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It’s always a pleasure to share the love of sexy, brooding vampires with a good friend, but when that friend demands that you write a hero just for her (and proceeds to give you a list of the qualities she wants), what’s a poor author to do? Diane Hall-Harris is just such a friend, and it’s with much gratitude and many, many shared giggles that I dedicate this book to her. I’d also like to thank Lauren Barnholdt for the fabulous title suggestion – good one, Lauren!




Chapter One

“Imps?”

I blinked in surprise at the completely unexpected question. “I beg your pardon?”

“Imps? You are imp removals, ja?” The woman who had answered the buzzer connected to an expensive cream-colored stone building didn’t look insane, but how many people meet you at the door by asking if you were there to remove imps?

Then again, it might have just been jet lag making me think she had asked about imps. What was far more likely was that the jet lag that had hit me in London was still fuzzying my brain. That, or she was speaking in Czech and it just sounded like she was asking about imps.

I shook my head to clear it, held firmly on to my smile despite its lopsided nature, and said slowly, “Good evening. My name is Nell Harris. I have an appointment with Mrs. Banacek.”

“Dr. Harris?” another woman sang out as she approached. “How pleased I am to meet you at last. I take it your flight from Amsterdam was an unremarkable one? Please excuse the mess—we’ve been positively inundated with imps of late, and poor Gertrud is at her wit’s end.”

The voice—smooth, sophisticated, with just a hint of a Slavic accent—almost perfectly matched its owner. I dragged my attention from the woman manning the door (short, stocky, iron-gray hair, and a no-nonsense attitude that had me pitying the imps—whoever or whatever they were) to the graceful creature who floated across the marble-floored foyer. Melissande Banacek was not only the loveliest woman I had ever seen, but her lavish surroundings, expensive address in the heart of Prague, and what I was willing to bet was no off-the-rack pair of crimson and persimmon silk lounging pajamas clearly indicated a woman of no little means. Certainly she was wealthy enough to fly a dirt-poor junior professor of medieval history from Seattle to the Czech Republic on what amounted to little more than a whim.

“Imps,” I said, utterly at sea. With my good arm I clutched my bag (beat up with one torn handle) to my chest (stuffed into a bra stretched to its limits to restrain overly abundant occupants), and wished for the tenth time that I had not succumbed to my curiosity (going to get me into trouble one of these days).

“Yes! Do you know how to get rid of them?” Melissande asked, gently pulling her hand from my death grip. “We’ve tried everything from martins to dragon’s bane, but to no good. The infestation seems to be too much for such home remedies, thus we have called the imp-catchers. Come, you must be tired after your long flight. Coffee or tea?”

“Coffee, please,” I said, my mind more than a little numb around the edges. Had everyone in Prague gone mad and I didn’t know it? Or was I more tired than I thought?

“Do you know a good remedy for imps?” Melissande glided over to a cream-colored couch that perfectly matched the cream carpeting and cream satin striped walls. I sat down gingerly on an adjacent love seat, feeling more than a little as if I were cocooned in an eggshell.

“I don’t even know what an imp is. You’re—you’re not joking about them, are you?” The feeling of the love seat, soft and enveloping beneath me, shook off the vague sense of bemusement that had gripped me since walking through the door.

Melissande tipped her head, her silvery blond hair sliding like a curtain of silk as she considered me for a few moments. “How silly of me. I read your file, and I should have remembered that although you are one of us, you have no experience in our world.”

The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. I wasn’t jet laggy now, nor was I bemused. The woman in front of me—my employer for the next two weeks—was obviously quite, quite mad. Disappointed though I was at not being able to study a piece of armor from the much-discussed-amongst-medievalists-but-never-discovered Graven Plate of Milan, at least I had my return plane ticket and enough money to buy me a night’s accommodation in the hotel at which I’d left my bags.

Making no sudden movements, I slowly lifted my battered purse from where I had set it at my feet, and rose from the love seat. “You know, I think I forgot something outside. Something . . . uh . . . important. Very important. I wouldn’t want the imps to get into it, so I’ll just run outside and make sure it’s OK.”

A smile curved her delicately tinted lips and tilted already exotically tipped gray eyes so the Slavic influence in her heredity was obvious despite her pale coloring. “You think I’m deranged! How refreshing. Everyone here takes me so seriously, it’s a wonderful change to be thought mentally deficient.”

The warning bells that had been going off in my head went into overtime. “You know, I think we’ve both made a mistake, Mrs. Banacek. So I’m just going to leave now, and everyone will be happy.”

“I’m not, you know,” she called after me as I started to back slowly out of the room. “Insane, that is. I’ve simply introduced the subject to you poorly . . . oh, do mind behind you! Gertrud swore if I squashed another imp into the carpet she’d leave me, and cliché as it is, good help is so difficult to find.”

