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      “No man knows till he experiences it, what it is like to feel his own life-blood drawn away into the woman he loves.”

      

      - Bram Stoker, Dracula
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      There are those who believe it’s better to have loved and lost than never loved at all.

      I despise that phrase. I believe it is better to die than let love slip away.

      The moonlight cascades silently upon the Romanian wilderness. I catch a glimpse of Lisar’s brown eyes, hiding in the shadows as a wolf. I stoop down in the bushes and motion for him to crouch. Our target, a large deer, is feeding several meters away.

      I steady myself. Killing this deer is crucial. Although we’re not starving to death, we’re running short on the supplies we’ve cobbled together from hunting and stealing from the local villages. We need to bring something down soon and preserve the meat, so we have something to live on while traveling through Siberia.

      After weeks of traveling, we’re at the Romanian border. It’s now or never.

      I focus and compel the deer to come closer. The animal, naturally drawn to the compulsion, begins wandering our way. If I can get it close enough, the magic will hold it in place long enough for us to kill it.

      Almost there. I wait a few more seconds to take the leap, but Lisar’s eyes flash. I hiss, to tell him to stop.

      Too late. Lisar jumps out too quickly, and the deer stumbles out of the spell. At seeing Lisar, the deer lets out a bray and takes off.

      Lisar bolts after it, his bushy tail waving behind him like a flag. I get up to go after him, and catch up quickly. The deer swings to the side as I run up from behind. Lisar takes a leap to bring the deer down, but the deer delivers a harsh kick to his middle as he’s jumping.

      Lisar’s body flings through the air and smashes against a tree. He groans in pain, curling up on his side.

      “Lisar!” I skid to a stop. “Are you okay?”

      “Don’t mind me. Get the deer!” he grunts.

      I whirl around, but too late. I’ve already lost sight of it. The deer’s gone.

      I sigh in defeat. Yet another hunt gone bad.

      I return to Lisar’s side. The wolf shakes his head, then gets to his feet and transforms back into a man.

      “Two deer lost in one night. We’re losing our touch,” he mumbles.

      “No kidding.” I put my hands on my hips. “Do you think we should keep—”

      Lisar grabs my wrist to stop me. He’s completely still. “Listen,” he whispers.

      I pause. At first, I don’t hear anything but the soft tree leaves brushing against each other in the night wind.

      Then I hear voices. They’re far away, but roguish— rough. A bloody smell reaches my nostrils, but it’s not one of us.

      Vampires are in the area. Dragomir’s forces.

      “We gotta go,” Lisar says. He keeps hold of my wrist and starts dragging me through the woods. I glance behind me once or twice, to make sure we’re not being followed. Both of us are completely silent, save for our crunching footsteps through the forest terrain.

      Only when the bloody smell ceases and the voices have faded away completely do we start talking again.

      “That was cutting it a bit short, don’t you think?” Lisar asks. He’s nervous; I can tell by the way his shoulders are hunched that he wants to change.

      “It’s not anything new. They’ve been tracking us for weeks,” I argue.

      “This is different. They’re closer than they were before.”  Lisar swallows, then licks his lips. “We’re going to have to move again.”

      “Again, Lisar?” I hate that my tone sounds wary, but I can’t help it. I don’t think we’ve stayed in the same place for more than a few nights since we left the den of wolves.

      “We don’t have a choice. If we stay where we are, they’ll be right on top of us.”

      Lisar turns to me and grabs my hands. His eyes soften. “You’re going to have to back me up on this. The others won’t want to move again so soon.”

      I grasp his hands back. “The Alpha Female always defends her Alpha,” I say, and he smiles.

      An idea crosses my mind, and I add, “Though what if we went back and took care of them ourselves?”

      “What do you mean?” His eyes narrow.

      “If I had to guess by the smell, and by the number of voices, there were only four vampires. A small group,” I say. “We could go back and eliminate the threat now. Then we wouldn’t have to move again, and we’d have more time to hunt.”

      “It would risk exposing where we are,” Lisar says. “What if one of them gets away?”

      “They won’t. I can handle four vampires on my own, and you’re an Alpha. We should have no trouble taking them all down together,” I say. “It’ll give us more leeway to steal the plane. By the time they find the bodies, we’ll be long gone.”

      Lisar bites his lip. “I guess it is a good plan.” He nods. “All right. Let’s do it.”

