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Chapter 1

	 

	The thick iron chains rumbled like a giant beast awakening from its slumber. The sound mixed with the clank of turning clogs and the whine of grinding rust as the old contraption struggled to lower the massive hunk of rotting wood. Mihail had known that his grandmother lived in a castle when he had agreed to help take care of her. He had actually been born here; so had his mother. But, having been sent to a boarding school when he was four, most of his memories had been shrouded in so much doubt that he couldn’t really trust them anymore. Vaguely, he could recall a lake, some hidden tunnels, and a door that opened into a forest. Somehow, he had forgotten that there was a drawbridge. And, perhaps more importantly, the castle itself was balanced upon a peak that rose out of a ravine like a rotted tooth. The only point of access was the drawbridge, but each broken lurch made his faith in the ancient structure fade a little more.

	Carefully, Mihail inched towards the edge of the sharp drop off. Small pebbles cracked under his feet and toppled down the cliff. He lost track of them before they had even fallen half the distance. What spoke more of the dizzying height was that he couldn’t even catch a hint of the rampaging river. The water rushed along the bottom of the ravine, consumed by rapids so that it appeared as a strip of white froth. There wasn’t a single glimpse of calm blue. Vertigo struck Mihail like a physical blow and he staggered back from the edge. How the hell did I forget about that? His heart ricocheted around his chest as the thought repeated.

	The nearer the bridge got to being flat, the louder the protests became. It drove into his head like spikes. Wincing, he took a few steps away from the edge and turned. The taxi was gone. The noise of the engine must have been lost amongst everything else. It hit him then that he was alone in a foreign land. Not alone, he corrected. Grandma is waiting inside. And this is your home. He would need some time to embrace that last thought, but he was determined that it would be true soon enough.

	For the first time, he wondered if he had made the right choice. It had seemed like a brilliant idea when it had first occurred to him. His estranged, aging grandmother needed help, his mother hated this place too much to return, and Mihail was hungry for adventure. Travelling to Romania to live in a castle had sounded amazing. A lot better than spending his final year of high school in the exact same boarding room he had lived in for years.

	Now, he wasn’t so sure.

	The driver had been nice enough to neatly stack his three suitcases in the middle of the small clearing, an equal distance from the precipice as from the surrounding forest. Fixing the strap of his backpack higher on his shoulder, Mihail strode towards them and quickly got himself organized. Having lugged them around a few different airports, he was skilled at juggling them simultaneously even through some tricky situations. No one really gave way to a seventeen-year-old. He was still organizing the handles when he caught something moving from the corner of his eyes.

	Snapping his head up, he looked towards the thick undergrowth. This high up, the trees were tall but thin, with narrow branches that started at the bottom of the trunks. The numbers made it hard to see anything within them. Clustered tightly together, the foliage allowed things to hide, but made it easy to see that something was moving. He strained to hear anything, but all that existed was the sound of the drawbridge.

	Suddenly, something crashed along the undergrowth, making the bushes wave wildly. A rabbit? As hard as he tried, he couldn’t remember if Romania had rabbits. But the option was dismissed quickly. Whatever was out there was far bigger than a rabbit. A bear. Romania has bears.

	The moment the thought passed through his mind, Mihail started to slide his foot backward. Each rustle made him take another step. The heel of his foot met pliable ground and he glanced over his shoulder. One more step and he would topple over the edge of the cliff. His stomach churned as he snapped his face back around, trying to spot the movement again. Whatever was out there now prowled the edge, just out of view, pacing back and forth. He couldn’t retreat any further. Didn’t dare try and move forward. With growing impatience, his gaze flicked between the falling bridge and the tree line. There were only a few more feet to go and he would have his retreat.

	Shadows suddenly began to slip across his line of sight. They were huge and dark and moved too fast for him to be able to tell the real shape of them. Within seconds, dozens of them filled the area. The streaking smudges hovered by the very edge of the trees, but it didn’t help him see them any clearer. Visible or not, their presence made his skin crawl over his bones. He yearned to know what they were. At the same time, he was terrified for them to come any closer when he had nowhere to go.

