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    Foreward 
 
    by J.R. Rain 
 
      
 
    Hi there and welcome! 
 
    J.R. Rain here, and I’m so excited to introduce you to my “Vampire for Hire World”! As you might have guessed, these are written by writers other than me. Fair warning, these stories are non-canon (as in, unofficial) but they’re still a ton of fun. I’m excited to see the Samantha Moon world grow, and I’m equally excited to see all these wonderful writers exploring her world with me. 
 
    So, sit back and enjoy Moon Castle! 
 
    —J.R. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Moon Castle 
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I never thought I’d find myself sitting at something similar to a knight’s round table with a coven of witches. Yet, here I was, the only vampire in a room with spell casting enchantresses. It was rather surreal to share space with so many women who had enough power between them to take down an entire realm.  
 
    “Well, not an entire realm,” Allison, my best friend, whispered in my ear. She sat next to me at the table, spying on my every thought, like she usually did.  
 
    “Come on, Sam. Not every thought. Only those pertaining to me.” She flashed a wide smile and turned to focus on those at the table with us.  
 
    The witches in the room had been called together by Allison and Wanda in an attempt to unite their powers and help protect those involved in Adze’s vengeful plan. I would stop at nothing to make sure my kids were safe. The thought that he had marked Tammy and Anthony made me want to gut him like a spineless fish—tear into his flesh and feed his insides to the highest bidder. The same way he’d been doing to human children on the underground black market.  
 
    Allison gripped my arm and squeezed to let me know she heard my thoughts again. Her way of saying calm down without using words.  
 
    How could I calm down? Any mother who found out that her children were marked to be slain would be far from composed.  
 
    Fury grew and intertwined through the molecules of my body like an undesirable weed. And for the betterment of the meeting with these witches, I knew I had to control the anger inside of me—control my hateful thoughts of Adze and his damn army.  
 
    Candles flickered within the darkness. A musty, almost rotten scent of burning herbs and spices invaded the atmosphere around me. Definitely not my choice of air freshener. But who was I to show any distaste at how these witches conducted business. What I cared about was protection. Good ole fashion, impenetrable, fortress-type, no-one-is-breaking-down-this-bitch, type of protection.  
 
    Wanda sat to my right. A white aura glowed around her. The strength of an aged, all-knowing witch with the appearance of someone youthful and vibrant.  
 
    When I had called to find out how we should strengthen the protection spell, she immediately contacted her coven and assembled this meeting. Her ability to pull together nine witches in a matter of days was a testament to her leadership.  
 
    “Sisters,” Wanda said, the flickering candles casting dancing shadows along the walls of the dimmed room. “I have asked you to join me today so that we might come together to help a friend.” She reached her hand out and rested it on my arm. “As you may or may not know, this is Samantha Moon.” 
 
    All eyes settled on me. Eerily uncomfortable. Some nodded while others glared. I instantly wondered about their powers and if they were reading my mind at this very moment. I knew Allison was because that’s what she liked to do. But what about these strangers? 
 
     Wanda then said, “Sam, my dear. These women are part of a coven of witches. They’re some of the most commanding of our coven. Each brings power to the table that the others might not have.” 
 
    Elizabeth stirred. That dark entity inside of me acknowledged the uneasy power that circulated around the room. They gave me peace but caused my inner bitch to recoil in being outnumbered—heck, being outpowered. Inwardly, I smiled. “Thank you for helping me,” I said to the group.  
 
    Wanda’s voice was soothing. The perfect person to keep me relaxed in the most unrelaxing of situations. After all, my children were in danger by a scum-bag demon. Let me see any mother who remained calm while knowing that her children were marked by a beast. Finally, Wanda said, “Sam, my dear, what can you tell us about the one called Adze.”  
 
    No need to beat around the bush. I spilled the truth, “He’s a nasty son of a bitch who has my children and everyone close to me on his hit list. But you already knew that.” I placed my hands on the large, well-aged, antique, hardwood table and slowly gazed at my audience of witches. Nine sets of intently focused eyes gave me their full attention. “Truth is, I know very little about him or his so-called army.” 
 
    Allison patted my arm. “Not, so-called, Sam. From what I hear, his soldiers are strategically assembled and wickedly fierce. Some of the most wicked, demon-like creatures,” she said.  
 
    Allison’s words scratched at me, frustrating me more. In my mind, he was a coward that bid and sold children and people to the highest form of scum in the underworld. Adze crossed the line by catering to vampires and werewolves and creatures who desired to partake in such reprehensible behavior.  
 
    Turning to Wanda, I said, “Up until I played the Piper game, I’d never heard of him. That’s why I’m here. Can you help me understand the demon we’re up against?” 
 
    “We can try, Darlin’,” Wanda said. “That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    Trying was good. Doing was better. If giving myself over to Adze, for the freedom of everyone else marked, was an option, then I’d make that happen. 
 
    Allison leaned into my left ear. “Not going to let you do that, Sam.” 
 
    My mind seemed less safe every day. If it wasn’t Allison, it was my daughter who tapped into my private thoughts. Note to self, ask Archibald Maximus if there was a way to stop them from doing that so easily. Maybe a permission spell. 
 
    “There’s not,” Allison said, smirking.  
 
    And that reminded me of why I was here in the first place. “Also, I need more time. The protection spell—” 
 
    “Is weak,” a woman said from a seat across from mine. 
 
     “Sam, my dear, this is Hilda,” Wanda said. “She’s joining us at my request. She’s an expert in protection spells. You’ll find no one better than her.”  
 
    Music to my ears. Hilda looked no older than twenty-five years old. But with the name Hilda, I was certain that she, like Wanda, used some kind of spell to keep her actual age a well-kept secret. I turned my attention to her. “Can we strengthen the spell?” 
 
    Hilda stared at me, or glared at me, or assessed me. I wasn’t sure which she was doing because she had a steady poker face. Then she said, “This Adze must have powerful witches in his back pocket to chip away at Wanda’s spell.”  
 
    “Can we strengthen the spell?” 
 
    Hilda arrogantly laughed, “Apparently, you’ve never heard of me.” 
 
    “Can’t say that I have.” 
 
    “Let me assure you, I can put up a protective spell strong enough to keep him out for months. With the help of my sisters here, we may be able to knit it so tightly that it can keep him out for years—although nothing is forever.” 
 
    Ease settled in the depth of my gut. If Adze had no way to get to my children, then I’d have the time to prepare his death the way I wanted to. “Thank you, everyone, for coming here tonight and helping me, my family, and friends.” 
 
    Wanda scanned her group and then settled back on me. “Your name is well known in our circles, Sam. You do great things and we’re here to strengthen your efforts.” She reached for my hand.  
 
    “However,” Hilda said. We all moved our gaze to her, and she locked eyes with me. “We want something in return, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    There it was. The infamous, we’ll scratch your back if you scratch ours. I nodded in her direction, letting her know that I was open to hearing what she needed. Whether I was able to accommodate or not, well, we’d have to wait and see.  
 
    “We will come to you when we need your services. At which time, you will fulfill our request. And in turn, we will protect you and everyone you know and love from this demon.” 
 
    Honestly, I didn’t have to think about it. “Deal,” I said.  
 
    Wanda took the hand of the person to her right. “Then it’s settled. We will strengthen the spell.” Each witch grabbed the hand of the individual next to them.  
 
    “Let us start by strengthening the protection spell around Sam, her children, family and friends. Anyone who has been marked by Adze and everyone she comes in contact with from this moment forward will be included in this spell.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and listened. The spell was said in another language and because of that, I had no input to give. But I heard the words. I felt them. And I waited. The air began to circulate and move in and through everyone with each passing chant.  
 
    Uneasy for a moment, my eyes cracked open. A cold penetrating fog and wind had surrounded us like a miniature hurricane. Oddly, the flame of every candle throughout the room remained placid and steady. As the echoes of the nine voices began to fade, I closed my eyes again. Peace washed over me. The whipping wind slowed and finally came to a halt.  
 
    We opened our eyes. 
 
    In the silence of the room, Wanda whispered, “It’s time to step into this demon’s world.” 
 
    I glanced at my best friend, Allison. Stepping into his world was one thing, but doing it without knowing anything about his world was another.  
 
    Don’t worry. Allison said in my mind.  
 
    Do I have worry written on my face? 
 
    Let’s just say, I’d know that expression anywhere.  
 
    Without another word, the women locked hands again. I leaned in to Wanda and asked, “Don’t you think he’ll have spells blocked?”  
 
    “More than likely, however, we’re not going through him.” 
 
    “Then who?” I asked.  
 
    “We’re going to tap into his surroundings another way,” she said. 
 
    Adjusting in my chair, I mentally prepared myself to lay eyes on the demon who had marked me, my friends and much worse, my children. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Anxious and full of angst and skepticism, I said, “What if we can’t get through?”  
 
    The statement sounded ridiculous. I was literally sitting with some of the most powerful women, and I made a comment that sounded like I wasn’t sure they could handle the job. Once the question slipped my lips, I wanted to retract it, but all eyes were back on me. Unsettling indeed. 
 
    Wanda patted my hand again. “Don’t worry, Sam. We’ll get through even if we have to do it in an unconventional way.” 
 
    I wasn’t worried. More like… skeptical maybe, but not worried. Although, putting the lives of my children’s wellbeing in some else’s hands was hard for me. Always had been. Unless it was Mary Lou or my best friend Allison, I refused to trust so easily. Trust had to be earned as far as I was concerned.  
 
    This spell was huge toward our survival. It would either work or it wouldn’t. Which meant, life or death, for Tammy and Anthony and all those I loved. I needed details. Not just don’t worry, Sam. Adjusting in my seat, I asked, “Unconventional?” 
 
    “Trust me, my dear,” Wanda said. 
 
    “Wanda, I trust you and your coven. I especially trust Allison. But this isn’t about trust. This is about knowing exactly what you’re going to do to help me better understand this less than nothing gum-on-my-shoe creature.” 
 
    Wanda turned her entire body to face me. I liked that. She sensed my concern and need to understand better. “We don’t always know how we will utilize a spell, Sam. We trust our combined instincts. We navigate together using all things around us, all energy. If I were to ask you how you’re connected to the sound of our heartbeats and the flow of our blood, there is no answer. Correct? At least, not one you can easily explain to a bunch of witches.” 
 
    She was right. Prior to being attacked at the park, I never thought about blood. After the attack, it was all I thought about in the beginning. The slight bubbling sound it made as it raced through human veins. The connection to plasma—to the way it made me feel. There was no explaining that to anyone unless they had that same need. “I see your point.” 
 
    Allison whispered in my ear, “As you know, Wanda is very powerful, Sam. With some of her coven here, this should be a breeze.” 
 
    The simple nod I gave Wanda, gave her the go-ahead to take me deeper into the world of demons. And then the chanting started. I opened one eye, not sure if I should have them closed or open. Everyone in the room had their eyes closed and their hands lifted simulating an offering. Still feeling a bit uneasy, not really knowing what I was supposed to be doing, I decided to go with the flow. I mean, what other choice did I have? I closed my eyes once more and began to raise my hands as the others were doing. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was even going to work and if it didn’t, well, then what.  
 
    Wanda took the lead in chanting as the other voices faded. Like a sonic boom, Wanda’s voice raised, and she continued to chant more fiercely. The table shook. My eyes darted open, and I gasped when a demon, I thought might be Adze, stood in a cavernous room surrounded by some of the ugliest and meanest looking underworld scum that ever existed.  
 
    Everyone in our room opened their eyes and like a speaker box hanging right in the center of the table, every word echoed. Everything that wicked, nasty vampire demon uttered to his cronies.  
 
    The only noticeable issue was that we were witnessing the events unfolding from a location from the ground. Shoes and legs and more shoes and legs. Caged in by the view of a grasshopper. Every once in a while, we caught a glimpse of Adze. And from my viewpoint, the glorified vampire stood nine feet tall. Lanky and thin. Long arms that reminded me of an orangutan. His beady eyes flickered between a hue of orange and yellow like the fiery flames of hell.  
 
    Grr, so frustrated at the shaky view where one second Adze was there and the next he fell out of the frame. And once again we were being blocked by a leg or two. Finally, we had a much clearer shot, as if our vantage point had moved in closer to the stage-like platform where he stood.  
 
    What a disgusting, ugly, foul beast, though I couldn’t make out all the smaller details of his facial structure. He’d appeared to be in a full turned state—not a vampire like I’d read about in fiction, but a hybrid or mix of something. He sported long, sharp teeth. Too many for his large mouth. No lips. His skin was reptilian-like with a scaly pale charcoal hue. His ribs protruded out. His stomach sunk in as if he hadn’t eaten in years.  
 
    With his right hand in the air, and menacing claws extended, he bellowed to his army of followers, “We are three steps ahead of that bitch, Samantha Moon, and all her accomplices.” 
 
    The crowd erupted in a deafening cheer. The thunderous sound was so loud that we all flinched and covered our ears in reprieve. Soldiers began shaking their arms violently in the air. Angry fists of war hungry mongrels, gave approval to every word spilling from Adze’s disgusting tongue. Every chant and howl and roar invigorated the riot into an almost uncontrollable force.  
 
    Ugly and gruesome and massively disfigured creatures stomped the rocky floor with such power, that rubble in large sections broke away and fell from the cave ceiling above. At this moment our viewpoint, our eyes from within, appeared to run for cover and Adze partially fell from our sight.  
 
    The vampiric demon threw his hands in the air to quiet the crowd. “She shut down our largest supplier and because of that, I’ve lost alliances with several well-paying families. You will bring her to her knees by inflicting the same pain on her.” 
 
    The roars shook and vibrated the room. The massive gathering of followers once again released yells of unrelenting hatred and anger towards me and those around me. They appeared ready for war and ready for the task at hand. Stirred up and in a frenzy like a horde of agitated rhinos, they eagerly waited for their cowardly leader to give the orders.  
 
    Adze quieted the crowd again. After pacing from one side of the stage to the other, he narrowed his intense fiery eyes. His voice deepened and a very real anger spewed from his words. “I want her children. I want to sell them to the highest bidder.”  
 
    There was silence in the room. And for dramatic purposes, Adze hesitated. Paused. I imagined, because our inside eyes seemed to be fixated on a piece of trash littered on the cave floor, that the bastard was scanning the room. Drawing them in with every second that they waited for him to finish. Then he spewed, “Your first mission is to capture Tammy and Anthony Moon and bring them to me. I want them alive.” 
 
    Unbridled rage ignited within and through my entire being. I shot to my feet and sucked in air at the same time that Wanda shut down the live feed in the center of the table.  
 
    “Did that bastard just say what I think he said?” Smashing my fists onto the thick hardwood table, two witches pushed their chairs back, waiting for the vampire in me to take over the room. Anger ravished my insides like a hungry lioness attacking an unsuspecting gazelle. I was ready to unleash all I had to take this son of a bitch down—and to do it right now. 
 
    Allison stood and grabbed my cold, trembling, hand. “We won’t let them get to Tammy or Anthony, Sam. The protection spell is impenetrable.” 
 
    “I’m aware and I’m thankful.” I willed myself to calm—to tell Elizabeth to slither back to her place of solitude and empty darkness. I sensed her retreating, begrudgingly. This allowed me to turn my attention to the head witch. “Wanda, why was our focal point from the floor?” 
 
    “My dear, you were right. We sensed a powerful enchantment to keep spells out of his fortress.” She reached out a hand and placed it on my arm. “We used a back door, so to speak.” 
 
    “What does that mean?”  
 
    “We used the eyes of a rat, who was also there for the big meeting. To collect food of course, but I think he did rather well keeping us in the midst of it all.” 
 
    Witches were, without a doubt, truly resourceful. Who knew they had the ability to do such a thing. “We watched that entire thing through the eyes of a rodent?”  
 
    “Yes, darlin’. We’re lucky the furry guy decided to hang out and look around a bit. It may have been a short lived attempt to spy if he decided to run from one hole to another.” 
 
    The thought of the saying a fly on the wall took on an entirely new meaning for me. I’d never look at that lurking fly the same. “Okay,” I said to the witches now standing around the table. “We know that they are targeting Tammy and Anthony the hardest. What can we do to protect them? You already have a spell around all of us. Can you do something extra with them?” 
 
    Wanda glanced around the table and back at me. “We can add to the spell, Sam. But anything we do, he’ll eventually penetrate.” 
 
    “I can live with eventually,” I said. “Because eventually, I’m going to take that son of a bitch down.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    I squeezed the telephone in my lap while my sister’s voice came through over my earbuds. Recapping everything that had just happened at Wanda’s Willows, I hardly noticed when she had answered. 
 
    “Can you hear me? Are you listening to me?”  
 
    Her raised, concerned voice locked me up. My back stiffened. My arms tensed. My blood raced through my veins with alarm. Unable to focus on Mary Lou’s words as she rambled off, I pulled my minivan to the side of a road in Fullerton.  
 
    “Wait. Stop. Start over, Mary Lou. What happened?”  
 
    Apparently, Adze and his direct hit on my kids had me jumpy. Everything appeared to revolve around the vampiric demon. Sure, I now had a face to go with the name. Beady fiery eyes and a mouth full of jagged, daggered teeth spewing spittle as he riled up the masses of creatures who all bowed to him. But I wanted to uncover more. What was the prick thinking? Scheming? What made his sadistic mind tick? I wanted inside his brain. All of it. Did he at one time have a human life and if so, I desired to discover every detail. What made him… Adze?  
 
    My sister inhaled a deep breath and slowed her rant. “I woke up this morning and on my nightstand, under my coffee mug, was a note. It said, An eye for an eye, Samantha Moon. What in the hell does that mean?”  
 
    “You received the note this morning?” Concerned the protection spell might not be as strong as we all thought, I impatiently waited for her response.  
 
    “Not sure. I didn’t notice the note until this morning.” 
 
    “How long had the coffee mug been on your nightstand, Mary Lou?” 
 
    Her silence spoke volumes. “Well?” 
 
    “Maybe a few days? Maybe a week? I have no idea.” 
 
     “Well, is it a few days or a week?” I asked. “It’s important that I know.” She had my full attention.  
 
    “A week. And don’t look like that.” 
 
    “We’re on the phone. You can’t see my face.” 
 
    “I don’t need to see it to know that you’re scrunching your nose right now.” 
 
    “I’m doing nothing of the sort.” In truth, I had scrunched my nose. It was unlike her to leave something dirty for a week.  
 
    “I’ve been under the weather.” She said as if she was answering my last thought.  
 
    A week meant she probably received it when everyone else did. This news set my mind at ease. At least there wasn’t a breach in the protection spell. She wasn’t the neatest person, but wasn’t one who left things unattended either. “Are you sick, Mary Lou?”  
 
    “No. I don’t think so. Guess I’ve been more tired than usual.” She let out a deep sigh. “But back to this note. Sounds like something I should worry about. Care to tell me if I should worry, Sam?” 
 
    “Mary Lou, I’m on my way to you now. I’ll explain everything when I get there.” 
 
    When I hung up the phone, I pulled out from the curb and thought about my children being wrapped up in this hit on my world. I had spent two days in bed after being attacked by a witch. Her spells were ancient and real and her nails laced with silver or something toxic—well, toxic to my kind anyway. Normally, I would have healed in seconds, but the last case reminded me that even though I’m a vampire, I’m not invincible. In truth, the reminder would prepare me for the battle to come—the inevitable battle with Adze. 
 
    There was one thing I was certain of in all this mess, Adze would never touch my children. Not today. Not ever. I glanced to the back seat where Tammy sat with her eyes glued to her phone.  
 
    She said, “That jerk doesn’t scare me, Mom. Let him try to mess with us.”  
 
    Like she often did, Tammy read my thoughts. One of her gifts. One of her abilities that continued to grow stronger with each passing day—her talent for digging into someone’s mind.  
 
    Anthony sat next to me in the passenger seat, staring at the road ahead of us. I scanned his direction. “Are you okay, Son?” 
 
    He nodded but moved his gaze from the side window to me. “Mom, don’t worry about us. Tam and I can handle ourselves. You’ve led by example, you know?” 
 
    Mist gathered over my pupils. I hated tears. Good or bad. They didn’t have a place in my life and yet, here they were. My son gave me a simple compliment, and I became a misty-eyed vampire weakened by my human emotions.  
 
    “I believe you two can handle yourselves. I honestly never thought you’d be dragged into a mess such as this because of something I’d done.” 
 
    Both my kids protested with an audible sigh.  
 
    “What?” I asked.  
 
    “You’re joking right, mom?” Tammy asked.  
 
    I glanced at my daughter through the review mirror and over at my son. “Joking about what?”  
 
    Tammy eyed me in the mirror and tilted her head. “Although we were young when you were attacked at the park, we’ve been dragged into this lifestyle the moment that bastard changed you.” 
 
    I cringed at the truth behind her words. 
 
    She saw and continued, “And we’re not sorry for it. It’s who we are.” 
 
    Anthony nodded. “Yeah, mom. Imagine the positive things we can do if we all worked together. You can use our skills in your fight for good.” 
 