I swung around, expecting to see Gertrud with a meat cleaver about to lop off my head, or something equally as gruesome and deranged, but instead found myself staring down at a small creature about three inches tall. It was grayish-green, and was using one set of arms to pull a hairless tail from where it was trapped under my toes, while the other set pounded on my shoe.

“Week, week!” the creature squealed at me, clearly angry.

“Aiiiieeeeeeeee!” I screamed in reply, dropping my bag as I leaped what seemed to be an inordinate length across the room, landing on the love seat. My weak leg buckled under me, but I caught myself before I could tumble off.

“What the hell is it?” I shrieked, leaping up to do a horrified jig on the love seat just in case the beastly thing followed me and attacked.

“Imp,” Melissande said sadly as the tiny green thing shook three of its fists at me before scampering out of the room. “Common Central European Imp, to be exact. There’s some sort of Latin name for them, but I never can remember it. Not the brightest beings in the world, but not in the least bit dangerous. Not unless you attack their king, and then they do all sorts of nasty things while you sleep. Or so I’ve been told.”

“I’ve been drugged, haven’t I?” I asked, still standing on the love seat as Melissande closed the door behind the imp. “You were sitting next to me on the flight from London and you put something in my Diet Coke, following which you smuggled me in through customs for some weird purpose, right? Because otherwise—”

“Otherwise you would have just seen an imp and your vision of the world would be radically changed, yes, I know. I’m very sorry I don’t have the time to do this properly—indoctrinate you, that is—but my nephew has been held for three weeks, and now my brother has gone missing as well, and there simply is no time to be wasted.”

“Indoctrinate?” I asked, stepping down off the love seat and accepting my purse that she had picked up off the floor. I held it at arm’s length in case one of those tiny green things had gotten into it. “This is a cult? You’re going to brainwash me? I should tell you right now I don’t have any money, and—”

“Nell,” Melissande said, handing me a cup of coffee.

I took it, trying to covertly sniff it for signs of drugs. “Yes?”

“Sit down. I have a good deal to tell you, much of which you won’t accept or believe, but we must be on our way to Blansko in an hour.”

“You’re not going to let me go, are you?” I asked, ignoring the horribly weak tremor in my voice. I just wanted to put my head down and cry for a long, long time, but suddenly my life had gone so horribly wrong, I was sure I wasn’t going to be given that opportunity.

“I will not hold you prisoner, if that’s what you are asking, but I am begging for your help.” She shoved aside a coffee service and sat on the edge of the glass coffee table, waiting for me to sit down. I did, slowly, not so much because I was wary of her (it was obvious she was the one in power here), but so I wouldn’t spill the coffee on the spotless rug.

“Although I imagine an imp stain would be a lot worse to clean than coffee,” I muttered to myself.

“A hundred times worse, but common household tips are not why I’ve brought you here.”

I took a tentative sip of the coffee, ready to spit it out if it had the least bit of an odd taste. It didn’t. In fact, its smoky flavor was strangely familiar. My eyebrows rose. “Starbucks French Roast?”

“Of course. Is there anything else?”

“I’m a bit partial to their Sumatra blend as well, but you can’t go wrong with French Roast.”

“Just so. Although don’t you find Sumatra a bit spicy?”

“Only after a meal. Alone, or in a latte, it’s perfect.”

“I’ve never tried Sumatra in a latte,” she mused. “But I will do so at the earliest opportunity.”

From imps to Starbucks in ten seconds. I truly was going mad. “Mrs. Banacek—”

“Call me Mel,” she interrupted. I looked at her. I couldn’t imagine anyone looking less like a “Mel” than the sophisticated, elegant woman before me. She frowned. “No?”

“Um . . . I’m thinking not.”

“How about Sandy? Do I look like a Sandy?”

I shook my head. She sighed. “I’ve always wanted to have a nickname but have never been allowed one. Very well, Melissande it is, although I do think the name Lissa attractive.”

“Melissande,” I said, setting down my cup and leveling a serious gaze at her. “You hired me to translate the inscription scribed on the inside of an early-fourteenth-century breastplate that has, until this date, remained firmly in the realm of the mythical. You sucked me in with a description and photos of the armor that were so tantalizing, I had no choice but to agree to your offer. I assume you brought me here because you wanted someone who is familiar with obscure European languages, but I’m beginning to feel that you have another purpose in bringing me halfway around the world. I would appreciate it if you would tell me just what that purpose is.”

She nodded. “A very reasonable request. I applaud both your frankness and your efficiency in going straight to the point. Quite simply, you are a Charmer, and I need your assistance to locate my nephew and brother.”

