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      There is water on the tiled wood floor. The trail leads to a door. That door is closed. My hand reaches out and pushes it open.

      In the corner of the room, partially concealed amidst the shadows, I see him: damp blond hair, piercing blue eyes that run me through, drenched white shirt sticking to his arched back, water dripping from his fingertips.

      Fear as sharp as my damned fangs rushes through my racing heart, tightening my throat, clenching my stomach. Shuddering, I step back and stop at the room’s threshold. Never once parting my sight from him, I lean against the door that then shuts behind me.

      There is no time to question reality, no time to argue with my reason. The fact is, he’s here and over three hundred years have passed since last we’ve seen each other.

      My quivering lips part and utter the name of dread itself.

      “Viktor?”

      A sardonic smile in reply.

      I close my eyes, and like a child, I pray—for the first time in three centuries, I pray to God that my dead brother disappears.

      One shallow breath and I open my eyes, only to discover that my brother is not gone. God has forsaken me. He’s no longer in the chair. He stands but a few feet away from me—skin tight and shrunken to the bone, the pale luminescence of death as his halo… but he’s no angel.

      A wry grin thins his lips. “It’s time to pay your dues, little brother…” he says.

      “No… This isn’t real. This is a dream, a hideous nightmare. It has to be!”

      “Is it?” His voice is throaty and unnatural, too forced and mechanical to be human. “I was always the monster in your book, but in Father’s eyes there could be no better son.”

      Viktor slowly drags one bare foot after another, leaving a watery trail behind. The wet sweeping sound makes my skin crawl.

      “You left me to drown in that lake,” he says, stirring the darkest of guilts in my accursed spirit. Pain pours into my veins slowly, like thick tar that spoils everything it meets in its wretched path.

      “Get out of my head…” I mumble, taking my trembling fingers to my lips. “Leave!”

      My brother cocks his head. The movement is sharp and too quick, a bizarre mimic of human motion.

      “Fear is a curious thing,” he says, now inches away from me. “Are you frightened, little brother?” He takes a minute to enjoy the moment. “You should be.”
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      “Fuck!” 

      Ivan threw the sheets to the floor, heart racing, thumping hard against his chest. He hauled himself against the headboard and sat on the bed. A quick sweep of his hand removed fine beads of perspiration from his forehead.

      Nightmares such as this had tormented him for centuries, but this time, the dream had been all too real. Dread coursed through his veins, imbued with the adrenaline that made his senses spring to alertness.

      “Viktor is dead. Dead and buried,” Ivan reminded himself, crawling out of bed whilst holding the certainty that a rotting hand would dart beneath the mattress and snatch his ankle.

      He made it to the closet, safe and sound, and put on a fresh t-shirt and jeans.

      The thing about being dead was exactly that. You didn’t get to come back. There were no second chances, no pit stops on the way to heaven or hell, or whatever oblivion awaited in the afterlife.

      However unreal his delusion was, Ivan wouldn’t stay in this room another minute. Convinced it would drive his brother’s memory away, he moved downstairs.

      Daylight perished in pulsing waves as he descended the staircase’s marble steps. It extinguished by the time he reached the foyer. At last, blessed darkness set in, and his heart regained peace.

      In his past, Ivan had buried many a mistake—the wrongings of his mortal life had never once crept back to haunt him. However, there was one regret Ivan carried with him always, a headstone anchored to his bones. Not a day or night transpired that Ivan did not feel it pressing down, sinking his feet into the mud of immortality, each day an inch deeper. His name had haunted him since the day he’d drowned. The horror fixed in his glazing eyes would torment him forever.

      Seeing Alisa again after three hundred years had sent an unexpected shock to his entire system. The repercussions of rekindling the flames of their passion out of the ashes had slowly poured into his life after their last goodbye… One of those dire consequences had everything to do with the name that remained unspoken between them: their brother, Viktor.

      More alive than he’d ever been as his body rotted somewhere in Winterbourne beneath layer upon layer of dirt centuries old, Viktor had crept into Ivan’s dreams and made of them nightmares worth playing in Tales of The Crypt… Ivan had not slept well for the past week, although it seemed longer than that. A little over five years had passed since he’d last seen Alisa, when he’d walked with her to the bus station and kissed her farewell.

      At this point, his lair’s location was no secret to the vampires of the Devil’s Coven. But ever since Jiao Long’s destruction, what few immortals remained loyal to The Dragon had been either executed or exiled from San Francisco.

      Villa Belvedere would always be Ivan’s home; he could not bring himself to sell it. Perhaps part of the reason Ivan refused to let it go was that he secretly hoped one day to find Phillip prowling about the library, buried deep in some poetry book—Yates, he adored Yates.

      As things stood, Ivan was alone tonight. Phillip had gone off the vampire radar; unreachable even to his newly enhanced psychic abilities. Marianne had run off with the Viking Lord, Eirik Bjorn, and they’d established a lair in Venice. Ivan dared not pry into the life of Elizabeth Sharma now that she enjoyed the perks of being a midblood… That left his youngest fledgling, Antoine, whom, like a fortunate Romeo, had rushed in the nick of time to reach Cassandra at the airport and mend the wounds of their love.

      They had triumphed over their abysmal differences. Cassandra was no less than the Deveraux’s heir, the newly appointed Head Witch of the family, while Antoine had fallen to Ivan’s fangs, becoming a fearless vampire. Their unnatural world was no place for witches and blood demons to entwine—Ivan should know. Centuries ago, he’d thought he could prevail upon those differences; but he’d been a fool, of course.

      Like no other creature, Juliette Deveraux had found a way into Ivan’s broken heart, mending it piece by piece with patience and care. And how had he returned her affection? Recklessness did not begin to describe his ill treatment of her… It had been badly done. And although three centuries had passed since, he’d always wondered… Mm. Perhaps there was room in his heart for one more regret.

      “Oh, I’d love to unveil the musings of your mind… I wonder if amidst those thoughts there’s a place for me still.”

      That voice. Ivan knew that voice… But it couldn’t be him.
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      “Dristan?” Ivan took his hand to his gaping mouth. He squinted, unable to trust his vampire sight, and all the while, his heart froze as he contemplated the wonderful possibility of not being fooled by his preternatural senses.

      Yes, there stood his maker. Gorgeous, with a trimmed beard and mustache, and modernly styled ash blond hair, short on the sides and with more length on top. A hint of pride loomed in Dristan’s eyes, precious amber gems that glimmered in the hall’s shadows.

      No. It was impossible. Dristan was dead. Ivan himself had buried him.

      “Are you a ghost?” Ivan whispered, hesitant to turn the light on, lest this wondrous spirit were to fade in the blink of an eye.

      His maker’s brow furrowed. “Dear me,” Dristan mumbled, sweeping his outfit with a scrutinizing glance. “Do I look that bad?”

      Ivan let out a short laugh in disbelief. At once, he pressed the switch, filling the room with warm light that slowly enveloped the handsome blood drinker standing in the hall.

      “Dristan, what the hell?” Ivan said, stepping closer. “You were… dead!” Tears gathered in his eyes. But he wouldn’t run away with the plethora of emotion building up inside him. Not yet.

      Ivan’s unsteady hand landed on Dristan’s chest. Past the smooth fabric of his shirt, his fingers sensed the firmness of the muscles underneath. It became clear then. This was no specter, but truly Ivan’s maker in the flesh: the millenary vampire, Dristan Breck.

      “Are you glad to see me?” Dristan asked. The mellow cadence of his voice calmed Ivan and soothed his anxiety. Few people in the world had such an effect on him.

