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      A quick heads-up: one of the types of supernatural creatures in this book will be referred to differently depending on the gender and number involved.

      One male nix is a “nix.” One female nixe is a “nixe.” Several of them grouped together are referred to, in plural, as “nixen.”

      Isn’t it a fun adventure to combine German and English? [image: winking face]

      With that out of the way, I hope you’ll settle in and enjoy the story. (And if you drink a cup of really good tea as you read, you will have Margaret’s full approval.)
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      It was well past midnight when the vampire’s carriage finally pulled to a stop in the overgrown drive of a ramshackle, half-timbered and ancient coaching inn. Once, it might have marked a public crossroads worthy of its size; now, the long, rambling building and its stables were surrounded by looming ranks of fir and pine trees, with only one narrow road breaking through to end at the inn’s door.

      A motley assemblage of steeply-sloping roofs rose above the exposed timber and peeling plaster walls like eyebrows made of blackened wood, sharply raised in disapproval. All the windows below were shuttered, the eyes of the inn closed to the world beyond its walls.

      “Oh, this really is ideal!” Margaret, the vampire’s wife, had been peering anxiously through the windows for the past hour of their journey, but she relaxed now against her cushioned leather seat with a sigh of deep relief. “We certainly shouldn’t have to endure any balls or soirées here.”

      “I am glad you approve the choice, my dear.” In the shadows of their carriage, Lord Riven gave her a wry smile. “I must tell you, my new man of business was not nearly so impressed when I directed him to find the most isolated location possible for our visit to Baden-Württemberg—and when it transpired that no human servants would be allowed to stay here with us, he very nearly had an attack of apoplexy. I believe Atkins harbors grave fears for the future of our union once you’ve seen this next stop on our honeymoon journey.”

      “Pah.” Margaret gathered up the long skirts of her sturdy travel gown in anticipation as their footman, Thomas, sprang to the ground and approached the carriage door. “He clearly doesn’t understand the nature of our partnership.”

      “Mmm...”

      Her husband’s voice held a surprisingly enigmatic note, but after so many days of travel, she didn’t linger over that small mystery. A far greater one had been simmering in her mind for months, and now, after endless maddening delays and interruptions, she should finally have a chance to solve it. As the carriage door swung open, she started briskly down the steps by the light of the carriage lamp, ready to begin her work.

      At Thomas’s first rap upon the inn’s front door, there was no answer. However, even as he retreated to gather the assorted luggage from the carriage, Margaret stepped forward and gave it a decisive hammer of her own.

      It creaked open a moment later, exposing even deeper darkness within. Then the darkness blinked...

      And wide, glowing white eyeballs revealed themselves within it, hovering a full foot and a half above Margaret’s head. “Ohhh.” The word was half-sighed, half-moaned as the eyes disappeared and the door began to creak shut once more. “Oh noooo. Foolish mortal! This is not a place for such as youuuuu.”

      “Nonsense!” said Margaret sharply and stepped forward to hold the heavy door in place with both hands. “This stop was chosen with great care, and I believe you’ll find that our reservation for the month has been paid in full.”

      “But—wait, stop that—no, you can’t understaaand...ouch!” A high-pitched yelp sounded as the rough bottom edge of the door at the center of their skirmish apparently scraped against an invisible foot.

      “Has there been some difficulty with our booking?” Lord Riven’s voice was mild, but as he stepped up behind Margaret, he braced one strong hand beside hers in support, effectively ending the physical battle.

      “Oh, you poor, innocent fools!” the voice groaned. “If you only had any notion of the dark horrors that lie in wai—oh.” The voice’s tone shifted abruptly as the glowing eyes reappeared and fixed on Lord Riven’s face. “You’re no human.”

      “Indeed not.” Lord Riven smiled thinly, the tips of his sharp canine teeth visible by the dim glow of the nearby carriage lamp. “Nor have I been innocent for quite some centuries now, I assure you.”

      “And I am no fool,” Margaret said briskly, “so if you’ll direct us to our chambers and arrange for our luggage and a meal to be sent there as quickly as possible, we would both appreciate it. Dawn comes early at this time of year, you know.”

      “Not to thiiiiiis cursed house,” the spectral voice groaned...but soft footsteps shuffled obediently backwards, and the door finally swung fully open.

      Unfortunately, Margaret did not share her husband’s supernatural ability to see in the dark. However, with one hand safely tucked into his arm and the pale glow of their host’s eyeballs floating ahead to light their way, she was able to keep her place without tripping. Thomas and the luggage came close behind, and they all followed the spectral host up two rickety flights of stairs with crumbling banisters thickly covered in cobwebs. At the top of the second staircase, they were led down a long and stiflingly narrow, windowless corridor with several sharp turns along the way.