I froze, ice forming in my blood at the word that had so harmlessly tripped off her tongue. Charmer. It was a word I hadn’t heard in almost ten years. Ten long years. I swallowed back a sudden lump in my throat, my voice suddenly hoarse. “I assume by Charmer you aren’t referring to my excellent people skills?”

“No,” she said, her eyes serious. “I mean one who has the ability to draw Charms. You are a Charmer. You were born a Charmer, although I understand that you have not used your abilities after an accident during your college years—”

I put a hand out to stop her, blind with sudden grief, a band of pain tight around my chest as I struggled for air.

“I beg your pardon, Nell. That was an unfortunate reference, but it has relevance to the situation.”

I shook my head to clear my vision, the memory of the dead, unseeing eyes of my friend slowly dissolving into bright silver-gray eyes subtly highlighted with expensive cosmetics, eyes that were watching me closely. “I am not a Charmer,” I said carefully, my voice thick with emotion that I would not acknowledge.

She sighed, her gaze dropping for a moment to her hands as they rested on her legs. “I have a nephew named Damian. He is ten years old, and very dear to me, although I’ve been accused of spoiling him shamelessly. He was kidnapped three weeks ago. My brother Saer was away at the time, but as soon as he heard of the terrible event, he raced home and began to track Damian. Five nights ago he called me from a small town in the Moravian Highlands to tell me that he had found a clue to Damian’s whereabouts. He believed the boy had been taken to England. Saer left immediately, and I have not heard from him since. I believe he, too, is being held prisoner, quite probably by the same being who is holding Damian. That or . . . another.”

The pain in her eyes was not counterfeit, nor did I think she was mad. At least, I believed that she believed what she was telling me.

“I’m very sorry,” I said sincerely. “Have you contacted the police?”

“Police?” She looked startled for a moment, then shook her head. “No, the police cannot help me. My brother and nephew are beyond their reach.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again, spreading my hands wide. “I wish I could help you, but I’m no detective, and certainly no expert in tracking people—”

“I do not expect you to find them for me,” she interrupted.

“Then what—”

“You are a Charmer. The aid I seek from you—the aid I need—lies in your ability to charm.”

“I don’t . . . I can’t . . .” The pain swamping me was so great I could hardly breathe, let alone speak.

“My brother and nephew are Dark Ones,” she said, taking a deep breath. “Moravian Dark Ones. I, too, am Moravian. Do you know what that means?”

I shook my head, too confused and distraught to think.

“Dark Ones have walked the earth all the ages of man, alike, but separate. Vampires some call us, although truly my people are not evil, not the horrible creatures common lore makes us out to be. Dark Ones are created either by a demon lord, or they are born to a father who is unredeemed.”

“Unredeemed?” I croaked, wondering if it was too late to change my name to Alice and settle down to a happy life of insanity in Wonderland.

“To each male Dark One there is one woman, his Beloved, who can redeem his soul. Those who remain unredeemed are forever damned.”

I opened my mouth to say that sounded like something out of a novel, but stopped. There was no use in agitating her further by pointing out that vampires—damned or not—were fantastical creatures that didn’t exist.

Just like imps, a sardonic voice in my head pointed out.

I refused to think about that. “Let me just make sure I have this right—your brother and nephew are vampires, and you’re one too; you drink people’s blood to survive, but you’re not bad or evil or anything out of a John Carpenter movie. Is that right so far?”

She nodded. “There is more to being a Moravian than blood drinking, but since we don’t have time to go into the history of my people, we will suffice with the bare minimum.”

“Just out of curiosity—how old are you?” I asked. “Since vampires are traditionally held to be immortal and all, I assume you’re immortal as well?”

“Only so long as I do not give my heart to a mortal, yes. I was born in 1761.”

I did a quick round of mental subtraction. “That would make you two hundred and forty-four.”

“Forty-three. My birthday isn’t until December.”

“Ah,” I said, then sat back and waited for the rest of the fairy tale to unfold. “Go on, please. I’m all ears.”

She didn’t like the note of subdued sarcasm in my voice, but it didn’t stop her from telling me the rest. “My nephew is being held by a demon lord by the name of Asmodeus.”

I had a better grip on myself now, so the name didn’t freeze me into a block of ice, despite the boundless well of sorrow within me.

“I won’t insult you by asking if you are aware of Asmodeus, since I know it was one of Asmodeus’s curses you were attempting to charm when you . . .” Her gaze fluttered to the left side of my face where the skin was less taut than the right side. I didn’t flinch under her inspection, having learned long ago that if I kept my face immobile, most people didn’t notice the slight slackness on the one side. “. . . had your accident.”

“What I had was no accident,” I said slowly, enunciating carefully.

She offered no reaction to that statement. “My nephew and quite likely my brother are being held by Asmodeus, bound to the demon lord by his curse. I need your help, Nell. I need you to charm the curse.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Even if I did, there’s no way I can help you,” I said quietly, squelching down the feelings of pain and dread and horror that arose with her words.