      We head back in the direction we came. It seems so silly to return to those we were running from just a few moments before, but after weeks of hiding, I’m tired of cowering in the brush like a little rabbit. I’m a vampire. We aren’t meant to hide. We’re made to kill.

      “You sure this is a good idea?” Lisar whispers to me as we venture closer.

      “It’s a rational decision,” I say. “A good plan.”

      “You seem to be making a lot of rational decisions since you told me you didn’t want to marry me.”

      A flicker of annoyance passes through my chest. Lisar has been going on about his failed proposal ever since I told him no.

      “I didn’t say not ever, Lisar, I said not right now,” I say tersely. “Would I like to be married to you? Yes, of course. But there’s a war going on. People are dying. Do you honestly think it’s the best time for a wedding?”

      “It’s the perfect time for a wedding!” Lisar cries. He swings himself in front of me, flinging his arms wide. “We don’t have all the time in the world. Anything could happen to either one of us tomorrow.”

      “Don’t talk like that,” I snap. “I won’t make a hasty decision just because everything’s falling to pieces. If we’re going to do this, I want to do it right, not rush through it because Dragomir’s hunting us down.”

      “I feel like you’re making excuses,” Lisar grumbles.

      “I’m merely trying to be sensible.” I swallow. “We would be the first vampire and werewolf to even get married.”

      “So what’s stopping you from making the leap?” Lisar insists. “We’re about to make history. Why don’t you want to?”

      My heart softens at his genuine hope. I cup his face with my hands. “I do want to. Yet there are a million reasons why we shouldn’t. We’re too young. We’re homeless. We’re being hunted by our fathers. We have nowhere to go. We don’t know if the Siberian coven is going to take us in. Do you want me to list more?”

      “None of those reasons are important when it comes down to love,” Lisar protests. “And since when have we ever cared why we shouldn’t do something? Look, Bryn told me you talked to her the night Vasile attacked. I know it’s not comfortable for you that we don’t know what we are, but I’m willing to put a label on it. Let’s just do it. You already know I’d follow you anywhere.”

      I stroke his cheek with my thumb tenderly. “Bryn was right. Maybe if we were still back at the den, it’d be different, and we’d be planning a wedding right now.”

      I don’t go on to say all the things that would’ve been different. The den wouldn’t be little more than ashes. The Romanian pack wouldn’t be scattered across the country, with most of them dead, a few on the run and the rest working for Dragomir. We’d have a home. We’d be safe.

      And Lisar’s mother would still be alive.

      I take a deep breath. “We have to look at the facts. Where do you want to hold a wedding, in the woods? You want to honeymoon in the bushes when no one’s watching?”

      “That’s all right with me.” He grins broadly.

      I roll my eyes. “Of course. As long as there was alcohol you’d be fine with it.”

      I lean in to give him a quick kiss. Lisar snickers, and we continue walking.

      Lisar shrugs and says, “Well, I guess I’ll just have to win you over.”

      “Plenty of women are married to men whom they refused proposals from the first time around,” I insist. “You’ll just have to wait your turn.”

      Lisar’s face sours at my snarky response. He changes into a wolf and snuffs once in irritation. I repress a giggle and keep onward.

      I feel bad for refusing his marriage proposal, but something in my gut is holding me back from saying that three-letter word I desperately want to say. I want to be married to Lisar, but his timing is way off. I just got out of my last engagement with Tomlien a few months ago, and Lisar wants me to jump into another one?

      No way. I’m taking this slow. I have no doubt Lisar and I will be married eventually, but I’m not going to be pressured into doing something when it’s not the right moment, and it’s not because I want a big fancy wedding or everything to be perfect before we say I do.

      For too long, Lisar and I have determined how to run our lives according to how everyone else wants it. From now on, I want us to decide how things go. I want us to be happy, but on our own timetable.

      Not Dragomir’s. And that’s why I told Lisar no; I need to be sure we’re ready, and figure some things out first.

      We quiet down as the blood smell reaches our noses once more. It becomes really heavy, almost as strong as the smell of vampires living within Castel de Sange.

      Something about this feels off. Four vampires shouldn’t be enough to create such a heavy scent. Lisar’s eyes catch mine; he’s noticed too.

      But curiosity drives our pursuit. As we see shadows dancing around a fire, I pin myself against a tree, and Lisar spreads out on the ground. I can see them out of the corner of my eye. Their backs are turned.