	The drawbridge crashed down with the sound of thunder. Small stones flung out with a cloud of dust, both settling before the tremor the strike had created ebbed away. The rumble worked its way up his legs as he ran towards his only exit. His hands clutched at his suitcase handles as an afterthought, dragging them behind him as he scrambled up onto the bridge. It was longer and softer than he would have guessed. Splinters broke away under the soles of his shoes and the chipped edges caught the wheels of his suitcases, making them buck and snag.

	As he raced closer, he noticed the iron gate. Its spike-tipped edge dangled precariously above his head, rattling with the promise that it would fall at any moment. The nearer he came, the more barbs he could see. They seemed to make up every place the metal slips joined, and were just as long and sharp as the points that threatened to fall onto his head. Better with a bridge than a bear, he thought as he pushed himself faster. The wood under his feet crumbled. And way better than plummeting to my death. Resolved, he hurled himself under the deadly barbs and leaped down onto the stones of the courtyard.

	Stumbling to keep upright, Mihail let his bags scatter as he whirled around. Ice sunk into his bones with every panted breath. It ravaged his heated skin, making him shiver as he scanned the small patch of forest he could still see through the entrance. Sunlight danced across the leaves as a small breeze stirred them.

	The shadows were gone. The sound probably scared them off, he reasoned.

	Still catching his breath, he finally looked at the castle around him. It was like seeing a dream. Familiar, but strange. Something he could only recall when presented with it again. Like the little stone well that sat in the middle of the space. The pond was still there, pressed against the left wall, although it was far smaller than what he remembered. The walls, however, looked about the same. Like snow-capped mountains, they were high enough to block out all views of the outside world. Beyond the rusted blood colored tiles, all he could see was the sky.

	His brow furrowed when he noticed how dark it was. It was barely past noon but it already looked like it was approaching dusk. Glancing over his shoulder, he checked through the open gap of the drawbridge again. There, the sun was brighter. He could almost feel the heat that lingered amongst the trees. Must be the battlement walls, he decided as he shoved his hands into his jacket pockets. Hard to get sun warmth when the sun can’t get in. Now that he thought about it, he remembered how it was always cold and dark within the castle walls. The place just held onto the chill like a grave.

	It took a little searching, but his gloved fingers found his lucky button. He had long since memorized the dimensions of the small brass disk; the loop in the back that would have once fastened it onto clothing, and the figure of an upright bear that was engraved into the front. Time had worn down the edges, and he was sure that his constant rubbing hadn’t helped the matter, but he could still trace every line perfectly. Pressing it into the palm of his hand, he continued to toy his thumb over it as he checked the slip of forest again. It was still beautiful and calm. Whatever had been out there hadn’t been interested enough to come back.

	Not sure what to do next, he rocked on his heels. Boredom wasn’t something he dealt with easily, but he was determined to be patient. After being separated for so long, it felt like he was meeting his grandma for the first time, and he wanted to make a good impression. After searching the area again, he finally lifted his gaze to where he remembered the wheelhouse being. That’s what his parents had always called it, at least. It was a walled-in area beside the trapdoor that held an elaborate contraption of wheels, spokes, and levers. It was what allowed opening and closing the drawbridge to be a one-person job.

	Rolling the button in his hand, he stared up at the wheelhouse window, waiting for his grandmother to pop her head out and greet him. She didn’t. Would she be able to work the drawbridge? From what he had been told, grandma Draciana was in quite an impressive shape for her age. Still, machine or not, moving that large hunk of wood had to be a physically grueling task. It was possible that she could have hurt herself letting him in.

	“Grandma?” he called out.

	An arctic breeze slipped over the battlement walls, bringing with it a small dusting of snow flurries. All of them were delicate enough to melt the moment they touched the stones. Perplexed, he lifted his hand and watched the tiny snowflakes gather against his leather-clad palm. Still, he couldn’t believe it was real. Beside the fact that there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, it wasn’t nearly cold enough for snow to form.