    Mary Lou’s house was a few yards in front of us. I glided alongside the curb and threw the car into park. I positioned myself to look at both my children. Tammy was sitting in the middle and was now on the edge of her seat with both hands on the back of our chairs.  
 
    “You two listen to me. This is a one-time deal.” 
 
    “So like you’ll never use our skills again?” Anthony asked. 
 
    “The only reason why I’m reluctantly letting you join this fight is because you’re marked. No other reason at all. Do you both understand me?” 
 
    Tammy shrugged. “And yet, the devil himself paid me a visit.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, remembering the horrible nightmare all too well. 
 
    Tammy reached out and placed her hand on my shoulder. That was new, I thought. But her tone was serious when she said, “Do you honestly think you’re going to keep us out of this game for the rest of our lives?” 
 
    “I’d do anything to make that happen.” I truthfully said what any mother would be thinking in this situation. 
 
    “We’re not normal teenagers and you’re not a normal mother.” 
 
    “Thanks, Tam. I realize that.” 
 
    “So don’t treat us like little kids, Mom. Anthony and I have been marked like everyone else close to us. I don’t understand anything about this Adze, but if he made a deal with Peter and Paul to purchase children and sell them on the black market to werewolves and whatever other scumbags, I think he needs to be stopped.”  
 
    My eyes moved from Tammy to Anthony in a moment of pride. Not sure when it happened, but my kids were growing up—and fast.  
 
    “You’re right,” I said.  
 
    Anthony reached out and put his hand on my arm. With both Tammy and Anthony touching me, I felt a rare surge of power shoot through my body. Even Elizabeth stirred. Anthony said, “We’re ready for this, mom. And honestly, we don’t have much of a choice, do we?”  
 
    “Thank you for reassuring your mother.” I smiled, patting both their hands.  
 
    “Do you think Jacky got the note?” Anthony asked, alarmed.  
 
    “Could have. He’s close to us. I’ll check on him.” 
 
    “Will Adze see us visiting him, Mom?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “No. Right now, that bastard can’t see anything we’re doing.” 
 
    Although Wanda and her coven reinforced the protection spell, this investigation had just started and already we were behind the perpetrator—the evil, no morals, underworld son of a bitch Adze. This was not just any case. It was personal. It was important for me to remain calm and to stay focused and use all my resources for the task at hand. It was top priority to uncover everything there was to learn about the man behind the cowardly beast.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    My sister, Mary Lou, paced the length of her porch. From the curb, where we parked, I saw her from the corner of my eye. As my kids ran up the steps, they gave their aunt a hug and disappeared into the house, searching for Ellie Mae and Billy Joe, was my guess.  
 
    “So tell me, am I in danger?” She asked when I made it to the top of the stairs. I noticed she had a paper clutched in her left hand, a glass of wine in her right. “Cause if I’m in danger then my kids are in danger too.” 
 
    “A little early for wine, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It’s grape juice, Sam.” She gave me that don’t judge me glance over.  
 
    The fear in my sister’s eyes was familiar. The same fear I’d experienced several times with Tammy and Anthony. Hell, the same fear I had for them right now. This world had a way of making a mother insecure in her abilities to keep her children safe. Vampire or not.  
 
    My sister needed me. Once I reached the porch, I placed both my hands on the sides of her arms. “Mary Lou, first, let me assure you that you’re safe right now.” I pulled the note from her fingers. “Secondly, nothing is going to happen to any of us.” 
 
    Her haunted, pleading stare tore into my heart. I would have done anything to keep my family and friends out of this mess. The whole thought of my loved ones being marked fueled my anger all over again. But I was careful to keep my voice calm. For my sister’s sake and my own. I crumpled the note and shoved it in the front pocket of my jeans.  
 
    Mary Lou stepped back. “How does this person know about me?”  
 
    “Let’s sit down.” 
 
    “I don’t think I can,” she lifted a finger to her mouth and started to gnaw on a nail.  
 
    I took her hand and moved her to the patio chair. We sat next to one another. “Listen, this person is actually a demon. With a little research, he has come to learn who all my friends and family are. At least the ones that I’m close to.” 
 
    “So you’re in danger too? What about Tammy and Anthony?” 
 
    I nodded. “He’s marked them as well.” 
 
    “Marked?” her voice rose a pitch higher.  
 
    “I should have discussed the note with you sooner. Part of me was hoping that you were overlooked in all of this. That if I didn’t mention it then maybe you and your family wouldn’t be affected. I’m sorry you found out this way.” 
 
    She nodded and reached out to squeeze my hand. Tears welled up in her eyes and a few spilled over, running down her cheeks, and dropping onto her jeans. “I’m really scared, Sam.” 
 
    “I know. I am too. But, I need you to take solace in the fact that I have a coven of very strong witches who have placed a spell around all of us. This demon can’t see nor hear anything we’re doing. He can’t find us either.” 
 
    “But he’s looking?” 
 
    “Probably. But the spell is giving me time to stop him.”  
 
    “Stop him, how?” 
 
    “The way I would stop anyone who had plans to hurt my family and friends.” 
 
    “Well, that does make me feel a tiny bit better.” 
 
    I squeezed her hand. “I’m working with the Fullerton Police Department and the Vampire Crimes Special Unit to determine what we’re up against before we rush in to try and take him down.” 
 
    “What are you going to do with Tammy and Anthony while you’re working this case? I don’t think they should be alone.”  
 
    “Me either. I’d like them to stay here with you today. I’ll pick them up tonight.” 
 
    My sister nodded. “Of course. They can stay here as long as they need.”  
 
    “Mary Lou, if you need anything at all, call me immediately.” 
 
    She nodded and I leaned toward her and gave her a strong hug—an everything-is-going-to-be-okay type of hug. When I went in to tell Tammy and Anthony the game plan, they immediately knew that they were staying with their aunt to keep her safe and not the other way around. Like they told me, it was time to rely on them more than I ever have. And that was what I was going to do.  
 
    A sense of peace washed over me as I stepped out onto the porch and closed the front door behind me. Looking around the yard and down the street and neighborhood, everything seemed to fall into place. This was the right thing to do. My kids had this. They were ready. As I stepped up to my minivan, I was confident in my decision.  
 
    I buckled up, started my van, and gave one last glance back at the house. With my phone in my lap, I voice dialed Detective Sherbet. 
 
    “Sam, are you okay?” He asked.  
 
    “Yeah. I’m on my way in.” 
 
    “Great. Brent should be here shortly. You can give us an update.”  
 
    “Do you need me to stop and grab you anything on the way?” I asked. 
 
    “Impressive, Sam. Your powers are growing. Mind reading on a whole new level.” He chuckled. 
 
    “I must have sensed you’re out of donuts.” Whether or not he was really out didn’t matter, that man loved his donuts.  
 
    “You know me, Sam. I could always use a pink donut to jump start my morning.” 
 
    “The oatmeal didn’t do it for you this morning.” I inwardly laughed.  
 
    “Does oatmeal do it for anyone?” 
 
    “Point made, Detective. See you shortly.” 
 
    We hung up, and I spent the next few minutes of my drive replaying everything I had witnessed at Wanda’s. Each moment reran in my head without any interference. As I paid close attention to each and every detail, a fiery rage ignited from deep within me. Again. 
 
    At the sound of a car horn and screeching tires, I slammed on my breaks with a, what the hell just happened look on my face. Glancing around, I saw oncoming traffic to the left of the intersection. Specifically one car, at an angle, only a few feet away. I realized that I had unknowingly driven through a red light and almost caused a wreck. I gave an apologetic wave to the driver, as he responded with his middle finger in the air and went on his way. 
 
    After coming out of the donut shop with three large coffees and one pink donut, I slipped back into my van and pulled out onto the road. I took a little extra time to be mindful of my surroundings.  
 
    Adze still had my full attention. That scum was now visually stuck in my mind. The bastard threatened my children, and that alone infuriated me beyond anything I had ever felt. Sure, I was a vampire, but I was a mom first. A loving and caring and protective mom who would do anything for her kids. My blood boiled at the thought of his name. 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    My gut twisted into knots—a billion tiny knots making it difficult to breathe. Okay, I don’t actually breathe, but it still felt hard to do the act of breathing. A powerful demon pried into my life and made everyone I know and love a target of his revenge. The more I thought about him, the more my blood boiled with rage.  
 
    As I crossed the threshold into the precinct, I willed myself to calm. A brown bag and cell phone in one hand and drink holder with three large coffees in the other, I opened my office door. Brent and Sherbet sat in my office laughing about something.  
 
    Frustrated, I handed the coffees to Brent and tossed the bag on my desk as I plopped into my chair. “Glad to see you two can laugh at a time like this.”  
 
    “Good afternoon to you too,” Brent said. “How did the meeting go this morning with Wanda?” 
 
    As I moved some folders from one pile to another, Sherbet already had the brown greasy bag open and his pudgy fingers had gripped hold of the donut. “Just one?” he asked. “For some reason, I thought your powers were getting stronger. I was hoping for three.” 
 
    “Don’t start with me this morning, Detective. It’s been a rough one.” 
 
    Brent leaned forward and rested his forearms on my desk. “Well? Wanda’s Willows? How did it go?” 
 
    “The witches reinforced the protection spell. They believe it’s tight enough to keep him away from us while we investigate.” 
 
    “And?” Brent asked. 
 
    “And, they conjured up a little ditty that let us see Adze in his environment.” 
 
    “And?” Sherbet asked.  
 
    An involuntary snarl tweaked my lips. “He’s placed an additional bounty on Tammy and Anthony. He wants them first. That beast told his followers that he wants to sell them to the highest bidder.” 
 
    Sherbet dropped the last bite of his donut onto the brown paper bag. “You heard this with your own ears?” 
 
    I nodded, so utterly fuming, words didn’t stand a chance. Maybe a scream. Yes, I wanted to scream from the pit of my stomach and… cry. A good cry… and then scream again. Instead, I blinked slowly and nodded my head once as I bit the inside of my lip, drawing blood. Now wasn’t the time to cry. Or scream.  
 
    Brent stood and crossed his arms over his chest. His eyes scanned my face and if I wasn’t mistaken, the anger building up inside of him made his chest puff out more than usual. That was kind of sexy. A passing thought. Poof. Here and now gone. “Nothing will happen to them, Sam.” 
 
    “Trust me, I know.” Sure, I said that with confidence. In reality, I didn’t know anything. This demon showed up out of nowhere. Apparently powerful and resilient and an underworld God, providing hidden scum with their next living meal… at the highest price, no less. 
 
    Sherbet shoved the last of his dessert into his mouth and stood. “I called a meeting with everyone I thought might be useful with this case. It’s now top priority. We’re needed in the conference room.” 
 
    I appreciated Sherbet’s efforts and Brent’s support. But I had the weight of saving everyone I cared about on my shoulders, and that was stifling. As I closed my office door and followed behind them, I whispered, “Hope all your people in this meeting reign with power, Detective. Apparently, we’re going to need it.” 
 
    The large conference room was filled with investigators, officers, industry leaders, and a couple not-so-human attendees as well. A massive stainless steel coffee pot sat in the back corner and a wall-to-wall whiteboard was mounted on the wall behind the podium.  
 
    Scanning the room as we walked in, I said, “Do we have this many officers and detectives at our precinct that know about the VCSU?” 
 
    “Some are from Los Angeles and Seal Beach, and we have a few here from Anaheim.” Sherbet turned to me. His expression all too serious. “I’m bringing a few into the fold as well.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to do that, Detective?” 
 
    “This isn’t a run of the mill case, Sam. He’s gunning for your kids. He’s also marked some of us in this room. Not to mention, you, and I’m sure some of your other family members. If we want a standing chance in hell, literally, at stopping him, we need the manpower. Between your contacts, mine and Brent’s, we may stand a chance against that piece of shit.” 
 
    “We’ll probably have casualties, Detective. We can’t go up against a powerful demon such as Adze and expect to walk away unaffected.” 
 
    He nodded. “I’m aware. They’re aware. Let’s just make sure the causalities weigh heavily on the demon side.” 
 
    I glanced around the room again. Some detectives were seasoned and others were young. So young, they reminded me of Anthony and Tammy. 
 
    Sherbet moved to the podium and started roll call. 
 
    Brent sat next to me and leaned in to ask, “You hanging in there, Moon?” 
 
    “Yes, and no. Just wish he’d left my kids out of this.” I turned and met Brent’s stare, “But you better believe, everything in my body wants to take him and his entire army down.” 
 
    “That’s the goal.” 
 
    “No, I mean obliterate him. Before anyone gets hurt.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re coming up with a plan to take him on by yourself?” 
 
    “By myself? No. That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Thank God,” he said beneath his breath.  
 
    “But with the two of us, I think we can do it.” 
 
    “Are you insane?” Brent’s voice disrupted roll call and Sherbet glanced our direction with a stern glare.  
 
    “I’ve been told,” I smirked for the first time in a while. Leaning closer to my partner, so that my shoulder almost brushed his, I whispered, “Well? Are you in?” 
 
    “You do realize who Adze is right?” 
 
    “Yeah, but does he realize who we are?” 
 
    “That inner voice inside of me is throwing up a red alert right now.” Brent cleared his throat and crossed his arms over his chest.  
 
    I turned my body toward him and tuned out everything going on around us. “Listen, he’s expecting us to bring the cavalry, Brent. Let’s not give him what he’s expecting. We stand a much better chance of slipping in there alone than we do with all of these detectives.” 
 
    “Suicide mission. That’s what you’re asking me to consider.” 
 
    “I asked you to consider that with the Piper Game too and look how that turned out.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re now trying to clean up the aftermath.” 
 
    “But we saved all those kids and took down their operation. The only reason Adze has marked everyone I know and love is because we hit him where it hurt and that’s never happened to him before.” 
 
    When Brent didn’t say anything, I knew he was contemplating my strategy more so than he was two minutes prior. My partner finally moved his empty gaze from the front of the room to my eyes. His penetrating stare sent goosebumps over my arms. “You know I’m right, Cole.” 
 
    “We’ll talk in your office when the meeting is over.” 
 
    That was all I needed to hear. My mind immediately began to plot. Find the demon’s weakness. Attack with the element of surprise. Do exactly the opposite of what Adze was expecting—and obliterate him and his entire operation. It could work. It had to work.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    My partner paced my office. Normally, I may have admired the way his muscles flexed in his back as he planted each foot in stride, but not today. Anger still surged through my body. Adze’s face, from my earlier one-sided encounter, branded my memory. And the helpless wondering if the protection spell was strong enough to hold up against that wicked creature made Brent’s near perfect muscles the last thing on my mind. Well, almost the last thing. 
 
    He stopped and folded his arms against his chest. “So what’s the plan, Moon?” 
 
    “We’ll support the department’s efforts. Let their plan unfold.”  
 
    “Okay? And?” 
 
    “We’ll have a plan of our own.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “We’ll make sure we’re one step ahead of the VCSU.” I hesitated and then said, “Maybe we can weaken Adze’s front line. In turn, prevent some of our own casualties.”  
 
    Brent was in deep thought. He paced again, and this time a scowl moved across his face. Deep vertical thought lines indented between the center of his brows, drawing his eyebrows together. He stopped. Abruptly. And stared at me through those green, exquisite eyes. “Bad plan.” 
 
    Those two words irked me. Gut deep. Every plan I put together, I thought out methodically. Systematically. Carefully, even. This one was no different. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    He gripped the back of the chair in front of my desk and sighed. “What do you know about him so far?” 
 
    That hit my gut. So, I didn’t know much about him. I didn’t know much about Satan when I went up against him. Truthfully, I didn’t know much about many of the creatures and evil I’d encountered over the years. Had that ever stopped me? Hell no. I narrowed my stare at my partner and crossed my arms over my chest. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    “Answer the question.” 
 
    “Not a lot,” I said and instantly followed up with, “but enough to put the plan together.” 
 
    He smirked. “Exactly. As I said, bad plan.” 
 
    That damn, Thor-with-dimples smirk antagonized me to throw my fist into his all-too-perfect face. I’d never wanted a partner. Tried like hell to get Sherbet to assign him to someone else during that first case. Yet, here I was trying to coax Brent Cole into embracing a strategy that was based around instinct rather than actual facts. “You’re right.” I grabbed my chair and sat down, rolling up to my desk and putting my hands on the keyboard. “Please, see yourself out.” 
 
    Brent stepped to the front of the chair and plopped down, piercing me with those eyes. “Well?” 
 
    Frustrated, I slammed my right forefinger down on the J of my keyboard and lifted my eyes to his. “Well, what?” 
 
    “I may think it’s a bad plan but I know I haven’t heard everything yet. So tell me.” He leaned forward and pressed his forearms on his thighs as he listened intently.  
 
    “There’s not much more to tell. I don’t know much about the bastard. However, I know that I’m not going to lead a group of inexperienced detectives into the lair of a demon and watch them slaughtered, if I can prevent it.” 
 
    Brent slammed his palms together and created a loud slapping sound as he sat back and smiled. “Now that, I can get on board with.” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’re a pain in the ass. A thorn in my side. A sty in my—” 
 
    “—Yes,” he cut me off. “but I’m also your partner. I may not agree with everything you do, but when they’re ethical and right, then I can get on board.” 
 
    I laced my fingers together and rested the sides of my hands on the desk. Leaning forward, I asked, “Ethical and right? How about you share with your partner what you are? All of it. Your mom’s side. How long must I wait to fully understand what you’re capable of?”  
 
    “This isn’t about me, Sam. Tell me what you do know about Adze and his underground world. I’m all for saving those we care about, but I’d like to not die in the process.” 
 
    I’d let him slip out of answering my question. This time. I needed Brent to pull off my plan. So it was time to lay all my cards on the table. “There are two ways to enter his lair. One is through the sewer system, but it’s narrow and heavily guarded by his ilk…” 
 
    “And the other?” 
 
    “Through a portal within a castle… here in Fullerton.” 
 
    “A castle here? In this city?” he asked. 
 
    “Yeah. My exact same thought. The librarian mentioned a castle in Fullerton. Naturally, I probed deeper and found an article about a castle that appeared and then disappeared in the East Coyote Hills of Fullerton.” 
 
    “Appeared and then disappeared? What’s that mean?” 
 
    “No clue. The article was written by a hiker on his personal blog. Apparently, a medieval castle appeared, fifty feet from where he stood. When he reached into his backpack to pull out his camera and looked back up, it was gone. Like a flash of light.” 
 
    Brent narrowed his eyes, processing the information. “So no official records of the castle?” 
 
    “No, unfortunately there was nothing. I have the librarians vague information and the eyewitness blog that has the GPS latitude and longitude. I’m going to head out that way this evening to assess the area.” 
 
    Brent stood and walked to my office door, stopping before he opened it. He turned to say, “I’ll meet you there. What time?” 
 
    “A couple hours. I have a few errands to run first. Here,” I said, and sent him the link to the blog with the GPS coordinates. 
 
    He nodded, “Got it.”  
 
    “Hey,” I said. “I saw you alter that child molester’s mind while we were investigating the piper case.” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
     “Your eyes glow white. Your aura is normal.” I paused. “Isn’t it in our best interest, as partners, to know the details of our abilities? To work smarter, not harder?”  
 
    My partner bore those green eyes into me. Uncomfortably so. The revelation on the edge of his lips. Finally, he said, “I’ll share everything with you, Samantha Moon. Believe me, I will. Just not here. Not at the precinct.” He glanced around as if the place was bugged. 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “We’re plotting to step from this realm into another. I’d like to know what we both bring to the table before we do that.” 
 
    “Fair enough. You will.” Without saying another word, he had stepped out of my office and left me staring at the inside of my closed office door. 
 
    Damn him. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I hit speed dial on my cell phone and remotely unlocked my minivan.  
 
    “Yeah, what?” Jacky said, answering my call.  
 
    “Jacky, it’s Samantha Moon.” 
 
    “Oh, Sam. Sorry about the abrupt way I answered. I thought you were one of my fighters. How are you, Lass?” 
 
    “I was calling to check on you. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Just here doing some paperwork,” he said.  
 
    The rhythmic sound of a speedbag echoed in the background. It was quite soothing. A sound I often missed from day to day. “Do me a favor.” 
 
    “Anything, Lass.” 
 
    “Don’t go anywhere. I’m on my way to the gym to talk to you about Anthony.” 
 
    “No worries, I’ll be here when you arrive.” 
 
    We hung up, and I started my vehicle. As I backed out of my parking space, I glanced in my rearview mirror and noticed Brent walking through the lot towards his mustang. I couldn’t help but wonder why he was so mysterious about the powers he possessed from his mother. Was he even going to share those powers with me? What could he be hiding? It was obvious he had some kind of mind altering ability. A knack that could be extremely helpful to the cause.  
 
    Pulling out onto Common Wealth Ave., I voice dialed Brent. 
 
    “No, Sam, I’m not following you,” he said when he answered.  
 
    “I wasn’t worried about that, Cole. If I thought you were following me, I’d shake you in seconds.” 
 