      At long last, the eyeballs came to a stop by one plain, unprepossessing door. Thankfully, no cobwebs covered its handle; Margaret waited one impatient moment for their host to do the honors before taking firm hold and pushing it open herself.

      A cold and gloomy sigh that smelled of grave dust ruffled her upswept hair as she strode past those hovering eyeballs. “You won’t care for it at all,” the voice predicted mournfully.

      Ha. Margaret had not only survived but thrived through years of study at a university where female students were seen as upstart interlopers; no amorphous specter would deter her now. Stretching her lips into her most defiant smile, she gave the floating eyeballs a firm nod of dismissal. “Do see to the comfort of our servants before they take their leave—and don’t forget: we will need that meal quickly.”

      It was not physically possible for eyeballs to sulk. However, they did roll sickeningly in mid-air and then bounced away in a jittery, bobbing, up-and-down manner that gave a strong impression of angrily stomping feet somewhere below. Only one final whisper trailed behind their host in farewell. “Dooooooom...”

      As Lord Riven took the luggage from Thomas and exchanged a few final words, Margaret lit the waiting gas lamp to reveal a small, old-fashioned bedroom enclosed in peeling crimson wallpaper. She was looking about it with perfect satisfaction when the door to the bedroom closed, leaving them alone together.

      “Well,” her husband said dryly, “this is a romantic setting indeed. I can’t imagine what my man of business was thinking to argue against it.”

      “So much better than Paris!” Margaret gave a heartfelt shudder at the memory. “All those dreadful, crowded parties! That over-perfumed air! And all those inane questions about my work!”

      Lord Riven’s broad chest rose and fell in a low laugh, his expression easing as he stepped closer to untie the ribbons of her bonnet. Once she’d been freed of that binding irritation, his big hands speared into her chignon, scattering hairpins and massaging her aching scalp.

      As she leaned into him with a sigh of relief, his deep voice rumbled against her. “I’m afraid, my dear, that is the price of fame. Did you not hope for every scholar on the continent to read your work and gnash their teeth over your achievement?”

      Margaret huffed out a snort even as her body loosened under the hypnotic effect of his massaging fingers. “Scholars, yes. A fair few should gnash their teeth over their own incompetence in earlier papers! But why does everyone else have to become so hysterical over what I wrote in my article?”

      After years of studying the supernatural, it had only made sense to document what she’d learned in the course of her own marriage. After all, she’d had little else upon which to focus her mind while she’d waited through months of legal wrangling for her greedy relatives to finally hand back the dowry they’d stolen from her.

      However, she had never anticipated the world’s reaction to her article. After all, the liveliest reactions to any of her previous scholarly works had arrived only in the letters sections of following issues. But when one enterprising London journalist drew a connection between the Lady Riven who’d published an obscure scholarly piece on the physical aspects of vampiric intimacy and the same Lady Riven whose aunt and uncle stood accused of defrauding one of the oldest supernatural aristocrats in Britain, Margaret had found her article unexpectedly republished in multiple major newspapers...in a shockingly slapdash amended version that left out every one of her careful footnotes and caused a veritable earthquake in high society across the continent.

      Even Margaret had to admit that her newfound notoriety held some advantages; once she and her husband had finally reclaimed her dowry and arrived in Paris, the first step of their long-delayed wedding journey, they’d discovered that under orders of Emperor Napoleon IV, access to the treasure hoard of supernatural archives in the catacombs had been closed to all foreign scholars. With political tensions simmering across the continent and rival nations rattling metaphorical sabers on all sides, the only route Margaret had found to access the records she needed had come by wielding the force of her newfound reputation with an influential French comtesse.

      The clues that she’d found in those archives were invaluable, but they had been accompanied by a steep social cost.

      “My poor darling,” Lord Riven murmured now, his breath ruffling her unbound hair. “We all know how deeply your popularity pains you.”

      “You know perfectly well it isn’t mine,” Margaret grumbled. Still, she couldn’t resist nestling even closer to him.

      She was here to work—she’d already been distracted far too long—but surely it couldn’t hurt to take a moment to enjoy this intimacy first, after all she’d endured along their journey. She’d spent so much of her life alone before their marriage, braced to take on every challenge by herself; even now, so many months after their wedding, the sensation of finding a haven in another person’s arms still felt like a life-shifting revelation. So, she pressed her cheek against his silk waistcoat to breathe in his cloves-and-cinnamon scent as she continued, “Those absurd courtiers were all hoping for scandal and titillation. I was only documenting scientific facts, with accurate historical documents and explanations!”

