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A greater threat looms over the three houses as they move west for a better life. Shades of the past return as Ariya senses a connection between Alexandru Drago and his prince, Vlad Tepes III aka Vlad Dracul, as she relives their conspiracy to take the throne of Wallachia using a secret army. At the same time, Jace relives his father's burial in the Highlands of Scotland and muses over living with Ariya in the Aziza fairy realm.
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Learn more about Rae's books and the world of the Ashen Twilight Houses online!
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Ariya felt the world slip away like a dusty haze. The droning of the car engine and the low whoosh of the passing cars along the freeway offered an unconventional lullaby rather foreign to her ears. The last image she remembered was Jace’s strong profile as he focused on the road ahead, after taking over the driving from Gael. His best friend had decided to ride with one of his female companions and wanted to give them some privacy during the drive. She had to remember to thank him again later for his kindness.

Yellow shadows poured around his visage, wrapping him in a sheet of shadow, outlining his sharp nose, soft lips and strong chin. His azure eyes stared into the distance despite the focus on the drive. His large yet soft masculine hands gripped the steering wheel.

She fell asleep with a smile on her face, thinking of him. The world suddenly slipped away and another time, another world replaced it...

––––––––
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Visegrád, a town landlocked in the Carpathian Basin of Central Europe—1462

The castle structure stretched across the land. The normally tranquil green blades of grass were offset by the fading brown stones against the natural greens and blues of the town. This morning the earth-based shades were covered under a sheet of snow that had fallen not long ago.

Alexandru Drago watched the view overhead as he soared across the sky, unseen by mortals down below. He spotted the magnificent structure as he dove down toward the entrance. The bright white light flashed in front of his face with streams of blood he already knew had been spilt. Vladislav Tepes III, The Son of the Dragon, had been taken by force down into the large castle structure. The subjugation of his enemies had earned him the ominous name of The Impaler. He was third in the line of his forefathers and thus had carried the family name of Draculea (or Dracula). Both titles he wore proudly like a well worn suit of armor.

Now the prince lay in the home of King Matthias Corvinus. The halls within the Visegrád palace lay before Alexandru as he looked ahead. The massive structure was still lined with guards donning their impressive armor. Menacing sabers were sheathed in large scabbards at their side. The sight of the gilded metal would have sent any other man into a heightened state of panic. Alexandru knew how to disperse of them with a wave of his hand, but it was better to remain under their watchful eyes...for now. Soon they would be able to emerge as the true leaders. With Vlad’s “changing” soon at the hand of his conquering, there would not be long to wait.

Right away he made use of his keen senses, seeing the guards near, and smelling the familiar scent of Vlad. It was a thick smell of power laced with sweat and gruel. The scent of blood wrapped around him like a layer, but this wasn’t human blood. It was animals. The lines of the hard stone cell did it’s best to block the familiar scent unique only to the prince. Up ahead, a group of guards had gathered around the stone rimmed well of the inner castle courtyard of the lower castle. The banks of the beautiful blue Danube River streamed within the wall, connecting to the tower to fuel the palace with its water supply.

The prince was not too far now.

Alexandru felt his body threaten to change as he continued ahead. Clanking metal, a warm tunic and soft robes draped around his large form as he walked. The bitter cold bit through his folds. If he had to shift, a thick hide would do well.

Patience.

His time would come soon enough.

Once he reached his destination. He would do well to bide his time.

The bulky walls offered solace to him as he dodged the guards at the walkway up to the citadel. He was surprised at the sparse amount of guards on the way to the cell. They might as well had sent him an invitation.

Alexandru peered up at the massive tall tower peeking out from deep green forestry barely visible through the large flakes of snow. He drew closer, careful not to be seen by the surrounding guards’ watchful eyes. From here he could see the young boyish visage of one of the two guards. The youthful gaze was accentuated by dim grey eyes staring ahead as if in a trance. Not only did Alexandru hold the power of age over this one, he could already tell the mental capacity was limiting as well. This was going to be easy.

The dispatch took a few seconds. He got rid of the larger of the two with a crush of the neck, tossing him to the side. The younger raised his sword in defense, freezing once he met Alexandru’s hardened gaze. The dazed look now was replaced by a true trance once the older Romanian had hold over him.

“The prince of Wallachia is being held within this structure, is he not?” Alexandru asked with a slight lift of his lips.