      “Glad?” Ivan said, stunned with awe. “The term hardly does the feeling any justice.” 

      Words no longer would do. Ivan reached for Dristan’s shoulders and seized him in a heartfelt embrace. His maker not only welcomed this gesture, but returned it with genuine affection. 

      When he buried his face into his maker’s shoulder, cedar and sandalwood filled Ivan’s lungs, a hypnotizing perfume that stirred dusted memories into colorful splashes of life. However subtle, Dristan’s cologne was powerfully alluring, as was the darkness pulsing from his presence.

      Nestled in his Father’s arms for the first time in centuries, a sudden comfort overwhelmed him. Ivan wept in silence. Now was as good a time as any for it.

      “How is this possible?” he asked, stepping back to see his maker again. 

      Dristan, here… in my lair, in San Francisco.

      “I lay dormant inside the shell of my remains, buried in the resting place you so diligently raised for me…” Dristan said, ostensibly self-possessed for someone discussing the minutiae of their own death. “I lay there for decades. Decades turned into centuries until one day, I heard a voice.” He paused. “It was a human voice, that of a grave robber. Luckily for me, he dug the wrong one and found me, a millenary vampire with centuries of built-up bloodlust.”

      Ivan shuddered as he considered the ruthless scene of his maker’s vampiric attack. Lingering upon those thoughts did no good. He closed his eyes and shook his head. “Words fail me, my dearest friend, my Father in Darkness…” he said, still wide-eyed and overwhelmed. “Know that I am beyond anything resembling happiness—but when was this? When did you rise to the world again?”

      Dristan pursed his lips. “The year was 1986,” he said.

      “1986!” Ivan gasped. “But that was decades ago! Why did you not come to me sooner?”

      “Hasty and demanding as ever, I see…” The corner of Dristan’s lips curled. “I wished with all my heart to come to you, my dear boy. But I’m afraid it took a while for me to become acquainted with this unknown world.” He paused. “The wish to see you again pulsed with every beat of my old heart from the moment my eyes opened once more. Please, never doubt it.”

      Ivan took a deep breath to shake off his irritation. He studied his maker’s mortal guise. Dristan’s dark denim trousers would have allowed him a relaxed look had he not chosen to pair them with a wool tweed coat—Maurizio Baldassari, no less. His Father in Darkness had fully adapted to this century’s fashion and culture. Perhaps he really had prolonged this meeting for fear of seeming out of sync with the modern world; it would certainly flatter Ivan that Dristan would’ve taken over thirty years of preparation to meet his expectations.

      “You were in no hurry for this day to arrive…” Ivan mumbled. “What made you come?” He was incapable of holding his tongue. Curiosity had taken over bewilderment and happiness, to the point of caring little about minding his manners, which were so forlorn to Ivan nowadays.

      “Do you really not know?” Dristan gave him a meaningful stare.

      I am beyond words, flabbergasted and bemused. Interpret my silence, Father of mine. I am clueless.

      “You did it,” Dristan said. “Against my every warning, you drank from the Source.”

      “Oh, I see…” Ivan mused, oddly disappointed. He lowered his chin and turned to the chimney. Fear stirred inside his wretched heart that when he looked back, Dristan would have vanished into thin air, and he’d then realize this had been a dream.

      Ivan looked over his shoulder. There was Dristan, patiently waiting for an answer. He sighed in relief. “I didn’t plan to, if that helps my case.” Ivan gave him a wry smile. “I had no other choice, Dristan. What’s going to happen to me now?”

      “Well, for one thing, you’ve caused quite a commotion on the other side of the world.” Dristan raised his brow, gentle in his demeanor, despite the harshness of his words. “Other millenaries have sensed your reawakening, as did I, and they’re not at all pleased.”

      “I don’t give a fig about them.” Ivan turned. “I’m asking about you. Will you disown me now that I’ve gone against your rules?” He stepped closer, locked in a daze as he realized yet again that the man standing before him was no specter, but his maker—flesh, blood, and bones. Would the shock ever go away?

      “Mm.” Dristan bit his lower lip. “My disapproval… is that really your greatest concern?”

      “It is,” Ivan said, adamant.

      “I should be angry,” his maker mumbled, looking towards the living room. Through the sliding glass doors, the Golden Gate Bridge twinkled in the distance. “And perhaps for a few days, I was.” Dristan shrugged “But not anymore.” He dug his hands into his pants pockets and squared his shoulders. His hazel eyes glimmered with delight as they landed on Ivan. “I am so glad to see you, Ivan. You’ve become the vampire my heart so desperately desired.”

      “Have I?” Ivan mused, cynical as he’d ever been. He paced in the hall, lured by the living room’s view of the bridge, and the clear night sky with its myriad titillating stars.

      Ivan stopped at the living room’s threshold, and folding his arms over his chest, he leaned his body against the door’s jamb.

      “You’ve gone against our brethren’s every dogma, and you’ve broken almost every rule in the Dark Veil, my young fledgling.” Dristan drew closer, compelled either by the view or his offspring. Perhaps both.

      His maker’s hand landed on Ivan’s shoulder, a comforting gesture he’d greatly missed. “We shall see what consequences this Drink will bring,” he added. “But whatever they may be, we will face them… together.”

      A genuine smile bloomed on Ivan’s lips. “I like the sound of that,” he said. Ivan adored the undeniable intimacy rekindled between them, but he liked the implication of Dristan’s remark even more. His maker’s presence was more than a social call. Dristan had come here to stay.

      “That is one stunning view.” Dristan suggested they enter the living room. Ivan nodded and followed him inside.

      “How long have you been in San Francisco?” Ivan asked, akin to mortal’s customary chitchat.

      “Not enough to drink up the wonders this city has to offer,” he said, enthralled by the panoramic.

      His maker’s choice of word in such a context thrilled Ivan beyond measure. “I’m sure that can be arranged,” he said in a husky voice, moving towards Dristan with fierce determination. “I happen to know the best place in town to—”

      A heavy metal version of the Badinerie abruptly went off. The burst of escalating electric guitars resounded in the living room.

      Dristan frowned. “Is that… Bach?” His denouncing gaze wandered about the room, searching for the ringtone’s origin.

      Ivan’s cheeks flushed. “Do not judge me,” he muttered, dipping his hand between the sofa’s cushions. “I’ve gotten enough of that from Phillip.” The melody reached the end, only to start again. “Where’s that damned thing?” On his knees, he looked under the couch, and sure enough, there was his cellphone. Not unusual to find his phone in such random places, since he’d often send the blasted thing flying across the room.

      Who would even call him at this hour?

      Ivan pressed the dial, hasty to silence that wretched ringtone. He set the phone on speaker mode because the bourgeois in him wanted to brag about how accustomed he’d become to this contemporary lifestyle.

      “What’s up?” Ivan said, sitting on the carpeted floor. He sighed, relaxing his head against the sofa.

      “Ivan, what took you so long?” The voice from the phone belonged to the Somerset boy, his youngest Son in Darkness.

      “Antoine? Why on earth would you call me through this thing?” Ivan said, smiling as he threw a quick glance at his maker. “Use your psychic skills like any other vampire, would you? I have vampiric super powers now. I could pick up the message, you know.”

      “I can’t. Psychic stuff doesn’t work for me, and I really don’t need one of your lectures right now, d’accord?” Antoine begrudgingly said.

      “Fine, have it your way.” He shrugged with indolence. “What’s so important that it couldn’t wait until you got home? By the way, where are you? I haven’t seen you in days!”

