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Chapter 1 - Death Razes All
The Seven Omran Kingdoms called him a killer. Some within the smaller towns called him ‘The Midnight Nightmare,’ or ‘blood demon.’ Others—usually the peculiar kind who didn’t understand magick or its ancient, hallowed history—referred to him as the ‘Saint of Death.’ To be frank, he was all these names and nothing at the same time: a magickal species born from magickal death and blood. Fact? Two fangs officially made him a vampire. 
But in the end, Dracula Gregorian Ominus the Third preferred to be called a savior. The prophecy destined it, and he would see to it that he would not fail. To say he loved the prophecy would be an understatement; it complimented both his desire to see the humans dead, and to stop the enslavers from capturing and torturing the magicks.
Ticanara village was next on his list to eradicate. He could imagine it already: a village soaked in blood, sinew, veins, and bones. He’d lick his fingers; devour everything he hated that was human; burn the village after he razed it. His stomach growled. It would be good to feast today. Kill the humans. Then drink them. Simple. And Dracula had always leaned towards simple.
After walking for what seemed like eons, he approached Ticanara, and lowered himself onto the meadow, near a hill that crested beyond the village square. The full moon pasted against the clear sky, he counted twenty-two houses to the left. Nineteen to the right. Small and dirty with moss clinging to their beaten down walls, haphazardly built from slabs of mud and brick. An oak pillar smoked in the middle of the square, with fresh ashes at its base. Mud the color of clotted blood oozed along a worn path. 
An oil lamppost shuddered in the breeze, dimly lighting five cages, each with a dead magick wielder inside of them. A group of women strutted past the cages, spitting into one. Another poked a dead magick with a stick, laughing. 
His throat narrowed. The stupid, barred cages had once enslaved him, too. He was over a hundred yards away, but still the smell of death anointed the air of the meadow. With a deep breath in, he pulled out a dagger from his cloak. 
Closer and closer and closer. Two fangs slipped out, slick with the saliva pooling in his mouth. He stepped through what was once a portcullis and into the village center.
On a slow day, Dracula would’ve tied the humans up, would’ve tortured them—showed them the same pain they inflicted on the magicks. But it had been a while since Dracula murdered humans—a week, to be exact—and he missed it. There was nothing quite like raging through a village to fulfill his prophecy. Without knocking, he pounded through doors, ripped out throats and spines until kitchen floors and cellars were soaked in blood and strewn with pieces of bone and cartilage and skin. It was just like his daydream. He even slaughtered Ticanara’s mayor and his much younger wife, clawing so hard with his claws, one broke. But he didn’t care. He drank a few. The rest he slaughtered. It turned out he wasn’t quite hungry, after all.
Done, his fangs slipped back into his gums. The thrill of the kill swept through his body like a wave crashing on a rock. Cold. Hard. Deafening. Wiping out villages like this one invigorated him. Chest rising and falling, he wiped his mouth and glared at the village before him. The village sign, ‘Ticanara: A Home for Plenty’ swung broken, a breeze rattling the chains. Oh, the irony. He would make sure the humans never had a home until they were all dead.


Chapter 2 - A Discovery
Dracula walked toward the cages and lit a torch from the oil lamp. Merid—damnable, prophetic fae that he was—predicted he’d find a ‘treasure’ in Ticanara. Something ‘of the heart.’
Well, Merid was clearly wrong. There was no treasure. Just the unfortunate dead magick wielders and the typical, arrogant humans frolicking in their day-to-day lives. Now, also dead. Frowning, he moved from cage to cage.
Poor souls. Magick wielders locked up like animals and yet tortured for use of their magick. A toe could be sliced off for good luck; some of the girls used them for charms. 
Moving the torch, he found the perfect wood house to ignite the village. Burning the village would be easier for Dracula than burying everyone—plus, finding all the limbs and fingers and bodily remains that he’d ripped apart took time. And even though he had a lot of time—he was an immortal after all—he didn’t feel like it…and he simply didn’t care.
A rattle of chains moved from behind him, and Dracula jerked his head towards the noise. Did he miss a human? A flush of adrenaline creeped along his skin. He was usually so thorough when slaughtering villages that it actually disappointed him he had missed one. 
His fangs slipped out. 
There. 
Suddenly, he felt as if the weight of a thousand dead bodies tumbled over him, and he almost choked on his own saliva. It wasn’t a human, but a magick wielder in a round silver cage covered in barbs and thorns, with the biggest lock he’d ever seen. 
Alive. 
Black hair, tears streaming down bruised cheeks, she gripped the cage’s bars, panted, and clanged against them, hands dripping with blood. Her eyes might as well have been obsidian pools, and it surprised him that the enslavers hadn’t cut them out as they usually did. Body frozen, he finally broke the silence, kneeling at her cage, the only sound the breeze rustling his cloak. At first, she backed away from him, but then her eyes widened, and Dracula suddenly felt very naked, despite his thick wool coat and hood. She must’ve been nineteen, maybe twenty. Specks of dust and hay scattered her hair. He wanted to touch it, to bring order back to her lovely head. An abyss tightened his throat, and he felt the sudden urge to touch her where the moonlight met her skin, right where a vein pulsed in her neck. Her fingers were a day away from becoming skeletal. She surely hadn’t eaten in a week, at least. 
“Let me out. Please. They captured us…I need help…we need help.” Her voice all at once dizzied him and invigorated him, sending sparks through his skin down to the marrow of his bones. 
In all his immortal life, he had never seen someone so beautiful.
He swallowed, or tried to swallow, the rising lump in his throat. Tried not to reach between the barbed bars to swipe away the tears on her cheek. 
Instead, he pulled on the lock. It broke with ease, and he stuck a hand into the cage. A breath later, she met his fingers, firm and surprisingly steady for a starving slave. Shivers ran up and down his spine, blinding him for a second. Sharp breaths moved awkwardly up and down his throat, and if he had a heart, it would have pulsed as he pulled her out.
She stood and Dracula averted his gaze from her thin body; the scraps of what was once a dress overpowering her. The momentary chill stunned him when she pulled her hand away.
Her eyes flitted from cage to cage. She ignored him, which frankly was insulting, but it seemed she was looking for something or someone. Finally, a particular cage caught her eye. She kneeled at it, struggled to put a hand through the wires, and when she couldn’t, she huffed and sat back on her heels.
“You.” She pointed at him. “Unlock it. I need you to unlock this right now. He’s in there, right? Still alive?” She didn’t turn around. Didn’t ask nicely. And she wasn’t quite rude, but an urgency erupted from her body as she rattled the bars, face paling.
“They’re all dead,” Dracula said. What was the point of pulling out a dead body if he was going to burn the town anyway? But he sauntered towards her muffled cries. He broke the lock and let her pull out the body.
It was a young man. Walnut-colored hair cut to the scalp. Dracula winced when he spotted one of his legs bent at an unnatural angle. The man was her age—eighteen or nineteen. The pair of them appeared not much younger than Dracula did; he’d only been twenty when he was turned.
The girl shook the boy. His head flopped sideways like a feather flapping in the wind. 
A brother? 
No. Dracula’s jaw hardened, knowing that by the way she held him with such ferocity, it could only be a lover. 
“Don’t you smell him rotting? Get away from him,” he hissed. He didn’t mean to be harsh, but there was nothing they could do now. The boy was dead. Maggots would soon chew the corpse. He needed to move on to the next town. His next massacre. Killing off the humans was the answer to dead magicks like this one. Placing the dagger back into his cloak, he said, “You should leave. I will burn him for you.” Before the humans returned.
The girl looked at him, shook her head, and by the gods, he shuddered. His throat constricted, and she might as well be the one tightening her hands around it. 
“How long were you caged?” he asked, this time, a tone softer. What was he thinking, being nice? He was wasting his time with a girl who was oblivious to the signs and symptoms of death. But he couldn’t help it. Something about her eyes softened him.
“Too long to count. Obviously. This wasn’t supposed to happen. We were going to escape—to be free.” She looked at the dead bodies, flies hovering around them. She caressed the boy’s cheek, her chest rising and falling. 
Dracula sucked in a breath. How sick was it that he craved to be the boy, to be the one receiving her tears?
He turned away. It was time to leave; fulfill the prophecy.
A spark from the girl’s hands stopped him. He stilled, eyes going wide as the girl pushed a dull grey light onto the dead man’s chest. The lights twinkled in his vision, and Dracula couldn’t help himself—he leaned closer to the girl like a moth to a flame, until he knelt beside her, the air around him electric and alive. It had been so long since he’d witnessed a magick summoning power. And hers was addicting, much in the same way blood was for him.
The boy convulsed as she poured more and more magick into his body, poured until her nose bled, and all Dracula wanted to do was lick it away. Lick away her sorrow. 
Because it wasn’t possible what she was trying to do. King Germaine and his ruthless ancestors murdered all the powerful necromancers long ago.
But then the dead man groaned. He sat up, hands at his throat, clawing and screaming, voice scratchy, like metal scraping on jagged metal so loud Dracula had to cover his ears. His eyes were empty, rolled back from death. At least the maggots fell off him, not feasting on what was semi-alive. 
The girl had reanimated a body. 
Dracula stumbled to his feet, the world spinning around him, his breath stuck between his throat and stomach from shock. Merid was right. Merid’s nonsensical riddle-of-a-vision was her. She was the treasure. The girl was a necromancer. 
But they were all supposed to be dead—centuries ago. They were legends only he knew were real; stories encased in dusty archives back in his castle.
“You brought him back.” His voice staggered out of his throat. Was he dreaming? Albeit the boy wasn’t fully restored. At least, not yet. 
He studied her, and her face paled once again—she looked like she was about to vomit. 
“Brought him back?” She scoffed. “I reanimate butterflies. Flowers. I even did a puppy once, at the Water Flowers Festival.” She kept talking, but Dracula didn’t hear the rest, only noticed the accent, the familiar inflection. She was from the northern coast, probably near the seaport. 
He’d found a necromancer. 