    He laughed. “So what do I owe to the pleasure of your call? Do you just miss me already?” 
 
    “Don’t hold your breath, Detective Cole.” His chuckle irritated me. It made me want to hang up on him and temporarily forget that I even knew him.  
 
    “Well then, what is it, Detective Moon?” 
 
    I decided to wait and confront him later that evening. Before I hung up on him, I said, “Remember, keep this side strategy to yourself. Don’t share it with the precinct.” Especially Sherbet, I thought. Rather than wait for his response, I said, “See you tonight.”  
 
    I whipped through a few side streets of Fullerton. Adze consumed my thoughts. Watching him through the eyes replayed in my mind. Ideally, I wished I had eyes on him now. To know exactly what he was doing at this very moment. Making sure to leave no stone unturned. 
 
    I drove up to the curb in front of Jacky’s. The gym appeared a bit crowded through the window. Stepping up to the entrance, I peeped through the glass to see if I could pinpoint Jacky before I stepped into the all too familiar gym. Maneuvering past his up and coming boxers, I sought out the old Irish guy to check on him.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Sweat and must filled the room. Two guys in the ring exchanged jabs while a female and two males stood shoulder to shoulder jabbing and working their own speed bags. Perspiration flipped from their arms onto the mat at their feet.  
 
    I poked my head into Jacky’s office and made eye contact. Wrapping up a phone call, he put up his finger to ask for a minute and I nodded and turned my attention back to the gym.  
 
    My eyes locked onto a young fighter in the ring, hammering against the head of another young boxer who was now bobbing where he stood. The kid doing the pounding relentlessly pummeled the other like a stationary punching bag. Until the kid fell straight-legged backward and his back thudded against the mat.  
 
    The fighter raised both fists in the air. He had a light aura around him. Mesmerized by the speed and power behind his punches, I watched his mannerisms, his air of confidence. The way each movement, be it punch or block or dodge, was never wasted. He seemed to calculate every action with a mirrored reaction. Offense and Defense. Quick yet methodical. He stayed three to five steps ahead of his opponent with every move.  
 
    After a minute or so, Jacky’s arm brushed against mine. He stood next to me, watching the same thing I was glued to. Talent. Strength and yet fresh and new to the ring.  
 
    Jacky said, “It’s good to see you, Sam.” 
 
    “Who’s the kid with the wicked right hook?” I asked, my eyes still savoring his humbled reaction to his knock out. The kid had moved to his opponent’s side and lightly slapped his face, and checked his pulse, after pulling off his gloves, to make sure he was still alive. I loved to see that kind of sportsmanship. It reminded me of Anthony.  
 
    “His name is Jonathan.” The old Irishman grinned as he glanced at the kid in the ring. “New kid. Found him at a shelter in Los Angeles.” 
 
    “Found him?”  
 
    “Yeah. Apparently homeless with a whole lot of untrained talent.” Jacky finally moved his eyes from the kid and back to me. “And some pent up anger.” 
 
    “Lucky find. Maybe your next prize fighter.” 
 
    “If I can train him to harness his abilities and use them to win a few, then I’d say yes, very lucky.” Jacky nodded his head toward his office, motioning for me to follow him.  
 
    Before I moved, my gaze centered back to the ring where the talented young fighter was helping his opponent stand and singing words of praise to him. I heard the kindness in his voice. There was something about that voice. I’d heard it before. I was sure of it.  
 
    “You know him, Sam?” Jacky asked. 
 
    “Not sure. Why do you ask?”  
 
    “Because you’re staring at him like you do.”  
 
    “What’s his name, again?” I barely glanced at Jacky and then moved my gaze back to the ring.  
 
    “Jonathon.” 
 
    “Jonathon what?” 
 
    “Jonathan Cassidy. He’s twenty-two years old.” 
 
    I said, he’s twenty-two years old, at the same time and that’s when Jacky said, “You’re a psychic now too, Samantha?” 
 
    “Interesting. Very interesting,” I said, ignoring Jacky’s comment. Finally breaking my lock on Jonathan, I turned back to my former coach and followed him into his office. “When we’re finished here, I’d like to have a chat with him, if that’s okay.” 
 
    “I don’t see a problem with that.” He cracked his office door and motioned for me to take a seat. “So what brings you to these parts? Haven’t seen you or Anthony in a few weeks.” 
 
    “My last case had some residual resurfacing.” Rather than act coy, I decided to come right out with it.  
 
    “Meaning?”  
 
    “Meaning, an evil son of a bitch is coming after my family and friends.” 
 
    Jacky raised his bushy red eyebrows.  
 
    “Anthony and I wanted to make sure that you didn’t receive a note similar to this one.” I handed him the note that I received on my vehicle the night it was parked in the parking lot of the old church.  
 
    Jacky read it. Studied it. Concern lines deepened across his forehead. “Nothing like that. Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    “If you get one, will you please call me immediately?” 
 
    “Of course. You got it.” Jacky patted my hand that was rested on his desk. “How is my boy doing? I haven’t seen him in a few weeks.” 
 
    “He’s good. Concerned about you and all our loved ones. He’s opted to stay away from the gym until this whole thing passes over. He doesn’t want to put anyone in danger.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of some evildoer.” 
 
    I smiled. Jacky knew about me and Anthony and my family. And I believed him when he said he wasn’t afraid. We were afraid for him, and that was enough to do what we could to keep him safe. The last thing any of us wanted to do was drag the innocent man into this mess.  
 
    I stood and headed back toward the gym with Jacky in tow. When I noticed that the ring was empty, I asked, “Where’s the kid?” 
 
    “It’s hard to keep him in one place for too long,” Jacky said. “He probably headed back to the shelter. There is a curfew for that place.” 
 
    “If he comes back, will you give me a call?” 
 
    “Of course, Sam. Anything for you.” 
 
    I leaned in to give my good ole friend a hug and a pat on the back. He squeezed my hand to reassure me that he was there for me. A sense of relief filled my body, my mind, and my spirit. Halfway from where we stood and the front door, I glanced back and saw him watching me leave. I yelled out, “I miss this place. I need a good workout.” 
 
    “Come in any time, Sam. And bring Anthony. My guys miss him. The kid has skills as a teacher.”  
 
    I nodded and lifted my hand to let him know that I’d be back in for some ring time soon. He whispered to himself, but I heard the words loud and clear when he said, “be careful, Lass. It’s a wicked world out there.” 
 
    Under my breath, I said, “Not as wicked as a vampire mom on a mission to protect her kids.” At that statement, Elizabeth stirred.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Slay the Leader and the Army Falls 
 
    “Tell me everything you can about Adze,” I asked Kingsley.  
 
    Unfortunately, my knowledge of the enemy was limited. And vague. Although Wanda and Allison and the coven had bought me time—how much time, no one knew. Maybe a year or a month, or hell, maybe only a day. Sure, they said the spell was strong, but in truth, I realized that it was only as strong as the entity who was able to break it.  
 
    All day my mind raced to the beastly look of Adze outside of his human form. Ugly, deformed, grotesque were all words which came to mind. His army contained some of the nastiest forms of evil that existed. In numbers, their strength was frightening. Encountering each of them alone, we stood a chance. The realization left me with a plan which might give us the element of surprise. And if they tried to— 
 
    “—Sam!” 
 
    Kingsley’s voice jolted me back to his office. Sure, his wolf roar scared me a little, but as I focused back on his face, I realized I’d been lost in my own thoughts—my own strategy to thwart the one thing I was asking him about. “I’m here. No need to yell.”  
 
    His eyes pierced my soul.  
 
    “Stop staring at me like that.” 
 
    “Where were you? You asked me a question and you disappeared.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Somewhere between ripping Adze’s head off and watching his underworld empire engulfed in raging flames.”  
 
    “Did you hear anything I said?” he asked, narrowing his eyes.  
 
    Ashamed I had asked him a question, and then bailed on his response, I shrugged. “Sorry. Not really.” 
 
    Kingsley stood from his desk and maneuvered to the chair next to mine. His concerned amber eyes paused for a moment to assess me. When he took my cold hand in his, I felt my body stir with a sense of temporary peace. His large palm was warm against my skin. No doubt, he cared for me. It was at times like this that for a brief moment I embraced being protected by my handsome, big, hairy lug. 
 
    “Let’s try this again,” he said softly. “I’ve heard of him. It was decades ago when a client sat in the exact chair you’re in now and told me of a vampire who was creating a monopoly on selling fresh blood to the underground market. Vampires. Werewolves. Any creature who desired blood or flesh…” he trailed off.  
 
    “And? What else did he tell you?” I asked, frustrated.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Nothing?” 
 
    “That was the first time and the last time Adze’s name came up. Well, until I received the note. Truth is, Sam, the guy is just another underground useless thug and wasn’t worth discussing with my client. Had nothing to do with his case.” 
 
    “Can I chat with your client? Maybe he brought it up for a reason. Maybe he knows something—something that will help with this case.” 
 
    “I can’t reveal the client, Sam.” His grip softened.  
 
    “Can’t or won’t?” I knew about client confidentiality, but I thought Kingsley could make an exception in this case. After all, Anthony and Tammy’s lives were at stake too.  
 
    “Can’t. And you know that. You and I both understand some things happen in the supernatural world that may be beyond our reach.” 
 
    I pulled my hand from his and stood, moving to the wall and turning to face him. I needed a moment with my thoughts—to gaze at Kingsley from a distance. His eyes were locked on mine. He patiently waited for me to say something.  
 
    “I understand. Is there anything else about him you can share?” 
 
    “I do remember my client saying that his army consisted of the dumbest of the bunch. Followers. Easily brainwashed idiots.” 
 
    “So, take down the leader, and you topple the army?” 
 
    “Yeah, something like that.” 
 
    “That’s helpful.” After a moment, I said, “There’s a way into his lair, Kingsley”  
 
    “His lair?” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “In essence, his domain? His comfort zone?” 
 
    “I understand where you’re going with this. But if we’re careful and we’re prepared, we can hit him with the element of surprise. Take him out where he least expects it.” 
 
    “Or walk into a web of destruction.”  
 
    “Or not,” I said, still standing with my back to the wall, staring at my handsome, husky boyfriend.  
 
    “Okay. Where and how, Sam?” 
 
    I moved back toward him and took my seat next to him. Reaching out, I took his hand in mine. “There are two locations in Fullerton. First, through the sewer system.” 
 
    “You know damn well what lurks down in that shithole.” 
 
    I nodded. “It’s dangerous, I know. The other location is through a castle.” 
 
    Kingsley narrowed his eyes. “A castle? Here in Fullerton?” 
 
    “I haven’t confirmed the castle yet, but I have a GPS address and an eyewitness linked to a castle which once appeared and suddenly disappeared in a disclosed location.” 
 
    “A disappearing castle?” he said under his breath. “Anything is possible, I guess.” 
 
    “This may sound out of line, but can you do some research on a castle that may have disappeared from one location and was relocated to another? Also, see if you can find out who owns the land at the address I have?” 
 
    He reached up and rubbed the side of my face. A caring gesture. One that made me want to melt into him. “Give me the address and I’ll see what I can find out.” 
 
    My eyes were closed. The warmth of his hand against my cool cheek. I may have even moaned. When I opened my eyes, his grin sent a bolt of excitement through my body. “I miss our alone time,” I whispered.  
 
    “Well, let’s solve this case, shove Adze back into his hole and we can plan a vacation together. With all of us. You, me and the kids.” 
 
    “Yes! I like that. The sooner the better.” 
 
    Kingsley stood and pulled me into his arms. Without warning, he had me in a tight embrace with his lips pressed desperately against mine. He tasted minty and fresh and the thought of Adze and the case, for a brief moment, escaped my mind and I let myself settle into his strong arms. 
 
    When Kingsley pulled away, his lips inches from mine, he said, “Don’t go searching for the castle alone, Sam.” 
 
    “I won’t. Brent will meet me there.” 
 
    A dark snarl rumbled in the back of his throat. It was fast. One second there and the next gone. After the piper game, Kingsley innately became a bit more protective. “I’ll meet you both there, Sam, and we can search together.” 
 
    I reached out my hand and rested it on the side of his hairy face. “No, Kingsley. I need you to dig up as much information as you can on this place.” I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “I’ll just snoop around and see what I can find out. Nothing more.” 
 
    He nodded and pulled me back into his arms. “You know what happened with the Lichtenstein case?” 
 
    I thought about that for a moment. How could I ever forget? We worked side by side. Even with Kingsley, it was one of the creepiest experiences of my life.  
 
    I placed my open palms on either side of his face and locked eyes with him. “I’ll be fine. Find out what you can and call me when you have something.” I planted a soft, passionate kiss on his lips. When we broke our embrace, I headed for the door, but glanced back at my gorgeous big oaf and smiled.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I parked my van at the bottom of a dirt road and decided to hike to the castle. A warm breeze swept through the area, carrying dirt and pebbles across the hillside, creating a layer of dust. Low covering trees and shrubs and scarce dried maple brown grass blanketed the bluff.  
 
    I assessed the hilltop from where I stood, and the only thing in view was the sinking orange sun behind the brown terrain. Even the rocky road leading to the top wasn’t much of an actual road at all. It was hardly a hiking trail with boulders staggered about.  
 
    I grabbed a flashlight, my firearm, which I didn’t really need, and double checked that I had my cellular phone with me and on vibrate. I shoved it into my front pocket. Taking a deep breath, I took three steps toward the hillside when I heard a rattle. Not just any rattle—but the kind that comes with fangs and venom and striking power. The snake sat back on its coiled body and opened its mouth with fangs that dripped venom. Oddly, I could smell the poison and hear the drops land in the dirt.  
 
    “You strike, you die, rattler. And I’m quite sure you do not want to die today.” I said, stepping further out of its strike zone. As the snake assessed that the danger was no longer a threat, the rattler slowed and stopped.  
 
    Making my way through the brush and swiping at branches and low hanging limbs, I thought about how alike vampires were to snakes. In most cases, we bit our victims too and when we sensed danger close, our defenses turned deadly. Maneuvering around boulders, it was obvious that no one had been on this route for quite some time. The nonexistent impression and limited erosion of a trail was questionable, at best.  
 
    As I took my last steps toward the top of the mountain, I spotted the tip of a man-made structure. Greyish and taupe stone now adorned the once empty skyline. And with each step forward, closer to the top, more of the glorious structure was revealed. 
 
    Note to self, I thought. Samantha Moon, you need to hike more to appreciate it cause right now it’s not fun. Maybe next time I can summon Talos or use the department’s helicopter. Inwardly, I laughed.  
 
    By the time I stood at the top of the Fullerton hill, I gawked at the sheer size and medieval appearance of the place. Where did you come from? Surely, if anyone in Fullerton knew this was here, there would be swarms of curious residents casing the place. Better yet, there’d be tourists camping out in their tents just to wield their camera in the direction of this magnificently crafted fortress.  
 
    The scenic view overlooking the city of Fullerton alone made this a highly sought after and valuable piece of real-estate. The fact that the castle could not be seen from the city below was baffling. Yet, not a hiker in sight. And, by the look of things, not a single soul had been to this location in quite some time. After soaking in the view of the city, my city, I decided it was time to get closer to the structure that was thought to have a portal to Adze’s lair.  
 
    The entrance to the structure adorned two stone pillars with crowns at the top. Between those sentinel like guards stood an astoundingly high door between an arched stone gateway. Actually, the entire dwelling was beautifully crafted of rock and stone, and if I wasn’t staring at the damn place with my own eyes, I wouldn’t believe that something so medieval graced our city.  
 
    Fortified by immense solid walls with fairly symmetrical patterns and walkways along the top with openings for archers, this resembled a place of defense and safe retreat before an attack. The ancient fortress was clearly out of place. And quite possibly out of its realm. Hell, it was out of its country of origin.  
 
    The sun had fallen below the horizon and the cast of lights in the sky illuminated the palace in such a way that it gave me a façade of echoes of the past—a time when soldiers marched and a king gave orders. A time when such a place demonstrated its prosperity and power and protection over the town—the city.  
 
    My feet felt pinned to the dirt road. Locked in place and unable to move. Not forward or backward. Stuck. My eyes glued to the beauty of each stone giving the structure strength. Standing in awe of such a breathtakingly massive site, I couldn’t get past the thought of this place being a secret. Why wasn’t this a major city tourist attraction, or at least a landmark?  
 
    Undisturbed and yet the castle seemed to be cared for. I was perplexed. Jumpy even. Like maybe I wasn’t alone. Maybe the place was haunted. My cell phone vibrated, and I jumped. Yanking it from my front pocket, I answered, “Moon here.”  
 
    Static crackled in my ear. “Sam, it’s...” 
 
    “Hello? I can’t hear you.” 
 
    “It’s Brent. Can you hear me?”  
 
    His words came through loud and clear. “Shouldn’t you be here by now or have you lost your tracking skills?” I still wasn’t sure what my partner was except for a bear shifter. And I knew that the type of bear he became had unbelievable tracking abilities.  
 
    Brent hesitated, “I was held up. We’re on our way from the San Bernardino area.”  
 
    “We’re?” I narrowed my eyes, impatiently waiting for him to answer.  
 
    “You’re on speaker.” 
 
    “Okay? Who’s with you?” 
 
    Brent chuckled. More of a nervous chuckle than anything else. “Sherbet cornered me and wanted to tag along.” 
 
    Sherbet huffed in retort. “Cornered you? I thought you two might need another pair of eyes to search for the portal or whatever will take us to that demon’s lair.” 
 
    Frustrated, I said, behind the guise of being unbothered, “No problem. We can use the extra eyes, Detective. What’s your ETA?”  
 
    “Coming from San Bernardino, Sam. Weaving through the 91 traffic may take some time. But we’ll be there as soon as we can.” 
 
    I peered back at the castle and said, “You won’t believe this place.” 
 
    “So you found it?” he asked.  
 
    “Looks like a castle to me. See you when you get here.”  
 
    I shoved the phone back in my front pocket. Didn’t I tell him to keep our plan to himself? Frustrated that Brent had Sherbet with him, that frustration seemed to dissipate the closer I got to the fortress.  
 
    The structure called to me. Pulled me toward it. As if it gripped my throat and demanded my presence. As if it was alive and connected and hungry. Tightly fitted cobblestone walkways integrated through the dirt and grassy hillside path under my feet. Fixated on my surroundings, I listened to the wind swirl along the tree line, rustling the leaves and branches.  
 
    The rising moon cast its illuminating glow around the stone structure. If I let my imagination run wild, it felt as if time was falling into the past with each motion forward. The city of Fullerton distant. Far from me. And the medieval world of castles and kings and magic—yes, magic—directly in front of me. All of this was far too dark and far too inviting.  
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Disoriented. Confused and clouded. Maybe foggy. My mind was all those things and none of those things. Clarity and chaos working together. Either way, I didn’t like it. Not one bit. Now, a few steps away from the entrance, I glanced back and saw a mist or thick fog move like a floating white blanket across the dirt. It moved through and around my legs and settled at the base of the castle. Frigid. Goosebumps swept across my arms, causing the small hairs to stand at attention. I don’t get chilled. Hell, my body, blood, skin was already cold and pale.  
 
    Elizabeth stirred. That was another sign that the cold belonged to something else. Something dark.  
 
    The white condensation settled around the base of the fortress like a bed of snow—white, fluffy, dense snow. One thing was for certain, I’d had my fair share of cases surrounding strongholds. But there was something different about this one—something unique, odd, dead yet alive. The stones were ancient. Dark. Unnatural. A mix of confusion.  
 
    The chill that covered the hilltop wasn’t about the weather. Nope. It was wicked or evil and I’d been around my fair share of many things evil to know. The mist circled me, swirled around my legs as if it was attracted to my scent—to my presence. Quite possibly guarding the massive structure. Warning me. I hated being warned when I clearly had to investigate.  
 
    The gated entrance was that in height of a medieval citadel. I placed my hand on the cold wood and a bolt of whispers shot through my body. I stumbled backwards and took a deep breath. Not for air. For composure.  
 
    Whispers. Cries. Maybe this was the portal to Adze? Could it be that easy?  
 
    Stepping up to the entrance again, I placed my fingertips along the door front. Muffled whispers filled my body and mind. I closed my eyes. The words, the cries, and the pleas were distant and jumbled into a ball of unrest. I flattened my hand and used my palm to get closer, to hear more. Nothing changed except for the volume. Louder. Aggressive. Again, Elizabeth stirred in the same way she did when blood was dripping right in front of me.  
 
    A tomb? Could this massive castle be more of a mausoleum? Without another thought, I wrapped my hand around the iron ring and pushed the door inward. It creaked open, stopping just wide enough for me to see, and yet it was too dark to see anything. Flipping on my flashlight, I held it up and flashed it inside the castle. The entrance hall caught my attention and with deliberate care, I stepped over the threshold and into the remnants of the past. The air temperature dropped fifteen degrees. I shivered again. 
 