	He was startled by the sudden squeal of metal. The iron gate plummeted down, hacking off bits of stone and creating a hail of sparks and dust. Mihail felt the breeze and the metal settle within arm’s reach. He staggered back, eyes widening as a sickly feeling crept into his stomach. It was all too easy for his imagination to take hold and fill his head with images of the damage that could have been done had he been standing only a few feet back. How easily the spikes would have driven through his skull. How narrowly he had missed the line of protruding barbs. But those thoughts disappeared when he realized what the sudden drop could mean. Perhaps the old chains simply gave way. But it was just as likely that his grandmother was hurt. He snapped his head back up to face the wheelhouse, but she still hadn’t come into view.

	Cupping his hands around his mouth, he shouted as loud as he could. “Grandma!”

	Beyond the soft sighs of the breeze and the odd groan of the settling structure, there was only silence.

	“Grandma! Are you up there?”

	Still nothing.

	Leaving his bags where they were, he raced along the battlement wall, searching for the entrance to the staircase. There had to be a way to get up there. A door, a passageway, or a staircase. But he couldn’t remember what or where it was. Once past the grand entrance, the courtyard quickly lost all sense of structure. None of the walls were even. They pushed out and dropped away and created little enclaves with no real reason why. The result was something that was both wide open yet still felt claustrophobic.

	Dozens of hidden doors came into sight, but he couldn’t recall where any of them led. So he grabbed the first one he approached and pushed his way inside. Instead of finding himself in a hallway, he stumbled onto a balcony and nearly tumbled right over the edge. Constructed from raw stone, the thin pathway had barely enough room for the door to completely open and nothing even resembling a railing. There was a flight of stairs leading up and one going down, but before him, after a sudden drop of a few floors, there was another courtyard. It was nearly identical to the one he had just left. Disorientated, he stopped in his tracks. He couldn’t go any further until he backed up and made sure this wasn’t some kind of illusion.

	Who cares about the strange architecture? a voice in his head snapped. You have a way up. Take it. Pushed into movement, he bolted up the thin stairs three at a time. Even here, there wasn’t a safety rail. Only the potential for a long drop onto cobblestones. Heart pounding and head spinning, he hugged the wall, keeping his shoulder firmly pressed against it until he was at the top.

	Once there, he was faced with three identical doors. In keeping with his pattern, he chose the closest one, yanked it open, and stepped through. His foot didn’t find a floor. The abrupt drop made his fingers clench around the door handle. At the same time, he buckled his knee and leaned back. The position drove his shin painfully down against the stone but kept him from toppling into the abyss.

	Barely about to suck down a breath past the lump forming in his throat, he wouldn’t have been able to pry his fingers off the door handle even if he had tried. Sweat had begun to bead against his palms. He could feel it, trapped between his skin and the gloves, making the lining damp. The sensation was hard to miss as he latched onto the doorframe with his free hand. Holding on for dear life, Mihail leaned forward just enough to sneak a glance over the edge. There wasn’t a floor. If there had ever been one, time and decay had destroyed every last trace of it. The same had happened to the next landing down. It left a gaping hole that dove down to the very foundations of the castle.

	Grandma lives here alone? he thought as vertigo once again made his stomach lurch. This wasn’t a safe place for a senior citizen. It wasn’t safe for anyone.

	Forcing down a sobering breath, he closed his eyes and started a to-do list in his head. He had no idea where to find someone who knew how to fix a drawbridge, but figuring out how to set up a door lock shouldn’t be that hard. Wanting to make sure that the door was securely in place before he tried to get up, he scooted back from the edge. One of his hands dropped out from under him. He flung himself forward, scrambling to regain his equilibrium before he recalled the lack of a safety rail. Who built this place? he thought wildly. It seemed to comprise mostly of deadly abrupt drops and stones that were far too smooth.