Flushing, he turned from her, fangs peeking not from his desire of blood, but from his desire to have her. He needed her. It’d been centuries since a necromancer served him; he couldn’t remember their names, it had been so long since they’d been hunted and murdered. She was the ‘treasure’ Merid had babbled about. He needed her. Wanted her. It was Merid’s vision, after all. This was the ‘treasure of his heart’—or the complicated riddle Merid had revealed just days ago.
“You’re a necromancer.” That’s all that came out of him in one breathless sentence.
“I’m a monster.”
“Aren’t we all?” There was a ring of truth to it. The humans perceived magicks as monsters; monsters as magick. It didn’t matter. Both were a supposed threat to humanity.
She raised her eyebrows at him. The undead boy wobbled as the girl struggled to get him to stand, dust moving around their feet. “I don’t know what I am, and I don’t care. I just need to get him help.” She squared her jaw at Dracula, eyes squinting. 
“You reanimated it.” Didn’t she know what she was? He still couldn’t believe it—couldn’t fathom his luck which couldn’t have been better placed by the gods.
“Not it. His name is Kin.” 
He raised his eyebrows and watched as she struggled with it—with Kin. Kin was alive, yes, but not here. He bit the air, jaws snapping shut and wide at nothing at all. Dracula touched the boy’s arm, and the skin fell apart on his finger. Hmph. The girl needed proper training on necromancy, but there was a solution to developing her skills.
“Come with me.” He shouldn’t have sounded desperate, but the necromancer was the answer to his prophecy. “Build me an undead army, and we will restore the kingdoms. Like it was, once before.” 
He could teach her. If she could reanimate one, she could reanimate an entire army that she alone could control. 
And he would control the necromancer. Finish the humans and King Germaine once and for all. It was all part of his destiny. He panted, breaths and words and pleadings coming in quick and slow at the same time. 
The girl snorted, and he frowned. 
“I’m leaving with Kin,” she said. “I’m not interested in magick or necromancers or anything to do with pathetic, godsforsaken, supposed policies—”
“He’s not really Kin—”
“I know.” A pause, then, “We don’t want to be a part of whatever it is you do. I’ve heard about you, vampire. Circling villages. Slaughtering humans.” She looked around, and Dracula suddenly felt naked. Again.
Heat burned his cheeks. He shook his head. He had nothing to be sorry for. Then why did he suddenly feel a thread of remorse weaving into his gut? 
“What’s your name?”
She looked at him from beside Kin, then crossed her arms. “What’s it to you?” But, as if reconsidering her stance on revealing a simple, harmless name, she said, “Driana. Driana Del Rey.”
“Driana Del Rey.” He let her name vibrate on his tongue, not wanting to swallow away the sweetness.
“Why do you need an army? An army means more death. Why would a vampire need help?”
Good questions. The last time he trusted a magick, he had to lock him up. Merid, to be precise.
But there was something about this necromancer that shivered in his blood and bones. Something un-simple that he couldn’t articulate but that formed a completed puzzle in his chest with an unheard click. 
He pointed to the cages. “I will kill the humans. His men are annihilating our kind at a rate I cannot keep up with.” He stepped around the cages, this time around a child he figured was around twelve.
“They’re not all bad…”
But she paused, looked between Kin and the sky, so Dracula looked up too, thinking there must be something against the horizon. But there was nothing. A clear night sky. No clouds. Inches of sun already rising in a frosty pink line. It would be day soon, and they needed to leave this town before King Germaine’s men knew he had paid a visit. 
Seventy-five people in a small village was nothing…but a garrison? This was why he needed an army. With a necromancer at his disposal, he’d rid the lands of every non-magick wielder. She had to say yes.
His breath stilled like a somber shadow, waiting. What was she thinking? 
“No.” She turned away from him and tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. 
His chest did a quick pulse. “All humans must die.” He narrowed his eyes at her. Clearly the necromancer was delusional. Hadn’t they hurt her and her lover? From the look of her wrists and frame, she hadn’t been fed in quite some time. 
“One of them saved me. Helped me. It’s complicated.” She glanced at her feet, not meeting his eyes.
“What powers did Kin wield?”
“Um…water?”
He raised his eyebrows. For a lover, she knew little about him. It was too bad that Kin was dead. Wielders of water were frenetic kinds of creatures. They could drown a human with a drop of sweat. Kin would’ve been useful if he were still alive.
“We don’t need a single human to save us. We get rid of the humans, and we get rid of the enslavers.” He bit his lip. How could he convince her? If she said no, would he really let her go so easily? 
He could trap her. She didn’t look like she had family. Forcing her would be more work, though, and magick through force usually drained the wielder. 
“I’ll make you a deal.” He spoke low, willed his body to inch towards the little necromancer. “I will teach you how to restore your beloved Kin. He’ll be back to normal; as he was. If you make me an army.” He waved towards the dead boy who now flopped on the blood-soaked earth, licking the dirt.
Her eyes widened, then narrowed at him. “King Germaine is the problem. Not all the humans,” she said with distractingly full lips, and all Dracula could do was will himself not to kiss them. Bite them. “Kin’ll be fully restored?”
He nodded quickly. Whatever he needed to do or say to convince her—if it meant he’d get what he wanted from her, he would. Even if it was a lie.
She faced Kin, eyes glazed. Finally, she answered, a sweet, agonizing answer. “Fine.” 
He exhaled a silent, heavy breath. By the gods, he wanted to leap and bound from here to the Nylion Sea. Wanted to scream to the world that he was going to build an army. Restore Omran Ra to its rightful magickal glory. After a century of culling the humans, he’d finally be rid of the plague. He just needed to keep the lie going.
She touched his cloak, turning him towards her. His spine shivered at her warmth. At her pull. Her confidence made him yield as she looked into his eyes. Maybe looking for good in him, Dracula didn’t know. He wouldn’t know what good meant after spilling blood in the name of peace. Her voice was low—somewhat foreboding—and tugged at him like a scythe ready to reap.
“I’ll give you an army, but promise me you’ll teach me to bring back Kin, and I’ll hold up my end of the bargain. And no innocents.”
He wanted to agree, to melt into those pools of darkness. He swallowed, the lump shifting down his throat. By the gods, what was going on with him? One moment he was slaughtering a village, and the next, lusting after a necromancer? “I promise,” he said. 
A blink, then she turned away, and he could finally breathe normally again. 
He couldn’t look at her anymore. He needed something to do, anything to distract him from the lie he promised to Driana Del Rey. In silence, he handed her an unlit torch. “First lesson: we raze the village.” She seemed too soft, too amicable for a necromancer. Necros examined death intimately: worshipped the shadows; understood the Deep as a temporary place—another version of life; controlled death as easily as drinking soup. Sadness or sorrow didn’t exist for them. They were the most hardened of all the magicks, and that’s the way he liked them.
She looked at him quizzically. “Don’t you want me to reanimate the humans already here? What about the magicks?”
Dracula looked around. No. He needed strength, muscle. 
“Books first, then the magick.”
She snorted and mumbled, “books,” but it pulled a smile from his lips. “You’re uncharacteristically groomed for a vampire, by the way.” 
What was he supposed to say to that? He smiled, but didn’t let her see it, instead handing her the torch so she could set the village aflame.
He could sense the hesitation; the trepidation. He waited. And waited. Until finally, she tilted the flame to some straw at the nearest house.
The warmth comforted him as Driana dragged the undead Kin away from the burning village and the bodies. The meadow was no longer green and full of flowers, but stained with blood and broken promises.
“What’s your name, vampire?” 
“Dracula.”
She hmphed, then she released a sigh that seemed to hold the weight of the world, her shoulders slowly easing down, and Dracula wondered if there were secrets hiding in those eyes.
They walked, side by side, the breeze turning hot as it swept up the ashes along with the titillating scent of her skin. But he tried not to pay her and her heady scent any mind. He noticed she had continued talking, but her voice mellowed him—calmed him like someone smoothing a pebble. He liked it. 
Driana would follow him, and he had a plan to keep her. A good plan backed by Merid’s vision. Simple plan, simple solutions. He’d kill off all the humans in the six remaining kingdoms and destroy King Germaine. He’d use the little necromancer; squeeze an army out of her as large as the Forbidden Plateau. 
Forget Kin. Forget the promise. 
He would have her any way that pleased him.


Chapter 3 - An Apocalyptic Prophecy 
“You found it? You actually found it?”
Dracula stared at Merid from across the prison cell. Hair a crimson as deep as blood, knotted in a bun. Eyelids sewn shut, and nails like claws, decorated with studded diamonds; he let his once-friend keep his fingers bejeweled with emeralds and amethysts, collections from Dracula’s destruction through the human villages. The fae loved jewels, and it was the least Dracula could do to appease the prophetic fae who predicted valuable visions. But that was all. Dracula didn’t even let Merid keep his sheer wings, which were now nothing but stumps. Dracula ripped those out in case Merid had any ideas of escaping. He kept him in the dungeon at the bottom of the castle—far away from the sun and nature and anything flowery that would make Merid think his castle was an inn and not a prison. 
Dracula rubbed his chin, stared through the prison bars, and tossed him a wet sponge. Merid reeked. He was as bad at keeping himself clean as Dracula was at keeping friendships, apparently. 
“To be honest, I’m surprised that I was right. I was hoping you wouldn’t find your treasure. Tell me, what is it?”
Dracula lifted his eyes, but kept his mouth shut.
Merid stood and his cuffs rattled across the dirty brick floor. “You got what you wanted, didn’t you? The greatest and oldest vampire in all of Omran Ra is ready to kill off the world. Destroy it. And you won’t even tell your old friend what it was?”
Dracula crossed his arms. “What’s next, Merid? What’s next in your visions?” He didn’t come here to play riddles or games. It was hard enough interpreting what a ‘treasure of the heart’ meant—the most recent of Merid’s complicated visions—and Dracula had gotten lucky finding the necromancer, the treasure who would change the course of his future. The stale air choked him. Don’t think about Driana, what she was doing right now, or what she was doing a few hours ago, sleeping in his former quarters.