      Lisar mouths on three. I nod, and he begins the countdown. When his lips mold three, we spring out as one from within the cover of the forest. I unleash my dagger from its hilt on my leg and slash it downward, across a vampire’s shoulder blades.

      But once the blade hits the vampire, he dissolves into nothing but smoke.

      It feels like a freight train has hit my chest. I quickly stab the vampire next to him, but the blade goes straight through his chest. Like the first, he also dissolves right before my very eyes.

      “What the—” Lisar sweeps his paw at the vampire he attacked, but it goes right through it, and the tracker disappears. It’s as if our opponents were made of air. “What in the hell is going on?”

      “They’re not real,” I say in realization. “They’re an illusion.”

      “What do you mean?” Lisar’s still confused, but I’m not.

      I sheath the dagger and break into a sprint. “You were right. We need to leave. Now.”

      “Wait! Lyssy!” Lisar hurtles after me. I don’t wait to give an explanation, merely run as fast as I can back in the direction of our camp. Though Lisar can match me stride for stride, even he has trouble keeping up. Fear makes my steps that much quicker, and my breaths that much faster.

      I don’t stop until we’re just outside the camp. I bend over, my hands on my knees, and try to steady myself as Lisar comes screeching to a halt beside me.

      “What was all that for? Would you mind telling me what we’re running from?” he hisses, panting as he attempts to catch his breath.

      “Those vampires weren’t real. They were dummies. A spell meant to trick us,” I explain quickly.

      “I figured that much,” Lisar replies. “But what does it mean?”

      “It means Valentina is in the area,” I say. “She knows we’re here. We just walked right into her trap.”
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      Bryn and Tomlien are guarding the entrance to the cave when we arrive.

      But I suppose “guarding” is a bit of an exaggeration. They’re supposed to be guarding it, but really, they’re just making out.

      “Gross,” Lisar says. “Can you guys pry your mouths apart for more than five minutes at a time?”

      Bryn and Tom break apart. Bryn puts her hands on her hips, while Tomlien looks cowed. “Lighten up, will you? By Fane. It’s not like there’s anyone out here.”

      “Uh, wrong,” I say. “There is someone out here. We just ran into one of Valentina’s spells. She’s definitely nearby.”

      “Valentina?” Tomlien’s eyes widen. “That’s not good.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” Lisar replies. “So we gotta hustle on down the road.”

      “We have to leave again?” Bryn groans. “But we just got here!”

      “Trust me, you don’t want to be here when Valentina’s around. It’s for the best, darling,” Tomlien tells her. Bryn lets out an angry growl. Lisar looks like he’s going to throw up at the formal nickname.

      I really don’t have time to deal with Bryn’s pissy attitude right now. I push past her and Tomlien, and Lisar follows me.

      In the back of the cave, a small fire burns. Shioni is huddled against a cave wall with Serghei; Kipcha and Rosa are cooking what little bit of food we have left on the fire and Georgie, like usual, is sleeping.

      Everyone’s in the same spot we left them in hours ago. Weeks living in the wild without showers or ample supplies haven’t bothered the wolves much, as they’re accustomed to this type of lifestyle, but me and the other vampires definitely don’t look good. As for Shioni, the witch appears like death warmed over twice.

      “Guys, we gotta go!” Lisar announces as we walk into camp. Georgie gives a snore, and Lisar nudges him harshly with his foot. “Get up, you big loon. There’s trouble.”

      “Wha?” Georgie rolls from his back to his stomach, his large tongue lolling out of his mouth. He changes back into a boy and rubs his eyes before asking, “What’s going on, Alpha?”

      “Valentina’s found us,” I say, before Lisar can explain. “We ran into one of her spells close by. She’s here.”

      “What?” The news causes everyone in the cave to react.

      Kipcha comes forward and says, “Lysandra, are you sure?”

      “One hundred percent,” I confirm. “The spell was hers. It must be.”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t move,” Georgie stutters. “What if there are vampires out there? Not nice ones?” He gives a quick, adoring glance at me.

      “I’d much rather take my chances with a coven of vampires than a witch, especially one as powerful as Valentina,” I say.

      “Are you sure it’s not another witch?” Serghei raises his eyebrow. He’s the only one that’s remained calm, but I can tell by the haunted expression his face carries that even he’s concerned.