    A frigid and unfriendly wind came to life from deep within the bowels of the fortress. It bellowed through the halls, moving directly towards me, whipping my hair around my face as it exited the door. As fast as it had started, it was gone. King of the castle releasing a deep, pent-up breath and was at rest again. I cautiously moved away from the entrance, not wanting to disturb whatever may have been awakened from within. 
 
    Ten cement stairs took me into a large empty parlor with a gothic framed painting hung high on a wall over a fireplace just in front of me. The room was built so high that not even my flashlight could cast enough glow to see where the room stopped. I glanced back and the massive gate-type front door remained cracked, allowing a slight hue from the stars and moon to seep into the first steps of the structure.  
 
    For such an aged dwelling, it was eerily quiet. Every step I took, echoed. The place was spotless and dust free. Heck, my own house had dust—and lots of it—high and low. Just as my damn thoughts settled on the why of how a place like this was dustless, random whispers jolted up through my feet and legs and through my entire body.  
 
    Slightly bewildered, I cased the place, scanning every direction. I wasn’t letting my guard down. My inner dark master was stirring within. And for the time being, I needed to keep that bitch contained. Easy, Sam, stay focused. 
 
    As if the castle itself pulled at me to explore further, to move deeper into its depths, I stood in the center of the massive empty room and used my flashlight to view the walls. One door after another led to different areas of the fortress. That had my attention until a spiral staircase caught my eye. A sliver of light from my flashlight reflected off the metal railing and ricocheted into… a pair of eyes. They were there and then gone. I took a step back just as my phone vibrated.  
 
    “Damn it,” I whispered to myself at the ill timing of the call. “Moon here,” I nearly whispered as to not disturb… well, I’m not sure what, but something else was in there with me.  
 
    “Sam, its Kingsley.” 
 
    “Kingsley?” 
 
    “Sam, can you hear me?”  
 
    “Kingsley. I can hear you. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re cutting in and out though.” 
 
    “What did you find out? Who does this place belong to?” I asked.  
 
    There was a hesitation, or he cut out entirely, because I didn’t hear anything for ten seconds and then he said, “No one.” 
 
    Pressing the phone closer to my ear, I said, “What do you mean, no one?”  
 
    “There is no castle in Fullerton.” 
 
    I waved my hand in the air to get him to forget that no one knows about the castle. “The address, though. What does it turn up?” 
 
    “That address you gave me isn’t even an address.” 
 
    Perplexed, I moved back toward the front door. “Of course it’s an address. And at this address is a castle” My voice raised. “I’m looking at it. Hell, I’m in it right now.”  
 
    White noise or static filled my ear. “Kingsley?” I asked. 
 
    “I’m here, Sam. Can you hear me?” 
 
    “Now I can,” I said. “What do you mean that address doesn’t exist?” 
 
    Kingsley said, “I searched public records and there are no results. I ran the address in google maps satellite view and it’s a damn empty spot on top of a mountain.” 
 
    “Kingsley, that’s impossible.” Static crackled over the line.  
 
    “Sam? Are you there? Can you hear me?” 
 
    Before I had the chance to step outside the door, the phone disconnected. I tried to call Kingsley back, but the phone line sat on calling and refused to connect. Stepping back and leaning against the wall, a loud sound filled my head. Hundreds of people whispering, shrieking and begging. My body being the receiver to hear them.  
 
    It was at that moment, I realized I really wasn’t alone. I lifted my gaze and a young girl in medieval clothing stood in front of me. Close to me. Too close as far as I was concerned. Her hair was disheveled. Her clothes tattered and her dirty face streaked clean from her tears. I held my flashlight up but away from her so that I didn’t blast the light into her face.  
 
    In a soft tone, I asked, “What are you doing here? Are you okay?” 
 
    She took a step toward me, closing the distance between us. She stood at the edge of my light, just enough for me to see her features. Her eyes. She held a baby doll by one arm tightly in her hand—a baby doll missing half of its body. As I moved to step closer to her, she put up her open palm to stop me.  
 
    “Okay, I won’t come any closer. What’s your name?”  
 
    Her tiny voice trembled. “You shouldn’t be here.” She shifted her gaze to her right and then to her left, and then she settled back on me. “You should leave,” she whispered.  
 
    “You shouldn’t be here either. Can I take you somewhere? Do you have a home around here?” I asked, taking one step toward her. She mimicked me but stepped back. Tears streaked her face.  
 
    Lifting her arms, she held her wrists out to me. “I can’t leave.” Black, blue and red bruises and cuts wrapped around both her wrists. Dangling from her hand was that baby doll cut in half. Her voice raised an octave. “If they hear you, they’ll kill you. Please, Samantha Moon, leave now.” She stepped back again and disappeared into the darkness of the castle.  
 
    I ran toward the girl to catch a glimpse of her running, but the parlor was empty—the chill in the air dropped in temperature again. And I heard my name being called from outside. Stunned that the little girl knew my name—shocked that she no doubt lived in this icy cold and drab medieval stone structure, I moved from inside the castle to outside, catching a glimpse of Brent gawking at the sheer size and beauty in front of him.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    As I moved closer, I realized that Brent and Sherbet were arguing. Like two grumpy old men bickering about something. Sherbet held a half-eaten donut in his hand, flipping crumbs through the air. Brent’s eyes followed the crumbs and stopped at his shoes where he tapped the ground to knock them off. I wanted to stop and watch to see where this was going, but then again, I didn’t. 
 
    “Ahem.” 
 
    When they realized I was there, Sherbet turned to me and said, “Where’d you come from? Hiking?” He muttered with the remaining bit of donut grinding between his choppers.  
 
    “Yeah, Detective. Thought I’d do a leisurely hike in the fog while I waited for you two.” I rolled my eyes and laughed at the same time. “Did you hike up the side of the hill, Detective? With a donut in your hand, no less.” 
 
    Sherbet stuffed the remaining pastry in his mouth. “I don’t have to be supernatural to keep up with you two.” 
 
    Brent glanced at me and together we laughed, which provoked Detective Sherbet to join in. He even saw the humor in his own words.  
 
    Then Sherbet’s smile pulled back, and he asked, “So, why are we standing in an empty lot on a hilltop in Fullerton,” he said. 
 
    A smirk lit up my face, and I raised a brow, peering at his confused expression. 
 
    Brent folded his arms across his chest as he tapped his right foot. His head shook with a single-sided smile and unblinking glare fixated on our unwavering boss. 
 
    I moved my gaze from Sherbet to Brent. “What’s wrong with him?” 
 
    “He doesn’t see it.” Brent stepped forward and threw open one hand towards the castle.  
 
    I moved my eyes from Brent’s hand to the castle. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “See what?” Sherbet asked. “An alleged castle?” 
 
    “Detective, it’s right in front of you. As big as any castle I’ve ever seen and surrounded by lots of fog.” 
 
    “Fog?” Sherbet took two steps forward toward the castle and abruptly turned, “Sam, have you had rest? I know this case has you upset and concerned, but vampire or not, you need rest.” 
 
    “I’m rested, Detective.” Slightly irritated, I glanced from Brent, who shrugged his shoulders to Sherbet. “You seriously don’t see it?” 
 
    Detective Sherbet shook his head.  
 
    “What do you see then?” I was fascinated that something so magnificent and powerful and medieval wasn’t even there according to Sherbet. “Do you see the fog? The two stone pillars with crowns at the top? The arched stone gateway?” He shook his head repeatedly with each thing I mentioned. How could he not see those things? “What do you see then?” I asked again.  
 
    “Under the moonlight? Not a whole lot. But I do see rocks. Dirt. Cactus. Shrubbery.” Frustrated, he said, “I see a damn hill top overlooking Fullerton. A beautiful view, I might add. But don’t tell me that the view is a façade and neither of you see that.” 
 
    “Impossible,” I whispered under my breath. Motherly instinct took over, and I reached up and pressed the back of my hand across his forehead the same way I would check if my kids had a fever. “Are you feeling okay, Detective? Are you getting enough rest?” 
 
    “Holy shit!” Detective Sherbet’s eyes grew wide, his mouth dropped open, and he took a step back, disconnecting my hand from his forehead. In his attempt to move away, he stumbled, lost his balance and fell backward onto his ass. “What the hell on wheels was that?” he said from where he sat in the dirt.  
 
    “Was it big?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Made of rock and stone?” 
 
    He nodded again, still on his ass and still staring at the castle, or the area where the castle sat. By the way he used the past tense, I figured he couldn’t see it anymore.  
 
    “Fortress like?” Brent asked sarcastically. 
 
    “Yeah, exactly that. Massive and dark. Like the whole area went from normal Fullerton to medieval darkness with fog and shit right in front of me.” 
 
    “You still see it?” I asked.  
 
    “It’s gone. It disappeared again.” Sherbet ran his hands over his face. “It was as if I could hear horses stampeding toward the castle and archers pulling back burning arrows while standing at the top.” He finally moved his eyes from the castle area to mine and tilted his head like a confused puppy. Realizing that Brent had his hand out to help him up, Sherbet took it and stood.  
 
    The simplicity of it all hit me like a horse’s hoof. “I get it.” 
 
    “Care to share?” Brent asked, eyebrows raised.  
 
    “The damn things enchanted.” I whispered to myself, “That’s why Kingsley couldn’t see it on Google view.” 
 
    “You’re mumbling,” Brent said. “Details of what you know would be nice.” Running his right hand over his hair, he surveyed the castle. 
 
    Sherbet touched my shoulder and gawked at the massive fortress again.  
 
    “If I’m right, and I usually am,” I said, smiling, “the castle has an enchantment over it which only allows our kind to see it.” I wiggled my shoulder, but the Detective’s grasp was stuck. 
 
    “Our kind?” Brent smirked. 
 
    “Human, but not. You know, supernatural.” I turned to Sherbet and glanced from his astonished expression to his hand still on my shoulder. “Detective, can you release my shoulder or do you intend on taking it to the station on trespassing charges?” I cocked my head slightly and took a moment to laugh inside over his bewildered expression.  
 
    He pulled his hand off my shoulder and took a step back. “I just can’t believe we have something so massive right here in Fullerton. This makes finding the portal to Adze a bit harder for us regular folk, doesn’t it?” He chuckled faintly in almost a feeling of embarrassment, as if he felt left out of the group. 
 
    I nodded and took a deep breath. “Let Brent and I figure that out. It’s been a long day and I need to pick up my kids from my sister’s place.” 
 
    Brent nodded. “Sam, you went inside. Spill the details. Any sign of the portal?” 
 
    “No,” I hesitated, wanting to tell them about the girl. But I stopped myself. Hell, I wasn’t even sure what I saw. Was she real? A ghost? A figment of my imagination? If the structure was enchanted, it could have been anything. “I’ll fill you in later.” 
 
    Brent nodded.  
 
    Saying goodbye to both men, I turned to Brent and said, “This castle belongs to someone. Kingsley found nothing legally and now we know why. Think you could put out some feelers and see if anyone knows anything?” 
 
    “I’m on it,” he said, followed by a creepy wink. When did he start winking? 
 
    In that moment, I paused for just a second to replay my encounter with the girl. The baby doll cut in half, hanging from her hand. The dirt-streaked tears down her face. How did she know my name? I had a mountain of questions that needed answers. As I got closer to the hill to start my descent, I turned and noticed the creepy fog was dissipating into the night.  
 
    Casting one last glance at my partner and Detective Sherbet, I shook my head when I saw the detective reach up and touch Brent’s arm as he once again stood in complete astonishment of the massive castle that loomed over us.  
 
    His childlike expression amused me. You’d think after all this time of hanging around us immortals and witnessing everything that he has thus far, nothing would surprise him. But there he was, his side profile silhouetted with his mouth gaping open. Noticing Brent watching me, I gave him a single nod, and headed toward my minivan to pick up my kids.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Tammy and Anthony both seemed preoccupied at dinner. Tammy raced to eat, complained about having to do the dishes, and ran off to take a phone call from her friend, Dillan. Anthony seemed quiet throughout dinner and after placing his dishes in the sink, he grabbed the landline phone and called Jacky to make sure he was still okay and unmarked by Adze. I decided to brew a cup of hot coffee and took a seat out on my front porch.  
 
    It was the perfect evening. A cool breeze wisped through the front yard, across the bushes and directly past me, blowing the steam from my hot mug. A cluster of clouds moved across the sky and now covered the light from the moon.  
 
    My thoughts stayed the same. The girl in the castle. I thought about her on my way to pick up the kids, at dinner and even now. Her haunting eyes bothered me. If she was stranded, then I had left here there. But the way she knew my name and how she ran off told me that there was much more to the little girl in the castle.  
 
    “It’s been a while, Sam.” I jumped. Yes, jumped. I was so deep in thought that I didn’t hear Dracula approach, nor see him walk or land or whatever to show up on my porch. I knew the voice before I whipped my head in his direction, but the fact that he snuck up on me without me knowing, caused me to be a bit raw toward him.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” Elizabeth stirred. Damn her. I hated the inner disturbance of Elizabeth whenever Dracula was anywhere near her. Obviously not because of Dracula but because of his dark master, Cornelius. Elizabeth’s lover.  
 
    “Is that any way to treat a guest in your home, Sam?” 
 
    “You’re not technically in my home, though. Right?” 
 
    He chuckled, and then the smile disappeared. Dracula was serious. Too serious. Worrisome almost. Taking a sip from my mug, staring out in front of me at my front yard, I said, “Do share what brings you to this side of the tracks?” 
 
    “A note.” He replied in a calm, smug tone. 
 
    That got my attention. I glanced from my mug to the legend. He looked rather dashing in a black pair of slacks and black button down shirt. His beautiful long hair shifted in the wind, gently moving over his muscular shoulders and regal face.  
 
    In his hand, between his middle and pointer finger, he held the note that I was familiar with. The scent of Adze still lingered on the paper. Anger grew from the pit within me, knowing that Adze had gone as far as to mark Dracula. “You got one?” I asked, somewhat surprised. 
 
    “I did, Sam.” His serious expression shifted again into a casual smile. A smile that said Dracula wasn’t worried too much about the note that Adze had left for those connected to me in one way or another. Still leaning with one shoulder against the beam support on the porch, he said, “Care to explain what kind of run-in you had with that prick?” 
 
    “So you know him?” I set my coffee cup down on the table. If Dracula knew Adze, this could change the dynamic of the entire situation.  
 
    “Ran into him a time or two,” Dracula said with a shit-eating grin.  
 
    “Ran into him?” I tilted my head and narrowed my eyes at the vampire of darkness. “Or do you mean that you’ve used his services before?” 
 
    “That’s quite a bold question, Sam. Isn’t it you who has some explaining to do since my name somehow ended up on his hit list?” 
 
    Somehow he flipped this back on me, I paused for a moment. Frustrated that anyone’s name was on any hit list, I turned my body toward him and sighed. “Unfortunately, occupational hazard.” 
 
    “So you got on his bad side?” 
 
    “I shut down his underground child trafficking.” 
 
    Dracula chuckled and then stopped when he saw how serious my face remained. After an awkward couple of seconds where we just stared at each other, he said, “That was you?”  
 
    “So you heard.” 
 
    “Everyone heard. That was a food source for many of our kind, Sam.” 
 
    “Our kind?” Just hearing him compare me with all of those disgusting creatures who drank from the veins of adults sickened me. But to compare me with beasts that would harm a child so that their thirst for blood could be satiated, made every muscle in my body tighten up—every vein pulse and a nausea so utterly powerful, my mind wanted to thwart Dracula from my porch and drive a wooden stick through his heart. “Let me assure you, I am nothing like those who did business with Adze.” 
 
    “Touché, Sam. You are right, you are nothing like them.” He crossed his arms over his chest and half smiled. “So, can I help in any way?” 
 
    “Can you tell Adze to drop the hit on everyone I know and get over his loss?” 
 
    “What makes you think he’ll listen to me?” 
 
    “You’re the Dark Prince, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I’ve been called many things and yes, that is one of them. However, Adze doesn’t do well with orders. Hence the reason he’s never been messed with. Well, until you, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    “Then, I suppose, it will be me who protects you.” 
 
    His head flew back, and he bellowed out a deep sadistic laugh. “I suppose it will be.” He took a step toward me and then three more steps to the banister in front of me. “Remember, Sam, he’s strong. He’s an old, powerful creature. One who keeps to himself and stays away from humans, unless he needs them to service the underworld.” 
 
    “What else can you tell me?” I asked, hoping for any information. 
 
    He peered back at me from the railing. “He had a powerful army, which included some ruthless and unforgiving serial killers.” 
 
    “Had?” 
 
    “Well, my run-in with him happened about two centuries ago. I’m not familiar with his dealings these days.” 
 
    “Ah, I see.” 
 
    “So this hit list isn’t to be taken lightly.” 
 
    “I’m not taking it lightly.” I stood. “My kids are on that list.” I pointed toward the house. “My friends. My business partners. This is my life and I’ll be damned if some lowlife underworld creature is going to wreak havoc on me or those I love.” The evil bitch stirred inside of me as I spilled my last word. 
 
    “Good. It appears you are not taking his mark lightly.” He slid a hand into his front pants pocket and gave me one satisfying nod. Pulling out the note that he had tucked away earlier, he lifted it in front of him and ripped it into little pieces, tossing it over the banister of the porch. “Looks like he marked the wrong vampire.” 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    After Dracula left, I sat back in my chair on the porch and glared up into the moonlight. The cloud covering the moon was gone. I pondered over my conversation with the Count and then headed inside with my empty mug. After shutting down and locking up, I told the kids goodnight and headed into the living room to think some more. 
 
    I sent a couple of text messages to Kingsley sharing what little I found out about the mysterious castle. He was still at the office and asked if I would like to join him for dinner tomorrow evening. I absolutely missed the big oaf. It seemed like it had been ages since we’d had alone time together. And I was in emotional need of his safe and caring comfort and hopefully his bare naked presence. 
 
    I messaged him back with the word YES in all caps and included a couple of heart emoji’s. My finger paused over the send button. It wasn’t like me to use emoji’s in my texts to him. However, in light of the note from Adze, I wasn’t going to hold back anything from anyone. I sent off my reply with no regrets. 
 
    Kingsley replied perfect, I’ll pick you up at your place around 7pm. Good night, Sam. 
 
    I messaged, Good night, handsome. I love you, I whispered to him in my living room. 
 
    I was restless. I felt that it was only a matter of time until Wanda and her covens spell would be broken. I had to do something. I couldn’t just sit back and waste any more time waiting on that piece of shit Adze to make his move. I needed to play the offense, not defense. I was eager to put an end to all of this. My top priority was to uncover the fucking portal. 
 
    Pacing the living room, I thought about the case. What I found and what I didn’t. Come on, Sam, think. The portal is in the castle. Once I find that, I can plan a Trojan horse attack and take out Adze. Didn’t Kingsley say something about taking down the leader would take down the army? That’s my goal. My only goal. Remove the head and the body falls. 
 
    I decided to jump on my computer and try to find something out about that darn enchanted castle that sat silently on the hilltop in our city. I was determined to learn about that invisible citadel as quickly as possible. There had to be something or someone out there who may have answers. 
 
    An enchanted, or purposely and strategically hidden castle, which housed the entrance to this underworld must have a trail—pieces to a puzzle left behind. My mind was all over the place. Adze note. The portal. Dracula showing up at my house. The massive enchantment having moved a castle from somewhere else and set up to hide itself from human eyes. And the girl. This was going to be an all-nighter. I laughed because night was when I had energy and stamina. 
 
    Tapping away at my computer, I put in a combination of keywords. Google gave me nothing. I searched Google images of historic castles. Nothing. I tried a combination of keywords and still there was nothing close to matching. I tried it all. Vanishing castles and cursed castles and invisible castles and abandoned castles. Over and over the results came back with nothing. 
 
    Until, in the corner of my eye, at the bottom left of my screen, I read a headline that made me sit straight up in my chair. I read it again. And again for reassurance. The title read: How does a castle in Armenia simply disappear overnight? 
 
    Shocked but inwardly beaming with excitement, I clicked the link and scanned the article. Keywords stood out. Medieval Castle. Hundreds of years old. Disappeared over night. My confidence, and excitement and need-to-know pushed me to read on. 
 
    The author of the article took his children to see the outside of the scary, as they called it, castle. Then, on another family trip, it was gone. Empty land. Dried debris and shrubbery marked the spot. 
 
    My mind was blown. This had to be the same castle.  
 
    As I continued to read, the author went into his attempts to contact the authorities to find out what happened to the old structure. But his efforts fell on deaf ears. He tried to contact resources in the historical and archaeological fields, but no one responded. His last attempt, he wrote, was to reach out to his social following and in doing so a small magazine who focuses on conspiracy theories picked up the story and ran with it. It was all but dead. Nobody cared or found any interest in the story. Except me! 
 
    I sat back and read the article three more times before I navigated to the author’s social media site and read his account word for word in his own writing. I was sure this was the same castle. I wondered if Armenia could be where Adze was from. And what kind of powerful wizardry could move such a massive structure across the world and keep it so well hidden? 
 