The young guard lowered his sword with a nod. “He is.”

Alexandru stepped forward, fully aware of his height over the young guard. “You are under strict orders to take me to him. A special assignment, we shall say, that is blessed by our fair King Matthias.”

The guard led him up the citadel, carefully explaining his situation to the others on their way. Alexandru would keep his gift to himself, and gave no expression as he nodded and followed in silence. The smell of blood, thick crimson and bitter copper, filled his lungs with the dank, rusty aged stone structure. The moment he wandered upon the cell housing his prince, he stopped. The cold wintry morning was visible under the rise of the new day outside Vlad’s window. The brown wooded slopes, deeply chiseled grayish russet valleys overlooked the Danube River.

The windowsill, carving the view like the frame of a painting, sat decorated with the dead carcasses of spiders, roaches, and mice. Their bodies propped up like small towers on thick, splintered wood. Alexandru followed the dark shadows moving against the stone ground.

“Printul meu.” Alexandru’s deep voice elicited a slight movement. The hunched over figure turned to look over his shoulder, leaving behind a twitching mouse against another splinter.

Elongated features of a sharp nose, wide penetrating eyes and a thin mouth beneath a thick mustache gazed back at him. The months that passed had done well to wear on him, but still he held the strong determined gaze of a ruler set to reclaim his kingdom. Alexandru was proud as he looked upon his prince.

“My refuge has turned into a sort of asylum,” Vlad said, peering at his surroundings as he stretched out his hands.. “Radu has overtaken my mind as well as my home.”

Alexandru lowered his head slightly at the name of his prince’s half brother. Radu the handsome had used his army to reclaim Wallachia shortly after their leave. Despite the welcoming of the peasants in the area, Matthias was not so eager to house and align with a dethroned prince.

“The walls of Poenari still stand,” Alexandru said softly. “But your wife...” He thought back to the frail body that fell from the open window down toward the Arges River and lowered his head. “She does not live.”

Vlad’s thin form under his tunic stiffened before he fell into a pace around the room. “And the creatures?”

Alexandru hid his confusion with a smile. “Death. Few escaped with reinforcements, but there were not many.”

“They still roam the countryside in numbers. You know the vast number of them that walk this Earth, do you not?”

The shorter Romanian of the two nodded. “I do. The gift that was bestowed upon me is like no other. There are certain strains of us with various abilities that will do well to your liking.”

Vlad turned and approached the gated irons standing between the two. His thin, spindly fingers gripped the frozen bars with ease, steeling himself against the icy metal. His deep eyes bore into Alexandru as he leaned forward. “You will continue.”

“My prince?”

“You will continue what I have started and gather them. My immortality will be enough to regain my throne for eternity. An army of my own immortal creatures to do my bidding, to make me one of them.”

“A creature of the undead that walks the night? Or one that haunts the moon in its beastly form? Or...” Alexandru lifted his chin slightly. Or someone like him.

“Bring me my army that I may rise again.”

“My liege, we bring you the throne. An army under my orders will easily overtake Radu and his Ottomans. If you so choose, I may raise my army—”

Vlad waved his hand with a huff and turned away, silencing him. “I will be the one to take back my throne from my brother’s deceitful acquisitions once I leave these captive bars. You shall form your army under a leader of your choosing. Choose a man you trust with your life and in Wallachia you will await my return.”

Alexandru wasn’t sure about the prince’s wishes. He knew he could bring his own army of immortals and take down Radu’s men as swiftly as he saw the reinforcements break through the Poenari walls. But as he looked at his ruler’s determined gaze, he had to trust him.

“An army I will gather to away your return.” With a bow, he excused himself with the promise.

***
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A loud horn awoke her once again. Ariya sat up in her seat trying to focus on her surroundings and separate imagination from reality. She turned to Jace who looked at her with a sly smile on his handsome face.

“Sleeping pretty heavily there, huh?” he said, reaching over to pull her closes to him. “Must have been pretty exciting.”

She settled into the concave of his arm. Normally his cold skin would have bothered her but the soft, cotton fabric of his shirt offered a comfort along with the unique feel of him. She slipped her hand up to his chest and imagined, for just a moment, the sound of his heartbeat beneath the icy, thick skin. A sound or feeling that would say he was alive. “Why do you say that?”
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