Merid cackled. Then laughed until tears burst from his eyes. “I get it. I finally get it, old friend! You didn’t find something at Ticanara. You found someone. Oh, how the gods love me so much!” He laughed again, head back against the mossy dungeon wall. “I used to wish for death…but now I think I’ll live to see you fall in love.”
Dracula stood and slammed his fists into the bars. His skin bristled. No one would be falling in love. He wouldn’t stand for this. “I will not waste my time with you, fae.” Falling in love consumed a person, whether human or magick. He’d witnessed it. Never fell for it, though. Love was for the mediocre magicks. Plus, he had a job to do. One that Merid was helpful at in predicting his future. And… “Show respect, after what you did to me…” Dracula’s voice caught, his throat burned, and damn it, he couldn’t hide the feeling of being struck by a mountain because of Merid. Damn Merid. 
Merid’s laugh churned into slow chuckles. He wiped the tears from his cheeks. “Oh, just kill me already, vampire. You can try to force her to do anything you want, but I don’t need my prophecy to see what you really are and what she will do to you.”
Dracula slammed the dungeon door and stomped out of the dungeon. Merid’s laughter faded, even though he could hear his muffles through the prison walls. Being a vampire included hearing abilities he didn’t care for. So the last thing he heard Merid say was, “She won’t be here. She won’t be here. She won’t be here…”
The fae was crazy. He’d get rid of the wingless fae as soon as he completed his prophecy. 
Dracula headed back to the enormous foyer and looked out the window. A small, dimming lantern shone against the labyrinth of the garden. Driana’s hair and silhouette moved silently across the perennials and red roses. A warmth spread in his chest.
At least Merid was right about the prophecy. He had found a treasure. But he wouldn’t fall in love. He would focus on the ultimate vision that Merid pronounced all those years ago. 
A clean world. Controlled by him.




Chapter 4 - Blood and Honor
Dracula opened the door to the library and waved her in. 
It was his favorite room in the castle; a respite against a harsh world. Two floors with two parallel, curved staircases. Floor to ceiling mahogany bookshelves. Velvet curtains draped stained-glass windows. A massive collection of thousands of volumes of books collected and recovered over the centuries. The only thing Dracula loved more than books was killing humans, but literature was his second comfort in life. It was also the place he healed, both physically and emotionally, after the humans tortured and experimented on him. Piece by piece.  
He shook his head, physically shaking out the thoughts of his family, long gone.
Driana’s eyes widened as she glanced from side to side. She touched the books, the globe, a clock that didn’t work anymore—all to Dracula’s pride. 
“It’s beautiful,” she said, walking past him. 
Dracula had survived a week without falling in love with Driana Del Rey. But why, in the gods’ dark names, did she have to take a bath before their first lesson? Her hair was damp, curling at the edges, lavender and honey wafting to his nose. 
The little necromancer was a sight that caught in his throat like a spear. He ripped his eyes away from her, not daring to imagine her in a bath. With water. All wet. 
	It bothered him, though, that he had memorized the number of freckles speckled across her nose and cheeks: thirteen. Or which way her hair parted in the wind: left. Or even the curves that filled her trousers after actually eating a proper meal: her favorite was seared duck. 
	Everything about her fascinated him. Her laugh, her voice. 
	By the gods, what was becoming of him? He needed to focus. On the prophecy. On the magicks. And that meant getting Driana to be the necromancer he needed her to be. 
	He swallowed and closed his mind off to her body. He let out a breath, only for it to tighten. 
“I put Kin where you told me.” Her eyes lifted to his, and he nodded. 
He didn’t want to speak of Kin. Something was odd about him…more than just being half reanimated. 
“Thank you. Again,” she said. “I’ll restore him soon. I know I will. So, let’s do this.” She clapped her hands, and her face brightened. For a necromancer, she was oddly jovial.
She turned and faced him, arms crossed, biting that bottom lip of hers that only made him want to bite it for her. “What do we need to do to get Kin—”
“Forget Kin.” A crisp, harsh tone, his words cut the air. He took a breath. Being in the presence of no other magick—besides the annoying Merid—may have dulled his social abilities. He adjusted his volume, her eyebrows slowly descending back to their normal place. “I mean, that’s not how I taught my necromancers.” He handed her a book. His mother’s most cherished one.
“It’s in the old language? What kind of book is this?” She flipped through the pages, those obsidian eyes widening.
“It’s in the title.” 
“Funny.” She stuck a tongue out at him. “Book of John: Necromancy and its Applications? Ugh. Books are for amateurs. Teach me the real thing.” She closed it but didn’t hand it to him.
He pointed to the book, honestly trying not to smile. She had a sassy mouth that he would normally rip off a human—or even an annoying magick—but on Driana, it was natural. The teasing? Like fire. He cleared his throat. “The god of the Deep himself wrote the book. All the spells are in here. It’s”— he swallowed—“special.” 
She held the book differently this time, he could tell. A little more gently, fingering the gold leaf font on its thick spine.
“Whose was it?”
He frowned. “What do you mean?”
“If it’s special, it must have belonged to someone special. A girl?” She smiled.
A tick moved in his jaw. Did he sense jealousy? Flirtatiousness? No, he was imagining things. He opened to chapter one for her, ignoring the smoothness of her finger right next to his on the page. “Why would it matter?” Oh gods, his breath was coming in hot. The blistering kind. They might as well throw him on the pillar next to the bones of past magicks.
She smiled, shrugged a little. It cooled him.
Then he said, “My mother.” Focus. He touched the book, remembering how his mother had used it before she was murdered.
Silence. She came up to him, touched his sleeve. His fangs peeked. He hadn’t been touched like this in…centuries?
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s not a big deal.” A lie. His second one to Driana Del Rey.
“Well, you’re a terrible teacher if you rely on tomes and books the size of my body to teach me magick.” Her voice came out in a whisper, a hint of hesitation…but, he laughed. A soft, unfamiliar rumble in his lungs he hadn’t felt in ages. A break from a death that still haunted him. And it felt…nice.
 “You’re handsome, you know. For a vampire who laughs.” She smiled a little, a dimple indenting her left cheek.
“You’re one of the last necros, I think.” He stared at her now, ignoring her comments, even though his brain—damn his brain—would forever remember the way she said ‘handsome.’ Stop. He cleared his throat for what seemed the hundredth time. “We start with education and literature. I intend for you to succeed.” He needed her to understand the gravity of the situation. How important their job was. Even if she only knew half of it. 
She caressed the book’s spine, nodded her head once, then twice. “Of course. I’m honored.” She said that last part to him and it nearly broke him, like she knew but didn’t understand why his job was so important. He wanted to tell her everything: the deaths; of Merid and his bone-breaking betrayal; of King Germaine’s ancestors and their part in killing the magicks; how it was his fault the magicks were enslaved. And maybe, just maybe, he’d tell her of the prophecy and why he felt so damn compelled to complete it. That the only thing right in his life was following his destiny of ridding the kingdoms of humans.
Instead, he gulped a magnificent breath of fresh air mixed with lavender and honey. This would be harder than he thought.
Driana read out loud, “Theoretical annunciations of Teruy Vaksalla’s Basis of the Dead were set on two hundred proved rituals, spells, incantations, and the vernacular which are explored in the following texts.” She paused, raised an eyebrow quizzically. “So, there’s more than one?” She groaned. 
“The humans destroyed the rest. This is the last living book of the Deep, and thankfully, the most critical.” Dracula’s head inclined in a question. “How do you know how to read? Slaves aren’t allowed to have an education.” He ground his teeth, then exhaled at the ridiculous, supposed practical policies the king had enacted on the kingdoms.
Driana shifted, clearly uncomfortable. “Kin. It was all him.” 
He shouldn’t have assumed. The mention of Kin brought a solid, jagged lump to his throat. And he didn’t know why.
 “Alright, Drac. Let’s get on with our deal.” Drac? It was different, and he couldn’t remember anyone that had a nickname for him before. But it was one of those nice things he liked about her. It soothed the lump sliding down his throat. 
She covered his palm, held it not too tight, but with a force that reminded him of a time when all of Omran Ra was green and virgin, flourishing with peace. A time when his parents ruled and not the humans. 
Would he even want to rush this? Maybe he couldn’t have her—shouldn’t have her—but there was no rush. He was immortal, after all. A few more months of training Driana would be worth it.
His cheeks heated, and he pointed to the first spell in the book, an easy one that he thought she might like. Reanimating animals.


Chapter 5 - A Calling of Bones
SIX MONTHS LATER
Dracula and Driana stood to the north of the castle, on the closest hill observing their small army of twenty-two reanimated humans—soldiers that Dracula was in the midst of training to kill. Well, they weren’t quite reanimated, even less trained to kill, but they were a start to his eventual, grand army. They were like Kin: halfway there. 
	And now, winter had arrived and blanketed the landscape around the castle into a picturesque painting of silence. Snow, a few inches deep, covering the high buttresses of the castle created the solitude he cherished. Even the birds were silent as they walked into a small grove of pine trees. The temperature dipped between cold and freezing.
Driana shivered next to him, and it bothered him, the way her breath was visible in the cold, how she cupped her palms to her mouth for warmth. He took off his cloak and draped it over her.
His stomach pooled. Why was he caring so much? She was just a necromancer. A gorgeous, black-eyed, mouthy, skin-tingling necromancer. 
“Am I getting better?” She snorted and shifted under the cloak, and Dracula thought maybe she was responding to her own question. 
But by the gods, even the sound was adorable coming from her. 
“Yes.” And before she could rebut with a negative, like she was doing a lot lately, he added, “And it’s the truth.” 
The interesting thing about Driana was the way she manifested her necromancer powers so quickly. She learned faster than past necros and was a perfect student—except for that beautiful, sassy mouth of hers that teased Dracula every single day. He tolerated it. Both her foul curses and teases. Admittedly, he enjoyed all of her at all times, and even caught himself teasing her back, which she loved equally. 