      “That’s just it, Ivan. I’m not in the city.” Antoine paused. “I’m in Paris.”

      “What?” Speaker off. Ivan pulled the phone close to his ear and got on his feet. “When did you leave? Never mind that. Why are you there?”

      “I had to see Cassie... But that’s not why I’m calling.” He hesitated to speak. Antoine’s jittery voice unsettled Ivan to the core. “There’s been an accident…”

      “What do you mean, an accident? How is Cassandra? What the hell happened?” Ivan’s heart pounded hard in his ears. Such shortness of breath assaulted him, he became dizzy. No, no… I cannot lose another Deveraux.

      “There was a car crash.” Antoine heaved a sharp sigh. “Cassie broke her ankle. She’s recovering at home.”

      “At Deveraux Manor, yes...” Ivan mumbled, trying to shed off his distress. “So, that’s good news.”

      Ivan’s offspring sobbed in silence.

      “Antoine?” he asked almost in a whisper, standing by the glass doors in search of a thread of sanity beyond the evening sea. “Is there anything else?

      “She wasn’t alone in the car,” he added. “Her cousin was with her.”

      “Jeanette?” Had something happened to her? Ivan was at his wit’s end, and Antoine’s reticent behavior only made matters worse.

      “She’s in a coma.” Antoine sniffed, then harrumphed, struggling to gather himself once more.

      “Bloody hell…” Ivan bit hard on his lower lip until the taste of blood struck his tongue, sending a thrilling spark through his entire system.

      A minute of silence sailed between them.

      “Ivan?” Antoine asked with the same restless voice. “What should I do? Should I do something to help Jeanette heal?”

      “No!” Ivan blurted out. Making a vampire out of a Deveraux witch—that was unthinkable. “You can’t, Antoine. You’re too young to even attempt such a transformation on your own.”

      “Then you must come, Ivan. I’m at the end of my tether here…” His voice broke off. “If things take a turn for the worst, I don’t know that Cassandra can take it. She’s been through so much already.” Antoine took a deep breath. “One more blow might push her over the edge... You know it’s happened before. I’m afraid she might—”

      “She won’t.” Ivan was adamant and harsh as he cut off his fledgling.

      “Cassie needs you, Ivan. The family needs you... Hell, I need you.” Antoine gave him a short, mirthless laugh despite his gloomy frame of mind.

      Ivan placed a hand over the cold pane of glass. His vacant stare drifted to the quiet sea. How peaceful it seemed on the surface...

      “Ivan?”

      “I have to go,” Ivan said. “I’ll call you back. Send Cassie my love.”

      He pressed the dial, ending the call.

      “Troubling news, my boy?” Dristan asked, meeting him by the doors. 

      “How did you...?” he turned to say, but then Ivan stopped. “Vampire hearing is most acute, isn’t it?”

      Dristan nodded. A bitter smile stretched his lips. “It’s a shame you should leave upon my arrival.”

      “Leave?” Ivan knitted his brow. What the devil was he saying?

      “To Paris, to see the girls who suffered the accident,” Dristan added. Genuine concern twinkled in his eyes. How marvelous to catch a glimpse of humanity in someone as ancient as him. It filled Ivan’s heart with a strange sense of hope, gave him something to look forward to in the centuries to come.

      “Paris?” Ivan repeated. “I haven’t set a foot in Paris in ages… No, I cannot go back,” shaking his head. “Too many memories.”

      “That family needs you,” Dristan said, and his voice was free from prejudice; detached and analytical. He simply stated an undeniable fact, and Ivan hated him for pointing it out.

      Dristan slipped his hand into his coat’s pocket. He pulled out a slim cellphone and swept the screen with his finger with vampiric agility.

      “What’s that?” Ivan said, moving closer. “What are you doing?”

      “Booking a flight to Paris,” Dristan mumbled, holding the phone between both hands and texting with his thumbs like a pro. “Will two first-class tickets be all right?” He raised his brow.

      Dristan, oh Dristan. Will you join me in this adventure? The thought made Ivan smile, regardless of his inner turmoil.

      “Dear God… I know I should go, but my stomach churns at the thought of returning to La Ville Lumière,” Ivan whispered

      Ivan’s Immortal Father stopped texting to lift his gaze from the screen. “Are you being serious?” he asked, perplexed. “The powerful blood of our preternatural forefathers flows in your veins… What is there to fear?”

      His maker’s interest was real. So, even when Ivan had skillfully avoided the subject for centuries, he found himself obliged to give an answer.

      “Cruel demons,” Ivan replied.

      “What demons are those?” Dristan asked, intrigued.

      “The one’s that spawned from my past choices,” he said, gliding his fingers through his hair. “Guilt, regret, despair…” Yes, it was wonderful to have his Father in Darkness back after hundreds of years—he was alive. Dristan had survived Alisa’s attack. And yes, Ivan should have been ecstatic, planning the perfect hunt outing for them both… But Antoine’s phone call had changed everything. The truth was the sole thought of setting a foot in Paris haunted him more than his brother ever had.

      “The past is dead and buried.” Dristan glided into the couch, never once taking his eyes off his fledgling.

      Ivan followed his maker’s example and sat on the Chesterfield opposite him. “That may well be,” he said, “but its sins linger on.”

      Dristan leaned back in the seat, putting on hold his texting with the travel agency. He tilted his head, narrowing his eyes as he spoke. “Is there such a thing as an eternal sin? If there is, then surely it is unforgivable.”

      “That’s exactly my point,” Ivan said under his breath. “There cannot be redemption after what I did.”

      A frown knitted Dristan’s eyebrows, tracing fine lines around his eyes. “I must know. What is this sin of yours?” he asked, folding his arms over his chest.

      Ivan remained silent, uncertain whether to speak the words that had secretly tormented him for the past three centuries. Saying them out loud would make them all too real, too unsettling perhaps.

      “Walking away from love,” he said at last.

      Dristan crossed his legs in a figure four fashion, letting all guard down. “When was that?” he asked. “Loyalty and faithfulness were all I ever knew of you towards Alisa.”

      His maker’s nonchalant demeanor as he mentioned the vampire who killed him sent shivers down Ivan’s back. “This was before then,” Ivan said, scratching his chin. “I don’t suppose you’ll remember… Her name was Juliette Deveraux.” Hearing her name had given a jolt to his heart, quickening its pace vigorously.

      “The witch?” Dristan casually said.

      Impressive. “Ah, so you do remember,” Ivan said. “Even after all these years, nothing escapes you, old man.”

      “How could I forget?” Dristan scoffed. “You spoke of little else back then, the last time we were reunited, in Venice…” He paused. “I’d always suspected she’d been the one to abandon you.”

      “And why would you assume that was the case?” Ivan leaned forward.

      “It was only natural.” Dristan glided his fingers on the couch’s arm. “The minute you became a blood drinker, she would have ended all contact with you… Witches hate vampires, you know.”

      “That’s a rather strong statement.” Ivan couldn’t help raising his brow. “What makes you say that, I wonder? Any witches in your past, Dristan?” Now he was teasing his maker and enjoying every second of it.

      Dristan shook his head. “None,” he said. He almost looked disappointed. “I’m afraid magic has eluded me all my life, save the Gift, of course.” A sour smile danced on his lips. “I can only speak from what I’ve learned from others.”

      “Well, Juliette did not leave me,” Ivan said under his breath. “I left her.” The words carved a deeper wound in his soul as he spoke them.

      “Sounds like a hard thing to do,” Dristan blurted.

      Ivan fixed his empty stare on him. “She was the light in the darkness of my curse,” he whispered, echoing the words he’d once spoken to his beloved Juliette.