      “Of course. No more than scientific facts, exact descriptions, and thorough historical context...around the intoxicating pleasures experienced with a vampiric lover’s bite. What could possibly be more high-minded and academic?” Lord Riven’s voice deepened; he shifted his grip downwards to rub both of his thumbs in maddeningly soft caresses against the soft hollows of her neck, and she arched like a cat in instinctive response, barely holding back a purr. “Believe me, I will never forget the process of assisting you in your research.”

      Heat flared within truly unmentionable parts of Margaret’s figure; despite herself, her voice took on a breathless note. “But that isn’t the point! It was not a sensationalist or salacious piece of literature, no matter what any of those dreadful journalists may claim—or society hostesses hope.”

      She tipped her head back to catch his gaze, all the better to make her point...but her breath caught at the sight of tell-tale amber sheening her husband’s hazel eyes. Her tongue darted out to moisten her upper lip as she continued, her pulse speeding uncontrollably, “It was a very...a very serious...very important...”

      Her husband smiled wickedly down at her, and her mind blurred in a way that would have shocked any of her former tutors or colleagues. Blinking rapidly, she sought for her lost train of thought...

      And Lord Riven leaned closer yet. “Very serious and important. I agree.” His voice lowered to a murmur as his body curved around her, and his breath swept, hot and close, across her tingling neck. Biting back a moan, she tipped her head in invitation, and he pulled her lower body close in a firm yank that made a helpless whimper escape her guard.

      “Then again,” her husband breathed against her skin, “can research ever be said to be fully done?”

      It had been weeks since Margaret had achieved anything of substance in her life’s work. She’d been waiting for days to sink into it the moment they arrived here...but surely she deserved some comfort first for the horrors she’d endured along the way? Besides, her far-too-attractive husband certainly deserved to feel the depths of her appreciation for the perfect sanctuary he had found them.

      So...

      “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to confirm my findings one more time,” Margaret agreed, and abandoned herself, for once, to scandalously carefree decadence. She only pulled free of his arms a moment later to shove the heavy wooden bolt into place across the door.

      Her own meal could wait after all. As she’d pointed out to their host, dawn would be arriving far too soon...

      And she had far more pressing issues than food to address beforehand.
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      By the time she finally reopened her bedroom door, the contents of the tray in the corridor outside their room looked remarkably unappetizing. Fortunately, Margaret was feeling far too well-pleasured and full of revived energy to be thrown off course by the tasteless, dried sludge—perhaps some indeterminate form of stew? Or a startlingly meaty porridge?—that filled the bowl. Even the cold and bitter tea could not dissuade her.

      With her husband now fixed in a rigid state of sleep that would last until tonight’s sundown, no remaining distractions could compare to the appeal of supernatural secrets waiting to be solved, and here in the heart of the Black Forest lurked some of the most tantalizing that she had ever studied. From amidst the large pile of luggage that had been stacked in the corridor by the tray, she seized upon the heavy, leatherbound carrier bag full of her most essential needs and left all the rest to be dealt with later.

      There was no useful work-desk in this room, unfortunately, but there was a dainty wooden vanity table complete with a spindly chair and a tall and dusty mirror, so she ruthlessly co-opted its narrow surface area for her tea, stew, and academic necessities. Taking a seat, she placed her open bag on her lap and began to mechanically spoon down bites of food while she rummaged through its delightful contents.

      These weren’t, of course, all of the resources she’d packed for her marital tour of the continent; the rest filled another three pieces of luggage, two of them remaining in the traveling carriage until the next stage of their journey. However, she’d carefully sorted out the contents of this bag back in Paris, nearly a week ago, as the most useful for her Black Forest quest. They included three of her late parents’ carefully preserved commonplace books, recording their own various Germanic explorations, along with a mix of Margaret’s own recent notes from the Parisian catacombs’ archives and earlier notes from the Morningford College library during her student years; various letters from other scholars across the continent; detailed German and French dictionaries; and a tattered old, wine-stained pamphlet that had been her most prized discovery in a Paris antiquary shop full of priceless treasures.

      It was as she was lifting out that fascinating pamphlet with one hand, while placing her half-full teacup on the table with the other, that she abruptly caught a glimpse in the corner of her eye of the reflected bed in the vanity’s tall mirror...

      And her pulse gave a sudden, panicked jolt.

      Clearly reflected in the mirror, the ragged duvet was curved in the shape of her husband’s form—but his pillow was empty.