To her credit, books weren’t all she required. Just yesterday, she’d conjured up a pack of peculiarly small animal bones; too small and too complicated for her, he’d thought, but said nothing. Driana had insisted she could summon an animal and so he had agreed with a murmur. 
And then his heart lurched. The bones were no more. They’d assembled into a baby fox with bits and patches of copper and white fur, who chased its tail as it clattered across the floor. 
And they had both laughed. Actually laughed. He did a lot of that lately around Driana. Driana had giggled, pumping her fists in the air, catching and patting the half-dead fox on its skull head. “See,” she had said, “no book needed.” 
He had raised his eyebrows in surrender. “Fine.” But secretly, he beamed, and she glowed as if she’d swallowed the moon. 
She was learning fast. Too fast. They discussed theorems and placement of the necro magick. She mastered theories on necromancy, its environmental applications, and had her own ideas on how the magick would evolve. The little necromancer was as intelligent as she was fascinating. 
Even so, the girl could do more.
Driana moved the branches and stopped when they reached an empty circle of trees. She sighed and rubbed her eyes. “I just can’t get them to talk. If they could say something, anything, I’d be happy.”
He shrugged. These things took time—certainly more than six months. He knew why she wanted to gain the power. It was for Kin; not for his goal to kill all the humans in Omran Ra, but for that boy she kept locked up in the barn. He needed her at her best if it meant breaking her down and resurrecting her into her worst.
“Well, let’s try again.” Dracula opened up the tarp in front of them. It was a dead human. Another chance to practice. This time he held her shoulders from behind, a little firm. “Close your eyes,” he whispered into her ear. Goosebumps prickled her skin, and he smiled, pleased that he could make her feel this way.
Her shoulders thawed, relaxed, and she leaned backward into his chest. A burning tugged between his legs. 
Suddenly, magick exploded from her hands to the dead human. This time, though, it wasn’t only light that emitted from her palms; wispy, grey, screeching souls arched around her. She plucked one, like a grape, and inserted it into the human. 
Dracula’s heart raced. This was it. Her necromancer abilities had leveled up. This was how she could restore Kin. 
No. He wouldn’t tell her. Because this, what she just did, slipping a soul into the lifeless, dead human, was focus. If he told her this was the answer to Kin, then she would leave, and he wouldn’t have his army.
The dead human stood up, and Dracula’s chest tightened. He could feel Driana freeze at the sight of the thing in front of them. 
Because it wasn’t human. Two long, purple horns stuck out of its head. Wings like leather spanned six feet. Six silver eyes blinked all at once, and even Dracula, who thought he’d seen it all, stepped back, eyes wide at this thing Driana had created. It growled. 
She gasped and turned to Dracula. 
“What in the gods’ names did I do?” She stared at her hands, then at Dracula.
Dracula stared, too, and touched the base of his neck. 
“It’s a demon. It’s what happens when you…” He couldn’t say ‘restore,’ then she’d start getting ideas about Kin. “…when you summon them, just like the book says.”
	“Umm, no. The books said nothing about reincarnating creatures that were hideous.” She said the last part in a whisper, as if she could offend the demon human. “I just wanted them to talk.”
He took her hand, walked with her towards the demon. He could feel her hesitation, the resistance, but he pulled anyway. Maybe this would get her to see her place in Omran Ra, the power she drew from the Deep. They stood in front of the tall demon and placed her palm on its furry chest. “Tell it to bow,” he ordered.
She crinkled her nose, then looked at him. He melted, then pressed her hand onto the demon human’s chest again with more force. 
Focus, Driana. It was a silent plea. 
It seemed eons passed. The demon human breathed, until finally, her voice, shaky, said, “Bow.”
It bowed. 
Driana backed away. Dracula frowned. She should be happy. Exhilarated. This was something she should be proud of.
Then the demon spoke: “At your will and command, Necromancer of the Deep.”
Her mouth fell open, then her eyes lit up. She squealed and jumped into Dracula’s arms. The scent of her hair intoxicated him, and all he wanted to do was turn to ash in her arms. 
She backed away and smiled. Cupped his chin. “I guess you’re a pretty good teacher. And a good friend.” Her eyes twinkled at him, and his throat ached.
He turned, swallowed the bitter taste in his mouth. He wasn’t a friend and didn’t want to be her friend or a friend to anyone. Friendships were like the graveyards in his castle. Cold. Dead. In the past. 
“Keep practicing,” he said. “I’ll bring the rest of the dead bodies out.” He moved her hand away from his face, a bit too harshly. 
“Of course.” She grinned. “If I can hone down the talking, maybe I can get Kin not to turn into one of those demon creatures.”
“You practice for our deal.”
He heard her mutter, “Moody bastard,” and another expletive. 
Dracula shook his head. He was Dracula. And yet, as he hauled the three other bodies he killed from another village out of the barn, all he could think about was how proud he was of Driana. He whistled a tune that he’d heard from a tavern many months ago that he had destroyed. He eventually drank the accordionist and the musician with the fiddle—they were delicious after several pints of beer—but he couldn’t get the sweet, lighthearted beat out of his head. His prophecy, his plan, his destiny—all of it was going as planned. All he had to do was not fall in love with Driana.
He was Omran Ra’s savior and would usher the Seven Kingdoms into a fruitful, fresh new era as his mother had tried to do all those centuries ago, before they betrayed her. The prophecy was never wrong, and he could see it now: the realm rid of the barbaric, slavery policies; the travel ban against the Nuns of the Veil lifted, who weren’t nearly as deadly as the King and his chatty made them out to be; and the humans—all dead and gone. 	Comment by Kreg Barrett Ryan: seems like the wrong word. Maybe “court”?


Chapter 6 - A Birthday Gift
One look at Driana and he forgot why he walked out of the castle, across the meadow, and down to the encampment. It was night. A cold draped the air and yet, the spring flowers lingered. They should all have wilted by now. 
The days and months had blurred together. He couldn’t tell dawn from dusk. At one point, Dracula thought he was insane, his feelings swinging from joy to guilt to the fear of losing her. 
The army, his army, had grown to five hundred. She was set on feeding the pathetic reanimated, and it disgusted him that she took care of them. He let her, though, because it clearly made her happy. 
Because regardless of what he demanded of her, Driana did what Driana wanted to do. She summoned more soldiers to help her build a special encampment for the demons. Not all the humans she turned, turned to demons, though. Some were just bones, skeletons, and others, the demon-humans she was a bit scared of. Only a few could talk. Those were more complicated and required more power. They all had feelings, Driana had said to him one night over dinner. Feelings were a waste of time, he had pointed out. She was delusional if she thought creatures of the Deep cared for life. She’d laughed, tossed a steamed carrot at his head, which he caught and promptly tossed back to her.
Now, spring approached. Her favorite season, he remembered her mentioning. 
And her birthday. Which he also remembered, thanks to how many times he repeated the date over and over—dreamt it until it seared into his brain. 
He approached her. She wiped her hands on an apron, unbuckled it, and threw it at a demon to wash with the undead’s clothes. 
Ah. Washing day. Of course. How could he forget Driana had designated every half-moon as washing day? 
He stopped in front of her; observed her when she patted that dead fox of hers. Silly girl, Dracula thought. But he liked this. 
She saw him and grinned, eyeing the satchel in his hands. 
“What’s that?” An undead offered her a pint of beer. She nodded and accepted the wooden mug, then whispered to Dracula, “It’s not as good as ours, but they are trying.”  
Dracula rolled his eyes. “They are dead, Driana. Not little playthings.” His skin prickled. This was the part he disliked. The part when she thought she was their mother. He needed at least another two thousand to fend off King Germaine, and yet here she was, teaching them human things like hygiene and brewing bad beer faster than he could teach them how to ram a sword into a throat.
She nudged him. “You told me yourself they didn’t really know how to fight.”
“You reanimate them to be taught to fight.”
“It was numbers that mattered, no?” Driana wasn’t being rude. Her voice on the border of sweet and patronizing. But damn it. She was right—or he was originally right. But still. 
“You are stubborn as necrosis.” That was all he could say.
“And you are the epitome of a tomb itself. Too focused.” She nudged him again. The tease. 
“Happy birthday.” He still held the satchel, but he couldn’t move. Sudden, swelling thoughts simmered in his mind: What if she didn’t like it? What if this was all a bad idea? Teaching her how to be a true necromancer while she frolicked around with her own creations?
She eyed the bag. “For me?” She touched its leather strap, then touched his shoulder. 
He stumbled over words. “Yeah, I think. Maybe not. You can return it. Actually, no. It’s a gift, so you can’t return it. Necromancers wear it—” By the Deep, he was babbling now.
Reaching into the satchel, she pulled out the second to last thing his mother gave him before she was murdered. Part of him thought of snatching it out of her hands, timid of her reaction. But then, her body ceased all movement. It was like she was a statue, ice cold—so frozen that she didn’t even blink. Then, slowly, he could see her release a breath, and he forgot all about her nursing the undead, or the fact that it was washing day. 
Her eyes widened. “It’s beautiful.” She smiled, and the light in her eyes glittered. 
It was a human-sized rib cage decorated with diamonds and tiny, almost invisible pearls. His mother was a jeweler, and at her behest, curated only the best for her own necromancer, Noe, to wear. His mother enjoyed fashion and encouraged all necromancers to wear their bones with pride. She made one for each of the necromancers in their kingdom, and Dracula had thought they were long destroyed. But he had come across the bedazzled ribcage tucked in a velvet black bag in an armoire in the dungeon, right next to his mother’s book and notes on necromancy. He had held it tight. Almost crushed it. He couldn’t let go. One of the last of his mother’s possessions.  
The moonlight reflected off the rib cage and it sparkled in her hands. Driana should be the one to wear it now and pass on the legacy. 
“It was my mother’s. She came from a line of necromancers before the Losts. It’ll channel your powers threefold. Think of it like a magnifying glass on your magick.”