      “Did your choice have anything to do with Alisa?” Dristan asked, and again, his tone was detached. Curious that no hatred filtered through his voice as he pronounced her name.

      “No,” Ivan said wryly. “It had everything to do with her.”

      His Father in Darkness sniggered. “Do you regret making that choice?” A hint of mischief shone in his eyes. “Is that one of the demons that haunts you?”

      “Oh, it’s complicated,” Ivan rebuffed. “With her, everything is… But I think what tortures me the most is considering what could have been had I summoned the courage to defy the forces that played against Juliette and me…” He sighed heavily. “It’s useless to speak of it now.”

      Dristan’s cellphone beeped.

      “Hold that thought,” his maker said, checking the screen with a frown. “Ah! Our tickets have been confirmed.”

      Ivan winced, scratching the back of his neck. “Listen,” he said, shifting in the seat as though it pricked him with a thousand needles. “I don’t know about this…”

      “Our Uber ride is here,” Dristan added.

      “Dristan, what the hell?” Ivan all but hissed.

      “As I said, it took some time, but I’ve become acquainted with the world’s technology…” He rose from the couch, tall and well built, as handsome as he’d ever been. “Just enough to survive.”

      “More than that, I’d say.” Ivan mirrored his maker’s gesture and got on his feet.
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      She came from the void. A dark, dense cloud enveloped her in muffled silence. And from this place of serene solitude, she saw everything, knew everything. Time and space condensed in that latent state as years drifted into decades, decades meshed into centuries.

      A parlor with no tea set, a waiting room without end… driven by the sole thought of finding her way back. That constant desire raised her awareness at all times, until one day, a door opened. Light crept into the darkness, and she followed her way home. And it was as if that waiting room had never existed, and the stillness of the void had been the longest dream.

      Had it all been a dream? She could not say for certain. Her eyes opened to a dimly lit room. She lay on a bed with the most uncomfortable mattress, hard and wrapped with cheap cotton linens. A strong chemical scent violently penetrated her nostrils. Revolting.

      Many obscure mechanical contrivances surrounded her: a diversity of tubes and colorful screens that blinked and beeped.

      Panic slowly crept inside her.

      Where am I?

      She tried to speak the words, but no sound came through. Tears loomed in her eyes as the first signs of pain appeared, blinding as they pulsed hard in her arms and legs. Her throat hurt, too. There was a tube stuck inside her mouth.

      One quick glance about the room told her she was not alone. A young woman sat beside her. She had long dark brown hair and grey eyes like the stormy sea that revealed immense suffering. This woman was in far more pain that her. She gathered her hands on her lap and wept in silence.

      A man entered the room. Unnatural light beamed off his skin. Anyone who’d witness such glamour would have confused him with an angel. But she knew better. He was a vampire.

      Sullen, as he slipped a cup of tea between the woman’s fingers, the vampire stood at the foot of the bed.

      “You should be resting,” the vampire whispered, “at home.”

      “Why are you still here?” the woman said, hurt tinging her voice.

      “I told you,” he replied dryly, slipping his hands inside his pants pockets. “I’m not leaving you alone.”

      “How considerate.” The woman’s lips stretched in a wry smile. She put away the paper cup on the table next to her.

      I must remove this tube from my mouth.

      Her arms were too weak. She barely managed to raise a few fingers. Her struggle set off a distress signal on one of the screens. Red numbers blinked, and the machinery beeped loudly.

      The dark-haired woman looked up at her.

      Yes, look at me. Help me, quickly!

      “Jeanette?” the woman whispered. Her bloodshot eyes flew open. “Jeanette!” She got on her feet. Not without meeting some difficulty. She wore a strange black boot strapped to her right foot, burdensome. “Antoine, she’s awake!”
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      Ivan touched the screen to change the movie for the fifth time in the past hour. Although the options were many, and he still found himself in awe of this century’s travel amenities, Ivan could not find a moment’s peace.

      What am I doing here? Why would I jump into this on a whim? Is Dristan’s influence over me that powerful?

      “Much as I enjoy your company after centuries of estrangement, your restlessness is most displeasing, my boy.” Dristan’s eyes remained closed. Silent as he had been during the entire flight, reclined in the leather seat with the woolen cap shading his eyes, Ivan had thought he’d been sleeping—obviously not.

      “Why am I doing this?” Ivan mumbled.

      “It was the most convenient form of travel to Paris.” His maker’s lips curled in a teasing smile.

      “That’s hardly amusing…” Ivan gave him a mirthless laugh. “At what time will we get there?”

      “We should arrive at Charles Du Gaulle Airport at exactly 6:45 PM,” Dristan replied, eyes still closed, impassible in his reclined seat.

      “How will we get to Deveraux Manor? I highly doubt I’ll recognize the city…” Ivan mumbled, turning off the wretched screen.

      Dristan removed his woolen cap. His hazel eyes fixed on Ivan with the harshest stare. “I’ve already secured our transportation.” 

      “Oh, really?” Ivan asked, surprised. Look at my millenary maker, so adapted to the twenty-first century. “And how on earth did you manage that?”

      Dristan sniggered. “I have an app.” He slipped his cap on once more and nestled back in the comfy seat. “Now, would you mind? We have little less than an hour until we land, and I would very much like to catch some sleep before we do.” 

      It took much effort on Ivan’s part not to burst into laughter. Seeing his maker so installed in his mortal role could only make him smile. 

      “I must call Antoine,” Ivan said, suddenly realizing he’d forgotten all about his offspring. Something about his tone had unsettled him. It didn’t take being a vampire to realize there was more to Antoine’s distress than mere concern. “He’s left me a dozen voice messages ever since we left the house… Telepathic communication doesn’t come easy to him.”

      “And have you listened to any of them?”

      “No. I haven’t set up the damned thing,” he grumbled. “People don’t usually call me, you know.”

      “Send him a text,” Dristan added in a groggy voice.

      “A text?” Cellphone in hand, Ivan frowned. “Do you think the signal might disrupt the call?”

      “Send him a text so I don’t have to hear you babbling on and I can finally get some sleep.” Dristan smirked and then turned his back to Ivan, hugging his little pillow. And such was the petition of the powerful millenary vampire, Dristan Breck.

      “I am so glad you’re with me,” Ivan whispered in the lowest of voices. The statement came with no reply, but he knew well the answer his maker withheld. 

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the flight attendant announced over the speakers, “we have begun our descent onto Paris. Please turn off all portable electronic devices...”

      Dristan growled and tossed the pillow behind his neck.

      

      They walked out of the airport’s entrails, engulfed in a jostling horde of tourists and businessmen. As evening set, life sizzled in Paris as it had in the days of Ivan’s youth. A sudden wave of nostalgia overcame him, and it was not the roaring twenties that leapt into his mind, but the time when he’d first visited La Ville Lumière on the Grand Tour…

      “Antoine never answered my text,” Ivan mumbled, pressing the dial to call his fledgling. It ringed a few times. He’s not picking up the phone either.

      “Our car should be here any minute.” Dristan walked up to the edge of the sidewalk, his preternatural eyes scanning each car plate passing close by. He couldn’t care less about Ivan’s concerns, could he?

      A sudden sense of foreboding took hold of Ivan’s heart, freezing it under crooked claws. “This was a mistake,” he mumbled. “I shouldn’t have come here.” Every preternatural instinct inside him screamed to run back inside the airport, and he would have done it, hadn’t Dristan held him in place with a gentle hand pressed on his shoulder.