She gave me a long look. “I can understand your reluctance to regain a part of your life that I’m sure you thought lost, but you cannot deny the truth of what you are, Nell. You are a Charmer. Most of your kind learn their skills from mages and Guardians, and thus they can only undraw wards and perform simple protective charms, but you were born a Charmer. You are different. You can unmake curses.”

“I cannot charm. I never could. I left that all behind me ten years ago.” Despite my best intentions to remain calm and collected, my voice rose with each word.

Her eyes glittered brightly at me, so brightly it hurt to look into them. I was vaguely aware that she was weaving a spell of compliance with her words, but I would not fall victim to it. I gritted my teeth as her voice, silken with persuasion, rolled around me. “You are one of the few people who have the power to unmake the most powerful bond known to mankind—a demon lord’s curse.”

“I will not charm,” I ground out through my teeth, anger and fear forcing me to admit something I had worked hard to forget. “Not again!”

“If you do not help me, my nephew will be consumed by the demon lord. Do you know what happens to a Dark One who is thus destroyed?”

I shook my head, sick at heart with the knowledge of what she would tell me. Long-denied memories of a time years in the past tormented me. I wanted to shout to Melissande that it was so long ago, when I was young and innocent, and I believed what I had been told. I was special. I could make a difference. It was all so clear then, so exciting, so easy . . . until Beth died.

“His life force joins with the demon lord. In effect, he becomes him, one of the princes of hell. I would move heaven and earth to save my nephew from that fate, Nell, and all I’m asking of you is your help in bringing Damian home to me.”

I shook my head again, blindly reaching for my bag as I stood. “I’m very sorry for you, Melissande. I wish there was something I could do, I truly do wish it, but what you ask is impossible. I can’t do it.”

“You mean you will not!” The words stung me with the force of a whip. Her eyes were molten silver, glowing hot with fury as she stood facing me. “You have it within your power to help, and you deny me!”

Anger, hot and deep such as I had not known for a very long time, burned in my soul, welling up to overwhelm the guilt that had bound me for so many years. “Do you know what happened the one time I attempted to charm one of Asmodeus’s curses? Do you know the exact details of what happened?”

“No, not the details,” she answered, her eyes once again moving to the left side of my face, down to my left arm. “It is said the charm backfired, that some trap laid by Asmodeus was triggered when you attempted to unmake it, and both you and a companion were injured.”

“You could say that,” I said, my breath harsh as I struggled to control it. “If you call death an injury. No, Melissande. I will not help you. You may think I’m your savior, but I assure you I’m not. I bring only destruction, not salvation. I am a murderer, pure and simple.”




Chapter Two

You would think that telling someone you’d killed a person (even accidentally) would be enough to put them off, but alas, Melissande was made of much sterner stuff than I had imagined. Which is why forty minutes after I had informed her that ten years ago I had killed my best friend, I was in a car with her, zipping through the night heading north toward the tiny town of Blansko.

I still wasn’t quite sure how she had managed to keep me from walking out of her apartment.

“You’ve cast a spell over me,” I accused her. “There’s no way I would be here now unless you had cast a spell.”

She took her eyes from the road just long enough to toss an amused glance my way. “I wouldn’t know how to even begin to cast a spell.”

“You’ve got that vampire thing—what do they call it—a glamour. You’ve glamoured me into coming with you, but it’ll do you no good, Melissande. I never was a Charmer, not then, and I’m certainly not one now. You might have glamoured me, but it won’t help. As my very dead friend would be the first to tell you, I can’t charm anything.”

Melissande sighed, shifting into fourth as her tiny black sports car zoomed around a large truck. “We’ve argued this all out, Nell. I’ve accepted that you feel it’s impossible to save my nephew, but you did agree to help me locate him.”

“That’s what I’m saying—you glamoured me or something. There’s just no other explanation for the fact that I didn’t walk out of your apartment the minute I saw that . . .” I rubbed my forehead, staring blankly into the night, tiny pinpoints of lights blurring into meaningless patterns of light and dark as we raced through the dark. “Oh, Lord, I really did see an imp, didn’t I? And you really are a vampire. A female vampire. What does that make you, a vampette?”

She laughed, a pleasant, warm laugh that did much to reduce the panic gripping me. “The term is Moravian Dark One, although in truth only the men are called Dark Ones. I’m just Moravian.”

“Yeah, right. Somehow I don’t think there’s any just about you.”

Her grin was infectious, even though I hadn’t felt the slightest nudge to my funny bone up to that moment. “I didn’t use a glamour. It was greed that held you when nothing else would.”