    Bewildered to why no one was talking about a massive 16th-century castle that had disappeared, I opened and composed a new email, addressed it to the author of the story and typed: I think I found your castle. Please get back to me. Samantha Moon. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Just before sunrise, and after making lunch for my kids, I closed my bedroom door, crawled into bed, and fell asleep. Mary Lou had agreed to pick up Tammy and Anthony and take them to school. I slept for six hours before I got up, rushed around the house to pick up, and eventually got ready to start my day. It was two in the afternoon by the time I jumped in my minivan, called Mary Lou to make sure she didn’t forget to pick up Tammy and Anthony from school and started toward the precinct. 
 
    Sure, I started toward it, but I never made it there. Something in the castle called to me. Tugged at me. Clouding my thoughts and controlling my movements. I say controlling because I now stood at the top of that damn hill and had no memory of driving here, parking, or hiking to the top.  
 
    When I finally realized where I was, I came to the horrifying conclusion that I was oblivious to what transpired over the last thirty minutes. My arms dangled at my sides and like the structure in front of me, I hadn’t moved for quite some time.  
 
    The faint sounds that whispered through the air from the fortress held my attention. But what I found odd was that even with my heightened hearing, I couldn’t quite make out the cries. The words. What they were saying. One moment there were utterances in seemingly many voices and different languages and odd tongues, but all out of order.  
 
    Suddenly a clearer voice interrupted the others. The new voice was more authoritative and sinister, but had the ability to control the other sounds for a minute or two. I closed my eyes, the castle directly in front of me, and I attempted to hone in on the new voice.  
 
    A hand clamped down on my shoulder at the same time a voice said, “Sam? Are you ignoring me?” but I reacted and reacted fast. Grabbing the unknown person, I threw him over my shoulder, creating a loud thud from his back slamming the dirt floor and with his bent wrist still in my hand, I dropped a knee on his neck. Only then did I realize, Brent was beneath the strength of my leg.  
 
    Shocked, I took a step back. “What are you doing there?” I asked, reaching out to help him to his feet.  
 
    “Remind me not to sneak up on you ever again.” He shook his head and brushed off his lower back and ass. “Apparently your vampire senses have dulled a bit around this monstrosity.” 
 
    I glanced from him and back to the castle. He was right. My senses were off. The castle, the voices, and the cries threw me off. Dracula had appeared on my porch and I had sensed nothing. Brent walked up behind me and nothing again. My dulled senses were disconcerting, to say the least. Honestly though, I didn’t have time to worry about that. The voices grew and the utter need to understand them grew within me. “Do you hear that though?”  
 
    “Hear what? What are you talking about, Sam?” Brent stared at me, unblinking and that was freaky.  
 
    “That noise.” I pointed toward the structure. “An odd moan or cry from the castle. I think the frequency is in a strange octave. A bit faint, but I can almost make it out.” 
 
    Brent tilted his head, closed his eyes and listened. As he did that, I stared at his expression. Serious. Fierce. His Thor-like vibes were irritating. It was rather creepy how attractive he was when he was in deep thought. With his eyes still closed, Brent opened his mouth and said, “I can tell you’re staring at me, Sam.” 
 
    “How?” I remarked, a bit shocked that he caught me oddly checking him out.  
 
    “You seem to breathe heavier when you stare at me.” He laughed. I didn’t.  
 
    “Don’t flatter yourself, creep.”  
 
    His smirk steadily changed as he glowered at the fortress in front of us. “The castle possesses some dark entities or secrets. Possibly both.” 
 
    “We need to find the portal in this damn thing. If the whole castle is concealed, I can only imagine how hidden the portal might be.” 
 
    “Yeah.” He took a step toward the fortress. “No one said it would be easy to save the lives of everyone you know and love.” 
 
    No statement had ever been truer. “So you decided to track me this morning.” 
 
    “I sensed your detour this afternoon.”  
 
    “Now that’s just damn creepy, Cole.” 
 
    “Yeah, but true.” 
 
    “It makes me uneasy to think that something about me speaks to your GPS.” 
 
    “I think you’re jealous that you don't have my tracking abilities.” Brent muttered as we stepped over the threshold and into the darkness of the castle’s interior.  
 
    “Hardly that,” I said under my breath.  
 
    Oddly, hundreds of lit candles illuminated the inner castle walls. Flickering yellow flames danced, creating shadows.  
 
    “Think the candles lit themselves in this place?” Brent asked.  
 
    “I’m getting the gut feeling that anything is possible here.”  
 
    Brent stopped and reached out to me. There she was. The little girl who’d warned me the night before. She stood at the bottom of a labyrinth of stairs. Tousled, dirty hair, arms at her side, half a baby doll clutched in her right hand. And that stare—a stare so penetrating, piercing, raw, and sharp. 
 
    “Tell me you see her too.”  
 
    “The filthy little girl, eyeing us from the massive staircase?” Brent said. 
 
    “That’s the one.” 
 
    “Yep, I see her. Have you two met? Cause she’s staring at you pretty hard.” 
 
    “Briefly. Yesterday.” 
 
    “You didn’t think to share that with your partner?” 
 
    I snickered. “I’m still trying to accept the fact that I have a partner.” 
 
    “After this case, I’m sure you’ll be grateful that you do.” 
 
    We both took a few steps closer to her and in doing so I noticed a paper clutched in her left hand. “Can we talk, sweetheart?” I asked, moving with caution as to not scare her away.  
 
    She said nothing.  
 
    “Is she crying?” Brent asked.  
 
    “Looks like tears from here.” I directed my attention back to her and asked, “Are you okay? Do you have a name?” 
 
    She shook her head. Well. Not so much shook. More like a slow phlegmatic side to side movement. Mousy blonde hair, in dirty strips flung over her shoulders. Her eyes narrowed at me and seconds later shot over to Brent.  
 
    “He won’t hurt you, honey. We're here to help.” 
 
    “But,” her voice was low and shaky. “I told you to leave and not come back.” Her bottom lip quivered.  
 
    “I won’t leave you here. Are you alone? Do your parents live here too?” 
 
    “You must leave.” 
 
    Brent leaned into me. “You do know that the castle is enchanted. So either she’s a ghost or spirit or she’s trapped inside this place.” 
 
    “I know. I can’t get her to tell me anything.” 
 
    “Think she knows Adze? Or where the portal might be?” 
 
    “Let’s find out.” I directed my attention back to her. “Honey, do you know where we can find someone named Adze?” 
 
    She didn’t flinch or cower or anything. Instead, she shook her head at my question. “He doesn’t live up here,” she said. 
 
    Up here. She said up here. Almost excited, I stepped closer. “But you do know him?” 
 
    “He lives in the shadows.” Her lips quivered again.  
 
    “Can you take me to him?” I asked.  
 
    “This place is not safe for you, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    Brent whipped his head my way. I spotted his shock from the corner of my eye.  
 
    “How does she know your name?” he mumbled, knowing that my keen vampire hearing would pick up precisely what he said.  
 
    “She’s psychic? I don’t know.” Irritated that Brent had pulled my attention, I focused on the girl again. “If this place is not safe for me, then surely you are not safe either.” 
 
    “But I live here,” she whispered.  
 
    “How long have you lived here?” 
 
    “Since I was born. Before…” she trailed off.  
 
    “Before what, honey?”  
 
    “Before he hurt me. Before he hurt my mama and papa and everyone else.” This time, she pulled her baby doll head and half torso to her chest and hummed. A catchy tune that seemed to soothe her.  
 
    “Who? Adze?” 
 
    She shook her head. Even from where I stood, beneath the shadows of flickering candles, I witnessed pools of tears well up in her soft blue eyes. “What’s that paper in your hand, honey?”  
 
    The child glanced down as she brought her hand up to meet her stare. Tentatively, she extended her hand and held the paper out to me. “It’s for you.” 
 
    As I reached to take the paper, Brent lifted his hand and pulled my arm away. The girl flinched. “It could be a set up,” Brent said. 
 
    “Maybe. But we’re investigating, so let me investigate,” I said through my teeth.  
 
    Brent let his hand drop to his side and he observed closely. The child reached out to hand me the note again.  
 
    Once I had the paper between my fingers she said, “A man gave it to me and asked me to give it to you.”  
 
    “Do you know who the man was?” 
 
    She shook her head.  
 
    When I opened the paper and adjusted my eyes in the darkness, I read aloud: An eye for an eye, Samantha Moon. The paper slipped from my fingertips and dropped to the floor, settling at my feet.  
 
    The bastard knew I was here. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    My first, almost frantic thought, was did that bastard find a way to break the enchantment that the witches had placed around me and my loved ones? That thought didn’t go any further because the little girl raced up the labyrinth of spiraling stairs and my next thought was to follow her. Brent thought the same thing because he was already six steps ahead of me when I took off running toward her.  
 
    The musty smell inside the place grew stronger the further we ascended. And those damn moaning sounds that I faintly heard outside were now louder. Magnified. As if they were bouncing off the walls and echoing in my ears.  
 
    The girl had disappeared. At the top of the staircase where Brent and I stopped, we were met with one door after another. We held our position in a quick attempt to assess the area. An odd rancid scent filled the air. A gust of wind raced down the corridors and forced the light of the candles to waver sporadically. The extensive and spacious hallway was partially hidden in darkness, unaffected by the candlelight. 
 
    As we maneuvered down the hallway, I whispered over my shoulder to my partner, “How many rooms would you say this place has?”  
 
    “Just up and down this corridor, I’d say fifteen, at least.” 
 
    I stopped and turned to him. “There’s no light filtering through these hallways, can you see okay?”  
 
    “Probably better than you,” he said with a low chuckle.  
 
    “Doubt that, smartass,” I said under my breath. “That damn moaning is growing louder. It sounds like we’re going to run right into whatever is making those sounds.”  
 
    “You think it’s coming from the portal?”  
 
    “I’m ready to find out. Are you?” 
 
    “That’s why we’re here, right? Find the portal to Adze. Assess our next move and shut him down for good.” 
 
    I’d been in my fair share of castles over the past decade. This one, aside from being hidden, seemed to breathe. Felt alive. The cold walls and dark corridor made me think of the girl. Did she really live in this place? Alone or otherwise.  
 
    The deeper we navigated into the castle, the more the musky stench swirled around our breathing space. Flies buzzed past my ear and landed on my arm. The smell was stifling and the air frigid. Damn the flies in here.  
 
    Brent swatted the air in front of him. “Really? Flies? This deep inside?” He reached out and touched my arm. “Maybe we should leave and return with backup.” 
 
    “No.” I said firmly.  
 
    “I’m not underestimating our skills, but I’d like to have all bases covered before we go up against that bastard. Obviously, he knows you’re here, considering the note.” 
 
    The moaning sounds tugged at Elizabeth, the dark master inside of me. She was scratching to get out. Begging to move deeper into the darkness of the weathered, old castle. What was this odd smell doing to her? If there was blood, I didn’t smell it. Maybe dried blood? Maybe her senses were stronger than mine? I shivered at the thought.  
 
    The hallway dropped in temperature. From just frigid to Antarctica glacial. Although my body was naturally cold or colder than the average person, I was able to sense the change in atmosphere as it happened. “Feel that?” I whispered back to Brent.  
 
    “The sudden change from Siberia to Antarctica? Yep. I feel it and I don’t like it.” 
 
    “True. Bears hibernate in the winter, don’t they?” I smirked.  
 
    Brent ignored my statement and followed up my last comment with, “Sounds like those moans aren’t actually moans. They’re cries,” he said.  
 
    I stopped, pressed my ear against the cold stones of the corridor and said, “Screams, actually.” Then continued walking. 
 
    We both halted just before the door, where the noise seemed the loudest. The temperature was extreme. I tapped Brent’s shoulder to discuss our next move. That’s when we saw her again. The little girl stepped out of the shadows and directly under the hue of a flickering candle that illuminated the area. As I turned her direction, Elizabeth continued to scratch at me from deep inside. 
 
    “There you are,” I said. “Where did you—” 
 
    “—Don’t go in there, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    Her frantic plea threw me off. “In where?”  
 
    She lifted her tiny hand and extended her thin, frail finger, pointing to the door in front of me. Her concern seemed genuine. Real. Yet, she still hadn’t told me her name. Did she have one? I kneeled down on one knee to get to her level. “What’s your name, honey?” 
 
    “Annabelle,” she said in a trembling tone. 
 
    “Well, Annabelle. We’re not afraid of what’s in that room.” 
 
    Tears streaked her face. “You’ll wake them up. Make them mad.”  
 
    Brent leaned over and rested his hands on his thighs as he tried to get at face level with the child. “Make who mad?” 
 
    “All of them.” She shook her head repeatedly. “When they wake up mad, there’s nothing anyone can do.” 
 
    “Annabelle,” I said softly. “Is the portal to Adze in that room?” 
 
    “They’re guarding it all, Samantha Moon. You can’t get in. No one can get in unless they’re invited by him.” 
 
    Brent tried again. “By who, Annabelle?” 
 
    She threw her hands over her face and then her ears before she sucked in a shitload of air and released the most blood curdling scream I’d ever heard from the living or dead. She disappeared. This time, right where she stood, she vanished before our eyes.  
 
    “Damn it. She’s a spirit. A troubled spirit.” I said, under my breath. “What in the hell happened to her in this castle?” I felt a dire need to help Annabelle. 
 
    Brent stepped past me as my mind split in a million directions. He turned the doorknob and swung the door open. We both stood, peering inside the dark room of stained glass windows depicting various blood thirsty creatures, some with horns and some with razor sharp claws and some with carnivorous canines.  
 
    This room was definitely the source of the ungodly putrid smell in the air. It also looked to be a haven for the flies. I was intrigued by their actions as they systematically interacted more like bees than the types of flies I was used to. My senses were pinging. Things were out of place and out of sorts in this room. I couldn’t wrap my head around it all. 
 
    As my partner moved to step over the threshold, I held my arm up the way a parent might stop a child from being thrown forward in a car when stopping suddenly, and I shook my head as he peered down at me.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    The room seemed to be completely devoid of the living. However, Elizabeth’s clawing at my inner being and a gut feeling from within, told me to assess the area before we stepped into it. From the open doorway, we scanned the massive room—a place so colossal that there appeared to be no ending in sight. There were rows and rows upon boundless rows of alluring stone shelves, precisely cut along the edges. Meticulous in design and strategically positioned into perfect rectangular units.  
 
    Within each cubby hole laid a finely chiseled stone box that rested flawlessly inside the dimensions of the unit. The symmetry of the enormous undertaking astonished me. Each and every line and shape were equal and uniform.  
 
    Dark shadows moved effortlessly beneath the glossy crystal like floor as if they rested just beneath the surface. The stained glass windows slightly misted the room and floor with sparse light from the sun outside. Each one casting the shadow of the creature depicted from the windows upon the smooth floor.  
 
    I pointed toward the ground and whispered, “Look how those shadows slither around the casted picture of the creature on the floor. They won’t enter that space.” 
 
    “What in the hell are the shadows and where are they coming from?” Brent asked with narrowed eyes his head moved in sync, locked on the drifting silhouettes.  
 
    I have no idea, I thought. Then something unusual caught my eye. The shadows navigated beneath the cement floor in the center of the room. About three feet from the shelving units, there was nothing. It was empty.  
 
    “Looks like we can maneuver close to the shelving units without bothering the shadows.” He motioned his right hand in the air parallel to the tremendous line of shelves. 
 
    “Agreed,” I said.  
 
    “If this is Adze’s security system around the portal, I’d have to say I’m impressed. That is, if something actually happens when someone crosses that threshold into shadowland territory.” 
 
    “Those aren’t just shadows.” I said, watching them slither around just beneath the polished layer of the floor. They almost resembled moving snakes, the way they freely glided beneath the crystal.  
 
    “Yeah,” Brent whispered. “One definitely doesn’t need vampire senses to hear their cries.” 
 
    “Maybe this is the work of Satan, himself.” And then a thought hit me hard and fast and I turned to Brent and said, “We need to shut this shit down now before Tammy and Anthony get mixed up in this mess.” Without warning, I had an urgent need to call and check on my kids, but I had to stay focused. 
 
    Brent squeezed my arm and then stepped into the room. He stayed along the free zone area where those slithering creatures didn’t cross. After making sure the path was clear, he nodded my way and turned toward the boxes. Peacocking, as if he just cleared the way for me. 
 
    I caught up to him and said, “I don’t need a knight in shining bear fur, Cole. I could have checked to make sure it was safe for you.” 
 
    “Thanks will do just fine, Moon.” He stopped and narrowed his eyes at the writing on the boxes. “This is some kind of filing system. Each one has a name, blood type, date of birth and date of death etched on it.” He opened the lid and inside was a pile of bones. Human bones. Neatly placed with the skull on top. Clean and unstained and without any signs of flesh or blood. 
 
    “What in the hell is this place?” I leaned in for a closer look. Maybe a memorial or burial or mausoleum?  
 
    Brent halted and turned toward me, stepping in front of the boxes. “There’s nothing else to see here,” He pushed me back toward the door, our bodies still facing the boxes as we side shuffled to stay clear of the line that might throw us into the box of shadows. He stood like a wall next to me and held his ground. 
 
    “What are you doing? Stop pushing me. We have to assess the entire room.” 
 
    Brent’s pressed lips told me he saw something he didn’t want me to see. I pushed him further into the room as I stopped at the last box he read. I froze. My blood turned ice cold, if that were possible. My heart raced and yet, my heart didn’t even beat like that anymore. But in that moment, every part of me who used to be human, pushed forward, past the vampire and my mama claws thrust out.  
 
    “Why in the fuck is Tammy’s name, blood type and date of birth on this box?” My eyes instantly scanned the box next to hers and Anthony’s name and details flashed before me. I threw open the lid on both boxes and they were empty. Thank God.  
 
    Brent reached out to grab my hand. He sensed the rage bubbling inside of me. With his simple touch, he reminded me where we were and who we were up against. My eyes shot from the boxes to his.  
 
    “Over my dead fucking body will my children’s bones be in these boxes.” Reaching up to grab both boxes, I tucked them under each arm and headed back to the open door, no longer concerned about the shadows on the floor. As I stepped out into the hallway, with my partner right behind me, the boxes vanished from under my arms.  
 
    “Brent?” I said, staring at him with a blank look on my face, holding up my now empty arms in front of me.  
 
    He raced back into the room and stopped at the location where the boxes rested. He grabbed them again and ran for the door. When he crossed over, they disappeared from his grip. He stared down at his empty palms, then up to my eyes. 
 
    With my hands in tight fists, surging in my fury, I turned around in circles and screamed, “Adze, you coward. I’m going to fucking kill you!” 
 
    A loud shriek echoed off the hallway walls, ringing in both our ears, crippling us to our knees. As we glanced into the room, one of the beasts that the shadows avoided, lifted from the cement floor and screeched as the door slammed shut directly in front of us. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    “Sam, we need to go. We need to leave immediately.” 
 
    “I’m not leaving until that piece of shit coward shows his face, or we get those boxes with my kid’s names on them out of that damn room.” 
 
    “Moon, calm down and listen to me, please! Let’s strategize and come back. That high pitched screech alone had us both on our knees. Whatever is happening in this place, it’s a strong evil force. I can feel it.” 
 
    “You think I can’t feel it? Every molecule in my body is reacting to the death and evil in this place.” I whipped around to face my partner. “That’s why I’m not leaving here without those boxes.” I pointed toward the closed door. “It’s bad enough my children are marked, but I’m not going to allow some underground bitch to think he’s going to put their bones in those boxes.” 
 
    I sensed him before he said anything. The tiny hairs on the back of my neck stood like wispy sentinels. A chill ran down my spine. The power in the room swirled. His power. I’d fight the son of a bitch here and now. I turned from Brent and glared into the shadows of the stone hallway. The flickering candle near the room cast a yellow hue a few feet in front of us.  
 
    “He’s here,” Brent whispered, sensing him too.  
 
    As Adze’s foot stepped out from the shadows and into the candle illuminated area, he stopped, half in the dark and half in the light. He wasn’t in beastly form and instead appeared as a man—a dark, distinguished and well-dressed man.  
 
    “You should listen to your partner, Samantha Moon.” His voice was low and wrapped in a growl. “You are not ready for my wrath.” 
 
    “And who are you?” My words were smug. I knew exactly who he was but he didn’t need to know that.  
 
    The corner of his lip—the one side I could see in the light—twitched up slightly. “Do not provoke me, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    I took a step toward him and instantly felt Brent’s hand slap down on my shoulder. Shaking it off, I stood my ground. “Release my family and friends.” 
 
    “I cannot.” The son of a bitch rested his steepled fingers in front of his chest.  
 
    “You mean, you will not,” I said, anger taking hold of every molecule in my body. Something inside me snapped and broke and wanted to rip into this beast’s jugular with all my rage. 
 
    Instead, I focused on something that brought me peace and comfort and happiness. I focused on Kingsley. He kept me grounded and confident and in control. He was my savior of sorts. If I continued in this place of rage, I knew that I’d get both Brent and I killed. So, I grabbed hold of pleasant thoughts and shoved my anger far deeper inside of me than Elizabeth.  
 