	Kicking the door closed, he scrambled back onto his feet and carefully opened the next door. A spiral staircase made of old wood filled the small room, looping in on itself like a giant serpent. Mihail hesitantly leaned in and glanced up the middle. There was another level. He remembered this place. It played like a dream in his mind’s eye. He could see himself as a child, running up those stairs, climbing higher and higher. It was a game. He had been chasing something, or following someone, but he couldn’t remember who or what.

	Spurred on by memory and comforted by the appearance of a handrail, Mihail took his first step onto the ancient staircase. It groaned under his weight like he was hurting it, but held firm enough for him to try the next stair.

	“Grandma?” he called again, hoping to finally get a response. Preferably one that would take away the need to go up any further.

	A whispered voice called to him, speaking his name. The single word wafted down from above him, too soft to fully determine just how far away the speaker was. His brow furrowed as he hesitantly tested the next stair. Leaning against the railing, he craned his neck trying to catch a glimpse of whoever was up there. It didn’t matter how hard he strained. All he could see were the spiraling stairs.

	“Grandma? Is that you?”

	He held his breath, trying to catch even the faintest trace of sound, but there was nothing. A few particles of dust drifted down from somewhere up above. They scattered, catching the minimal light that slipped through the thin slits serving as windows. He watched it fall as he heard the floorboards above him creak. It made a flash of fear pulse through him. Something was moving up there. And it was only now that he realized she might be too hurt to speak. Gripping the railing with one hand and pressing his other against the stonewall, he hurried up the stairs. Neither would save him if the wood gave way, but the illusion that they could made him feel a bit better.

	His distorted memory cleared as he went. Refining. Clarifying. Until he could almost hear his childhood laughter ringing in his ears. Almost see his imaginary friend as he had when he was a child. Was she a woman? He tried to recall, the distraction making him feel better about the plummet he might take. He could recall a woman. One that floated.

	With a loud crack, the next step crumbled under his foot. Impulse took over and Mihail rushed up the last few stairs, leaping up onto the next landing. It was a small space. Tiny enough that a single door ran the entire length of it. Before him, there was another line of stairs, coiling higher up. He hadn’t thought there was another floor up there. Even if there was, he had lost his will to follow. Just looking at it made his chest clench. Reaching into his pocket, he grabbed his lucky button and rubbed his thumb over it again. Only then did he open the door, keeping well enough back that he didn’t run the risk of toppling into another hole. Mihail smiled when he found a nice, sturdy walkway before him. It was the top of the battlement. His father told him how, long ago, archers would use the pathway to protect the castle. His grandmother had always loved it up here. It had seemed that no matter where he was playing in the courtyard, all he had to do was look up and he’d spot her watching over him.

	It was warmer out here in the sun than it had been within the house, and the difference made him shiver. In a small act of mercy, there wasn’t any wind. Hunching his shoulders, he tried to search the pathway while never actually looking down. Odds were, all he would see was a sheer drop into the crushing river below. If he was remarkably lucky, the drop might just end onto the drawbridge. Either way, it wasn’t a sight he wanted to see.

	Not able to spot her from where he stood, he was about to call out to her when a noise made him stop. Someone was whispering his name again. He could have sworn he heard it, but it was far too soft for him to be sure. Still, having nothing else to go by, he followed it, striding out further onto the walkway.

	In addition to the enclosed structure at each corner, the castle rose up to encase random parts of the walkway, dividing it into segments. It made spotting anyone rather difficult. So he continued to scan as he moved. It was a difficult trick to both search and keep himself from looking over the edge, but he was doing reasonably well as he approached the first guardhouse. The inside of the structure was littered with shadows, but he didn’t pay them much attention. Until one moved. Something twisted in his stomach and his pace faltered.

	“Grandma?” Swallowing thickly, he worked the croak out of his voice and tried again. “Is that you?”