      “Will you look at that? There’s a lovely coffee shop across the street,” Dristan said, pointing at the small establishment. “You used to be a great lover of coffee…”

      Ivan smirked. “A great wine lover too,” he laughed off despite his frame of mind. He turned to his Father in Darkness, scanning him with narrowing eyes. “I know what you’re trying to do, Dristan,” he said.

      His maker frowned and pouted his lips, a gesture that would have been impossibly attractive had it not meant feigned confusion.

      “You’re trying to distract me,” Ivan continued. “It will not work.”

      Dristan passed an arm around his fledgling’s shoulders. “Oh, Ivan… Do you remember how many times you spoke about your Paris during our stay in Venice?” He sighed. “There’s no city like La Ville Lumière, I’ve traveled enough to know my heart belongs to Paris… I had to hear you go on and on about the beatitudes of this place! Well, here we are now… Show me why this city shines like no other. Or don’t. Either way, one thing is certain. You are not getting back on that plane, not until you’ve seen those girls and you’ve made sure they recover from their wounds.”

      Ivan’s lips parted, ready to throw his rebuttal. Suddenly, a car stopped in front of them. It was a Mercedes SLK 500, sparkling silver with dark-tainted windows. The driver opened the door and walked around the vehicle to meet them. “Monsieur Dristan Breck?” he asked.

      Dristan nodded.

      The driver picked up Ivan’s light suitcase and stored it in the car’s trunk. He then opened the door to the backseat. “Messieurs,” he said.

      Stretching his lips, Dristan—the satisfied fiend—slipped inside the car and patted the seat, beckoning Ivan to join him.

      “Oh, come on…” Dristan taunted. “You’ll be all right. You’ll see.”

      Ivan pursed his lips. There was no refusing his maker, was there? He rolled his eyes back. “Fine,” he said under his breath, stepping inside the vehicle.

      This is it, Ivan. There’s no going back now.

      Ivan had never considered himself the kind of immortal that anchored to the past, at least not in the material sense. The last time he’d been here, he’d promised himself never to return. Too much pain lingered in his beloved City of Lights… Would he be strong enough to face the ghosts of his past life and revisit the memories of the one he loved and lost in the garden of Deveraux Manor?

      As the car dipped into the evening traffic, Ivan came to terms with his struggle: Cassandra needed him more than ever as poor Jeanette’s life pended from a frail thread.

      Long ago, he’d made a vow to look after the Deveraux lineage—Juliette’s lineage. He meant to keep that promise.

      There could be no better reason to return to Paris.

      His Paris.
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      A century had passed since the last time Ivan had set foot in Deveraux Manor. Those had been the days when the witches’ legacy had befallen to the hands of the wonderfully wicked Katherine Deveraux, a woman who’d stolen his heart at the height of the 1920s. And how could she not have, when Juliette’s charm and devastating allure coursed through her blood?

      Blow upon blow of powerful memories stormed inside his mind as the imposing iron-forged gates opened. Leaping over those gates to meet Juliette Deveraux in secret was an image that chased him all the way up to the grand manor.

      In the distance, the estate’s copse rose with its mythical garden, forlorn as it always had been… The place was crawling with magic.

      As they reached the front porch, the vehicle came to a full stop.

      Ivan peered through the window, comforted by the sight of Cassandra standing outside, waiting to meet them.

      She leaned against one of the facade’s Corinthian columns holding a pair of steel crutches, dark brown shoulder-length hair dancing in the wind. She wore a medical device on her left leg, a black boot that made her look part-cyborg.

      The most peculiar creature sat beside Cassandra. A puppy. The small breed animal had golden hair and a small coil between its ears, tied with a red ribbon.

      “Stunning…” Dristan said, slightly pushing Ivan as he peered through the window, sweeping the facade with a quick glance.

      “This is it,” Ivan said under his breath, spreading his clammy hands over his knees.

      Dristan returned to his seat. “You’ve survived countless ordeals.” He gave Ivan a knowing look. “You will survive this one too.”

      “Wait. Aren’t you coming?” Ivan asked. Now he was panicking a little. Was Dristan sending him alone to face his demons? No. He was supposed to be his Virgil and lead him through the rings of hell for a safe passage!

      Dristan shook his head. “One of us must lease our lodgings, don’t you think?”

      “None of that,” Ivan said with a frown. Then leaning forward, he spoke to the driver: “Rue Saint Thomas d’Aquin, 1. I trust you’ll find my Parisian lair more than suitable.” Centuries ago, Dristan had picked him up from his mortal blundering; he had opened Ivan’s eyes to a new reality, and in that process, he’d provided him with every treasure Ivan could have dreamed about. He couldn’t help smiling at the fact that it now rested upon him to provide comfortable accommodation to his maker.

      “I’m sure it will be extraordinary,” Dristan said, “as is everything you touch.”

      Warmth rose in Ivan’s face. For a split second, he felt genuinely glad to step out of the car.

      “I’ll see you there,” Ivan said before he closed the door.

      The car drove off. As Ivan looked back, Cassandra turned away and entered the house, followed by her new pet.

      What is this? No grand welcoming? I flew across the wretched pond for this?

      Sure, she’d been through a terrible accident, but did that really mean she should not be overjoyed to see him? Vexed at Cassandra’s detached attitude, Ivan followed her into the house.

      The interior’s radiance rendered him breathless at once, as though it were the first time he’d ever crossed those doors. High stuccoed ceilings, pristine white walls, and immaculate white marble floors mirrored the warm light of the central crystal chandelier.

      It took him a few deep breaths to settle his quickened heartbeat, overwhelmed as he was. The home itself seemed larger than life, more imposing than he’d remembered. The air was cold as the grave, despite the roaring hearth nearby. And still, standing in Deveraux Manor filled his heart with warmth.

      As Ivan stared at the grand staircase, he could have sworn he’d sensed Juliette’s presence, ready to descend the steps and rush to meet him with a loving embrace… Perhaps part of her essence still lingered in these halls. 

      Ivan sighed. He swept the room with a glance, recognizing bronze clocks, marble effigies, and antique mirrors as he ambled towards the hearth where Cassandra patiently waited.

      Now that he stood close to her, Ivan took an interest in analyzing Cassie’s appearance. Her pale skin and sunken cheeks caught his attention, as did the dark circles that framed her stormy eyes. Perhaps Jeanette’s condition had taken a turn for the worst. Perhaps Cassandra only needed more time to recover from the accident and the toll it had taken on her spirit… Even so, Ivan had expected his visit would bring a spark of joy to her face. Yet she remained self-possessed and detached, as if he were a stranger.

      “You came,” she said with a sullen voice.

      “I came because Antoine left me no choice…” Ivan paced in the grand hall, fearing he’d stumble upon the formidable George Deveraux, Katherine’s father. The old man must have been turning in his grave because of his presence in his ancestral home. 

      “He would never have called you here unless it was important…” she said.

      “Where is Antoine, by the way?”

      “He had to leave.” Cassie bit her lower lip.

      “Leave, where?” Of course, Ivan would ask.

      “He’s at Luxembourg…” Tears shimmered in her eyes. She swallowed hard. “He wouldn’t leave until he knew you were on your way here.”

      “Is something wrong, Cassandra?” Ivan had to know. “Listen, becoming head of the most powerful family of witches might be a pill hard to swallow… But we’ve been over this before, remember? This is who you are. Come what may, you are perfectly capable of managing the family’s affairs.”

      Cassandra gave him a wry smile. “And on that note, let us move this conversation to the studio.” She grabbed her clutches and turned away. 