“I’d like to dispute that, but unfortunately, the proof is all too evident,” I answered, glancing at the back seat where a long, flat wooden case resided. “Brought down by my academic interest. You’ll really let me have the breastplate? Free and clear, no strings attached?”

“If you help me locate my nephew, I will gladly give you the piece of armor.”

I thought of the object that resided in the heavily padded wooden case. “It’s a museum piece, you know. Priceless beyond priceless. No one believes the Graven Plate really exists. What you’re offering me is going to rock the world of academic medievalists. I shouldn’t be even thinking of accepting such a treasure.”

“It comes from Milan,” Melissande said, shooting me an occasional glance. “Dating from about 1395, made at the castle of Churburg.”

“Italian Tyrol,” I said, sighing with pleasure at the thought of it. Every medievalist had cut his or her academic teeth on stories of the Graven Plate. “The armory at Churburg was famous for their exports, mostly to Germany.”

“The breastplate consists of nine interlocked plates, each of which is etched with what appears to be the history of the knight who bore the armor.”

A little thrill went through me at the thought of those inscriptions. Melissande had assured me, in the calls and e-mails that had resulted in me being in the Czech Republic, that no medievalist had yet laid eyes on the breastplate. I would be the first to see it, study it, translate what I hoped would be a detailed history of a knight-errant who rose to claim the throne of Bohemia.

“It is . . . what is it called—bright armor?”

“White armor,” I said absently, my fingers positively itching to touch the breastplate. I’d had nothing more than a glimpse of it before Melissande had bundled it and me into the car. “It was a term used for metal armor that wasn’t bound to fabric or leather covering.”

Her eyes flicked my way again. “You are very knowledgeable about armor.”

I wasn’t buying any of her innocent act. I’d already been suckered into doing more than I wanted, all because of that beautiful specimen of armor that sat behind me. “You knew that when you hired me. How did you find out about me, anyway? You didn’t do any”—I drew circles around my forehead—“you know, weirdo psychic stuff on me?”

Her lips pursed. “I’m Moravian, Nell, not the Amazing Kreskin.”

“Ah. Sorry. I didn’t know you couldn’t do that sort of thing.”

“I can, as a matter of fact, but only under certain circumstances. It’s not very easy.” She paused for the count of three, then added, “I’m so sorry that I couldn’t have done your introduction to our world properly, although really, you were predisposed to believing in Dark Ones and imps. You must have learned something about the dark powers if you were trying to unmake a demon lord’s curse.” Another of her quick, assessing glances slid my way.

I didn’t bite. At least, not the way she anticipated.

“Oh, I don’t know. I pretty much had your standard middle-class childhood—divorced parents, school, college, the usual assortment of friends and lovers. There was certainly nothing to warn me about imps and vampires in my future.”

“Do you have many friends and lovers?” she asked, her voice polite, but rife with disinterest. I awarded her a few bonus points for not steering the conversation to subjects she really cared about. “A couple of girlfriends, but no boyfriends. Haven’t had one of those for a couple of years. All the men I know seem to be so”—I shrugged—“shallow. How about you? Do you have a boy toy stashed away somewhere?”

Her elegantly formed eyebrows rose in astonishment for a few seconds before she gave a little laugh. “I had forgotten how straightforward Americans are. No, I do not currently possess a lover. Like you, I find most men I meet lacking in some way or other.”

“Ah.” We rode in silence for a few minutes, but it wasn’t long before she abandoned the pretense of polite chitchat and went straight to what she wanted to know.

“Do you mind talking about your past? Not the . . . accident, but how you came to find out you were a Charmer? How you ended up in the position where you were attempting to lift a curse?”

“Yes,” I said, rubbing my arms and keeping my eyes fixed out the window. “I do mind.”

“I see. Shall I tell you about Damian, then?”

“Knock yourself out.”

And she did. The whole of the three-hour drive into the Moravian Highlands, Melissande told me everything there was to know about Damian, from the time he learned to walk, to what he wanted for Christmas.

“That’s really fascinating—I don’t think anyone has ever shared the potty-training process with me in such vivid detail—but it doesn’t really explain much about why a demon lord would want to kidnap a kid, even a junior vampire. I assume it has something to do with his father?”

Melissande shifted gears as the car started climbing into a mountainous region. “Saer believes that Damian is being held as bait in order to trap him.”

“That makes sense. Hold the kid, and make daddy dance to your tune. So why does Asmodeus have it in for Saer?”

“Saer believes that it’s not actually Asmodeus who wants him destroyed. That honor, he believes, belongs to Adrian.”

“Who’s Adrian when he’s at home?”

She glanced at me.

“Sorry, it’s an Americanism. You haven’t hung out around the States much, have you?”

“I like Los Angeles,” she said. “Such interesting people. And excellent shops. Adrian is . . .”

I raised my eyebrows as a number of interesting expressions flitted over her face.