      What foolishness! Breathing in and out with slow control, Margaret set her teeth together and forced herself not to follow the instinctive urge to twist around and urgently assure herself that her life’s partner was safe.

      The windows were fully shuttered with multiple layers of thick wooden slats. No sunlight could possibly reach inside this chamber, and she was no weak-nerved ingénue to be taken aback by a perfectly well-known side-effect of vampirism. She had been studying the supernatural for years.

      Still, she’d never anticipated quite how unnerving it might feel when applied to the single person in the world who was undeniably hers.

      Margaret had never particularly cared for mirrors even before she’d wed a vampire. Since then, she’d been horrified to find herself developing a true aversion.

      Now, her fingers tightened convulsively around the tattered pamphlet as she fought against the frantic impulse of her nerves—and then she let out a resigned gust of breath and tucked that treasure back into her bag.

      Rational or not, she would simply have to find another place to work this morning. It was either that or give up all dignity and cover up the mirror with a sheet...and her pride would never allow that option.

      Carefully repacking all of her scholarly materials, she downed the last of her tepid tea but abandoned the second half of the stew as a lost cause. She couldn’t prevent herself from striding to the window before she left, to make an unnecessary final inspection of its thick shutters, but she did at least manage to restrain herself from lingering with sickening sentimentality over her perfectly safe husband’s prone figure.

      Theirs was an alliance of dear friends and equals who valued each other deeply. There was no call to exhibit any embarrassing mawkishness.

      The mirror glinted like a taunt in the corner of her vision as she left the room, but she refused to spare another glance for it.

      The corridor outside was only slightly better lit now than it had been in the middle of the night, its occasional high and narrow windows too smudged to allow in any substantial illumination. Still, with care and determination, she found her way back to the main staircase and from its base mounted an exploration of the low-ceilinged maze of rooms that comprised the ground floor.

      From a variety of faded sitting rooms to the sad remains of what might once have been an adequate library, two large dining rooms, and more, every room she found was empty, with no signs anywhere of her spectral host or any fellow guests. The rooms were also in a universal state of shocking disrepair, and Margaret wrinkled her nose in distaste as she finally settled onto an ancient couch that sent up a sneeze-inducing explosion of dust at the indignity.

      The landlord of this inn might be an incorporeal being, but really, as he’d shown himself capable of opening heavy doors, there was no excuse not to wield a broom and rag around the place every so often!

      Still, she had dealt with far less comfortable conditions in some of the more thrilling expeditions on which she’d joined her adventuring parents as a child. So, rather than allowing the mess to distract her, she simply swept the pile of yellowing newspapers from the coffee table to the floor, wiped away all the remaining dust from underneath, and then emptied out her bag to sink into what mattered most: finding out the truth of the world and sharing it with the scholarly community.

      Some hours later, the din of a nearby voice began to form a distracting buzz at the edge of her consciousness. However, she was far too busy to pay it any attention as she was deeply engrossed in the analysis of three tantalizingly different descriptions written in three different languages across the centuries. Each letter had been transcribed by a different scribe, and all of them had to be carefully compared to a significant note she had only just discovered in the sixty-year-old Parisian pamphlet.

      If one accounted for the variety of translation options for each word, not to mention any possible transcription errors along the way, and imagined how certain archaic fears could have led to exaggerations of both size and aggression...

       “I said, what do you think you’re doing here?” The high-pitched German demand sounded so suddenly and so close to her right ear that Margaret startled hard and—disastrously—lost her grip on her fountain pen.

      “Ahhh!” She threw herself forward, her left arm shooting out to protect the materials on the table even as she snatched for the falling pen. Thank heavens, she managed to catch all the scattered puddles of black ink on the fabric of her own new travel gown rather than damaging the precious pamphlet or her notes—but her pulse was still jittering as she re-capped the pen a cautious six inches away from the closest manuscript on the long table. Glowering, she raised her gaze.

      A sharp-toothed creature from the depths of Germanic legend loomed above her, red-rimmed eyes furious in a deathly pale and hairless face. Their lean body was swathed in a shapeless black hooded robe with draping sleeves that fell away to reveal long, curving, yellow fingernails as they raised their arms menacingly above their head and let out an unearthly snarl of warning. “Begone or prepare to be devoured, witless prey!”

      “Oh, I very much think not,” said Margaret. “Really, have you no respect for scholarly work—or basic courtesy? You nearly made me ruin a priceless piece of historical research just now!”