	He spotted another streak of movement. Pushing aside his unease, he hurried forward. Bracing his hands on either side of the doorframe, he leaned his torso into the guard tower. It was a small space. Pretty much just a box of a room. And it was completely empty.

	“Grandma?”

	“Mihail,” a voice whispered against his ear.

	He whipped around. Just as he turned, a strong force slammed into his chest. It knocked the air from his lungs and sent him staggering back. His lower spine struck the railing, the momentum kept him going, and he was sent toppling over the edge.



	
Chapter 2

	 

	Fear choked him. It reduced his screams to a pathetic squeak that could barely be heard over the rush of his own blood. He was falling, dropping like a stone. All of his organs shifted at once like the roll of the tide, his heart thundered against his ribs, his fingers clenched as they vainly searched for something to hold onto. Cool air whipped at his hair, obscuring his vision as it lashed at his skin. Even still, for the briefest second, he was sure that he saw a figure standing upon the battlement, watching him fall. Before he could blink, his back cracked against something. The spike of pain at the impact finally released his shriek of terror.

	Water rushed in to fill his mouth as the lake swallowed him. Mihail gagged and sputtered, the agony in his back forgotten as he struggled for air. He was still falling, diving down into the depths of the icy water until the light became a muted haze above him. It felt like a thousand needles were burrowing into his skin at once. They each filled with a venom that destroyed every trace of warmth in his body. Instinct took over despite his frozen mind. He began to thrash and kick, his waterlogged clothes making every movement a struggle.

	Slimy seaweed-like plants wrapped around him as he dropped, cradling his spine before brushing along his sides. The tendrils bobbed in the water as he moved, brushing against his limbs like questing fingers. Just before he could reach the surface, they tightened. Their grip was like iron fingers. A cluster of grasping hands keeping him in place. The more he struggled, the stronger they became. Dozens became hundreds, looping around his ankles, wrists, neck. Every thrash made them squeeze. Fire exploded within his chest. His lungs ached for air, the inferno spreading the longer it was denied.

	Twisting his wrists, he snatched up handfuls of the mush and yanked. At first, they held like steel but soon gave way, allowing him to rip up from the roots. He pulled over and over. Until the water was filled with floating debris. Struggling against them, he lurched to the surface. The first breath made his head spin. Grabbing and lurching, he made his way to the bank of the lake. Nothing had ever felt as good as the cold stones against the palms of his hands. Water rushed from him and he dragged himself up. It didn’t feel like he had an ounce of warmth left as he collapsed against the stones. Still, the droplets evaporated off of him like there was an inferno under his skin.

	Suddenly, hands were upon him. They grabbed handfuls of his jacket and pulled, trying to drag him further from the edge. Mihail flinched. A sharp gasp left him as he reeled back and looked up. An elderly woman stood before him. A thick bear fur coat ballooned around her slender frame. It made her shoulders look twice their size but still couldn’t disguise how frail she was.

	Age had hollowed her cheeks, turning what had once been high cheekbones into razor sharp ridges. Her eyes were large like Mihail’s, but the irises were several shades darker than his own. Her hair was the same. The traditional Vaduva chaos, as his mother liked to say. And like his mother, and himself, this woman had a crown of rich brown curls that twisted in every direction and seemed to have no care for gravity. It really was a family trait. Something that connected him back at least two generations. Despite the lingering cold and fear, that realization made him smile. The look she gave him in return was both warm and hesitant. As if she wasn’t entirely sure what she should be doing right now. Admittedly, the grin might have taken her by surprise.

	“Mihail?” his grandmother asked.

	He nodded quickly, the motion spraying droplets from his hair. Pushing his damp curls off his forehead, he allowed her to take hold of his other arm. Of course, he didn’t let her do much, other than keep a hand on his arm as he awkwardly lumbered to his feet. Water drizzled from him, flooding the ground and weighing heavily on his clothes. Still, her grip was impressive. Age hadn’t taken the strength from her fingers, and she wasn’t exactly shy about showing it.