She nodded at him, silently giving him permission to help her put it on. She took off her cloak as if the cold didn’t bother her. Her eyes held the jeweled rib cage as if her life depended on it, and something in him tightened. Perhaps it was the blood simply freezing in his body. 
He could smell her now. So close. He arranged the rib cage around her torso. It expanded to fit her full chest, then narrowed to her waist. He clicked it shut. It fit perfectly.
It sparkled as she turned around, spinning for him and laughing. A breeze came in and lifted the lush waves of her dark hair, and when she finally stopped twirling and his blood stopped thumping in his chest, he tucked a stray strand behind her ear, planting his hands on her shoulders. She looked only one step removed from a goddess.
He should tell her, force the words out of his narrow throat about what the ribcage truly meant. Why his mother had created it.
He didn’t need to…at least, not yet. 
He tightened his hand around hers and nudged her back to the castle, away from the undead for a little while. Driana admired the ribcage as they walked, pointing out the shiny jewels, the gold tipped vertebrae on the spine, and the delicate, diamond and gold studded shoulder necklace that brought out the color of her delicious copper skin. Maybe dinner and a game of cards would distract her. He thought he spotted Kin hobbling in a small field, but didn’t point him out as he led her to the castle grounds. At least for the moment, he had full control over his little necromancer. He bound the ribcage with magick so that he could sense her presence--as long as she wore it.
Because if she ever ran away, like Noe, he’d find her. Drag her back. He’d rather like that.
Not that he expected any challenges. He grinned; licked his teeth. The necro wouldn’t run away without her precious dead boy or lover—whatever Kin was. She was determined to restore Kin, and Dracula would never tell her the truth.


Chapter 7 - A Short Visit
After ten minutes of rampaging through the castle, throwing a console, a desk, a black chair—he disliked it anyway—all against the wall, he stood in the middle of the library, heaving and panting, pleading to the gods for patience.
Was he angry? No, by the Deep, he was furious. Again, Driana had taken it too far with the undead, treating them as pets. She was a mother duck to her squeaking, reanimated, very dead humans. She cared for them, tended to them like the rotting flowers that they were. They were soldiers. Not daisies.
They had gotten into another argument that morning. How could he get her to see the future? His future? She was in it, just as Merid had said. Prophecies never lied. He did as she asked. No “innocent” humans—even though he secretly added into the mix a few ones he disliked. She didn’t have to know. Add it to the list of lies.
He stomped off until he, seeing nothing in front of him but red, found himself accidentally in Merid’s dungeon. He gripped the bars, yelled for the fae to stand up. 
“She’s misbehaving, isn’t she?” Merid limped to the bars. “You sewed my eyelids shut, but I can still sense your anger.” Merid clapped his hands and laughed at his own sick joke. 
“Tell me her future.” Dracula growled through the bars, gripping them until it burned. “Tell me she will cooperate.”
“Cooperate?” Merid chuckled.
“I will tear you apart if you don’t tell me her future. What do you see? Is all this stupidity worth it? Because I’m going to kill her, otherwise.”
Merid came closer to Dracula, eerily close. So close that Dracula could smell his breath. Rotten. Sickly. 
Suddenly, Merid’s head rolled back and he opened his mouth, speaking the ancient tongue. Dracula’s heart thumped against his chest cavity. Merid was having a vision. 
Within seconds, the fae’s palor returned to normal, and his body crumbled to the prison floor. Gasping, he tried to stand up, as if forgetting where he was.
“What did you see?” Dracula gripped the bars, head beginning to ache from the pressure of wanting to know if his little necromancer would just simply obey. 
“You’d never kill her, and you know it.” Merid’s voice was low. A whisper. A wisp in the windless prison. Then Merid slumped and fainted, just like he did after all his visions. 
Dracula cursed under his breath, then roared so loudly the prison walls shook—even the moss vibrated against the bricks. He left the dungeon, slammed the door, and headed back toward his room. Hands trembling, he repeated over and over again Merid’s prophecy. Out of all of Merid’s visions, this was the simplest. A pang clanged in his body, vibrating down to his bones. What did it mean?
As he stomped, he thought he heard crying. He paused, finding himself at Driana’s door. 
She was crying. 
And likely because he’d called her an “aloof mess” who was unclear about their bargain. Their deal.  
Dracula’s heart spilled to the floor. He felt like an ass. 
He raised his knuckles to her door, but paused. What was he going to do? Tell her to stop whining like an infant? Or would he knock gently? Tell her he was sorry? That tending to the undead was a sign of kindness and compassion he’d never before seen in a necromancer, even the most powerful in his time?
He swallowed. This wasn’t part of the plan…his well-oiled, simple plan. He was already behind in numbers for his army. He wanted at least two thousand.
But every time he was around her, he lost his sensibilities, giving in to her every whim. The one thing he still hadn’t given her was Kin. She’d stopped talking to him every day like she used to. There would be weeks between when she would mention restoring him again.
Dracula let out a deep, tight breath, and stepped away from her door. He walked away, covered his eyes with his palms, and headed back to his room. 



Chapter 8 - Forgiveness for All
He heard the screams first. He didn’t need a dagger, but Dracula grabbed one off the fireplace mantel anyway. Half clothed and nearly drunk, he didn’t care. He opened the door from the library into the cool air of the hallway.
It must’ve been nearly dusk. The castle was quiet. A few oil lamps lit up the shadows. 
“No! Stop! No! Leave me alone!”
Driana? He sprinted towards her room, panting, blood thumping, and stopped at her door.
“Driana?” A breathy whisper, as if he was a lover, came out of him. He shouldn’t go into her room. He couldn’t—shouldn’t—do anything. By the gods, he was still angry at her from their argument. She was at him, too. And he didn’t care because she was wrong in wanting to tend the undead. The girl needed to learn her place. 
Her cries came harder.
He knocked once, then twice. 
“Stop stop stop!” Her voice vibrated in his bones, and the familiar, copper smell of blood stained the air. He didn’t give a gods-damn anymore. Argument or not, he ripped the door open and ran towards Driana’s bed. The room was chilly; even he, as a vampire, felt the ice blooming on the windows. 
His voice got stuck in a place between a stammer and a shout. A vortex filled with bones, souls, femurs, jagged rib cages, rotting teeth, decayed ravens swirled around her on the bed. Skeleton minions—he hadn’t seen them in centuries—pieced themselves together, screaming and shrieking in the tornado. Bones crashed into the windows and armoire, and even the plush violet carpet frayed at the intensity of her magick. The walls, once plastered with the teal wallpaper his mother had painted, now disintegrated. In fact, everything in the room was disintegrating. The double night stands. The nine-foot mirror. The lamp—his favorite one—was turning into ash. 
Driana was literally decaying the room. The necromancer was even powerful in her dreams. 
It was dark, but a stream of moonlight crept in through the window, and he could see Driana thrashing uncontrollably on the bed. What had once been obsidian eyes were now completely silver. 
Something lodged in his throat. He had to hurry before it was too late.
Leaping on the bed and moving through the whipping winds, he gathered a limp Driana in his arms. She needed to stop this. As much as he wanted to admire her power—to be with her, create with her, destroy with her, now was not the time. 
But then her eyes bled. It trickled out of her nose, ears, and mouth, and his fangs elongated, touching his bottom lip. He wiped her nose until the blood crusted on her upper lip, dabbed at her ears until the bleeding stopped, fought the urge to not lick the blood and her pain away.
He’d read about this in his mother’s notes, but it happened when necros were awake, not dreaming like this. And now as he watched, Driana turned paler and paler, lips purple, eyes still an eerie silver.
She was dying. 
“Driana, wake up. Wake up, little necromancer.”
He shook her, but she didn’t wake.
“Please, Driana.” This time, he let his voice boom over the thunderous tornado. She was death, and death was to come. The windows cracked, then burst. Rancid roses and vines came out of nowhere, tangling around the bed, crushing the nightstand and the chandelier.
For the first time in his life, he would rather be the one suffering than his little necromancer. 
He held her in his arms, cradled her like he would a lover. And maybe she was, and she didn’t know it. He thought about the friendships and betrayals—that maybe Driana Del Rey was different, and that maybe different was good. 
He closed his eyes. With a fingertip, he traced her jaw, her beautiful obsidian hair. She convulsed in his arms, still bleeding, but less so now.
Time slowed. The only thing he could think to do was sing his mother’s lullaby. The one about death and life; about perennials blooming in her favorite season of spring. Of seas expanding the nether regions of Omran Ra. Of the sleepy stone giant that inhabited the meadows in the south.
He rocked and rocked Driana until his lower back was so sore, he couldn’t move. 
Finally, her breathing came to a normal pace. 
With a thunk, the tornado dissipated. The vines, the ravens, all the dead things in the room that were reanimated fell to the floor.
Her eyes flicked open, back to the familiar black color he loved. 
She gasped and looked around the room. He placed a hand on her chest. “Breathe, Driana.”
“Dracula? Was this me? I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, I don’t know what came over me. About last night. And now this—”
“No, no. Shh. I’m sorry.” Why was he sorry? And suddenly, all those things didn’t matter. He didn’t want to talk about sorry or forgiveness or their arguments about the undead. She could have all the undead she wanted. He just wanted her here, in his arms, and alive. 
“Are you alright?” was all he asked, eyes still intent on her face, body, making sure she was alright.
“What’s wrong with me?”
Dracula tilted her chin towards him. When she looked away, he did it again, gentle but firm. The last wisp of the souls she had summoned drifted from the room.
“There is nothing wrong with you.” How could she think there was something wrong with her? Yes. She may have nearly destroyed his home, but this—her power, who she was, who she could be?—oh gods, the woman was a blessing. Not a curse. If he could take her doubt away, he would rip it off her, and show how marvelous she really was. “You’re a necromancer. Necromancers’ powers are a tricky thing. You’re rare, incredibly strong, but your powers are growing faster than I’ve ever seen. Driana, you’re incredible.”