      “I...” The creature blinked, narrow shoulders hunching, as Margaret gave them the same cold and distinctly unimpressed look she’d perfected across years of attempted bullying from larger and louder male colleagues at Morningford College.

      For a moment, she actually thought they might see sense and apologize.

      Then they rallied and leaned even closer, until their hot, rank breath rolled distastefully across her cheek. “Begone now, piteous fool, or I’ll creep into your room tonight while you sleep and consume your flesh!”

      “For goodness’ sake.” Turning in place, Margaret raised her left hand to tick off a succession of simple facts in an educational fashion. “First of all, any scholar worthy of the name is well aware that nachzehrer, such as yourself, only consume already-dead flesh—thus the species name ‘After-Devourer.’” That was also the reason why those originally-human yellow fingernails on the creature’s hand had lengthened, toughened, and sharpened into claws; they were not merely sinister accessories but necessary tools in order to dig up deeply buried meals.

      “Secondly,” Margaret continued calmly, “if you make any attempt to come near my sleeping form tonight, you’ll find that my own husband—who happens to be a vampire—will take very badly indeed to your behavior. Then, you’ll be the one to regret it, I promise you!”

      Even in the tumultuous first days of their marriage, well before his keen intelligence had won her over, Margaret had reluctantly taken note of Lord Riven’s large and muscular form, shaped perfectly for fighting or for dancing. Well before his vampiric transformation, he had trained in swordplay, wrestling, and warfare.

      She’d only needed one quick glance to be certain that this haggard creature had not.

      “Finally, this”—she gestured in illustration—“is a large room with multiple free tables and more than enough space for both of us to work...unless, that is, you came here solely to practice these exaggerated dramatics for some amateur theatrical?” She tilted her head and waited with pointed expectation.

      For a long moment, the undead creature simply gaped at her in what appeared to be wordless disbelief.

      Then they dropped their curled fists to their sides and said in a far less sinister but infinitely more petulant tone, “You’re supposed to be frightened of me!”

      “Pah,” said Margaret, and went back to her work, spreading out her best maps across the table for easy reference as she studied those variant historical descriptions from the letters and her Parisian pamphlet.

      She could feel the shadow of the nachzehrer still above her as she scooped back up her notebook and pen. Fortunately, she had never lacked an ability to focus. It took several minutes before she realized that once again, the creature was speaking.

      “But this is my moping room!”

      It had been many years since Margaret had allowed herself to be bullied by anyone but her own relatives, and this past year, she and her husband had jointly defeated them in court. She gave the nachzehrer a quelling glance, without lowering her work. “If you wouldn’t mind moving out of my light?”

      The nachzehrer’s hiss in response sounded like nothing so much as a disgruntled cat.

      Also like a cat, they retreated to lick their metaphorical fur in offended silence on a couch across the room, only periodically aiming glares across the distance that did not disturb Margaret in the slightest. In fact, she looked up from her notes, after some time had passed, with the intention of asking an important question about local geography that would have been of great assistance in clarifying her next steps...

      Only to find that the nachzehrer had apparently flounced off in the meantime.

      “Ah, well.” An unexpected yawn interrupted her words; shielding her mouth, Margaret became abruptly aware that her own body was more than ready for sleep. It was the natural dilemma of any affectionate human wife to a vampiric spouse; she rarely wished to miss her husband’s nightly waking hours, but despite her best attempts, her willpower had not yet become stern enough to dismiss sleep as a necessity.

      She did take time to gather up her materials and carry them in her leather case back up to the bedchamber rather than leaving them spread out on the table, in case the nachzehrer proved vengeful and petty. Once she was safely back within her locked room, though, the sight of her husband’s unmoving form was too enticing to resist any longer.

      With the sun still up, she had no fear of waking him, so she slid underneath his blanket with a sigh of relief and curled herself around his reassuringly solid body to fall into sleep with full security.

      When her dreams were finally interrupted, it was by the thought of tea.

      No, not just the thought: that was the scent of good tea—her favorite tea!—undercut with smoky tones and with a delicate overlayer that⁠—

      Her eyes flashed open, and she found her husband smiling as he leaned over her prone form, proffering a cup of steaming, milk-laced tea that was no dream but a gorgeous, inexplicable reality. Still half-caught in the foggy remnants of her sleep, she drew a long, delicious inhalation and nearly whimpered with yearning. “What—how⁠—?”

      “You may recall I made you a promise when we first agreed to stay wed: I would never let you lack for proper tea.” Lord Riven gave an easy, rolling shrug as he placed the cup and its saucer on Margaret’s side table. “I took the precaution of purchasing a good supply in Paris. The tea you were served at our previous stops seemed perfectly serviceable, but I would have seen to your needs here before my morning sleep...if I hadn’t been so delightfully diverted by your other needs at the time.”