“He is the Betrayer,” she said finally, not looking at me. “He is a Dark One who has turned over a number of our people to Asmodeus.”

“Turned over? What could a demon lord do to a vampire who was already damned?”

She shuddered. “You do not want to know the answer to that.”

The horror in her voice confirmed her words. I rubbed the goose bumps on my arms. “OK, so there’s this guy named Adrian who sells out his own kind, and he’s got it in for Saer. Why?”

If I didn’t know better, I’d say Melissande was avoiding something. Her reluctance to speak was pretty obvious. “Saer believed it has to do with a ring, an object of great power which the Betrayer is hunting for.”

“A ‘one ring to rule them all’ kind of ring?” I asked, peering in the side mirror to see if any wizards on white horses were following us.

“Decidedly not Tolkien, no,” Melissande answered. “Saer believed the ring was once held by Asmodeus, and thus the immortal world would be put at risk if the Betrayer obtained it.

“Ah, that sort of ring.” I pursed my lips. “I assume Saer is trying to stop this Betrayer guy from finding it, and that’s why his son is being held hostage?”

“Damian is definitely being held hostage,” she agreed.

“Poor kid,” I said, guilt roiling within me. I’d seen what a demon lord’s secondhand power bound into a curse could do; I couldn’t even imagine what horrors a child, even an immortal child, would suffer in his control. “This is really an unpleasant question, but aside from being integrated into the demon lord, I assume Dark Ones like your brother can be killed?”

“Yes,” she said, biting the word off. “As you might guess, Damian is as dear to me as a son. I don’t see him as often as I’d like, but I will do anything to have him back safe and sound. I am his only close female relative here, you see. His mother lives in England, and he divides his time between her and the family here.”

“Hmm.” We had turned off the main road and were following a long, winding, dark road that bumped through what appeared to be a coniferous forest. Nearby mountains turned the darkness into something that felt close and smothering. I mused over what she had told me, interested despite my desire to steer clear of anything that even remotely smelled of the supernatural. “So, is he . . . holy cats! Is that a castle?”

“Drahanska Castle. Didn’t I tell you this is where we were going? What was I thinking?”

I glared at her for two seconds before craning my neck so I could look up at the battlements as Melissande brought the car to a halt before two very large doors. “I suspect you thought you could tempt me even further by dangling a real castle in front of my nose. How old is it, do you know? Who built it? And who owns it now?”

“I have no idea how old it is or who built it, but it is owned by a Dark One, a distant cousin. Come. It is from here that Saer called me and said he found the information about where Damian was being held.”

“This castle belongs to your cousin?” I got out of the car, stretching after the long ride, trying to take in the monstrous structure before us, but failing miserably. It was just one of a very long list of things I’d been asked to accept, but my mind balked at the thought of it, so I let it go and decided to adopt a new “go with the flow” attitude that would hopefully keep me sane long enough to enjoy translating that exquisite breastplate. “Why don’t you just ask him where your nephew is?”

“Christian is in London, or so Saer said.” Melissande fiddled with the door for a moment, swinging it open. “I believe Saer was in the library when he called me. He said he’d seen some notes that Christian had made about the possible location of Asmodeus in London. The library is along the passage, first left, about halfway down the great hall. You can’t miss it.”

“I can’t, huh? Well, we won’t have to worry about that. You just point it out to me and I’ll give you a hand searching the place, although honestly, if you don’t need anything translated from fourteenth-century Italian, Flemish, or German, I’m probably more of a hindrance than a help.” I held up my left arm. “I’m neither as fast nor as strong as I used to be.”

“You possess many skills that compensate for any loss you might have suffered,” she reassured me, waving me through the door. I walked in, marveling at the high arched stone walls, stopping about ten feet in when I realized she hadn’t followed me. “Um . . . is there a problem?”

Melissande stood at the door, her face a beautiful mask of dismay and frustration. “I cannot come in.”

“What? Why not?” I looked around me, wondering if she had tricked me. “Hey—you did say that your cousin gave you permission to look around his castle while he’s away, right?”

Her eyes shifted slightly to look beyond my shoulder. “As to that, I don’t believe I mentioned specifically that Christian gave his permission, but I know he would.”

“Oh, lovely,” I said, hands on my hips. “You set me up for a little breaking and entering while you get off scot-free? I don’t think so.”

I walked toward her, intending to leave, but she put a hand up to stop me at the door. Her eyes were swimming with tears. “Please, Nell, you have no idea how much I wish I could enter and look for something that would tell me where Damian and Saer are, but . . .”

“But what?” I asked, impatient. If she thought I was going to take the fall for her pathetic “pity me” act just so I could have a priceless, one-of-a-kind breastplate that would without a doubt ensure me tenure when the results of my studies were published, she could just think again.