She nodded, but he could tell that she still didn’t get it. Get what or who she was. How she mattered to him. And this was why they both needed to focus on ridding the kingdoms of the humans. It was the only way to live a normal, complete, peaceful life. A life without King Germaine or humans who betrayed magicks. 
“It’s the cages. I dreamt about the cages. I dreamt about my mother. She tried to burn me, you know. I can still feel it. My skin searing, until I—” She looked away. 
He held onto her. He hadn’t known about her mother. But no surprise there for humans. 
“I crushed a butterfly in my hands. It was my fault. My parents were watching, and I didn’t know. When I reanimated it and they saw, I didn’t even have time to react.” She shook her head, and at that moment, he wanted to tear her parents apart, into tiny little pieces of meat. 
“My dad was the first to leave us. Then my mother was angry that he left and said that it was because of my illegal magick. That it would bring down their respectable place in society. She tried to drown me, but my magick exploded, and those wisps”—she nodded at the destroyed room—“saved me. Then I found Kin.”
Dracula ignored the dead boy’s name and instead, tried to say his next words carefully. “Nothing is your fault. Your parents were cruel and abusive.” He winced, closing his eyes. “There is nothing more dangerous than humans.”
He parted his lips, ready to say the next piece; to relate to Driana how humans were not to be spared, because in his kind of world, only magicks ruled. He would force peace, and Omran Ra would prosper under his rule as it should have done centuries ago. 
Throat tightening, he remembered the blood. There was so much of it in the castle it had taken him a year to clean it. He should tell her now of what the humans did to him and to his family.
He said nothing, instead. 
“Drac—”
Dracula didn’t meet her eyes, instead felt the threatening tears.
He wrapped a blanket around her and stood to leave her on the bed until he felt her hands around his wrist. 
She shook her head, sniffled, swallowed. “Please don’t leave me.”
Time froze, crystallizing his breath so sharply that he couldn’t inhale. Her hand was so cold that he took it from his wrist and kissed her knuckles. 
Then she did something he had only dreamed about—the dream that woke him up, sweaty, burning. The one that woke him up full of desire for her. 
She touched his face, raked a hand through his shoulder length hair. She touched his lips, traced the bottom one so tenderly it undid him. Oh this—to be needed—sent shivers behind his neck.
“Don’t leave me,” she whispered again. 
The room swayed around him. He didn’t protest, didn’t hesitate, and instead, cradled her and watched her sleep, observed how her skin went from chilly to warm, and finally to its regular pallor of honey. He watched how long her eyelashes were, watched them flutter with, he hoped, happier dreams. 
This was what he wanted. 
He leaned over, smelled her hair, her neck. And when she moaned, by the darkest gods, it sent a burning tingle up and down his spine, cascading to his groin, where the pain cindered and strained. He needed to get out of the room with its half-rotted walls and shattered windowpanes. He wasn’t one to touch a woman without consent, and he wasn’t about to start now.
Closing his eyes, he tried to think of anything but Driana, but all the thoughts and imagery that flashed before him were of her. 
Driana dipping in the lake behind the castle grounds. 
Driana teasing him next to the fire. 
Driana drinking hot chocolate in the evenings while she spoke of her daily activities, her accomplishments, her failures. 
But most of all, he thought of how much he loved Driana Del Rey.
I’m here. I’m here. I’m here.
The words didn’t come out of his mouth, simply landed in his throat, and he held on to Driana. Maybe he could forgive her…if only for a night.  




Chapter 9 - The Coldest Kiss
“How many is this total, Drac?” She patted him on the back, smiling at the undead army outside the small cabin window where they discussed their operations. Autumn blessed the air with gentle breezes, pumpkins, crisp air, and roses that reminded him of Ticanara village where he first found his little necromancer a year ago. Grey and black clouds gathered at the end of the horizon, ominous and ready to erupt.
“A little over a thousand.” The undead weren’t all reanimated the same. Driana learned fast, but consistency was still a weakness. Some of the reanimated humans were distorted. Heads lopsided, still with their wounds. Others could talk. It was random, but nonetheless, her magick grew.
He looked around his little piece of land in Sanemria north of his castle where no one could touch his army. Cold. Quiet. It started to snow, speckling her eyelashes.
“You should put on some clothes, vampire.” She smiled when she said it, and he smiled back.
He had forgotten to put on a shirt while perusing his army and making notes. He was so eager that they had made it to a thousand, he’d sprinted out of the library to finalize the count. “I’m not cold.”
He stepped towards her, wiped the blood stained on her upper lip. Too much magick made her bleed, and it worried him.
“You’re bleeding again.” He tilted her head. Was there something she wasn’t telling him? He knew she wasn’t totally happy. He’d catch her looking off into the distance—probably at the damn barn with Kin. Her spirited nature returned when she saw Dracula or they met for a late dinner back at the castle, and Dracula, for a moment, wanted to lie to her again, inform her he needed thousands upon thousands of more soldiers, enough to fill the eons of time so that she would never leave him. 
She stepped towards him this time and before he could retort, she pulled off the mitten from her right hand, and placed it on his chest. 
“You are cold,” she murmured. 
What was he supposed to say? Driana was touching him. An icicle melted down his spine. 
He couldn’t breathe. Didn’t want to. He spotted her vein pushing underneath the delicate skin of her neck, could hear the thumping, pumping, pulsing under her amber skin. 
He couldn’t wait any longer. His mouth salivated, and he leaned forward. 
She broke the gap, broke the silence between them, with a tender, perfect kiss. 
He forgot where he was as the trees, the clouds, and the pollen swayed around him. The meadow? The forest? The outer rim of Omran Ra? He forgot with each kiss, each groan pulling him farther away from reality. Her breaths came in cold and hot, hot and cold; he couldn’t tell if it was the snowflakes melting against his skin or his own frigid blood freezing time between them.
He didn’t break the kiss; didn’t want this to happen. Control the necromancer. Educate the necromancer. Gather an army. The prophecy promised the treasure of his heart: Omran Ra, the humans culled. And yet, all he wanted was Driana.
Forget the undead…at least for now. He wrapped his arms around her waist, felt her curves, even through her cloak. He deepened the kiss. She bit his bottom lip, and he groaned. 
Before he knew what he was doing, he picked her up, she wrapped her legs around his waist, and he walked into the cabin.
No. He shouldn’t be doing this: Pushing her up against the wall; tilting her head to kiss her deeper; breathing her in as if he was going to die if he didn’t have her right then and there in the cabin. He should stop this and return to his boring numbers and charts and maps because the army mattered. Falling in love didn’t matter. 
“Dracula. More,” a breathy whisper, and she looked at him with pleading eyes glazed with desire. A fingertip teased the front of his trousers, and without letting her say another word, and without wasting another second, he acquiesced
Even with the snowstorm ravaging outside the cabin, all he heard was her moans and her voice, felt the warmth of her skin and heat engulf him, explored the terrain of her body until all boundaries blurred and apocalyptic missions forgotten until he drowned in her ecstasy, just as the clouds burst into a storm.


Chapter 10 - A Missing Demon
“Fen is missing.”
Dracula lowered his notebook. They were in their army village again, with two thousand reanimated soldiers. He made calculations every day, consulted Merid a few times a month now, but his plan was nearly in place. Just a thousand more soldiers, and he would be ready to attack the smallest of the Omran Ra provinces called Halycinth. It was a port city near the Nylion Sea lined with palm trees, taverns, and the famous library. But the most important part of the cosmopolitan city was its trade route position in Omran Ra. Spices, gold, larimar stones, and its significant ports made it the second most important city in the kingdoms. By the end of the month, they would conquer the small city and reanimate even more humans. Bit by bit, kingdom by kingdom, he’d make it to the capitol where King Germaine sat comfortably on his throne. 
Dracula shifted in his seat, eyes glazed, admiring his daydream that would soon become a nightmare for the humans, and bliss for the magicks. 
Driana repeated that Fen was missing. Fen was one of the demon-humans. And he was her favorite of them all.
He pushed aside his numbers, eyebrows furrowed. He didn’t like it when Driana was worried. After the incident at the cabin—after memorizing her body, her face, her freckles—he couldn’t stop thinking of her. Wanted to know where she was at all times. He could smell her everywhere and couldn’t get enough of her, even when they repeated—nearly everywhere in his castle, in nearly every position imaginable and unimaginable—that night in the cabin. The swell of her curves reminded him of the sea. It was nice…to dip in and out of her body. A delicious, humming heat ignited his body. 
Were they a couple? He almost asked her that, as if he was formally courting the woman. The thought would have made him cringe if he didn’t want to risk breaking the momentum of whatever kind of relationship they were in. All he knew was that he didn’t want it to end, and that asking her if they were a couple was childish. And he didn’t want a lover. Not now. 
He cleared his throat and tried to get his mind off of Driana. What was it she said? Oh yes. Fen. 
“What did I say about naming them?” Dracula gripped the pencil in his hand. He’d explicitly told her not to name them. It made him unusually sick to his stomach.
She huffed and raised her palms, and his blood slowly simmered. When you named the reanimated, you got attached to them. This is what the Book of Necromancy theorized. If they were going to raise an army, most, if not all of them were going to die anyway. She needed to part ways with the undead the moment she reanimated them. 
“Driana, your job as a necromancer isn’t for the weak. I am not making you weak. Naming them—”
“Makes me weak, yes, you’ve said it a million times.” She bit her lip and sat on a stool next to his desk. A bark caught his attention. One of the reanimated, a puppy who had died in a small, accidental fire with fur still half cooked, licked her calf. She picked it up, scratched the bald spot where it’d once had an ear. The sun was setting, and a cool breeze swept through their makeshift war room.
She sighed. “Forget the names. Fen is missing.”
“He’ll return.” Dracula went back to his numbers. He needed to figure out what kingdom to attack after he captured Halycinth, and Merid wasn’t being helpful today.
“How do you know?” she asked. He felt her adjust her position on the stool, obviously not content with his answer.
The matter was clearly not settled. “I don’t.”
“I made him, Drac. He’s under my protection. Fen is my responsibility. It’s been a week.”