      “Ha.” Shuffling upwards in bed, Margaret lifted the cup to her lips to both quench her thirst and shield the blush she could feel rising on her cheeks. “Only my needs? Really?”

      “What can I say?” There was a devilish gleam in his hazel eyes. “I’m always happy to assist my wife in everything she desires.”

      “Hmph.” Clearly, her husband had woken in a dangerously roguish mood...and unlike Margaret, Lord Riven had the outrageous luck of rising from his deathlike rest, each evening, with instant full awareness and none of the grogginess that inevitably plagued her. Rather than engage in verbal swordplay at such a disadvantage, she surrendered the small battle and focused on the tea that would soon break through her mental fog.

      Her husband’s smile was knowing as he sat down beside her on the bed, resting one hand on her duvet-covered legs with warm familiarity. “I hear you had a run-in with Fräulein Leonie earlier today?”

      Margaret frowned. “With whom?”

      “The resident ghoul,” Lord Riven said calmly. “She claims you cursed and threatened her in the most scandalous and shocking manner until she was forced to retreat to save her innocent ears from such terrifying blasphemy.”

      “What?” Margaret lowered her cup to stare at him. “That is absolute nonsense!”

      “I did presume so.” Her husband’s lips curled in maddeningly condescending amusement. “For one thing, the worst curse I’ve ever heard you use was remarkably tame, so⁠—”

      “She claimed that I menaced her?” Margaret demanded. “She was the one who threatened to ‘consume my flesh!’”

      The amused smile vanished from Lord Riven’s face in an instant. “She did what?” he asked softly.

      There were times when it could be forgotten that her husband was, in fact, an ancient and extremely dangerous vampire.

      This was not one of them.

      As Margaret took in the sudden, predatory stillness of his big body—braced and ready to lunge directly towards some violent action—she let out a heavy sigh and allowed her own righteous outrage to depart with her held breath. “It was all mere nonsense and posturing,” she assured him. “As I reminded her myself, centuries of data have proven that nachzehrer only ever ingest dead flesh—thus why they tend to lurk about graveyards. As I am still fully alive, my flesh would hold no appeal—or use—for her.”

      Lord Riven didn’t relax his stance by so much as a fraction. “And how exactly did she react to that academic correction?”

      “By sulking, mainly.” Margaret rolled her eyes. “Needless to say, I paid her no heed and simply went back to my work.”

      “Of course you did.” Lines of pain formed around Lord Riven’s eyes as he closed them for a long moment. Then he let out a resigned sigh and met her gaze once more. “I suppose I can hardly pretend to be shocked that you refused to back down from vicious fangs and posturing. After all, you were recklessly fearless from the moment you met me.”

      “Why wouldn’t I have been?” Margaret drained the last of her cup in one deeply pleasurable gulp. “You may have shown me your fangs a time or two, but you are a gentleman—and more significantly, you happened to require my continued existence for your own sake. I knew perfectly well that I was in no danger in that situation, either.”

      “Long may that continue to be the case,” her husband murmured. Shaking his head, he rose with his usual fluid grace to retrieve the teapot for her next cup, along with a large clay plate covered in cold cuts of meat, cheese, and thickly sliced dark rye bread.

      Margaret blinked at the display. “This looks remarkably palatable compared to last night’s offerings.”

      “I spent some time in the kitchen with the kobold cook this time, getting to know him and the situation.”

      “Of course you did,” Margaret echoed with fond exasperation.

      When she’d first met her husband, he had been shrouded in metaphorical dustcloths for decades, forced by the inflexible demands of his honor to fulfil a binding oath and remain voluntarily trapped within the bounds of his own estate for centuries. Needless to say, he’d been reluctant to attach to any more mortals after losing all of his earlier companions to the cruelties of time. So, it had been a shock—and not a wholly welcome one—for her to realize in the months since he’d been freed that his newly-liberated and wide-ranging curiosity extended not only to the outer world he had always hoped to travel, but also, more bafflingly, to all of its noisy and squabbling occupants.

      Margaret did of course understand that that quirk of his conferred some benefits. Left on her own in a crowded ballroom, she would be overwhelmed and defeated in scant minutes. In Paris, where her access to the archives had been maddeningly dependent upon social influence, she had seen firsthand the advantages of a husband who not only could but would make conversation with strangers at any turn.