      “I can find out,” Shioni offers. “Witches leave signatures, traces of their magic that can’t be separated from their identity. I felt Valentina’s signature after I fought her at the den. I’ll know if it’s her.”

      Shioni steps out to the head of the cave. She closes her eyes and lifts her hands, both palms tilted toward the sky.

      After a few long moments, Shioni’s face darkens, and she drops her arms. “Lysandra’s right. It is her.”

      Concerned mutters echo throughout the camp. Kipcha steps up to take charge. “Okay, so that settles it. We steal the plane and leave tonight.”

      “How do you expect us to steal the plane?” Rosa asks snidely. “We just got here a few days ago.”

      “We’ve been watching them,” Kipcha counters.

      “We’ve been watching them, yeah, but we don’t have a plan,” Rosa snipes. “There are humans who work at the airport. How do you know we’ll be able to steal a plane without being seen? There are security cameras everywhere.”

      “Look, nobody is going to be at the airport tonight. It’s a small hangar,” Lisar snaps. “The humans won’t be back until during the day. By the time they observe the surveillance footage, we’ll be long gone. It’s better to be caught by humans than by Valentina.”

      When the Alpha speaks, Rosa quiets down. She shrinks down against the floor of the cave at Lisar’s glare, and everyone quiets to listen.

      “The sun just set a few hours ago. That gives us all night to take it,” Lisar says. “But we’ve only got one shot at this. If we mess up we won’t be able to try again, especially not in daylight. The vampires won’t be able to move then.”

      “Not to mention it won’t matter, because Valentina will have found us by that point,” I sub in. “If we stay any longer, we might as well consider ourselves Dragomir’s prisoners.”

      “Exactly.” Lisar nods. He waves a hand. “Pack up your things. We gotta go.”
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      The airport is only ten or so kilometers away. But when we get there, we find that the entire landing strip is lit up with lights— not to mention the hangar where the planes are kept is heavily guarded. Hope drops when I see the figures of ten or so humans mulling around the hangar.

      “There are people!” Tomlien shrinks back down into the bushes. “Quite a few of them.”

      “Told you,” Rosa says bitterly. Kipcha biffs her across the side of the head.

      “They must be doing mechanical work on the planes tonight. Typical,” Lisar mumbles. “Just our luck, huh, Lyssy?”

      “We’ve never needed luck before,” I say. I have my hand on my dagger; I’m ready to fight if need be. I won’t kill innocents, but I’ll injure a few humans if it means getting out of Romania. “What’s the plan?”

      “If you can get me inside the plane, we’ll have no trouble,” Serghei says. “I’ll be able to fire it up in no time.”

      “Can’t you compel them?” Bryn asks.

      “Only one at a time, and there are only three vampires here,” I explain. “Tom, my grandfather and I won’t be able to compel them all at once. We’ll be outnumbered.”

      Lisar’s face is scrunched up. I can already guess what he’s thinking. “Us wolves will lead the humans off,” he says. “The vampires and Shioni will hang back here. Lyssy, wait for my signal. When we’ve drawn most of the humans away, get Serghei to the plane. Once you’ve gotten it on the runway, the rest of us will follow.”

      “Be safe out there,” Tomlien says. He extends his arms to give Bryn a hug.

      “Tom, I’ll be fine,” Bryn says shortly as she pushes Tomlien away. “There’s no need to coddle me.”

      Tomlien cringes, and pulls away. The rest of us try not to notice.

      All of the wolves change. They merge into the night, their dark shadows elongating in the moonlight as they patter down the runway and disappear behind the hangar. I watch Lisar go, only pulling my eyes away from my Alpha when he is out of sight.

      Tomlein’s face is long. I can tell he’s upset at Bryn’s shortness.

      “Hey,” I say to him. “You wanna talk?”

      He doesn’t respond, so I go by instinct and walk a short distance away from the group. Tomlien follows, as I figure he would. Serghei and Shioni don’t move, but their eyes are on us.

      “I’m sorry. I know Bryn’s been abrasive since her mother died,” I say gently.

      I avoid using the word mean so I don’t hurt Tomlien’s feelings.

      “She’s just grieving,” Tomlien says somberly. “Though I wish she’d let me comfort her. She keeps pushing me away.”