Dracula scoffed. He thought he was done with this fight long ago.  
She didn’t stop. “He obeyed. Everything you asked him, he did. Doesn’t it seem weird that he vanished? He usually comes back. Just because you don’t like them, doesn’t mean I shouldn’t. They are mine, and I see that they are taken care of, mind, body, and soul…and forget the Deep, it probably traumatized them in the first place. I brought them back from whatever horrid place they came from as a second chance…”
Dracula kept quiet. He had decided months ago that keeping silent and just listening to her vent would rest her emotions about the undead army. Perhaps that was what she needed now. To talk. A lot.
“And what about Kin?” 
That last word he definitely heard. It boomed in his ear canals, and he looked straight at her. She hadn’t mentioned Kin in months. She still remembered him? His heart flipped. How foolish she was to think Kin was still part of their plan.
He folded the paper with his intricate numbers and leaned towards her, readying himself for the harsh words he didn’t want to say—a half-truth and a lie—but he needed to say it. “You are not ready. Kin needs more work. You need more work. Raising the undead, controlling the undead, turning or destroying the undead—all that requires patience, control, and focus. It takes even more time to control life. It will take time to restore him, how you choose, and why you choose to reanimate. Just because it’s in a book doesn’t mean it’s science. If you indeed have the ability but don’t have the time for our bargain, Driana, perhaps you’re not really committed to Kin’s reanimation—” His voice rose in intensity and speed, matching the wind that had picked up outside the cabin.
“I do, I do, okay. I got it.” She nudged him, and his shoulders relaxed. A silence grew between them. Dracula didn’t move, scared to make a sound lest she talk more of Kin, and then Dracula would surely yell at her, and the last time that happened, they got into yet another argument. Any mention of Kin made it worse.
She harrumphed and plopped the puppy back down on the floor. “How much more time do you think?” Her voice softened, as if she recognized the tension. 
 Dracula stood and leaned on the table. “For my army? A few more months.” 
She nodded, slid off the stool, and kissed his cheek. Dracula’s heart loosened in its bone cage. She was about to walk out when Dracula gently grabbed her wrist before she could leave. 
“Fen will be fine. Trust me.” He didn’t know why he said that. Maybe it was the kiss. Maybe he was as insane as Merid.
“I know.”
“And I know you’ll be the death of me.” He whispered it, so low he almost didn’t want her to hear. She caressed his cheek, and oh gods, he didn’t want to feel the tiny specks of heaven trailing on his skin. 
“I know.”

Chapter 11 - Severed Heads
Dracula unfolded and re-folded the note in his hands; paced around the box wrapped in robin’s-egg blue paper with a comically large crimson bow that laid on his oak desk. The problem wasn’t the box itself. It was the fact that never in his thousand-year immortal life had he ever received a package in the castle he had hidden so well in the realm. And now here it was. In the library on his desk. He re-read the letter until it seared into his brain:
I KNOW WHAT YOU HAVE.
The missive was simple. A handwritten note. Signed by King Germaine himself. 
The signed note was a silent declaration that the king was watching his every move, and it hurt Dracula like a knife piercing into his chest cavity. The king was supposed to be a minor nuisance. He had an army, but nothing compared to the demon one Dracula and Driana were building. 
But now, things had clearly changed. The king had found out, and now he was placing pressure on Dracula. 
He opened the package. The knife dug deeper into his chest.  
It was a severed head. 
Severed heads didn’t bother him. Heck, he made stakes for fun; bore them around his castle to prevent visitors. He was a bloody vampire, after all. 
But now he wanted to vomit. He took the head out by its ponytail. A wave of panic splashed in his intestines. He wanted to scream; wanted to kick and shove; wanted to throw the head against the brick wall.
It was Fen. The demon Driana was looking for a few weeks ago. 
Shit.
Dracula sat, letter in hand. How had King Germaine found him? What did he know? That he had an army of three thousand reanimated soldiers? 
His eyes widened, spine shivered. 
What if King Germaine discovered he had a necromancer? A secret, rare, powerful one at that? The king would steal her, use Driana for himself. Torture her. Lock her up in a cage. Force her to do the same thing he was doing to eradicate the humans and the king.
His heart thumped. Why couldn’t he speed up time to the future when he would have his army at the ready? He grabbed the globe from his desk and threw it against the wall. King Germaine would not find his army or his necromancer. 
Dracula looked out the window towards the army. His little necromancer was fulfilling more than the bargain. They were ready for Halycinth. So why the hesitation?
He squinted and shoved his hands in his trousers. He had been unfocused, spending time with Driana while making an army. When was the last time he razed a village? A year? Maybe two?
He roared and paced across the library, shoving books and pens and papers all over the room. What was this feeling swishing in his gut? Conflicted? Dracula was conflicted? Merid would laugh if he could see him now. 
Memories flooded across his vision: Driana on his bed; Driana draped around him; Driana in every which way he pleased.
Dracula wiped the sweat from his face and put on a shirt. He needed to wake up Driana, not to tell her the news that he’d finally found Fen—he’d add that to his list of lies—but that he needed a bigger army. Yes, that was the answer to his predicament. A bigger, faster army. Then he’d let her go. Then he’d destroy Omran Ra and resurrect it as the prophecy foretold.  
Grabbing his cloak, he fidgeted with the buttons, hands trembling, and finally went to look for his little necromancer. 


Chapter 12 - Death Be to All
Their plan was simple. Well, Dracula’s plan was simple. He razed. She raised. But of course, she had to ruin it all again.  
“You’ve been in a bad mood for weeks now, Drac. What’s wrong? Stop walking so fast!” He could hear her footsteps walking after him. Conversations and arguments were out of the question today; he needed a clear mind. Counting the army’s numbers, not worrying about King Germaine, killing off the humans, not falling in love with the necromancer, fulfilling the prophecy—his to-do list was never-ending. 
The library was only a few steps away. He could get away from her, and then he wouldn’t have to hear, smell, or daydream about her. He opened the door, walked towards his desk, sat in his seat and turned the chair away, only to hear her footsteps marching towards his desk, grateful for the shadows and darkness to hide in. Chewing on his lip, he debated whether to yell at her to leave his only oasis in the castle or to argue it out.
Seemed he had little choice. Abruptly, Driana slammed the door to the library and turned his chair around with a strength that surprised him. “Something’s wrong, and you’re going to tell me what it is.”
The girl had some nerve. She also had a knack for reading all the emotions on his face. Something he appreciated, but right now, he didn’t care to be analyzed by the necromancer.
He felt her hands on him, but he shoved them away and moved his chair farther away from her. The distance might as well have been a sickle slicing them apart. He hadn’t visited her in a month. Focusing on the prophecy, his birthright to Omran Ra—these were the means to a successful coup. Driana was a tool to the means and nothing more. 
He opened his mouth, was about to say as much, then closed it again. Driana looked at him, eyebrows arched. She bit her lip as if disappointed. Say something. 
“We need another two hundred.” There. That was normal. Talking about the army. Prioritizing numbers and the prophecy at hand was more important than feelings. Feelings were fiction. Nothing to discuss. Erratic thoughts that were meant to be buried and never exposed.
“You’re going to ignore me for no reason?” From the corner of his eye, he saw her crossing her arms.
“Do your job.”
“What did I do?” Absolutely everything. “Was it something I said?” 
The earth should swallow him whole and spit him back out. He stared at her, knew what he had to say, but didn’t want to tell her the truth. The image of Fen’s head kept rotating in his mind.
“It’s not always about you!” he yelled. Was it just him, or was it suddenly hard to breathe in the library? He should apologize, say that he’s had a lot on his mind, that Fen was missing and she was right that it was a failure on his part for not seeing what was right in front of him, which was King Germaine keeping tabs on his castle and his whereabouts. That he was afraid to lose the one thing he loved. The prophecy fulfilled his desire to eradicate all human life from Omran Ra. That was the mission. Nothing else mattered. Nothing else should matter.
For the first time since he met Driana, she said nothing. Cheeks glistening, and mouth slightly opened, she turned around, the door clicking behind her. 
This was all wrong. He shoved the table away from him, ran to the door, turned the knob to go after her, bring her back in, and make love to her again and again on the familiar table in his library; to explain his unusual behavior, that it wasn’t her, it was him. 
The oak door was an excellent barrier as he slammed his fist into it. Again and again and again.


Chapter 13 - A Death Gone Wrong
Dracula followed Driana from the top of the hill down to their village of the undead. Another evening to count, but mostly, for her to practice. Today, she asked him to stay back and watch her reanimate from afar. 
He obliged…sort of. Planting himself on the hill, arms crossed, shoulders squared, he stood far enough where he was comfortable letting her go by herself. While he understood her desire for independence, it made him uneasy to be so far away from her. The undead were unpredictable.
A demon-human, aptly named Apples, stepped in front of Driana. Wings the size of a large oak branch splayed and spanned his back. With horns long as a stag’s, and a mouth wide with rows of sharp teeth, even Dracula thought he was hideous. She had named him Apples because even though he couldn’t eat fruit or vegetables—he was undead—the demon-human was obsessed with the neighboring orchard. Maybe it was the shiny, waxy skin, but Apples would stare at the fruit for hours when he wasn’t doing their bidding. 
Apples shoved Driana. From his spot on the hill, Dracula’s stomach sank.
He stepped forward, but Driana lifted her hand, gesturing for Dracula to stop. Glaring, he reluctantly stayed and held his breath. He could see it now in his mind: Apples—the biggest of the demon-humans—tearing Driana limb from limb.
Apples spoke. “I feel strange. My head hurts. I want to go back to wherever it was I came from.” His voice was thick and hoarse, gritty like pebbles being crushed by boulders.
Driana placed her hands on Apples’, but he pulled away. 
Return him to the Deep. Make a new one. Kill him off for good. Dracula had told her this. Apples had always been unstable. This was why you never treated the undead like people. Or named them. Plus, she had the ribcage on. She could clearly channel its powers and destroy the thing that was hurting her.