      However, she would never understand how such an otherwise-sensible man could deliberately choose to seek out social interactions when not required to endure them. If she had allowed it, that difference might well have raised unsettling concerns for the pragmatic alliance they’d agreed upon from the beginning—but she’d been working to ignore those nagging worries ever since their time in Paris.

      If he hadn’t thought of them himself, she certainly wouldn’t be the one to point them out...

      And she made a valiant attempt, as his partner in life, to respect even his most inexplicable interests. So, as she layered thin cuts of white cheese and smoked ham atop the first thick slice of crusty, dark brown bread, she inquired politely, “Did you learn much during your time with the cook?”

      “Oh, a fair amount.” He settled onto the bed beside her, stretching comfortably across the covers to prop himself upon one elbow. “First of all, you may be relieved to hear that no one in this inn is waxing indignant on behalf of Fräulein Leonie, despite her wild claims. According to Chef Konrad, she’s still young and rather prone to throwing herself about in histrionics at regular intervals.”

      “I can’t say I’m surprised, based on our encounter.” Margaret raised the open sandwich she had made, took a first, cautious bite—and then chewed and swallowed with deep appreciation.

      This un-toasted rye bread was far denser than any she’d ever eaten in Britain or during their recent French stay, but it held an earthy flavor that perfectly balanced the mild cheese and succulent meat. Considering some of the vile old libels about nachzehrer, she was somewhat surprised to find ham on the inn’s menu, but then...

      “It is a sad story, apparently.” Lord Riven’s voice lowered to a soft rumble. “Unlike my own sort, the post-death transformation of these local nachzehrers isn’t reliant upon any particular experience that took place during their lives.”

      “Mmph,” Margaret mumbled in agreement. She was ready to launch into a full academic explanation of the latest theories, but her husband continued before she could finish swallowing her mouthful.

      “So, it was quite a shock to Fräulein Leonie to find herself suddenly awake—and starving—in her grave one night, after having lost her first life to a bout of cholera. Worse yet, her family did not welcome her return with open arms. When she found her way home, she was still dripping grave soil from her death garments, had devoured her first meal before leaving the cemetery, and was in a state of utter panic. They reacted by calling upon their neighbors to form an angry mob, which she only barely escaped—and now she’s hiding here to lick her wounds in peace while she decides how to spend the rest of her unexpected new life aboveground.”

      “Ah.” Margaret lowered her sandwich as her stomach twisted.

      She herself had never been welcomed by the family members who’d become her guardians upon her parents’ early death; they’d labeled her academic passions unwomanly and termed her cold and heartless.

      Still, they had never actually rendered her homeless.

      Perhaps it did make some sense, after all, that the young nachzehrer wanted a ‘moping room.’

      “I’ll work somewhere else tomorrow,” she murmured.

      “No.” The finality of Lord Riven’s tone surprised her; when she turned, she found his expression grim. “She menaced you with fangs and threats of violence and then libeled you to others; she cannot be allowed to think she’s won that battle. I may feel pity for her circumstances, but while she is still young, she must learn responsibility for her new abilities.”

      “I suppose so.” Margaret sighed, her brows furrowing together.

      His voice gentled. “My dear, you won’t be doing her any favors by encouraging her to play the role of monster that her family gave her.”

      “I’m sure you’re right,” she said quietly.

      It was another question that currently troubled her. Who had guided her husband’s own adaptation to his new nature when he’d first been unhappily transformed centuries ago? Had he had anyone but his bitterly disapproving father, the same man who’d forced that transformation upon him, to help him through those painful early days?

      Unaware of her preoccupation, Lord Riven continued, “At any rate, I don’t believe she’s the only one here—guest or staff—who is essentially in hiding. From what I gather, we are the first new guests in months, and the rest have more or less taken up indefinite residence.”

      “Really?” Margaret’s eyebrows rose. “They weren’t put off by the lack of welcome from our host?”

      “Ah.” Lord Riven coughed. “That, I’m afraid, may be particular to our case. The other seven residents of this inn, staff and guests alike, are all united in not having enjoyed the most...pleasant encounters with the mostly-human world outside these woods. I believe that if my man of business had made it clear, in his correspondence, that only one of us was a supernatural being, he might well have heard in reply that there was no room available for us after all.”

      “I see.” Margaret tightened her jaw against every painfully familiar emotion that wished to rise in answer to his words.

      Discovering that she herself was personally unwelcome was hardly a new experience. She’d had years of practice—in her guardians’ house, at university, and even in her first few days of marriage—at steeling herself against hostility.

      However, in this particular situation...

      “Shall we leave tonight?” she asked, her voice perfectly steady. “It won’t take me long to re-pack.”