    “Both statements are true.” He calmly uttered, while tapping the fingertips of both hands together.  
 
    His confidence apparent. But I sensed something else. Something off. Something wrong. When he appeared, his power was strong. But now, it almost seemed nonexistent.  
 
    A smile, no not so much a smile, maybe an involuntary grin touched my lips. “Then I’ll take immense pleasure when I tear your head from your body. Because this beef is with me and me alone.” 
 
    Adze glanced at his long, black fingernails before he moved his gaze back to me. “You’re correct. I have an issue with you, Samantha Moon.” 
 
    “Then deal with me and only me.”  
 
    “I’m a teacher, Samantha. And being a teacher, it’s important that I teach you a lesson. How does one in my position teach another a lesson, you ask? By making those close to you pay for your actions.”  
 
    “My actions are mine, Adze.” I said as I clenched my fists tightly at my side, trying to stay in my calm place.  
 
    “Yes, and there are consequences for your actions, Samantha Moon.” He tilted his head slightly. Sizing me up? I wasn’t sure.  
 
    I took one step toward him, closing the gap a tad. Brent’s hand brushed my shoulder to remind me that he stood next to me. Why didn’t the bastard come out from the shadows? Why didn’t he attack me right here and now? “And there are consequences for yours, Adze.”  
 
    “That is correct. And I’ve answered for underestimating your abilities. For allowing you to disrupt the ebb and flow of our business,” he said through gritted teeth.  
 
    Answered? Answered to whom? Intrigued, to say the least. “So I’ve been talking to middle management? Maybe I need to have a word with your boss. Who in the hell is he?” 
 
    Adze narrowed his eyes. “Trust me, Samantha Moon, you’re walking a thin line just by being here.” He raised an eyebrow. “Although after dismantling a thriving empire, I’m sure you think you’re invincible. But you will answer for what you did. If not in this life then once your bones are stored and you’re chained to this beautiful castle and he’s made you a part of his army.” 
 
    He sideswiped my damn question.  
 
    “This won’t end well for you,” he said, maneuvering back into the shadows a little more. I knew what he looked like in his beastly form, and it was nothing like the man that stood before me. 
 
    “Your confidence will be your downfall, Adze.”  
 
    “Apparently, you are correct. That’s why I will now take precautions as we rebuild our connections and trusts within our underground communities.” He declared as he slowly turned away from me and took a few steps in a small circle while shaking his right index finger. Careful to stay within the dark.  
 
    “Rebuild? I’ll never let you harvest young children again.” Anger boiled to new levels within me. Power flooded my veins and fury bit into my adrenaline, releasing more than I knew what to do with. Again, Brent’s arm brushed mine as a way to bring me back, make me regain my equanimity before Adze had seen that I was losing it.  
 
    Adze chuckled. and his eyes glanced down at Brent’s arm. “Very good, Sam. You have your pet bear trained well. To stand at your side and keep you grounded with a simple touch.” His brown beady eyes turned crimson red.  
 
    The vibes of Brent’s anger reverberated off me. But together, we stood fully and completely calm and in self-control. “You disgust me.” 
 
    His grin changed. His eyes still red. “You are a young vampire with high hopes, Samantha Moon. Your spells will be broken and your loved ones will answer to us. It’s only a matter of time. Don’t you realize, this goes beyond me or you?” 
 
    “Who do you answer to, Adze? Let me go directly to the source of the individual who wrote those notes.” 
 
    “You’re in over your head.”  
 
    His condescending words and laughter even provoked Elizabeth. She wanted a shot at him. “Release my family and friends or let’s end this here and now.” Why in the hell was he talking and not acting? What was his strategy? 
 
    The sadistic bastard used his sharp nail to pick the area around his canine tooth. “If you can remove the boxes from the Tomb of Bones, then you are welcome to take them. If you can get past my Shadow Souls and take down my intricately woven Keeper Spell and finally if you can get past The Blind Child of Thorns, then I will release everyone, but you.” 
 
    “Blind Child of Thorns?” I asked. 
 
    “Undo what’s been done here and I’ll release everyone you know. If not, my army hangs in the balance for my order.” 
 
    “We don’t need to wait. Let’s deal with this right here and now. You and me.” I lunged for his neck. He stepped back, completely in the shadows, and I was thwarted back by the darkness as if it was an invisible wall. Adze’s crimson eyes stared at me from the obscurity on the other side of that line of demarcation. “Do you fear me, you son of a bitch,” I yelled. 
 
    Adze stepped back into the light. One leg. Half his body and he glared. “The only deal is the one I offered.” He glanced back into the obscurity and back at us.  
 
    This time, I saw fear. Hardcore, raw fear. Not what I’d expected from a powerful entity that stood on a stage and riled up his underground army scum.  
 
    Behind him, from the shadows, a young girl stepped into the light. Her clothing dated centuries back. Her eyes cold and void of emotion or life. They were light gray with no pupils. My body shook with ire that yet another child was in the grips of this demon. Until I realized she wasn’t.  
 
    “You will leave this castle at once. Or you will stay and never leave again.” Her voice boomed.  
 
    “I’m not leaving without two of the boxes you have in that room.” I pointed toward the closed door.  
 
    The girl never looked directly at me. Instead, she appeared blind, yet capable. She must be the blind child of thorns Adze had mentioned.  
 
    “The boxes will remain.” 
 
    “You have my children’s names on those boxes. I will not leave without them.” 
 
    The teenage girl stepped closer to us. “If a name has been etched on a box in the tomb of bones, then that prophecy will be fulfilled.” 
 
    “Over my dead body.” Which kind of caused me a moment’s pause since technically, I was dead.  
 
    The blind child of thorns stepped fully into the light and lifted her hand and tightened her fist. And then she turned her wrist and sulfur wafted through the air.  
 
    Rage gripped the pit of my stomach and burned like the lapping tips of an angry thrashing fire storm. I felt an odd change in my body. My vision blurred and a thirst for death at my fingertips consumed me. And then I heard his words in my head—his condescending, patronizing words. Get angry, Samantha Moon. Get so angry that you strike the Blind Child of Thorns, destroy the Tomb of Bones and release the Shadow Souls. Do it for Tammy and Anthony.  
 
    I glanced at my shoulder. Brent’s hand—now clawed—penetrated my flesh. I closed my eyes and focused on my partner’s hairy hand and bear-clawed nails that were now buried deep into the meat of my shoulder. He was turning. Shifting. Something was happening to us both, and yet I noticed a plea. A fear or something desperate in Adze’s glare. The child before us had brought both Brent and I to our knees, the pain in my head excruciating. Taunting. Beckoning with power and rage and demands.  
 
    I fought her mind control. I scratched at her attempt to take me down and the more control I pulled back into my being, the more I fought, the more his mouth turned from a scowl to a grin. Narrowing in on his expression, I reached my hand up and placed it on Brent’s claw. Soothing him to stop his change—to regain his composure the same way I was doing. As his nails retracted, pulling some of my flesh with them, I knew he was regaining control as well.  
 
    When the child had released us, Adze’s voice echoed in my head. “You’re strong, Samantha Moon. Don’t give in. If you do, you will become a soldier in his army and your children, family and friends will stand beside you, answering to him. Fight it. Don’t accept it. Break the curse and save your family.” The teenage girl stepped back into the darkness and Adze disappeared with her.  
 
    Although I was on my knees, my head hung with my chin against my chest and my hands open palmed beside each thigh, I knew the moment they’d left us there alone. There was a realization that this time around, we may not win the battle. Then again, I wouldn’t go down without putting up one hell of a fight. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    Two hours in that castle felt like a lifetime. Now sitting in my office, I logged into my email to read the message that I’d received an hour prior. It was from Griffin Landers, the author of the article about the lost castle. I sat back in my chair, a pencil between my fingers as I tapped it on my desk and read: 
 
    Ms. Samantha Moon, 
 
    Thank you for reaching out. How does one find a castle which has disappeared? In all my years, I’ve never witnessed anything so strange. Hence the reason I wrote about it, in hopes that I might dispel my beliefs that I may be going mad. Please visit my social page and message me so we can answer each other’s questions.  
 
    Searching, 
 
    Griffin Lander 
 
    I immediately logged in and brought up the messaging app.  
 
    Mr. Lander? Are you available now to speak? 
 
    Good evening, Ms. Moon. 
 
    Good afternoon. Thank you for responding to my email. 
 
    Thank you for responding to my published article. So why do you think you found the same castle that I was writing about? he asked. 
 
    You lost a castle. I found a castle. Seemed like a good match.  
 
    Is your castle massive and built of stone? 
 
    It is. Although aren’t most? LOL.  
 
    Ha. Good point, he typed.  
 
    My castle looks a bit 17th century, maybe. Based on the inside décor. 
 
    Dark, sinister and cold? he typed.  
 
    Sounds like my castle. 
 
    Mine too. Mine was built in 1562. By the way, I’m a historian and castellologist. Historian by trade and castellologist by passion. 
 
    Castellologist? The study of castles? I asked. 
 
    Yep. And there was something about the Barlishmire Stronghold that kept pulling me to her. 
 
    Barlishmire Stronghold? 
 
    The name of my lost castle. Although I was never able to walk inside the place, I admired her beauty from the outside. Might I add, I also cringed at the overwhelming sadness that the castle gave me each time I stood within its property line. 
 
    Sadness? Do you know what made you sad? 
 
    The history of the place, perhaps.  
 
    I’d love to know more about your lost castle, Mr. Lander. 
 
    I learn to share, Ms. Moon. He typed.  
 
    And then I saw that he was typing something long, and I waited with thoughts of our encounter with Adze. Finally, his words appeared, and I leaned forward to read them.  
 
    The Barlishmire Stronghold was built by a man named Count Halstein. Well, he had it built. It took fifteen years to finish and there are over sixty-two rooms and an endless labyrinth of hallways.  
 
    What happened to this Count Halstein? I asked.  
 
    It’s said that he was killed inside his own castle and remains there to this day. Although some claim that he got lost within the castle walls and has yet to find his way out. The myths of such a place are plentiful and endless, as I’m sure you know. 
 
    Indeed. So it was built in 1562. When did he disappear from his home? 
 
    Sometime in 1585, Ms. Moon. 
 
    You can call me, Sam. I typed.  
 
    Okay, Sam. Please remember these are myths. I’ve no desire to scare you. 
 
    I laughed and leaned forward to type, No need to worry, Mr. Lander. I don’t scare easily.  
 
    Good. Then I’ll continue. It wasn’t just the Count who disappeared. All of his staff, and he had an impressive number of staff members that tended to his property. They disappeared at the same time. 
 
    Do you know if there was ever an investigation? I asked.  
 
    The records are long gone from that time. I imagine there was an investigation. Over the years, the castle became a historic landmark so you can imagine my surprise when it disappeared.  
 
    Did you contact the authorities, I asked.  
 
    I did.  
 
    And? 
 
    They shrugged. Not interested in the paperwork that the ‘dilapidated eyesore’ would bring them.  
 
    Harsh. I typed. 
 
    There was a moment of pause for us both, and then I saw he was typing again.  
 
    Although, I’m sure we’re not talking about the same fortress because castles don’t just get up and walk away, but I’d still like to share something with you.  
 
    Please do. 
 
    In all my research and findings, there is one document that suggested that Count Halstein had two daughters. I bring this up because I found something when I went there to visit the old place before I knew it had disappeared.  
 
    What’d you find? 
 
    I’ll send over a picture.  
 
    When two images popped up on my screen, I pushed my chair slightly backwards. It was half of a baby doll. The half of the doll that Anabelle’s doll was missing. The other picture was a close up of an engraving.  
 
    Mr. Lander continued to type. I know that picture may seem odd, but I’d never seen a baby doll in all the times I’d visited the place. Then, if you look closely at the engraving, it seems to have an inscription and date which dates back to 1566. Thought it was quite interesting to find half the doll on the empty lot.  
 
    Interesting indeed. I typed. But you said he had two daughters. Do you know anything else about his other daughter? 
 
    Only that she was blind. Apparently the family was attacked, the mother killed, the teenage daughter blinded by a crown of thorns and well… 
 
    He trailed off. So I coaxed him. Well what, Mr. Lander? 
 
    Some say the father, Count Halstein was attacked by a blood thirsty beast that left him for dead. In the Counts rage, he killed his staff and family. But again… 
 
    I know, I typed. It’s myth.  
 
    Yes. 
 
    Thank you for the details. If I have any other questions, can I message you again? 
 
    Absolutely, Ms. Moon. Or Sam. LOL. I love a good mystery. Have a wonderful day.  
 
    I sat back at the same time Brent, and Sherbet walked into my office. Brent pulled out a chair and sat as he said, “I filled him in on the castle.” 
 
    Sherbet sat with his hands crossed in his lap. Thoughtful. Entranced. I’ve only seen him look this way when he’s contemplating which donut to grab next. Then he said, “Tell me exactly what you’re thinking, Sam.” 
 
    “I think…” I paused, piecing together my thoughts. “I think we’re dealing with murder and mayhem. Spirits being held against their will and something far deeper than we understand at this time. I think that Adze is a pawn in a much bigger shit show.” 
 
    “Is the case solvable?” Brent asked.  
 
    “Every case is solvable,” Sherbet said. Then he glanced my way. “Brent said that Adze knew you were there. So the protection spell doesn’t work when you’re in the castle?” 
 
    “That’s what I originally thought, Detective. But now, I’m thinking otherwise.” 
 
    “Care to share?” Brent asked.  
 
    “Annabelle handed me a paper, but not until I noticed it.” 
 
    “Yes,” Brent said.  
 
    “She didn’t want to give me the paper. Which is why it was crunched up in her tiny fingers. I believe the paper gave Adze the ability to see me in the castle.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Sherbet asked.  
 
    “Pretty sure.” I sat back staring at the open messenger window still on my computer. “Sherbet, can you run some names for me. Maybe tap into law enforcement in Armenia?” 
 
    “Armenia?” 
 
    “Yeah. I’d like to know about a man named Count Halstein and his castle, which was finished being built in 1562. It was called Barlishmire Stronghold of Armenia.” I jotted down that information on a yellow post it note and handed it to him. 
 
    “You got it.” Sherbet stood, but before he left, he turned back to me and said, “Sam, I know how important this case is to all of our survival. But be careful. Let all of us help you solve this one.” 
 
    Once the door closed, I raised one eyebrow at my partner. “We needed what happened earlier today to happen, Cole. Otherwise, we never would have known what we were up against.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I didn’t like it.” 
 
    “Besides, do you realize how much information Adze gave us in that one encounter? I can have this case solved before we ever step foot back inside that place. Although stopping him may be another matter altogether.” 
 
    “We can have this solved,” he said.  
 
    “Yes. We.” I flipped off my computer and noticed Brent staring at me. “What?” 
 
    “We left the castle without saying anything about what happened.” 
 
    “A teenager, no older than Tammy, taking us both down?” 
 
    “Not that. How’s your arm?”  
 
    I gave him a sideways glare. “I’m a vampire, Cole. My shoulder is fine.” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’d never—”  
 
    “—I was there, Cole. I know you didn’t mean to do that. Right now, we’re running against the clock. Let’s focus on the case and we can give out hugs and kisses later. Deal?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me. Think Kingsley will care?” He laughed when I scrunched up a paper on my desk and threw it at him.  
 
    My smile turned when I asked him, “Did you sense that Adze was trying to get us to fight that blind girl? To take her down.” 
 
    “Yeah. It almost felt as if he was tethered to the castle. Maybe being held there.” 
 
    “He stayed in the shadows.” 
 
    “Maybe his bark is worse than his bite. I mean, he didn’t even try to take us down. That’s a bit odd for someone who allegedly marked us both.” 
 
    “Definitely something to think about.” 
 
    Brent followed me out of my office and closed the door. “I’m going to head over to Wanda’s Willows and make sure there was no breach in the protection spell.” 
 
    “Good idea.”  
 
    “What are you going to do?” he asked.  
 
    “Go have some dinner with my guy. It’s long overdue.” I stepped out of the building and slipped into the driver’s side of my minivan. I remembered that I hadn’t had a chance to look at the inscription on the doll yet. I’d do it later. Right now, I needed some Kingsley time. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    Kingsley Fulcrum sat across from me in his business attire sporting a dashing smile. I don’t recall a time that my long-time boyfriend didn’t catch my eye in that adoring and loving way. We’d been through a lot together over the years. He’d stood by my side over and over, holding me when I needed it, and sharing in my ups and downs. Tonight, I wanted to sit back and admire him while he scanned the menu to determine what he was in the mood to eat.  
 
    We’d ordered two glasses of red wine. I sipped at mine, staring at him over my glass. What if Adze won and somehow killed everyone I loved? I couldn’t fathom the thought and each time I tried to get close to processing such a possibility, Elizabeth stirred. Dark master or not, I think, even she was repulsed at the idea. I think.  
 
    After we ordered, I slid my hand across the table and laced my fingers into his. His hairy hand squeezed mine as his eyes moved from my gesture directly to my face. “Are you okay tonight, Sam?” 
 
    “Just miss you, is all.” 
 
    “I’ve missed you, too. Maybe you can come over after dinner.” When I didn’t respond, he said, “Or this weekend, perhaps.” 
 
    “I can think of nothing better than to be wrapped in your strong arms, Kingsley. But this case…” 
 
    He gave a nod and grinned. “Don’t worry, Sam. Although I know that you’re trying to solve this case on your own, without our help, we’re all working the case as well.” 
 
    “Are you now?” I asked, not actually surprised. After all, no one wanted to die at the hands of a demon bastard—hell, no one wanted to die, period.  
 
    “Indeed,” he smiled. “I also spoke to Wanda and her coven. The spell is tightly woven and should keep all of us protected until we figure it out.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re confident.” I squeezed his hand.  
 
    Apparently, that gesture made him narrow his eyes. “What did you find out?” he asked, knowing my expressions all too well. “Because I have a few things I’d like to share with you.” 
 
    “Oh really? Do share. Maybe you have the missing pieces to this puzzle.” 
 
    “Well, my findings are incomplete, but important nonetheless.” 
 
    “I have news also.” I released his hand as the waiter placed our food on the table. My appetite wasn’t there, but my bloody steak, smelt delectable.  
 
    “Let’s start with your news,” Kingsley said.  
 
    After our server walked away, I leaned in and said, “I had an encounter with Adze, today.” 
 
    “An encounter? What does that mean?” his body language expressed a certain uneasiness.  
 
    “It means that he showed up at the castle and confronted us.” 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “We were scoping out the place and he showed up. Threatened us. Said a few things and then the blind girl used her powers on us.” 
 
    “Blind girl?” 
 
    “Well, a powerful blind girl who knocked Brent and I to our knees. But, come to find out that she’s the daughter of—” 
 
    Kingsley put up his hand, took a gulp of his wine and sat back. “Sam, maybe you should start from the beginning because your sporadic facts are hard to piece together.” 
 
    He was right. My thoughts were all over the board. And as I was sharing what I knew with him, I realized that I was mostly talking to myself as I tried to piece together everything I had learned thus far.  
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” I said. “Share with me what you found out and I’ll see if it connects with what I know. So much has happened that I’m still trying to figure the order of it.” 
 
    Kingsley took a bite of his rare steak and sat back in his chair with his glass of red wine steady between the table and his mouth. “I pried around and talked to some of my seedier connections.” He took a sip of wine and I wondered if it was for a dramatic pause.  
 
    My anxiety got the best of me. “And?” 
 
    He smiled. “And the castle you’re looking for most definitely disappeared months ago from its location in Armenia.” 
 
    “Already found that out.” I took a sip of wine and looked right into Kingsley’s mysterious, sexy amber eyes. 
 
    Kingsley’s smile turned slightly into a straight line. “The owner of the place was—” 
 
    “—Count Halstein in 1562.” I watched Kingsley’s straight-lined lips turn into a scowl. “I’m sorry. Keep going. I won’t interrupt again.” 
 
    “Count Halstein was a wicked vampire who slaughtered people from the village, without remorse, to satiate his ravenous hunger. But he mostly liked to prey on children because their blood was fresh and sweet and pleased his palate.” 
 
    “Fucking bastard.” 
 
    “Yes.” Kingsley took another sip of wine and then placed his glass back on the table and leaned forward. “But this is information you can find by doing some deep searching or speaking to the right people.” 
 
    “It’s still interesting.” 
 
    “Yes, but let me share with you what I discovered as I was digging. Remember, this information is incomplete and I’m still gathering more, but this may explain a lot about the castle.” 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “In 1585 ancient scrolls were stolen from a powerful entity.” 
 
    “Ancient scrolls?” I gave him my full attention. 
 
    “Yes. And are you ready for this?”  
 
    “Never readier,” I said.  
 
    “I was told that these scrolls contain the cure for all things supernatural.” 
 
    I sat back. “Cure? Like a cure for being a vampire or werewolf or…” 
 
    “Yes, Sam.” 
 