      “It seemed like she was letting you comfort her just fine a little while ago.” The corners of my mouth twitch.

      “It’s not the same. All she wants to do is get physical.” His face is concerned. “When I try to talk to her, she just changes the subject, or starts kissing me again. I don’t like it.”

      “Bryn’s a she-wolf, a Daughter of the Alpha. All she knows how to be is strong,” I say. “It’s hard getting wolves to let their guard down, but you can’t force it. You have to let her come to you.”

      “How can I let her come to me when she keeps pushing me away?” His voice rises.

      “Wolves are free, Tom. They’re not like us. There’s no taming them,” I say.

      “I know.” He sighs. “I wish I could understand what she’s going through, but I can’t. No one close to me has died. I have nothing to compare it to.”

      “I know you want to be her knight in shining armor, but grief does some terrible things to people.” I stare at the hangar; no signs yet. “You remember how I was. When my mother died, I locked myself in my bedroom for weeks.”

      “I remember.” Tomlien looks at me. “Lidia and I tried everything to get you to come out, but when you finally did, you told Dragomir you wanted to head to Moscow to train. It’s like when you lost your mother, we lost you.”

      My mouth dries at the mention of my ex-best friend. Lidia. She cared about me back then. Four years was all it took for her to not care for me at all.

      “You didn’t lose me, Tom, I just had to do my own thing for awhile,” I say. “Let Bryn do hers. It might take some time, but Bryn will come back. She won’t ever be the same, but your relationship will be stronger for it. I promise.”

      Tomlien says nothing. I decide to let the matter drop. Lisar was inconsolable for a fortnight after Sylvia’s death. I knew it was best to let him come out of it on his own, and eventually, he did. He’s not fully healed, obviously, but the task at hand of getting us all to Siberia safely is enough of a distraction that he’s not constantly languishing in his grief.

      Lisar might be handling his mother’s death better than Bryn, but I don’t think that’s Bryn’s fault. As Alpha, Lisar’s instinct to preserve what’s left of the pack is overpowering his pain. Bryn doesn’t have that luxury.

      I can distinguish Lisar’s howl from anywhere. When I hear it rising over the treetops, I take it as the signal. “There it is! Let’s go!”

      I move forward. Tomlien, Serghei and Shioni flank behind me as we run swiftly through the night.

      When we get to the hangar, we find it deserted. The wolves did a good job of leading them off.

      “Hurry up, Grandfather,” I say as Serghei clambers inside the plane, a small utility aircraft. It’s not elaborate, but it’s enough to fit all of us and carry us all the way there.

      Serghei fires up the plane. His body moves quickly within the hub of the craft while the three of us keep watch on the runway. I grit my teeth and resist covering my ears as the engine roars to life.

      The minutes tick by. It feels like we’ve been waiting at least a half an hour for Serghei to get the plane to run. Small shapes appear in the distance, and they aren’t the wolves.

      “The humans are coming back! We must leave!” Tomlien hisses. He puts a hand on his sword, but I grab his wrist.

      “We aren’t going to kill anyone,” I say sharply.

      Over the sound of the engine is a loud banging noise. We look up. Serghei is pounding on the window, signaling us it’s time. Using the ladder, we climb aboard the plane and shut the door behind us just as the aircraft begins rolling out of the hangar.

      “We need to pick up some speed if we’re going to get this bird in the air,” Serghei says as he steers the plane onto the runway. “Where are your wolf friends?”

      I spot the pack running like hell at the end of the runway. “There! They’re coming!” I point with my finger to show Serghei where they are.

      “How exactly are the others supposed to get on?” Tomlien asks.

      “Like this,” Serghei says. He presses a button, and the loading dock drops out at the back of the plane.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Shioni deadpans. She gives Serghei a doubtful look.

      “I did it during the war,” Serghei counters, as if jumping onto the back of a moving plane is something everyone should be able to do. “Let’s see what these wolves are made of.”

      I walk to the back of the plane. The craft is steadily picking up speed. The wolves have joined us below, but they’re already struggling to keep up. They scamper after us on the runway as the plane steadily climbs toward a rate they cannot manage.

      There’s a rope anchored to the wall swinging near the edge of the platform. I grab it, and tie it around my waist.

      “What are you doing?” Tomlien yelps.

      “I’m going to help!” I shout back.