      “Do you wish to leave?”

      “Of course I don’t,” Margaret grumbled. “But I also have no wish to bring any more pain to our fellow guests. From the sound of it, they’ve dealt with enough unkindness in the world already.”

      “They have,” said Lord Riven, “but I’ve assured our hosts that no more will be visited upon them with our stay. Do you plan to carry a crucifix around the inn with you from now on, to wave in all their faces as you name them abominations?”

      She snorted. “I beg your pardon?”

      “Well, then.” His smile was tender. “I know my wife. Soon, they will too...and then, there will be no lack of welcome.”

      It was a hopeful thought. But as Margaret absorbed the full, affectionate faith that shone in his gaze, she couldn’t help but fear that it was entirely misplaced.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, her husband’s breath stopped as usual with the arrival of dawn’s light, and Margaret found herself hesitating with uncharacteristic indecision before their bedroom door, her leather case firmly held in one hand but her other hand still hovering in the air above the handle.

      On the first day of their stay here, she had set to work as had been her firm habit for over fifteen years now, bent over papers and ink. During all the years she’d spent trapped in England, first as a child under her guardians’ control and then as a respectable unmarried lady scholar, that sort of research had been her only option. However, her parents’ old adventuring journals in the case she held were a burning reminder of their dynamically different approach to the great mysteries in life—and now that marriage to a supportive husband had freed her own steps, she had the opportunity to follow them.

      She still hadn’t properly resolved any of the clues she’d uncovered in the Paris archives...

      But now that she was finally here, in the setting of some of the continent’s most intriguing mysteries, was she really going to ignore her first chance at active fieldwork in years?

      Enough. Letting out her held breath in a sigh of irritation, Margaret gave the door handle a quick twist and dropped her case to the floor. She would return for it later.

      As she set out down the long and twisting corridor that led towards the staircase, she felt a cold chill brush past her left shoulder. In this dim light, the eyeballs of her spectral host had not been visible, but the sound of his mournful sigh was unmistakable.

      “Doomed...”

      “And a good morning to you too,” Margaret said crisply, without slowing for an instant.

      There. She could be sociable, after all.

      Only a disgruntled sniff sounded behind her in response.

      Still, the interaction usefully stiffened her spine. By the time she reached the inn’s front door, she was moving with brisk confidence. Even the sight of the lowering grey sky that hovered with tangible pressure above the inn’s small clearing before the dark and leaning press of giant trees could not tarnish her mood.

      She did take a moment to regret leaving her umbrella in the carriage, which must be currently locked somewhere inside the stables of a more traditional inn in the closest town—but never mind. At least she understood now why this inn had so stubbornly refused to house any human servants—and both Thomas and their coachman would certainly enjoy their near-holiday for the duration of the Rivens’ stay here. Each evening at dusk, when Lord Riven first rose from his slumber, they would hold themselves ready for an hour, just in case they received a message that their services would be required after all for a night-time outing. However, with no balls or soirees likely to disrupt this splendid isolation, it was understood that both staff members would generally have their time all to themselves, to devote to their own interests and concerns for the duration of their stay, with the carriage and horses at their personal disposal. It was Margaret’s own fault that the umbrella had been forgotten underneath her seat.

      But if nothing else, the last decade and a half in England had certainly prepared her to withstand a bit of rain.

      As she let the heavy door fall shut behind her, she caught a flash of dark, blurred movement in the corner of one eye. A gust of air shifted against her back, as if something were moving with impossible speed just behind her⁠—

      But when she turned around, all she found was a single, extraordinarily large black feather—raven-like in coloration, if not in size—lying on the ground between her feet and the closed door, still wobbling gently in place after its fall.

      “Hmm,” said Margaret, and made a mental note about another of her fellow guests.

      Leaving the feather respectfully untouched, she strode forward into the shadows between the trees.

      It felt like stepping into another world. Even the air tasted different here, infused with the scent of the giant, looming fir, spruce, and pine trees. Margaret had visited other pine forests as a child, but none of them had held quite this unearthly quality of light. The deep, dark green of the Black Forest lent nuance to the sunlight that filtered through the trees’ thick canopy, and if it weren’t for the cheerful call of birds in the near distance, Margaret might have wondered superstitiously if she had stepped through a mythical fairy portal.

      Fortunately, she was a rational nineteenth-century scholar who knew far better than to imagine any such nonsense—there was only one world, no matter how many supernatural creatures walked within it—but still, she did feel a jab of sudden sympathy for earlier travelers who’d thought these woods enchanted and made up impossibilities to explain it.
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