Maybe.

Man, I wanted that breastplate.

“But I can’t! The door is warded. Couldn’t you feel it when you passed through it?”

“Warded?” I ignored the faint memories that struggled to come forth and walked through the door. “What are you talking about? I didn’t feel anything. What warded?”

She made an impatient gesture with her hands. “How can you be a Charmer and not know anything about wards?”

“I told you, I’m not a Charmer.”

“A ward is a device drawn by an individual. Most wards guard something like a door or window, keeping dark forces from entering. Wards can be drawn to protect or bind people, an object, or a building. As I told you earlier, you as a born Charmer have both the ability to draw and charm a ward just as you can draw and charm a curse—the unmaking process is basically the same, just reversed.”

Her explanation teased my memory. “Oh. Those wards. I’d forgotten about them, to tell you the truth. A lot of what I learned before the tragedy was . . . er . . . for lack of a better word, erased from my memory. So you’re saying this door is warded? Protected by magic to keep bad things out?”

She nodded. I walked through the door again, this time more slowly, experiencing only a slight tingle, but I had the worst feeling of an elusive something just out of the range of my vision. I eyed the door, but it looked completely normal . . . until I looked away. A glint of gold hanging in midair caught my peripheral vision, flickering into nothingness when I focused on it. I gave a shrug. “OK, so why can I break it without doing any charmy-type things to it?”

I could tell she was fighting to hold on to her patience. “You haven’t charmed the ward, Nell. You simply passed through it because it was not meant to keep you out. It is a protection ward to keep beings of the dark powers out.”

“Like you?”

She nodded. “I am born of an unredeemed Dark One. Thus my blood is tainted. The ward will not let me pass. Now, if you are satisfied with the explanation, could you please go to the library and look for the notes regarding a house in London where Damian might be held? I will wait for you here.”

“Not so fast, there’s a little matter of breaking and entering—”

“I swear to you,” she said hoarsely, yanking an amulet from under the mohair sweater she’d slipped on before the drive. “I swear to you on the Luna Crescens that you will not suffer for this. You will not be arrested for searching the house. If you do this for me, I will let you have the amulet as well as the armor.”

Greed, I’m sure, flared up in my eyes for a few seconds while I fought with my better self to keep from snatching the hammered gold and silver piece from her hand. I’d heard stories of the fabled amulet worn by one of the Crusading knights who was said to have discovered the Holy Grail, but I never really thought such a thing had existed.

The same could be said for imps, vampires, and the Graven Plate.

“The breastplate is enough reward,” I answered thickly, swallowing my desire. “But I’m going to hold you to that promise of no trouble. If your cousin suddenly walks in and finds me digging around in his library, I expect you to make things right.”

“You can be sure I will. Thank you.” She stood still and silent as a statue as I walked down the long, dimly lit hallway. Evidently the castle was built in a T-shape, and I had entered on one of the short ends. I turned left at a junction, wondering what I was going to say to anyone I encountered.

“Go with the flow, go with the flow,” I repeated to myself as I walked into a huge entry hall.

My voice echoed back at me, sending a skitter of goose bumps down my arms and back. I rubbed my arms as I slipped through the hall.

“Boy, if I get through this without being tossed in jail, I’m definitely coming back here,” I whispered to myself, sadly forced to give short shrift to the wonders in armor, art, and museum pieces that I was passing. “Hmm. This looks libraryish.”

I opened one of twin bound oak doors, reaching inside to turn on a light.

My jaw hit the floor as lights flickered on down the length of a long, narrow, high-ceilinged room. “I have got to meet Cousin Christian!”

Tall mahogany bookcases lined three sides of the room, long glass cases filling the fourth wall. I drifted over to one of the cases, flipping on a light to illuminate what was within. Drool formed as I gazed at the frail illuminated parchment. “My God, that’s a tenth-century psalter!” I did a bit of translating Latin on the fly and reached for my purse to take a few quick notes on what I was seeing. The feel of the tiny notebook in my hand reminded me of a more important task.

“Rats. The kid.” Reluctantly I turned off the case light and bit my lip as I looked around the rest of the library. “If I were a scholarly vampire, where would I keep my notes about the possible location of a demon lord? Ah. Desk. Good choice, Nell.”

The big rosewood desk was remarkably orderly, or perhaps it was that my own was particularly disorderly. I flipped through stacks of what were obviously bills, found a red-inked manuscript of what looked to be a romance book in the making, and discovered a cache of letters in one of the drawers. Most of them were in a language I couldn’t read, although parts were oddly familiar. None of them contained the word “London” so I set them aside. I searched all of the drawers, finding nothing else that was even remotely like what I was looking for.