      “Oh…” Ivan mumbled, haunted by the words. “The studio.” His mouth suddenly went dry.

      “This must be kind of difficult for you, I’m sure…” 

      “Difficult doesn’t begin to describe it…” Ivan scoffed, following her through the vast hall.

      “Come on, Pixie!” she said, looking down. The small pup suddenly came out of nowhere, tail wiggling, happy as it could be.

      “I didn’t know you had a dog,” Ivan said, making casual conversation in hopes that it would break the tension.

      “Oh, Pixie isn’t mine. She’s Jeanette’s.” Cassandra half smiled. “Do you like dogs?”

      “I like big dogs,” he said. “Growing up, I used to have mastiffs. Gorgeous animals. I don’t care much for the smaller breeds,” he added, wrinkling his nose.

      Pixie whimpered and sprung close to Cassie, leaping like a rabbit.

      “Don’t worry about him, Pixie. Ivan is safe,” Cassie said, looking down at the pup with an endearing gaze. “He won’t bite.”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” Ivan teased, raising an eyebrow. A brief laugh escaped through his lips.

      Cassandra rolled her eyes back, unamused by his game. 

      They entered a long pavilion with white arched ceilings and checkered marble floors. The Portrait Gallery. Tall windows lined up the side that offered a view of the courtyard, while the other side’s wall contained the paintings of the many Deveraux witches who’d played the role of leaders to their kin at some point in history; from the latest to the first, the Grand Witch Camille.

      Ivan had ambled those corridors more times than he’d care to remember. And although they now appeared cheerful with dashes of greenery spread about here and there, the long walk to the study room still raised the hair on the back of his neck. Perhaps Cassie could tell of his apprehension, as Ivan had remained quiet for a while.

      He stopped as they reached the end of the gallery, right before the last portrait hanging on the wall. The faint scent of turpentine caught his interest. This portrait was new.

      Ivan looked up.

      “Ah, there you are…” he said, staring at the woman in the painting.

      “Yes, that’s me,” Cassie said nervously.

      He clasped his hands behind his back, fascinated by each stroke of painting that blended to shape Cassandra’s youthful face. “The youngest Head Witch in the family…” he mumbled.

      “Not really.” Cassandra moved closer. “Juliette was seventeen when she was chosen.”

      The name sent a powerful blow to his stomach. He noticed then that Juliette’s portrait hung next to Cassie’s.

      “I remember…” Ivan said, longing clutching his heart.

      “Whoever hung this made a mistake,” Cassie added, frazzled. “I shouldn’t be on this side of the gallery.” She paused. “I should have this moved…”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” he was quick to reply. “You’re in good company.” Juliette’s vivid green eyes fixed on him from the other side of the canvas. The artist had captured her witty stare, and that spark of mischief that had made her the most alluring of creatures.

      Cassie pursed her lips and nodded.

      “Does it look the same?” she asked, gently pulling him away from the wall. “The manor, I mean.”

      “Hauntingly so.” Ivan paused to look back at the pavilion’s hallway. “Minor changes here and there.” He furrowed his brow. “How can something remain so unspoiled by the tread of time?”

      She lowered her chin and looked him dead in the eye. “Really?” Cassie stopped at the studio’s door, gripping the pommel.

      “Oh, fine… But I’m a vampire, dear.” He shrugged. “Houses are not meant to remain the same throughout centuries; otherwise, they’d be museums.”

      “It’s one of the Deveraux rules,” Cassie said. “We’re not allowed to meddle with the architecture or the main interior design…” She slid the doors open, revealing a welcoming room, where the sight of greenery tangled with deep burgundy oriental rugs, and rich tobacco leather chesterfields framed a blazing hearth ahead.

      “The endless Deveraux rules…” Ivan sniggered, following her inside. “Who wrote them? Who the hell knows, right?”

      “I may have written a few,” a voice said.

      Ivan scanned the room with his vampiric eyes, yet he did not find the woman who’d spoken. He stepped further in, determined in his quest.

      She sat by the window behind a pair of tall philodendrons. Through the leaves, Ivan glimpsed her profile, gleaming under the dim amber light of a Tiffany lamp. Hers was a delicate face, with high cheekbones, a chiseled nose, and pouting lips full of youth.

      The woman held a book in her hands, which she pretended to read, for she could not have read a word while knowing herself observed by him.

      “You?” Ivan asked, pushing the leaves aside. The woman turned, flustered, as she batted her long brown eyelashes. “Don’t get me wrong, but you’re a bit too young to have forged the bedrock of this family’s history.” Who was this woman, anyway?

      “This is… Jeanette,” Cassandra said, as though she’d read Ivan’s thoughts, which would have been impossible, of course. “Do you remember her?”

      “I do,” he said, finding it difficult to look away from her. Hardly surprising, given his inclination to feed his curiosity. “It’s been a while.”

      Jeanette closed the book without hurry. She swept him with a frosty look that made him shudder. Something about this woman made Ivan uneasy; he couldn’t pinpoint what it was.

      Pixie suddenly brushed his leg on her way to meet her owner. Inches away from Jeanette, the dog’s ears stiffened. Pixie then crouched and sneered, revealing her tiny yet pointy fangs. The small pup growled at Jeanette, then started barking incessantly—pesky creature.

      “Bad Pixie!” Cassie said, scolding her with a moving finger. “Be quiet!”

      Jeanette glanced at the pup with utter indolence, completely detached from the creature, careless of its behavior and existence. 

      “Pixie, come here!” Cassandra all but hissed.

      The dog finally obeyed, prancing to meet Cassie with a joyous strut. Indeed, one would have thought she was the pet’s owner and not Jeanette… But what about Jeanette? Was she not supposedly on the brink of death?

      “I thought you’d be at the hospital…” Ivan mumbled, but his words sailed through unheard by the women.

      “Mademoiselle...” A man appeared at the doorway, dressed in a black uniform. He was the butler. The white shirt with the Windsor-cut collar gave it away. “There’s a man on the telephone asking for you,” he said. “Monsieur Antoine Somerset.”

      Cassandra pursed her lips. And that was as much of a reaction as she would show. “I should get that,” she said in a low voice, not particularly thrilled to take the call. “Jon, will you please take Pixie? It’s time for her dinner.”

      The butler nodded. He gathered Pixie in his arms and waited by the door with the gravitas of an imperial guard.

      “Bon, I’ll leave you two for a moment,” Cassie said.

      “Go ahead.” Ivan ushered her to the door. “We’ll do just fine.”
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        * * *

      

      Jeanette Deveraux had lost her parents at the tender age of five. Her grandmother, Annette, had welcomed her into Deveraux Manor that very day. She’d adopted Jeanette legally as her own a year later.

      Ivan had met her once before, years ago. She and Cassandra had traveled to San Francisco to visit their uncle, John. Back then, seeing the orphan child, if only from afar, had piqued his interest, especially given the tragedy that preceded her name... Needless to say, the woman sitting before him now was nothing like the girl he remembered.

      “Ivan Lockhart,” Jeanette said. Her delicate fingers fidgeted with the black ribbon tied around her silk blouse’s neck. Her black and red tartan skirt rode up over her toned thighs when she crossed her legs.

      “Mm… Let me see you,” she added, rising from the seat. Her pupils flared as she moved closer. “You’re as handsome as ever… The clothes and hairstyle are different, but you have not changed.”

      She had quite the memory, hadn’t she?

      “I’m afraid I can’t say the same about you,” Ivan spoke plainly. “You’ve certainly changed since last we met.”

      “Have I?” she asked with feigned innocence. “How so?”