      Bryn is the closest one to the platform. I extend my arms, and shout, “Bryn, jump!”

      She doesn’t waste any time. Bryn takes the leap, and I barely manage to catch her. Tomlien darts forward to help me drag her aboard.

      “Come on!” Bryn shouts to the rest of the wolves behind her, who are still running. “You can do it!”

      Rosa is the next to try. She takes a jump, but it’s clumsy. I manage to grab her by the tail and save her just before she splatters onto the runway.

      “Get off me, you filthy vampire,” Rosa snarls, clawing at me.

      “You’re welcome,” I say sharply, then toss her inside.

      Georgie is squealing when he leaps. Tomlien manages to catch him by the back of his scruff. The little wolf practically has a heart attack when we pull him up.

      I have my arms out for Kipcha, but he doesn’t need my help. The beta gives a huge leap and claws his way onto the platform with brute strength.

      The only one left is Lisar. He’s panting with the effort to keep up with the plane, and he’s falling behind. He can’t run anymore. He needs to jump, now.

      “You need to get a move on!” Serghei shouts from the cockpit. “I need to close the hatch and deploy the wings, or we’re going to crash!”

      “We’re not leaving him behind!” I scream. I lean off of the platform, reaching for him. Lisar jumps…

      And misses. I watch in horror as my wolf’s eyes widen as he tumbles backwards, off the platform and to certain death.
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      “No!” When I see Lisar hurtling through the air, instinct takes over. Time slows down as I sprint off the platform and dive after my wolf. It’s an irrational decision, as I don’t know if the rope will hold me, but it doesn’t matter. Nothing’s as important as saving Lisar’s life.

      The rope catches me around the waist and jerks me backwards just as I latch my arms around Lisar’s waist. The air is literally squeezed out of me with the movement, but I don’t let go. Lisar changes back into a man in my arms, grasping onto me tightly as we swing back and forth like a pendulum above the runway that races below.

      “I don’t… have enough strength…” Lisar wheezes. He’s tired out from running. All he can do is cling to me.

      “Hold on!” I say. With brute force, I start climbing up the rope. I feel a tug on the line and realize that the others are pulling us upward.

      The plane’s speed races higher, and my hands slip on the rope. Both of us scream as we slide downward, but it’s only for a terrifying moment. I force my aching hands to remain fixed on the rope as the platform gets closer and closer.

      Finally, we’ve made it. Lisar and I collapse on the platform of the plane, out of breath. Tomlien and Bryn pull us out of the way as Serghei shuts the door behind us slowly, closing us in.

      “Hold on!” Serghei cries. “We’re going up!”

      The plane jolts backwards at a sharp angle, and Lisar and I go rolling to the back of the plane. Everyone who was on their feet crashes to the floor as Serghei pulls the aircraft up. I suppose he only had enough time to lift off just as Lisar and I made it on. Talk about waiting until the last minute.

      Finally, the plane steadies. We’re still ascending, but balance is easier to maintain. My ears pop with the altitude gained.

      On all fours, Lisar crawls to me. He grabs my face with one hand and kisses me fiercely.

      When he pulls away, he’s still breathing hard. “Thanks, Lyssy. You just saved my life back there.”

      “You know I’d do anything for you,” I say back. “Even jump off the back of a moving plane.”

      He gives me a loving smile. Serghei’s voice bellows over the noise of the plane as he uses the intercom to announce, “Distance from Romania to Salkovia is roughly one thousand, eight hundred kilometers. Estimated arrival time is five a.m.”

      “What’s Salkovia?” Georgie asks curiously.

      “It’s where we’re going,” I say. “That’s the name of the coven we’re traveling to.”

      “Does it have an airport?” Kipcha asks.

      “There’s a landing strip about fifty kilometers away from the coven.” I swallow. “Hopefully it won’t be covered in snow and ice once we get there.”

      “Hopefully?” Bryn snarls. “It’s practically winter, Lyss!”

      I sigh. “I know. If there was a better way, I’d gladly take it.”

      “Do you mean to say we’ll still have to walk about fifty or so kilometers before we even get there, through the freezing tundra?” Bryn asks.

      “Not if we find snowmobiles,” I counter.

      Bryn gives a dramatic groan. Lisar gets to his feet and stands in front of me protectively. “Look, if there was a better way, we’d take it. But there’s not. We’re being forced into this.”