“Well, crap. Now what do I do?” I looked around the room again, searching for anything that was out of place or different. “Let’s go about this in an orderly fashion. I’m going to assume that whatever notes Christian has are valuable. Thus he would not keep them in a drawer. That means he’s got them hidden somewhere.”

The sound of my voice echoed starkly in the high-ceilinged room. I glanced with dismay at all the bookcases. There had to be thousands of books in the library, each one a potential hiding place.

“Or it could be in a wall safe, or floor safe, or—hell”—I looked up at the high arched wooden ceiling—“the owner’s a vampire. He can probably fly, so I wouldn’t doubt that he’s got a handy-dandy ceiling safe! It’s hopeless!”

The word safe triggered something in my mind. I stood up, looking around the room again. If I were your average safety-conscious vampire, and I had something of value, I wouldn’t just entrust it to a safe. “Not when I was the sort of guy who uses magic to guard a door,” I mused, walking around the room with my hands stretched out, feeling a bit stupid as I tried to feel a tingle that might mean that something was warded against discovery. I found it on my third pass around the north wall.

“Hmm. Book. Tingly. A bit dusty. Title is . . . Dark . . . someone needs to tell the maids to dust on the bottom shelves . . . Desire. Sounds fun. Let’s just see why this particular book has been picked out to be warded or what . . . whoa! This is interesting!”

The book seemed to be made of some slippery substance, or I suddenly had a whole handful of butterfingers (and not the chocolate kind), because I couldn’t for the life of me seem to get a grip on it. It seemed to slither from my hands, falling with a solid “thunk” to the floor. I squatted down to give it a good, long look, and noticed if I glanced just beyond it, I could make out what appeared to be an intricate pattern sketched into the spine of the book, one with lots of swoops and curves that doubled back on themselves, like a Celtic knot design. It was almost as if someone had drawn a path of green luminous paint on the spine, then left the book exposed to the sun. The pattern was faded, but as I traced it with one finger, it seemed to dissolve. Was I seeing a ward?

A faint memory emerged from the dark corners of my mind: the face of a tiny Asian woman sketching symbols in the air. I thought I had lost or destroyed all memories of the woman as she’d instructed Beth and me, but there she was, saying something about the importance of wards. I shook my head to clear the sad thoughts, leaning forward to examine the pattern more closely. It shimmered and faded as I traced it, definitely of a suitably intricate nature as to qualify for my still extremely fuzzy memory of a ward.

The tip of my finger came to the end of the ward, and suddenly the book was in my hot little hands. “What the . . . ooh!” Pushing aside the question of why the book had decided to cooperate, I flipped it open to find a couple of torn-out sheets of scribbled notes, and what looked like a hoop earring pressed between them. It was made of some sort of shell, something like an opaque mother-of-pearl, rimmed with a thin band of gold.

“Houston, the eagle has landed,” I said as I took the book, pages, and earring to the desk so I could examine them under a brighter light. “And what have we heeeaaaaargh!”

“ ’Ello, you so very interesting lady,” a spectral voice rolled out of the wall, quickly followed by a man with long brown curls, doublet, hose, and Elizabethan ruff. I backed toward the door, clutching the notes in one hand, the hoop earring with the other. The ghost—it was a ghost, my poor overworked mind admitted—swept a befeathered hat from his head and made me a low, courtly bow. “I did not know we ’ad the company most fair. I am Antonio.”

“Uh,” I said, trying to wrap my mind around the fact that a handsome ghost was stalking me. I backed up a few more steps. I had to get out of there. “Right. I think this party is over. If these notes aren’t good enough, then I’m just going to give up the breastplate, because honestly, I think at this point I’m going to need my sanity more than a career jump.”

“You wish to talk about the breasts?” The ghostly Antonio shimmered forward as I backed up, his eyes locked on my chest. He twirled one end of a slight moustache as he ogled me. “I am most ’appy to do whatever will please my lady. Your breasts, they rise up off your chest like two plump pigeons just waiting to be plucked.”

Oh, lucky me. I got a randy ghost.

“Um . . .” I felt behind me for the wall, not trusting the ghost enough to take my eyes off it to look for the door.

“What is your name, oh, beauteous lady of the pigeon breasts?”

“Er . . .” The fingertips on the hand waving behind me touched books. I took a couple of steps to the left, where the door I came in was located.

“You will permit me a slight squeeze? They are so attractive, your breasts. I ’ave seen many breasts in my time, but yours—ah, glorious one, yours are a banquet of breasts! I must feast at them.”

“Eeek!” I squealed as Antonio’s slightly translucent hand reached for my chest. I spun around intending to escape the library with my stolen items, but where the door used to be a brick wall had suddenly materialized.

A very warm brick wall.

One that had two piercing blue eyes, long reddish-black hair, and fangs bared in a soundless snarl.

Vampire!
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