      “Well, for starters, you’re older,” Ivan said, hinting a smirk. “And your introvert nature has gone out the window from what I can tell.”

      “Is that a bad thing, Ivan?” she asked, now standing inches away from him. “I’ve heard you have a weakness for bold women.” Lust glittered in her eyes.

      Ivan started. “Are you… flirting with me?” He was a vampire. He knew a thing or two about seduction.

      “Do you want me to?” Jeanette’s sultry voice rendered him breathless.

      “Oh… No, no…” Ivan stepped back, shaking his head. “Neither of us wants that to happen.”

      “Perhaps I do,” she said, tempting him further.

      “You don’t know what you’re saying,” Ivan mumbled, backing away from her as if she had the plague. “The concussion must have been more serious than I thought… Although, you seem quite well for someone who’s been in a coma,” folding his arms over his chest. “No broken arms, legs?” Ivan harrumphed. He immediately avoided her powerful stare.

      Jeanette lowered her gaze and choked a laugh. The second she managed to keep a straight face, she looked up. “I am a fast healer,” she said, narrowing the distance between them once again. 

      Standing so close to her, the soft scent of jasmines penetrated his lungs. Such a familiar fragrance. Delightful, yet overwhelming at the same time… A sudden dizzying spell took over him. Was he going to faint?

      “Do I make you nervous?” she asked, secretly amused.

      “Of course not,” Ivan lied. He made an effort to appear untouched by her alluring spell, although his face flushed and his old heart raced beyond any understanding.

      Their eyes locked in a powerful stare that spoke volumes without words. Anxiety and restlessness on his part, eagerness and hope on hers… In this nearness, he noticed the subtle change in her. “Your eyes…” he whispered, leaning forward. Ivan drew a hand close to her face and pulled back a lock of her hair to see more clearly. “They’re different.” They were violet, bright like amethysts. Ivan remembered them being green.

      But there was something else. Something that sent shivers down his spine: even though the room’s generous lighting bathed their surface, Ivan could not see himself reflected in her eyes.

      Was he imagining this?

      “A gift from the accident,” she said under her breath, plummeting onto the Chesterfield couch. “Ocular trauma took away the color… They only seem violet, but they’re really not.”

      “I don’t mean to upset you,” he said, ashamed.

      “Is it my appearance?” she suddenly asked with adorable naiveté while rising from the seat. “Do you dislike this body?”

      She’s gone mad!

      “Jeanette, I don’t think we should be having this conversation…” Ivan said, transfixed by her beauty. “And no, your body is fine,” he added. “More than fine, actually.” Had he just said those words? 

      A subtle smile danced on Jeannette’s lips. She blushed, and so did Ivan.

      “Then why do you refuse me?” she asked, clearly concerned. 

      “Are you serious?” he said with a frown. “Jeanette, you’re too young! You should be hanging out with your friends, getting drunk, or whatever it is young people do these days.” He paused. “You don’t want me... I’m nothing but trouble. Trust me.”

      Jeanette smirked. She stepped closer, driven to him as if by a magnet. Her delicate hand landed on his chest. Closing her mysterious eyes, she took a deep breath. When her eyes opened, she whispered, “The time will come when you will beg to be near me. You just don’t know it yet.”

      What the hell was all that?

      Ivan’s lips parted, but no words came through.

      “I’m sorry I took so long,” Cassandra said, trudging into the room along with her medical devices. She seemed rather unwell, with puffy eyes and a slightly reddened nose… Was she sick? Sick or not, Ivan could not have been more grateful for her presence.

      “We should leave.” Weary, Cassandra leaned against the door’s jamb. “Jeanette needs to rest.”

      “I wholeheartedly agree,” Ivan mumbled, taking one last look at Jeanette before heading to the door.

      “Thank you for calling on us,” Jeannette said, standing in the middle of the room, hands clasped over her lap. “Your company has been most instructive.”

      Instructive was not the word that came to Ivan’s mind. Ivan gave her a quick nod. He then joined Cassandra in the doorway.

      Relief overcame him the minute Cassie shut the studio’s doors behind them.

      

      “That was odd…” Iván mused as they ambled down the long hallway. Slanted beams of pale moonlight filtered into the portrait gallery through the tall windows. Darkness lingered, however, conveying a sense of mystery to this part of the manor. It was the same obscure veil that had enveloped Jeanette as they’d spoken in the studio… Oh, his mind refused to shun her image ever since.

      Jeanette Deveraux was far from the girl whom he’d met all those years ago, twenty-one, in fact. She had blossomed into a beautiful young woman… What on earth had she meant with those last words?

      “Are you all right?” Cassandra said.

      Iván blinked, snapping out of the trance.

      “Cassandra, I think we’ve started this on the wrong foot.” He rubbed the back of his neck, staring at her medical boot from the corner of his eye. “No pun intended.” He sniggered. “The truth is, I am overjoyed to see you. I hope you feel the same way. You’ve seemed a bit distant ever since I got here, so…”

      Cassie’s expression softened. “I’m so sorry, Ivan…” she mumbled, moving closer. “It’s been a difficult time for me… Honestly, I am happy you’re here.”

      A warm smile stretched Ivan’s lips. 

      “To make up for my rudeness, I’m taking you to my favorite coffee shop,” she added, holding his arm with fondness, “as a proper welcome.”

      Ivan held her in a warm stare. Sadness had stolen the gleam of her eyes. And although he longed to unveil the mystery behind her sullen demeanor, he could not afford to invest more time into those thoughts. Not when Jeanette filled them all.

      “Wine,” Ivan said. “Take me to the best place in town, Cassandra. I’m in your hands.”

      “Wine?” Cassandra stopped halfway through the portrait gallery. Her eyes narrowed. “But I thought… I mean, can you even enjoy it?” 

      Ivan slipped his hands into his pants pockets and squared his shoulders. “The taste is dull now,” he said. “But I remember.”

      “In that case,” Cassie said, resuming their walk, “I have the perfect place in mind.” Her eyes lit with joy for the first time since Ivan’s arrival. As though in sync with her emotion, a striking radiance emanated from her, as clear and precious as the moonlight… Ivan had never seen her half so tuned into her nature when she lived in San Francisco.

      Slowly, the gloom faded away from her countenance. Welcome back, ma chère.

      “I’ll go get my coat,” she said. “I won’t be long.”

      He nodded.

      With a subtle smile looming on her lips, Cassandra moved further into the hallway and soon disappeared into its shadows. And now Ivan was free to wander about the manor where he’d once danced with his beloved Juliette… He’d been a newborn vampire back then. His Glorious Juliette had delivered him into the world as the creature he was now; in those first years, she’d done more for him than his own Father in Darkness ever had.

      Ivan followed the light into the hall, and as he stepped inside, his preternatural mind summoned back the memories of old; the moment when he’d walked through those doors as a vampire one rainy evening…

      Oh, Juliette… The world was a better place when you were in it.

      “And who might you be?” a voice asked. The sound echoed in the hall.

      It came as no surprise to him, that voice. Ivan had detected the man’s presence a while ago; but now that he was here, ignoring him wouldn’t work.

      “Don’t you know, warlock?” Ivan sneered, looking back over his shoulder.

      The young man stood by the entrance. The faint gleam of his eyes betrayed his true nature. Ivan almost laughed, it was so obvious. 

      “I know what you are,” the warlock said with a hint of bravado. Wise of him to remain by the entrance, at a safe range from Ivan. 

      “A vampire has no place in Deveraux Manor,” he added with spite. “Don’t you know that?”

