement spilled from the witches. “Where are you taking her?”

      Something cold and smooth rubbed over my legs, and a rough jostle forced my eyes open. The familiar brush of unconsciousness beckoned me. My mother’s books would diagnose me with syncope, but the symptoms listed in her dainty handwriting didn’t describe the dizziness and nausea quite right. Both enveloped me, making the darkness more tempting.

      I sat atop the red and white stallion, perched carefully across the wide leather saddle. Rayhan held me steady with one hand and leapt up. He wrapped both arms around me to settle his hands on the reins.

      “She’s riding with me,” Rayhan said.

      “The hell she is,” Reef protested, but Rayhan jerked the reins and Foresti lunged forward. He snorted, flicked his ears, and tried to angle his head for a better look at the new rider on his back.

      “Come on, you stupid horse.” Rayhan manhandled the straps against the animal, but his voice sounded gentle despite the commands. “Ride straight for once.”

      My strength was drained. My mother’s words weighed too heavy for my broken mind. Rayhan’s chest felt warm, and his breathing turned to soft white noise in my ears. Dehydration and the constant aches in my feet beckoned me to sleep, and I happily followed.
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