    My mind raced at the possibilities. “So you’re telling me that there’s a cure for me and for you and for anything supernatural?” 
 
    “According to my reliable source, there is such a scroll out there.” 
 
    Flabbergasted, I thought about my own mortality rather than hearing more about what Kingsley knew. To be human again. I wasn’t sure that I even wanted that. My thoughts again were all over the place, and Kingsley sensed that. He reached out his hand and rested it on top of mine.  
 
    He whispered, “But there’s more, Sam. More that you should know.” 
 
    I lifted my eyes to his. This time, he was stern and serious and raw. “Go ahead.” 
 
    “The scrolls were stolen by Count Halstein.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Not sure. But when he discovered that the scrolls were indestructible, he panicked. Now with a price on his head, Count Halstein sought out a powerful wizard. You see, he couldn’t destroy them and he didn’t want to part with the power of the scrolls.” 
 
    “So what did the wizard do?” 
 
    “Apparently, the wizard cast a spell to bind the scrolls to the castle. That way, they had no way of being stolen.” Kingsley shifted in his chair. “And to throw off the entity, he set up a spell to move the castle every hundred years. Apparently, before it moves, it pops back to Armenia for a year and then disappears again.” 
 
    “I wonder if that spell includes being hidden from human eyes.” I said as I recalled the lost look on Sherbet’s face when he was unable to see the castle. 
 
    “Not sure. I’m still digging to find out more.” 
 
    “And you’re sure your sources are reliable, Kingsley?” 
 
    “Without a doubt,” he reached his hand across the table and caressed my fingers, which were lingering on my fork. “I’ll find out more so we know exactly what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    There’s an actual cure, I thought. Would I even know how to be normal again?  
 
    Kingsley squeezed my hand as if he heard my thoughts, but he didn’t. The big oaf was pleased that he was able to provide information that I didn’t have. I appreciated him for that. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    Dinner with Kingsley was perfect. After swapping information, we discussed taking the kids on a trip when all of this was over. It was a great distraction and let me see past the bullshit of the case that was now my life.  
 
    I had hoped a night out with my guy alone was going to be exactly what I needed to reset and wrap my head around everything happening with the case. I needed a fresh start to organize my thoughts. Although we had a lovely evening, something was still off. I felt held down and trapped inside. A deep burning from within was aching to get out and burst. 
 
    I had decided to blow off some steam. I threw on my sweats and jogged for miles under the evening moonlight. I ran with speed and purpose and an inner need to shake off the day, the week and even the month. The more I thought about Adze and Anabelle and the kids of the Piper Game, the more power I felt in my legs, the faster I ran. A magnified surge had engulfed every fiber of my being and was pushing me to elevate my pace. 
 
    To the world around me I am a blur, yet, I could see everything as if I was standing still. Within my view there were a multitude of bright colors and lights creating long streaks. The city skyline became a mystical work of art and left me wanting more. I pushed my legs. Willed myself to run. To release the pent up anger and frustration and disappointment in people and creatures alike who hurt children and thrived in the chaos of evil. I sped past vehicles and streetlights and patrol cars and lampposts. I maneuvered around corners and through parks. I leaped over a homeless man on a park bench, leaving a gust of wind in my wake. Faster and faster and faster. I pounded the earth beneath my feet with purpose.  
 
    I decided that Adze was indeed a sadistic monster. But was Count Halstein worse? Was he more powerful? Did he do all the things Kingsley said he did? The vampire slaughtered for pleasure and held his victims captive in his castle to create an army of unrest—an army of the dead that unwillingly protected a scroll that could change the lives of those who were not quite human. People like me and Kingsley and Dracula, maybe? My fury heightened and the rush of energy cascading through me had accelerated my senses as if I was out of my physical body.  
 
    I pushed harder. The wind. The streaking lights and the need for speed threw me into the next gear and then the next. And then I was outside of the city. I was one with the night. Nature encircled me. Away from the cars and lights. I kicked up dirt. I pushed. I ran. I jumped over wildlife and shrubbery and trees. My exceptional hearing could clearly pinpoint the sound of hooves from a herd of deer cautiously darting away from my direction. And birds frantically giving flight into the dark sky over me, as if I was some kind of threat.  
 
    I swiftly accelerated and darted past tree after tree after beautiful tree. As I came to the end. To a cliff. I didn’t want to stop. Instead, I ran harder and faster and I ran and ran and ran until there was no land beneath my feet. Floating high in the sky, it was only a matter of time that I’d fall. 
 
    Until I saw the single flame in my mind and my own nude figure within. I arched my head back and felt myself change. Black talons replaced my hands and wings extended far out across the surreal midnight sky. And then I glided free. Free from my thoughts and my worries. Free from anxiety and fear. Free to soar, to let the wind carry me and to see the world from a different perspective entirely.  
 
    Hello Talos. I said, feeling him with me.  
 
    Good evening, Sam. I sense your turmoil tonight, he said in my mind. 
 
    Yes, Talos. My family and friends are in danger. Real danger. And I have to find a way to save them. Save me. Save us. 
 
    So this danger threatens all you know and love? 
 
    Oh yes. Even my children.  
 
    I was now soaring over the city. The wind caressing my body—Talos’ body—as I stared down at the colorful lights below. I could still feel a residual boost of zeal from the intense and formidable rush of my run. I needed to calm things down. I closed my dragon eyes and soared easily, letting the air frolic within and through my wings.  
 
    I’m here for you, Sam. Talos said.  
 
    And I may need you, Talos. Are you okay with that? 
 
    Of course, I am. I give myself to you.  
 
    There was an inner peace that washed over me, knowing that something as big and powerful as Talos was on my side. It was reassuring.  
 
    And if I need you to help me kill an evil being? 
 
    Then you only need to call on me. To summon the flame, as you do. 
 
    Thank you, my friend. 
 
    The rest of the flight I’d decided to clear my mind. Recharge my confidence. My body. My thoughts. Allow myself to spin a fresh outlook on all I’d learned by first clearing out everything else. Then bringing things back one by one.  
 
    Talos must have sensed my need for quiet because he never said another word to me. Together, we soared across Southern California, from along the coast and over the beaches, across the cities and above the hills and mountains. The majestic views and cleansing air, along with the high altitude, was clearly the right remedy for me. I was rejuvenated. My mind was now focused.  
 
    When I was ready to head home, I landed in my backyard. Nude. Hiding behind a tree and then I dashed into the house, through the laundry room, grabbing one of my son’s long t-shirts to make myself presentable. Moving through the kitchen and entryway turning off lights, I headed into the living room. It was just after 2 am and Allison had fallen asleep on the couch.  
 
    My best friend came over to stay with Tammy and Anthony while I had dinner with Kingsley earlier. It gave me peace of mind to know that Allison had stayed the entire night. I grabbed a blanket from the linen closet and carefully placed it over my friend. The moment was interrupted by the loudest, blood curdling scream I’d ever heard in my home. Allison sat straight up and I ran toward my kid’s rooms. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
      
 
    It was Tammy. I knew it was her. I ran straight to her room and found her sitting straight up in her bed, sweat dripping from her hairline. The fear in her eyes made me lose my breath. Allison was right behind me, and Anthony was at his sister’s side within seconds. Tammy was breathless, and scared. I couldn’t tell if it was from a nightmare or something else.  
 
    I sat down next to her and took her hand in mine. “Tammy, are you okay? What happened?” 
 
    Her eyes were large, round disks and the creases on her face was something I’d rarely seen from my daughter. Tears pooled in her eyes and then slipped over the rims one by one.  
 
    “Tammy, tell me what happened.” I glanced back at Allison, who sat down at the foot of the bed and made eye contact with me. Concern etched across her face.  
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “I’m here. Was it a nightmare?” 
 
    One of the hardest things about being a parent was in a moment like this, waiting for your child to tell you what scared them in such a way. I mean, did some bastard try to break into her room? What was it? I was sick with worry.  
 
    “No. Mom.” Tammy gripped my hand. “It was him. I just know it was him.” She sucked in air to catch her breath as if she’d just finished running a marathon.  
 
    “Him?” I placed the palm of my left hand gently on her forehead to help calm her and said, “Him who, Tammy?” 
 
    “That, that,” she pulled her hand from mine and frantically motioned in a circle. “That creature. Adze.” 
 
    The hairs on my body lifted as my senses went into ultra-protective mode. “Anthony, check the windows and locks around the house. Allison, could he have broken the spell already?” 
 
    Anthony jumped up to do as I said.  
 
    Allison shook her head. “Absolutely not. There’s no way he got around the spell. I guarantee it.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to my daughter. “Tammy, you’re safe. There’s a spell around us. There’s no way Adze will find you. Not even in a dream.” I glanced from her to Allison and then Anthony as he came back into the room. 
 
    “Everything is locked up, mom.” 
 
    “What about you, son? Have you felt anything strange? Or had any strange dreams?” 
 
    Anthony shrugged. “Everything seems a bit strange these days, Mom.” 
 
    “True. But you know what I mean. Anything out of the ordinary?” 
 
    “No. Guess not.” 
 
    I turned my attention back to Tammy. The sweat on her face still beaded. With her pajamas on and her hair pulled back and her legs under the covers, she appeared much younger than she was. “Now that you’re calmer, can you please tell me exactly what happened?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes and that little girl I thought she resembled, disappeared. I laughed to myself. My kids were not little anymore. Releasing an over exaggerated huff, she managed to say, “Don’t make me relive it, please.” 
 
    “Okay. But can you tell me what Adze looked like? If you think it was him, can you describe him for me?” 
 
    She nodded. “Gray and brown hair. It was long. And he held it back in a ponytail. There were lots of wrinkles on his face,” she lifted her hands to show where. “He was older. His clothes reminded me of that TV series, Game of Thrones.” 
 
    She must have noticed the baffled look on my face.  
 
    “What? What’s wrong?” she asked.  
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “It was him, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “No, honey. It sounds like it may have been a random nightmare.” 
 
    “It felt real, though. Very real.” 
 
    “Is there anything about it that you’d like to share with us?”  
 
    She swallowed hard. “I was in a room. A dark, ominous room. Mostly empty. But there were boxes. Rows and rows of boxes along the walls. And in the center of the room was this cursed area.” 
 
    Raising both eyebrows, I sat forward, giving her my full attention.  
 
    “There was evil in the room. But, that’s not what caught my attention first.” She hesitated. “It was the pain and suffering that made me lose my breath.” 
 
    “Lose your breath?” 
 
    “Yeah,” She glanced at Anthony and back at me. “It was like I had stopped breathing in real life. The pain and suffering stole my breath away.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked as I brushed my right hand over her collarbone, moving a piece of hair that had fallen out of her ponytail and stuck to her sweaty neck. 
 
    “I woke up, trying to drag air into my lungs. Hard.” 
 
    “And then?” I asked.  
 
    “I closed my eyes and fell back to sleep and I was right back in that room.” 
 
    “What happened next, Tammy?” Allison asked.  
 
    “Something or, no, someone in the shadows of that room tried to get me to walk further inside. I refused. I pressed my back against the door and tried to ward off the pain and suffering that swirled around me.” 
 
    I could tell that it was getting harder for her to share. I ran my palm over the back of her hand to soothe her.  
 
    She stopped. “Mom, it was him. I’m telling you.” Desperation rang in her voice.  
 
    “Did he say anything to you?” 
 
    “No.” she hesitated. “But the trapped spirits were trying to tell me something—something about the boxes. A connection to them. As if they wanted me to open the boxes so they could be released.” 
 
    “Did you open the boxes? In the dream.” Of course, I was fully aware of what was inside those damn boxes, but I had hoped my daughter did not. 
 
    “No. I felt a sharp pain on the palm of my hand. Excruciating pain and I woke up from the dream—from the nightmare.” Tammy lifted her open palm in the air, facing us. In the center of her right hand was a symbol burned into her skin.  
 
    I gently grabbed her palm. “What the hell is this?” 
 
    “I don’t know, Mom. But I’m telling you, Adze was there.” 
 
    “Son of a bitch.” Anger surged through me. So much anger that I yelled into the air. Glaring at the ceiling. “You better leave my family alone, you sadistic bastard, or I’m going to tear you limb from limb.” 
 
    Anthony leaned forward with his cell phone camera and snapped a photo of his sister’s palm. “Maybe Archibald Maximus can help, mom. That kind of looks like a key of some sort.” 
 
    Allison moved closer to Tammy and examined her hand. “It’s definitely a key. But a key to what?” 
 
    A key burned into my daughter’s flesh was the final straw. I was not going to sit around my house and wait for Adze to pick off my family one by one. And I’d be damned if I was going to let him play his sadistic mind games with me.  
 
    I grabbed the first aid kit, applied some burn cream and bandaged up Tammy’s hand before I mindlessly went into the kitchen to make both my kids a cup of hot cocoa. When I walked back into Tammy’s bedroom, she was sound asleep with Allison standing next to her.  
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “A little something to help her sleep.” 
 
    “What if he comes again?” 
 
    “He won’t. I’ve added layers of protection over both Tammy and Anthony.” 
 
    When I moved to ask her where my son was, she put up her hand and told me that Anthony was back in bed.  
 
    “Sam?” 
 
    “Yes, Allison.” 
 
    “That wasn’t Adze. Her description wasn’t him.” 
 
    “Fuck. I know.” 
 
    “Can we talk in the living room?” 
 
    Without saying a word, I carried both mugs of hot chocolate out into the living room, placed them on the end table and instead of sitting on the couch, I slid to the floor. My hands over my face, my legs pulled up to my chest and tears flowing like a waterfall. Allison sat next to me and pulled me into her arms.  
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
      
 
    I woke with Allison next to me, both of us sitting with our backs against the sofa. Her head resting on my shoulder. Gently, I slipped out from my place next to her. One thing was for sure, I didn’t mean to fall asleep. But all the crying drained me—if not physically—it took everything out of me emotionally. The fact that something attacked my daughter in her sleep was the final straw. Something that wasn’t Adze, and that made matters more complicated.  
 
    “Can you turn down your thoughts?” Allison said, fluttering her eyes open and letting out a pronounced yawn.  
 
    “Why? You’d still pry.” I said in a sarcastic tone. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s true.” She stretched, grabbed her cellular phone. “It’s 4 am already.” 
 
    “Apparently, time flies when you’re not having fun too.” 
 
    Allison laughed. “Well, nature calls. I’m going to use the restroom.”  
 
    “You know where it is,” I said as I walked back to peek in on Tammy and Anthony. Both sound asleep. Seeing them peaceful in bed brought up those damn tears again. Especially when I thought of the burn on my daughter’s palm.  
 
    I moved back into the living room and sat down on the couch. Pulling my legs up, I sent a text to Fang.  
 
    Are you up? 
 
    Yes, Moon Dance. What do I owe the pleasure? 
 
    My daughter had a nightmare that seemed to leave its residue in real life. 
 
    Meaning? 
 
    I texted him everything about the case that I knew thus far. I also shared what Tammy had told me. Almost word for word and I waited for his response. Not sure why I reached out to him to bring me comfort. Maybe because I thought he might have some insight or something. 
 
    Head games? He typed. 
 
    Feels like it. 
 
    And the burn in the center of her palm? He asked.  
 
    Not sure. Looks like a key of sorts. 
 
    Sam, mind if I say something here. 
 
    Of course not. That’s why I messaged you. 
 
    Good. I believe you’re dealing with two different cases. 
 
    I thought so too. But why do you say that, Fang? 
 
    Well, some things aren’t adding up. I’m wondering if Adze marked you and everyone you know and love—which is a lot of supernatural power—to help him escape Barlishmire Stronghold. 
 
    It was strange. Fang said that at the exact same time my mind thought it. I hardly heard his response as a flood of details smacked me in the damn face. Hard. And that’s when Allison walked back into the living room, I said goodbye to Fang and turned to my best friend.  
 
    “What is it? I’ve seen that look in your eyes before.” 
 
    “I must be losing my skills, Allison. I’ve missed all the clues in this case. I was so fixated on Adze and how he marked all my family and friends that I had tunnel vision.”  
 
    “What did you figure out?” 
 
    “I’m dealing with two different cases—two cases that are entwined yet totally different.” 
 
    “So you have Adze and the notes.” 
 
    “Yes, and Count Halstein and the castle.” 
 
    “But Adze was at the castle.” 
 
    “Right,” I said. “Entwined. Fang said something that made me think about my encounters with Adze. He said, head games.”  
 
    Allison huffed. “I feel like you’re playing one on me now.” 
 
    “Listen, I was able to take down the Piper Game and Adze’s business because he’s being held in the castle by something or someone. Once I figured out that game, it seemed too easy to shut it all down. When he marked my friends and family, he knew it would ignite my rage and I’d search high and low for him.” 
 
    “He was right. And you found him.” 
 
    “Yeah. But I couldn’t understand why he didn’t attack me. Why he stayed tethered to the shadows and why he gave me tasks that I could do to save my family and friends.” 
 
    “Definitely strange.” 
 
    “Then while the Blind Child of Thorns had her grip on Brent and I, he got in my brain and said, ‘You’re strong, Samantha Moon. Don’t give in. If you do, you will become a soldier in his army and your children, family and friends will stand beside you, answering to him. Fight it. Don’t accept it. Break the curse and save your family.’” 
 
    “Damn, Sam. That’s deep.” 
 
    “Damn him. He was encouraging me to free him.” 
 
    “Yeah. Manipulating you.” 
 
    “Now my daughter has some burn on her palm and I bet it has something to do with that cursed castle.” I jumped up and grabbed my knapsack with clothes sitting in the closet near the front door.  
 
    “Where are you going?” 
 
    “To have a talk with Adze. Find out what he dragged me into and then finish him.” 
 
    “I’d rather you not go alone.” 
 
    “Do me a favor, please. Stay with Tammy and Anthony. If I’m right and I know I am, then I should be back in time to take them to school.” 
 
    “And if you’re not?” She folded her arms over her chest. 
 
    “Trust me, I will be.” I opened the front door and closed it behind me. 
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
      
 
    It was time—time to end all the bullshit. I had enough of the sadistic bastard and his cowardly mind games. I found myself standing at the castle entrance with my phone in hand. Oddly, I had no memory of traveling here. But here I was. I was ready. When my phone rang, I knew it was Brent. And so I answered it.  
 
    “Sam, you’re at the castle. Why?” 
 
    Remember why you’re here, Sam. Who Adze is and what he has done to so many children prior to us stopping that madness. “He’s playing games, Brent. He’s playing head games with me.” 
 
    “Who? Adze? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “He’s trapped in the castle and he wants me to release him.” 
 
    “Trapped by whom?” 
 
    I shrugged even though he couldn’t see me. “Count Halstein, maybe. Maybe something else. But if we try to make right anything in this castle, Adze will be released. And that’s what he wants.”  
 
    “Sam, I’m on my way. Wait for me.” 
 
    “They branded Tammy, Brent. Some kind of key. I’m done waiting.” A spark from within ignited my beastly rage as I ended my call with Brent, shoved my phone in my front pocket and clenched my fists to my side. I flung my head back, showing my face to the sky while letting out a loud primal bellow. Taking a deep breath, I suppressed my rage and entered the fortress. 
 
    The room was cold. And other than the damn candles flickering, the place was void of any movement. It was quiet. Eerily quiet. Like the calm before the storm. I cautiously headed toward the staircase. Scanning the room, I walked halfway up the stairs and stopped.  
 
    The moment to confront Adze was now. Not while he lingered in the shadows and not while he told me lies to manipulate me for my help. Definitely not while he used my family and friends to fear me into confronting an entity in this stronghold. 
 
    Without another thought, I yelled, “Hey, asshole, let’s talk.” I slowly turned and looked over into all the shadow areas. I postured, readying myself for anything that came at me. But nothing showed up.  
 
    Turning to follow another path, the temperature dropped. Sensing an entity behind me, I jumped up throwing myself into a spinning back kick at the same time a tiny familiar voice said, “Hello, Sam.”  
 
    Swinging my leg higher than her head, I glanced down and saw Annabelle. Landing, I took to one knee. “Annabelle, are you okay?” I asked, placing my right hand on the side of her cheek.  
 
    She nodded. There was a little spark in her eyes.  
 
    “I was not expecting to see you there.” 
 
    She reached up and placed her hand directly on top of mine. “You need my help, Sam.” 
 
    Annabelle was a spirit and oddly we could touch each other. “Did you know I was coming?” 
 
    She nodded once. She reached up and took my hand. “Come with me and I will show you where asshole is hiding.” 
 
    I laughed at how she repeated my word, referring to Adze. She led me down a set of stairs and through the main corridor until we reached a fork of narrow tunnels. Maintaining her grip on my hand, Annabelle guided us to a tunnel on the far left. It was dark and cold. Musty and rancid. A glow around Annabelle assisted in lighting our path, although, I am capable of seeing clearly in complete darkness. 
 
    As we descended a downward spiral staircase, Elizabeth stirred within me. Not now, bitch.  
 