      Ivan’s lips stretched in half a smile. He finally turned and faced the young warlock who must have been in his late twenties. “I’ve heard it too many times over the past three hundred years,” he said. “I pay no mind to it. It’s actually quite fun going against every Deveraux rule and then watching them go absolutely mad about the whole thing, as though it were the end of the world.”

      Folding his arms over his chest, Ivan leaned against the stair’s marble balustrade, sweeping the warlock with a scrutinizing stare. 

      Ash blond hair, light blue eyes, strong jawline… If memory served Ivan right—and it always did—the warlock was a Draken, an old family of shifter warlocks.

      “What business do you have with my fiancée?” the boy spat in French. Didn’t the family come from Holland? They must have settled in Paris for centuries by now, enough to sweep clean their true origin.

      Ivan hated not being able to scan the boy’s mind with his vampiric skills—a wasted effort on any warlock.

      “Your fiancée?” Ivan asked, puzzled. “Is Cassandra…?”

      “I am not his girlfriend,” she said, entering the hall, coat in hand. “Bram, this is Ivan Lockhart.” Cassandra paused. “Bram Draken is Jeanette’s boyfriend.”

      Ivan couldn’t help rolling his eyes back at the sudden news. Not only did Deveraux Manor remain the same, but their nonsensical traditions had also endured throughout the centuries. The Deverauxs had forever been obsessed with magic alliances, and the Drakens happened to be the second most powerful witch family to have survived the ancient trials—the Deverauxs being the first.

      “My business with Jeanette is no concern of yours… boy,” Ivan muttered. It surprised him how keenly the desire to break Bram’s neck arose. Ivan genuinely wondered whether his animosity towards the warlock answered to his insufferable personality or his blood’s wretchedness.

      “She’s in there,” Cassandra intervened, stepping between them as the master of two rabid dogs, ready to tear each other to pieces. “Go on, Bram. She’ll be glad to see you.”

      “Yes…” Bram mumbled, his fiery blue eyes still locked on Ivan. He fixed his tie and straightened his jacket. “I expect she will be.”

      “Some things never change,” Ivan murmured as the warlock walked away.

      “He’s not that bad, Ivan.” Cassandra mirrored Ivan’s posture and leaned against the balustrade, watching as Bram entered the gallery. “Bram’s a very nice guy.”

      “That’s the problem, isn’t it?” Ivan mumbled, unable to look away from the gallery’s access, although Bram’s figure had already disappeared inside. “One can never trust a nice guy… least of all if he’s a Draken.”

      “Come on,” Cassie said, tugging his arm. “Let’s go.”

      Ivan nodded in agreement.

      “Shall I call a cab?” he asked, aiding Cassandra as they descended the manor’s front steps.

      “That’s not necessary,” she groaned, at last reaching the driveway. “We keep a chauffeur.”

      “Wonderful.” Ivan forced a smile. He wasn’t feeling happy at all, mostly confused about Jeanette’s demeanor towards him and angered by the Draken boy. He looked up to find a black BMW parked in front of them.

      Cassandra entered the vehicle with the driver’s assistance. She patiently waited for Ivan to jump into the backseat and join her.

      Ivan turned and stared at the house.

      His visit to Deveraux Manor had been nothing like what he’d expected. Although the building itself remained untouched despite the centuries its foundations had witnessed, Ivan could not say the same about himself. He was a different man, walking out of that manor. With more questions than answers. As a matter of fact, one of those questions concerned him directly. Why the hell do I feel compelled to run back to the studio? 

      Whether driven by curiosity to understand what conversation would unfold between Bram and Jeanette, or perhaps out of simple hatred towards the Draken boy, Ivan had to push himself not to act on what his instinct dictated.

      Of all the mysteries surrounding him, one thing remained true. As they left Deveraux Manor behind, Ivan’s black heart had sparked new life and pumped warm blood for the first time in years.
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      Cassandra and Ivan slipped into the booth at Charlotte’s, a bistro in Saint-Germain-des-Prés that would have passed unnoticed by most passersby. With an ordinary home entrance, and a hand lettered sign on the door disguised as graffiti, the place had no reason to be packed; however, packed it was.

      The air was crisp and fragrant with youth. A cacophony of joyous conversations muffled the establishment’s live jazz music. For the first time since his arrival in Paris, Ivan genuinely smiled. Some would say vampires fed exclusively off the blood of their victims, but not Ivan; he relished in mortals’ excitement and sucked on their lust for life with a frenzy.

      With a glimmer of delight shimmering in his green eyes, Ivan called the waiter. “Une bouteille de Bordeaux,” he said, astonished at his fluency. 

      “You seem quite happy,” Cassie said, slumping into her seat. “Do you like it here?”

      Ivan shrugged his shoulders. “Beats Deveraux Manor,” he playfully said.

      No matter how much Ivan tried, reading Cassie’s thoughts had proven impossible until this point. It used to come easy for him to dive into her mind when both of them lived in San Francisco... But back then, she’d not yet received her full Deveraux witch powers, so perhaps that explained it. “Huh,” he said, nodding gently as he came to that realization. Upon her twenty-first birthday, everything had changed. She was now a true Deveraux witch, wasn’t she?

      Cassandra frowned. “What is it?”

      “Nothing.”

      The waiter returned with the bottle of wine and a pair of glasses. Excitement rushed through Ivan’s veins as the man uncorked the bottle, pouring both drinks with much miserliness. Oh, but what did it matter? Ivan would make sure to compensate for the man’s parsimony as soon as he left. He couldn’t wait to take that first drink. During his mortal years, wine used to be Ivan’s sole weakness. One of many, in fact.

      “So,” Ivan said, grabbing the bottle. “What’s the story?” filling both glasses to the brim.

      Cassandra’s lips parted. “Story?” she said, clearing her throat afterwards. “What story?”

      “The one between Jeanette and the Draken boy,” he added. Now he twirled the blessed elixir, shaking the glass with both thumbs over the table.

      “Well…” Cassandra took her glass.

      “Should you be drinking?” Ivan asked. It hadn’t occurred to him until then. “I mean, aren’t you taking pain killers for your broken ankle?”

      “Ugh,” Cassie rolled her eyes back. “I’m a grown woman, Ivan. Besides, I need this drink as much as you do.” She did little to conceal her annoyance, which Ivan found absolutely delightful.

      “Fine,” Ivan said. “Do as you wish. But don’t expect me to turn you into a vampire if you collapse right here on this table.” He paused, considering the unpleasant scenario. “I wouldn’t hear the end of it from your family.”

      “Wouldn’t they be happy you’d rescued me?” She played along.

      “Don’t you know your own blood?” Ivan said, tilting his head to one side as he gave her a quizzical stare. “They’d rather you die than become a vampire.” He choked a laugh, but the truth was he wasn’t joking, and she knew that.

      Cassandra scowled. “Do you want to hear their story or not?”

      “Of course,” he said. Ivan drew the glass to his nose, closed his eyes, and inhaled deep. An immediate aromatic flood of undergrowth, licorice, and blackberries thrilled his senses.

      “They’re engaged,” Cassie said with absolute sobriety. And then, she added, “The wedding is in two weeks.”

      “I don’t think she should marry him,” Ivan said in a blurt. He’d never been one to filter the thoughts that crossed his lips, so why start now? Drawing the glass close again, he prepared himself to indulge in this drink. Oh, he would savor this to the fullest.

      “She doesn’t know,” Cassandra said.

      Ivan pushed away the glass. “About what?”

      “The wedding part.”

      He started. “What are you saying?” Now he sat the wineglass on the table.
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