	Once he was up and actually face to face with her, he felt a sudden jolt of nerves. It had been so long and he looked like a fool. A clumsy fool who was in quite a bit of pain. So he pushed his hair back again and smiled.

	“Hi, grandma.”

	A flurry of words left her mouth. Each syllable came at a rapid pace, too fast for him to be able to make any kind of sense from it. She seemed to notice the twist in his face and abruptly stopped, tilting her head to the side to study him carefully. The expression was more than enough for him to piece together what she was silently asking.

	He shrugged apologetically. “Sorry, I don’t speak much Romanian. I kind of forgot most of it.”

	She looked confused.

	It took him longer than he would have liked to remember how to ask if she spoke English. But her Romanian answer was swift and, mercifully, a word that he actually knew. Nu. No. With a bit of fumbling, he started to introduce himself. He remembered speaking Romanian as a child, and the struggle that learning English had been in the beginning. The first year of boarding school had been a nightmare. But he had adapted. And since there had been no reason to switch back on a daily basis, he hadn’t spoken a word of it since he was five. He had just assumed that the knowledge was tucked away somewhere in the back of his mind. And that once he was back around Romanian speakers, he’d effortlessly pick it back up. So far, that had not proven to be the case. If his grandma hadn’t arranged everything, including his taxi ride out here, he’d probably still be at the airport.

	With a wave of her hand, she dismissed the rest of his fumbling. He didn’t understand what she said next, but the reassuring arm she looped around him and the way she led him towards his bags made the message clear. Awkward introductions could wait until after they made sure he was okay. Or at the very least, until they had gotten some warmth back into his bones. Weeds and water sloshed off of him as he shuffled along beside her. He paused when he heard a solid click against the stones.

	Crouching down, he noticed something glistening within one of the mounds of pond scum. He plucked it free and wiped it clean with his thumb. More water oozed out of his glove at the touch and helped to wash the stone clean. An emerald, the size of a fingernail, instantly sparkled as if it had been freshly polished. The gold band of the ring, however, retained its tarnish. He pulled it free of the sludge and looked up to his grandma.

	“Lucky we found this, huh?” he said.

	Her hand snapped out with startling speed. In a flash, she had snatched it out of his hand and shoved it into her jacket pocket. A few sharp words escaped her as she wrapped her hand around his arm again and pulled. Mihail furrowed his brow but didn’t bother to ask any questions. She wouldn’t have understood him anyway. There was no desperate need for all of his bags, so he only took one and followed her to the main entrance.

	The doors were huge. Seemingly constructed from a single piece of wood, it was tall enough that a plane could pass through without trouble. Faces decorated the surface. Each one was different, peeking out from a nest of snakelike coils to scream or laugh. Seeing them now, he remembered just how unsettling he had found them when he was a kid. They were so lifelike that he would convince himself they were watching him and moved when he wasn’t looking. Now, as an adult, they still made his stomach squirm, although he was better able to appreciate the skill that went into making them.

	Despite its size, his grandma opened the door with ease. Entering the castle from this point was like entering a completely different world. The main foyer was grand and spacious. In its glory days, it would have been an incredible sight. Now, even as dust and insects made their claims, it was still imposing. Doors lined the walls, placed between life-sized portraits. In the center of the room, guarded by two colossal stone gargoyles, the floor abruptly stopped to allow for a staircase. As he neared, he could see that it only went down for half a dozen steps before it split into three different trails. He couldn’t see where any of those ended.

	His grandma didn’t hesitate for a moment. She led him through doors and down magnificent halls. Up marble stairs, down sloping corridors, over bridges that crossed sitting rooms, and balconies that overlooked libraries. It was as breathtaking as it was confusing. The closest he could reason was that most of the rooms had to have been built into the peak itself. There was no other way for there to be so many massive rooms without the castle looking like the size of a Las Vegas casino from the outside. By the time she opened his bedroom door, he was utterly lost.
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