    Annabelle continued to walk in front of me, her body turned straight ahead. In some freaky display of nature, she turned just her head all the way around and asked, “Is everything okay, Sam?” as her body continued to lead the way.  
 
    Creepy. “Yes, Annabelle.” 
 
    “She wants out, Sam. Well, she really wants to take over your body. To be in control.” 
 
    “Who?” I asked, knowing damn well who she was talking about. But how did Annabelle know about my inner dark master? 
 
    “Elizabeth,” she said.  
 
    Okay, super creeped out now.  
 
    Annabelle stopped at a stone door. We were deep in the bowels of this 16th century enchanted castle. Deep. Deep. And when the little girl used her finger to ask me to get closer, I kneeled, thinking this better not be a damn trick.  
 
    Leaning into my ear, Annabelle whispered, “Asshole is in there, Sam. He’s expecting you.” She pushed open the heavy door.  
 
    Expecting me. And that’s when I heard Adze’s voice in my head. Well done, Sam Moon, I’m glad to see you’ve figured it out. You are quite the detective, aren’t you? The sadistic bastard was in my mind. I shut him out. Slammed the mental door.  
 
    “Cut the crap, Adze. Show yourself. Now!”  
 
    I turned in a full circle. We were standing in the middle of a cavernous room. Adze on one side. Me on the other. I sensed his presence. Felt his power contained within the space.  
 
    “No games this time, Adze.” 
 
    He stepped closer to me and in a hoarse voice he said, “Release me and I’ll release you and your family and friends.”  
 
    Elizabeth clawed at me again. Kill him, Sam. The voice shocked me. It was in my head and it wasn’t Annabelle. It was Elizabeth? For just a single second, I experienced an odd appreciation that Elizabeth, my dark master, was with me. Almost like having a form of backup. Instead of commenting on releasing Adze, I said, “Tell me everything you know about Count Halstein. Everything. From the scrolls, to the army of souls.” 
 
    “You have it all figured out, Sam. What more do you need from me?” 
 
    I took two pronounced steps toward him. “I need answers.” 
 
    “You already have them.” He said. “The problem is, you’re too blinded by emotion and love to see things clearly.” 
 
    The very sound of his voice angered me. Gave me strong desires to slit his throat and drain his blood the same way he had to others. “The problem is, you’re still talking. You’re still alive.” 
 
    “And it’s best I stay alive, if you want to know more about the sleeping giant you have awakened.” 
 
    “Sleeping giant?” 
 
    “Did you not enter the Tomb of Bones?” 
 
    That bastard was playing his head games with me again. “Enough.” 
 
    “Not enough. Set me free!” Adze bellowed. The pitch so loud that rocks cracked from the side of the walls and crashed down to the cement floor.  
 
    I stepped up to Adze. Nose to nose, and I snarled into his face, “I will never help set you free, you sick son of a bitch!” 
 
    Adze took three steps back. Rustling and deep growls echoed throughout the cave. Twisting and scratching and kicking, followed by fists slamming into the stone ground. The growls turned to deafening roars. That son of a bitch was turning and I had seconds to stop him from fully changing into his hideous beast. 
 
    Before I had a chance, I saw crimson red eyes in the darkness. A red haze filled in the room. His eyes were locked on me. And he unfolded and stood from a crouched position. It was too late. He had fully morphed. In a deep roar, Adze said, “You are way over your fucking head, bitch.” 
 
    Kill him, Sam. Do it now. Elizabeth was ready for blood. And too close to the surface. I pushed her back down into the deepest, darkest recesses of my mind. I thought of my children and willed myself to stay calm. In a strategic move, I turned my back on him. Ignoring him. Tapping into my own power. My energy.  
 
    “How dare you turn your back to me bitch,” he said. 
 
    Adze darted towards me, roaring and enraged. My back still turned. My eyes closed. Timing was everything, and my instincts were heightened. His breathing and movements and sounds filled my personal space. When he lunged toward me, I grabbed his large arm and used his momentum to toss him over my shoulder and across the room. His big bulky body slammed hard into the wall. The resounding crash, music to my ears.  
 
    I sprinted toward him. Leapt into the air, flipped and came crashing down on the crown of his head with my heel, driving it through and landing on one knee. Adze, hurt, swiped his massive hand across my body. His black, sharp nails tearing into my flesh from one shoulder, across my upper chest, to my other shoulder. The pain was intense.  
 
    Maneuvering backward, blood oozed from Adze’s head. His eye socket was crushed. His arm broken. He would heal. And I didn’t want to give his body the time to do so. I took this opportunity to jump toward him, land over him and keep him in my guard. With my right fist cocked back and ready to concave his face, my left hand wrapped around his throat. 
 
    I gave him one chance to answer me. “Who fucking burned my daughter’s hand?” 
 
    He laughed sadistically. “You’re doomed. All of you are doomed!” 
 
    That was it. His final words. I slammed my right fist into his face and tore out his throat with my left hand before twisting his head from his body. Blood sprayed over me. The room was silent, and I dropped my head, realizing I still had little information to help my daughter.  
 
    When Annabelle’s tiny hand brushed my shoulder, I lifted my head and stared into her eyes. “I’m sorry, Annabelle. You shouldn’t have seen that.” 
 
    Her eyes were kind and empathetic and caring. “You must leave now, Sam. Leave and never come back here.” She reached out and took my hand, leading me back through the labyrinth of tunnels.  
 
    When we reached the front gate, I turned to her. “Will you be okay, Annabelle?” 
 
    “Yes, Sam. I’m glad I met you. You’re a wonderful mother.” 
 
    I smiled at her kind words, taking a moment to wonder how she knew I was a wonderful mom. Before I stepped over the threshold, I asked her, “What about the boxes with my children’s name on them?” 
 
    “With his demise, they are gone and no longer have a place in the Tomb of Bones. Your children are safe, Sam. Never come back and your children will remain safe.” 
 
    I nodded. Tired. Grateful that Adze was gone and that my family and friends were no longer on his hit list.  
 
    As I stepped outside the castle, and into the light, I saw Kingsley, Sherbet, Brent and my children walking toward me. They had just hiked their way up the trail to the top and a sense of relief washed over me. Anthony and Tammy ran toward me and hugged me. I glanced back and saw Annabelle nod and close the castle gate. 
 
    “Mom, are you okay?” Anthony asked.  
 
    “Yeah, I’m fine, son.” 
 
    Kingsley hugged me when the kids let go. “You look bloody?” 
 
    “You should see the other guy,” I laughed and sighed.  
 
    Brent hit my arm. “You didn’t wait for me, partner.” 
 
    I smiled at Brent and nodded toward Sherbet. “The mark is lifted. We’re all safe, now.” 
 
    Tammy lifted her palm. “Mom, what about this?” 
 
    The burn was glowing yellow and white and as I reached for her hand, I heard Brent say, “Sam, turn around.” 
 
    As I turned, the castle faded and disappeared yet, the glow on Tammy’s hand remained. Although Adze was dead, in my gut, everything still felt wrong. I lifted my eyes from Tammy’s palm to the group and said, “I don’t think this is over yet.” 
 
    “Definitely not over.” Kingsley moved his gaze from Tammy’s burn and took my hand. “We’ll figure it out. It’s been a long week. Let’s go home.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed Moon Castle, please help us spread the word by leaving a review. Thank you! 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I was dreaming. 
 
    The doorbell sounded, waking a man from slumber. He unhooked his leg from the blonde woman next to him, leisurely gliding a hand down her slender silk-covered hip before using it to push back the mop of tousled chestnut-colored hair draping over his left eye. A striking eye, the bluest shade of the purest ocean. An eye that looked longingly at the woman lying in his bed. 
 
    “Gonna get the door before they ring that damn bell again?” the woman mumbled. 
 
    “Yes, dear,” he teased before standing, clad only in gray lounge pants, showing off a nicely sculpted chest covered in a fine dusting of dark hair.  
 
    He moved quickly through the house, practically running down the stairs to the living room where he opened the front door to no one. Looking down, he saw a plain white box with a red satin bow. Unease immediately set in as he read the name, Kyle, written in a brownish-red script across the top of the box.  
 
    He scanned the street, paying close attention to bushes, cars, trees, anywhere his gifter could be hiding. Not seeing any sign of her, he grabbed a pair of latex gloves from the box on the table next to the door, having been told by the police not to touch anything else he might receive with his bare hands. It made their job easier when evidence wasn’t screwed up before they got to it.  
 
    With the gloves now on, he bent down and retrieved the box before shutting the door and taking care to lock all six locks he’d recently had installed.  
 
    He glanced up the staircase, figured Barbie had fallen back asleep already, which was a good thing considering she’d been making comments about the situation getting to be too much. He wasn’t letting this crazy bitch run her off. He’d check out what the box contained and set it aside until Barbie left. Then he’d report it. What Barbie didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her.  
 
    He walked deeper into the living room before he untied the ribbon and removed the lid, revealing a scroll tied with a red string resting atop crushed rosebuds which appeared to have once been crimson, but were now black and dead. Setting the box aside on the coffee table, he removed the string and unrolled the scroll, which revealed brownish-red words written on a high quality, extremely thick paper in the same handwriting as his name had been written on the lid of the box.  
 
    His mouth grew dry as he read the terrorizing words, his heart pumping faster and faster with fear as the intent sank in, and it grew apparent to him that the brownish red words, slightly smeared in some places, had been written in blood.  
 
      
 
    Do you regret leaving now?  
 
    How long will she stay? 
 
    How much pain can she bear?  
 
    She loves you only in life, 
 
    I cherish you beyond death, 
 
    I gave you free will and you abused it, 
 
    Now I must make you stay where you belong,  
 
    When love goes dark there are no rules, 
 
    When love goes dark we take what is ours, 
 
    When love goes dark, 
 
    So do we. 
 
      
 
    He dropped the scroll, nausea quickly rising.  
 
    The image quickly changed. I was now in a dark room, all four walls covered with pictures of the man. The only light came from a single bare bulb suspended from the ceiling in the middle of the small space. I watched from behind as a young slender woman with silky midnight black hair ran blood-red fingernails over one of the pictures, seeming to stroke his jawline reverently.  
 
    Her head quickly snapped around and she stared straight at me. I looked back in horror as her face morphed from that of a young stranger, to my daughter’s.  
 
    “Mommy, help!” Tammy cried. 
 
    “Leave us!” the woman screeched, having morphed back to her own face. She flung her hand at me and it was as if a door slammed closed, knocking me out of the dream. 
 
    Apparently it knocked me out of my chair too, as I found myself on the floor next to my desk. Why was I in my office? Had I been working? Yes, I had been. I must have fallen asleep at my desk, which was odd considering I hadn’t slept at night once in the nine years since I’d been attacked and changed into a vampire.  
 
    My name is Samantha Moon and yes, I just said I was a vampire. It happened nine years ago while jogging. A man attacked me, turning me into a creature of the night because, long story short, I come from a very desirable bloodline and my guardian angel is kind of a selfish dick. 
 
    I’ve been through many adventures since that night and have developed all sorts of cool tricks, one being an alarm system. When I am in danger, I hear a warning buzz or bells. The intensity indicates the level of danger. Right now those warning bells were clanging as hard as they could and to my growing horror, I could feel that they weren’t warning of my own imminent danger. They warned me of danger to someone I cared about a hell of a lot more than myself.  
 
    I jumped to my feet and ran to Tammy’s room in what would have been described as a blur if anyone had been there to see. I found her resting in her bed, eyes closed in sleep, yet the bells kept clanging.  
 
    I crossed the room and sat next to her on the bed, noting she didn’t move as my weight settled next to her. I placed my hand on her bare arm, noting the coolness, which was saying something. Since my change, I was the temperature of ice. Everyone felt warm to me, and placing my hand on Tammy’s arm should have been the equivalent to placing an ice cube on her bare skin. It should have awakened her instantly. She didn’t flutter an eyelash.  
 
    I shook her. Hard. 
 
    She stayed silent, deathly silent. Her chest rose and fell, indicating her heart still beat, but her mind didn’t seem to be with her body. 
 
    “Tammy!” I shook harder, on my knees now, straddling her as I shook her violently while crying out her name. 
 
    “Mom? Mom!” 
 
    I looked over, seeing my eleven-year-old son standing in the doorway. 
 
    “What’s wrong with Tammy? Why isn’t she waking up?” 
 
    I looked down at my thirteen-year-old daughter, taking in how sweet her cherubic face looked in sleep before my eyes filled with tears. “Someone has her … and that someone is going to die.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 

   
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I paced back and forth with my arms folded, my sharp, unnaturally thick and pointed nails digging into my skin but I didn’t feel a damn thing except bloodlust for the bitch who’d done this to my daughter. I hadn’t wanted to call an ambulance at first, knowing what was happening to Tammy was not of this world, but she still was. She had her own special gift, the ability to read minds, but she was still very much human, which made her extremely fragile. I rationalized that human doctors could care for her human body while she remained in this catatonic state, and I had others who could help with the supernatural aspect of her condition while I hunted down the culprit responsible.  
 
    “Sam, I wish you would sit down.” 
 
    I glared at my boyfriend, Kingsley Fulcrum, until he seemed to shrink inside himself, a major feat considering the werewolf was the biggest man I’d ever laid eyes on. His tree trunk legs made professional wrestlers’ legs look like sticks. 
 
    “Pace away,” he said, holding his hands up in surrender. He shifted his weight, trying to get comfortable in the hard plastic of the waiting room chair. Have you ever seen a heavy mom try to fit into her kid’s desk on Open House night at an elementary school? Kingsley was having an even harder time and eventually he just gave up and sat on the table next to the chair. I swear I heard the wood scream in pain beneath him. 
 
    “Sam!” 
 
    I turned toward the door to see Detective Sherbet rush in, a large manly man with an old school cop’s mustache and a round belly he regularly filled with donuts. I noticed the icing from one of the pink sprinkled ones, his favorites, smeared on his navy blue tie. 
 
    “How is she?” he asked, engulfing me in a bear hug before stepping back to hold me at arm’s length. “What happened?” 
 
    “They’re still with her,” I answered. “I’m not sure what happened, only that it wasn’t natural.” I looked at him pointedly, and he nodded his understanding. 
 
    Sherbet was a human cop, but he’d seen enough of the supernatural freakfests I found myself involved in to know what I was saying. Early on in our relationship, he’d seen me get shot in the face and walk away to fight another day. He was a good cop and a great guy who I could always depend on to look the other way when bad guys ended up dead under mysterious circumstances.  
 
    “Tell me what I can do from my end.” 
 
    “I’ll need one of your sketch artists to help me out. I think I saw who did this to my daughter.” 
 
    “You got it. Give us a sketch and we’ll put out a BOLO. How dangerous is this person?” 
 
    “I just need her found,” I answered his unspoken question. “I wouldn’t recommend trying to arrest her.” 
 
    He nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    “What will you put on the BOLO?” I knew he couldn’t have one issued for mind-jacking, or whatever this was we were dealing with. 
 
    He shrugged. “I’ll think of something. I’ve gotten plenty of practice covering weird crap for you.” 
 
    “Sam!” My friend, somewhat assistant, and former blood donor, Allison Lopez, entered the room. “I got here as quickly as I could. How is she?”  
 
    I sighed, praying I’d be able to answer that question soon, and I prayed even harder that it would be a positive answer.  
 
    The doctor entered the waiting room about an hour later. I’d already called my sister, Mary Lou, who was now babysitting, to check on Anthony. He was still awake, worried about his sister in a rare occurrence of concern for her. I’d told Mary Lou he could stay home from school. Normally that would have cheered him right up, but not this time. Despite all the fighting and bickering, the kids loved each other deeply. 
 
    I was still pacing. 
 
    “Ms. Moon?” 
 
    I stopped. “How is she?” 
 
    “Well, in all honesty, we’ve never seen anything like this. We can’t find any cause for her state. Her vitals all appear fine, her body is functioning as it should except her mind is … somewhere else.” The doctor, a short, rotund man with a shiny bald head deeply grooved with wrinkles, frowned. “I wish I could tell you how long she will be this way, but there is no knowing. We can keep her comfortable, keep her under constant monitoring to ensure her body continues to work as it should. You’re positively sure she hasn’t had any head trauma?” 
 
    “Did you find any evidence of trauma?” 
 
    “Well, no.” 
 
    “There you go.” 
 
    I felt Kingsley’s massive hands on my shoulders and took a deep breath, collected myself. “I don’t mean to be rude. I’m worried about my daughter.”  
 
    “Of course you are. Again, I wish there were something more exact I could tell you. All we can do now is observe her and wait for her to wake up.” 
 
    “You do think she will wake up?” 
 
    “There is no reason to believe she won’t,” he said, smiling, but it didn’t reach his eyes. His eyes told me he wasn’t sure she’d wake at all but he didn’t feel like breaking a mother’s heart. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “All right, sweetheart,” Allison cooed as she settled next to Tammy on the hospital bed. “The normals did their thing, now let’s see what the freaks can do for you.”  
 
    I held my breath as she gently placed her fingertips against Tammy’s temples and closed her eyes. She breathed in deeply through her nose, seeming to suck Tammy’s very aura into her before breathing slowly out through her mouth then repeating the process a few more times until she grew very still.  
 
    Sherbet stood in the corner of the room, uncomfortable but intrigued at the same time. I sat in a padded chair next to the bed, holding my daughter’s small hand in my own as Kingsley’s meaty hands gently gripped my shoulders. 
 
    Danny, my ex-husband, stood on the opposite side of the bed, or rather, his ghost did. He was a cheating, filthy no-good bastard who’d left me for a stripper and nearly gotten me killed, but I’d grown to forgive him after that incident had gone tragically wrong for him. Truth was, he seemed to be a much more caring man in death than he was in life. We shared a look and went back to watching over our daughter, both praying for her to heal. 
 
    Seconds seemed to drag on for hours as Allison sat there working on Tammy. Allison is a witch, a newish one, but still pretty damn impressive. I’d told her about the dream I’d had before I found Tammy unresponsive and she’d explained that if another witch had some sort of psychic hold over my daughter, she might be able to go in and snatch Tammy back. At the very least she could trace the psychic hold back to the woman doing it. It sounded easier than my plan of hoping the woman had a police record that could lead me to her location.  
 
    The sun was rising. I felt it inside me as a dawning sluggishness. There used to be a time I was held captive in my home, safe behind extremely thick curtains, during the daylight hours. Going out involved extreme amounts of sunscreen and huge sunhats, and sunglasses were needed just to answer my front door. I twisted the amethyst ring on my finger that allowed me to walk in daylight. Another ring allowed me to eat and drink regular food without stomach cramps from hell or throwing it back up. There was also a diamond medallion that could remove the beast inside me. 
 
    What? You thought vampires were just people with weird cravings and a skin condition? We are vessels for demonic monsters from the darkest pits of hell. The demonic being inside me was one of the worst, a dark master. Her name is Elizabeth and she’s a real bitch. I could remove her with the diamond medallion, but I’d been warned that she would merely enter another of my bloodline, so removing her would just open up my relatives to her invasion.  
 
    I kept the bitch inside me as she tried daily to destroy me, in order to protect my sister and daughter, maybe my son. I wasn’t entirely sure Elizabeth had to have a female of my line. So much for protecting my daughter. I’d been so busy protecting her from the darkness inside me that I’d let a new enemy walk right in and snatch her while she slept.  
 
    I heard Elizabeth chuckling deep inside me. She loves my pain and misery. I told you she was a bitch. Her chuckles turned into deep laughter, and I knew something was up. 
 
    I’d barely processed that thought when Allison jerked, her back arching unnaturally as a black vapor poured from Tammy’s nose and wrapped itself around her neck. Her eyes bulged as she tried to get a grip on the black smoke strangling her.  
 
    Kingsley and I jumped to action, each grabbing one of Allison’s arms and ripping her away from the dark entity as Danny went after the dark smoke itself. It was almost comical watching him fight the smoke, trying to rip it out of Tammy’s body as it repeatedly smacked him upside the head, but the smoke eventually won, snapping back into my daughter’s body with a loud slap. 
 
    Danny looked at me, frowning, apologizing with his eyes for failing to yank the darkness out of our daughter before he slowly evaporated. He’d be back to watch over her, but he needed to rest his form for a while. 
 
    Allison coughed repeatedly, struggling for breath as she fell to her knees, her delicate hand covering the base of her throat. Kingsley and I knelt next to her, checking her over. Other than the hacking cough and the red ring around her throat, she appeared physically fine.  
 
    “What the hell just happened?” Sherbet asked. 
 
    I looked over, noticing he’d automatically retrieved his gun once all the excitement had started, even though the weapon was useless against what we were up against.  
 
    “Not sure, but we’re going to find out.” I waited for Allison to stop coughing. “What happened? What did you see?” 
 
    “The woman who has control of Tammy is no witch,” she said, her voice coming out scratchy as she rubbed her throat. “She’s something much, much more evil than a dark witch.” 
 
    I swallowed hard, my mouth instantly going dry. “What is she doing to Tammy?” 
 
    Allison looked at me with tears in her eyes. “She’s feeding off her.” 
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