      “No, we’re not! We have better options!” Bryn argues. “We have satellite packs in France, America, Africa! We can reach out to them and ask for their help! Lisar, you’re the Alpha! If you call out for their aid, they have to answer!”

      “The packs are safer where they are,” Lisar says firmly. “All of them are still hidden. I’m not going to call all the wolves into the open when our existence is already being threatened. We don’t have the numbers, Bryn. There are more vampires than there are wolves now.”

      “And whose fault is that?” Rosa clips, with a side-glance at me.

      Lisar raises his lip, like he’s growling. He goes to say something. But to my surprise, Tomlien steps in.

      “There is no us and them anymore,” Tomlien says. “No such thing as vampires and werewolves. As far as I’m concerned, all there’s left are the people who are with Dragomir, and those who are against him. And if there aren’t that many of us who are against him, it’s a better idea to hide those we have while the rest of us figure out a plan.”

      Bryn seems absolutely furious that Tomlien disagreed with her. His logic, however, quiets everyone else.

      “I’m sorry that this is happening,” I say. “I know you lost your home, your families, everything you’ve ever known.” I steady my voice. “But so have I. We do still have each other, and we can’t fight. Not now. This is what Dragomir wants. If we keep attacking each other like this, we’re going to tear each other apart, and then no one will be able to stand up to him.”

      All eyes are still on me. I try to keep the worry out of my voice as I say, “The vampires of Salkovia aren’t friends to Dragomir. He hasn’t challenged them yet because they’re difficult to get to. Elizaveta will hear us out. She’ll understand.”

      “What’s she like?” Kipcha asks curiously.

      “Elizaveta’s fair. She seems cold, and distant, but I suppose you have to be, growing up in the landscape she did. I’m sure she’ll help us.” I bite my lip. “Hopefully they managed to avoid a similar situation than what happened in Moscow.”

      “What did happen in Moscow, Lyss?” Georgie asks curiously. “You always mention it, but you never talk about it.”

      The roar of the plane becomes ear-shattering over the painful silence. The wolves look curiously at me— save for Lisar. He’s watching me cautiously, a concerned undertone in his brown stare.

      I’ve never spoken about what happened in Moscow. Tomlien and Serghei know, but that’s only because they received the news before I came back to Romania.

      Yet they can’t truly understand, because they weren’t there. I was. I haven’t uttered a word about the happenings of that day since they took place.

      I haven’t even told Lisar.

      I shake my head. “It doesn’t matter. Just know it was something awful.”

      Lisar puts a hand on my shoulder. “We should get some sleep, you guys. We have a long journey tomorrow.”

      Everyone turns away. Rosa, Kipcha and Georgie curl up near the back, while Tomlien lies down on a crate within the cargo hold.

      Bryn doesn’t try to sleep. She leans her back against the wall of the plane and stares straight ahead with a deadened gaze.

      Lisar leads me over to a secluded corner of the plane. He sits me down on a crate before taking his place beside me. We don’t say anything, but the moment is loaded with silent words.

      “I’m sorry, Lisar.” I shake my head as I finally break the silence. “I’m just not ready.”

      “You don’t have to tell me. I don’t have to know what happened to realize how badly it affected you,” he says softly.

      I look down at my feet. “Let’s just get some rest,” I say. “It’ll be difficult getting to Siberia tomorrow. We need to be prepared for anything.”

      Lisar nods. He knows not to press.  He lies down on the crate, and I lay next to him. My eyes close almost immediately, yet my dreams are dark, fitful and full of fire and blood.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The plane jolts me awake. It rocks in midair, throwing me off the crate. I slam against the floor, hard, and groan as I push myself upward. Everyone else is awake, too. The turbulence woke them up.

      “We’ve hit a blizzard!” Serghei roars. “Hold on tight!”

      The plane wiggles in the air. Everyone grabs onto whatever they can… a crate, the wall, the floor. There’s a loud sound, an explosion, and the plane rocks to the side. People scream. The sharp smell of smoke fills the air.

      I’m flung against the wall next to the window, and the plane pitches sharply downward. A pit grows in my stomach, then empties as the plane dives downward like a rollercoaster. Gritting my teeth, I roll over onto the window and look out.

      My heart drops when I witness the scene. There’s a large hole torn in one of the wings of the plane. It’s wrecked.

      We’re going in for a crash landing.
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