“It’s okay. Stay calm. I can help you. Just let me see you. Let me take a good look at you, Apples.”
“Stop calling me that!” Apples roared. Claws elongated, he swiped at Driana, and before Dracula knew what he was doing, he sprinted towards them. Adrenaline pumped into his veins, and it was as if the world had stopped. He pushed Driana away, turned to Apples, and ripped him apart. First by the arms, then the legs, and lastly he tore off his head. Sinew and veins and gore splayed across the grass. The demon’s head thumped down the hill, the only sound besides the crickets in the grass.
Dracula could hear his heart and blood pumping in his ears and nose and mouth, the blood loading and unloading into his heart so fast he thought it would combust. 
Rain pattered on the roof of the small houses. He walked over to Driana, a mere four steps away. A thunderbolt crashed across the sky revealing four ugly gashes on her face. He knelt down, handing her a handkerchief. “You should’ve listened to me.”
Driana scooted back, hair damp, fingers sliding in the moist dirt beneath her. But he saw something unfamiliar in her eyes: fear. 
“What did you do?” Driana screamed, and Dracula couldn’t tell if there were tears rolling down her face or the rain. Why was she yelling at him?
“He hurt you. Didn’t you see that? Or did you think you could change him?” He pointed to Apples. His eyes widened. “Oh gods,” he muttered under his breath. Maybe he went too far. The demon-human was nothing more than a pile of torn limbs. But Apples was going to kill her. He’d saved her.
Driana raised her palms. “Last week you killed twenty of the undead for not listening to my instructions accurately. Every day it's punishment or murdering them, sending them back to the Deep. I was going to help Apples. I just needed time to talk to him.”
Dracula rose and let her stand on her own. The woman was mad with the stupid idea that the undead were to be mothered. He clenched his fists. “You were about to die. This is an army we are building. Not a nursery. We cull to the strongest. We till to the root. Being risen from the dead is a privilege.”
The sound of a thousand waves shook the earth, and the smell of swamp and dirt and moss collected right under his nose. He had concentrated so much on Driana that when he looked around, the undead had gathered around them in a circle. From the corner of his eye, he saw their horns, claws, teeth as long as their heads, wings spanning six feet, four arms, no arms, and some half skeleton. A few of them growled, another howled. The largest one stepped towards Driana and helped her up. 
She turned to them. He could see her hands trembling, wringing them and picking at her nails. “Everything is okay. Go back to what you were doing.” 
And they obeyed her. 
His stomach knotted. “No. Make them stay, as I command.” He turned to her. “They are mine, just like you are, Driana.” 
Her eyes widened. She took a step back. “No.” Head shaking, she backed away from him, but he kept moving forward. What did she mean by ‘no?’ There was no ‘no’ in this equation. Is this what he got for molding her into the most powerful necromancer of the Deep?
“Our plan was simple; our bargain was simple. An army—”
“Which I gave you,” she interrupted. “I think it’s time, Drac.”
“Time for what?”
“You know what! To revive Kin. That was part of our deal, and I’m closing it.”
He swallowed, hands clenched at his sides. They needed more time; he needed more time. 
But did he? Was he prolonging the inevitable? He always knew it was only a matter of time before she would leave and go with Kin.  “We never disclosed the amount I needed…” He didn’t finish his sentence. Even the excuse sounded pathetic coming from him.
She raised her hands as if in mock surrender, chuckling at him in a patronizing way that sent his skin crawling. “Always more. When will it be enough for you to hold up your end of the deal? Teach me how to revive Kin. Now.”
“Why him? I gave you a home, a life, a purpose. Can he give you the same?”
Another thunderbolt cracked the sky. 
“Dracula.” She looked at the floor, took a deep breath. “I love you, and I know you love me, too.” She inched forward, took hold of his cloak, and looked him in his eyes. 
She loved him? The world swayed and he thought he would collapse. His heart felt like it was going to mushroom out of his ribs and onto her feet. Yes, she was right. He loved her, too. With every breath, every immortal vein in his being. Falling in love wasn’t part of his plan, but Merid’s vision of him and Driana together might have been the second-best thing to happen in his life. He was about to say so, to confess and pour out the words he kept locked up.
Her eyes glazed. She paused, bit her lip, looked down again at her muddy boots. “But Kin saved my life. I’m indebted to him in ways you can’t understand. Look at me, Drac,” she demanded.
Dracula ground his teeth. It was always Kin. Kin was the sum of all their problems. 
 “Kin is dead, you don’t owe the dead anything.” His fists clenched, and the rain poured harder and harder. He turned from her and walked away. He hated being wet, and maybe she’d calm down and forget about this stupid conversation. She loved him…but not enough.
She stopped him, hair drenched, clinging to her face.
“Then teach me.”
“I can’t.”
“What do you mean, you can’t?”
He swallowed. He had avoided this conversation—the lie that he thought he could keep locked away forever. But maybe now was the time to tell her the truth, and maybe, just maybe, she’d understand. “If you weren’t able to restore him by now, then he belongs to the Deep.” There. He said the truth, and for a moment, he relished in the facts. Because the truth was that necromancy was as mysterious as it was powerful. Even an accomplished necromancer couldn’t control the gods of fate, and who or what was to be reanimated. 
“So you lied to me,” she said stiffly, eyes narrowed. “You knew you couldn’t teach me how to do it.” She cursed under her breath and closed her eyes. “You knew and you used me. You’ve murdered innocent humans; you lied about our bargain. You hid your supposedly great, big plan from me. I’ve heard screams in your dungeon, and every time I asked about it, you deflected and changed the conversation. And then you hated me all last month, for gods knew what. And then this? How am I supposed to ever trust you again?”
“Fine. I’ll make it easy for you. You choose me, or you choose Kin. You can’t have us both, and I’m here, right in front of you.”
Her silence said everything and nothing to him at the same time. 
Suddenly, it felt like a million of shards of glass had punctured his body. Hit after hit after hit. He was losing her. His throat tightened, and he wondered if this was what it felt like to die. To truly witness death. If this is what the gods had intended, then it was unabashedly cruel. 
Heat jolted his spine. He could see, more clearly than ever, that Kin needed to die. For the second and final time. And if he had to throw her in a prison with Merid to get his army, so be it. What other choice did he have?
“I’ll fix this,” he said.  


Chapter 14 – Raze
“No, Dracula, leave him alone.”
With long strides, he pushed and shoved the undead, working his way through the encampment to the barn where Driana kept the hideous Kin. She pulled at his cloak, screamed at him, but he ignored her tugging and yelling. The undead in all their glory, the grass, the insects, the red thorn bushes, her voice—everything buzzed around him until the hum expired and all he heard were his own footsteps making his way to Kin. 
Driana had forgotten who he was—Dracula, the almighty vampire, rightful heir to the Omran Ra crown. She was just like all the other magicks he’d trusted: betrayers.
“Stop it. Don’t kill him!”
Tremors vibrated from where she pounded and pounded and pounded on his chest, back, forearms—anywhere she could reach. It didn’t matter how hard she tried, though, Dracula pushed her aside like an annoying fly and opened the barn door.
He blinked in the dark. Once. Twice. Where was the aggravating dead boy hiding? 
Ah. There. 
Kin sat in the corner of the barn. Spiderwebs clung to his head and wall, and hay and sawdust covered his shins. His femur stuck out from when the enslavers had broken his leg. 
How could she still be in love with this pathetic half-dead, barely alive being? Kin was nothing. A cockroach. A piece of dirt. No. Lower than dirt. 
He felt her arms around him, a wedge between him and Kin. She cupped his chin, made him look at her. But he didn’t want to look into those eyes he had fallen in love with. Rain poured on the roof, a rhythmless beat leaking into the barn and onto his cloak and her shoulders. 
He reached for Kin, claws out, ready to slice his head off and send the boy back to the Deep. He’d have Driana back. Everything would be as it should. 
Hands, arms, and finger bones crawled all over his body, pulling him back from Kin and Driana, down to the barn floor. He roared; glanced around. What was happening? A demon-human stepped in front of him and grabbed his wrists. Dracula pushed and shoved, but there were too many. Two, five, then dozens of his army grabbed his clothes, skin, and pulled him back. A demon tore at his calf. Dracula roared, tried to ignore the blood gushing out of his leg.
“Driana, I command you to stop them!”
She stepped forward. “You’re a monster and a liar.”
Fighting back pain, he stumbled to a stand. He slashed at a few demons. A few fell dead. He was almost to Driana. He intended to kill Kin and grab what was his prophetic right: her.
A few steps closer. He could smell her hair.
But before he could grab her wrist or the end of her blouse, Driana murmured a spell. Her voice crescendoed and whipped around him as she summoned a whirlwind of souls and skeletons and bones, engulfing Driana and Kin. The souls’ fingers tugged on their tunics and trousers, her belt, and pulled them into the floor. 
She was escaping. She’d summoned the Deep so they could take her away. From here. From his castle. From him. 
Merid’s words thudded in his brain: She won’t be here she won’t be here she won’t be here…
“If you leave me, then we are enemies!” He shouted into the void that was slowly taking her away into the sinking darkness. “You are nothing to me!” He turned his head away for a second, hoping she wouldn’t glimpse the despair creeping down his face. 
This was why he worked alone. Teaching a necromancer—it was all a pathetic dream. He’d fallen in love, and in return, he got hurt. His gut twisted, begging to turn back time. He wished he’d never met her in Ticanara. Wished he’d left her in the cage and burned her with the rest of the village. Wished he’d never fallen in love with the last necromancer of Omran Ra. She was halfway into the floor now, being pulled deeper and deeper into the void of darkness he had only read about in books. His eyes burned with the winds whipping across his face, and amid it all, he saw the last image of Driana Del Rey: in tears, holding on to Kin.
Suddenly, he saw something in her hands as she dissolved into the void. Something familiar. 
The book.
His body froze. He sprinted towards the vortex, reached through the whirlwind of death, flesh melting off his fingers like pudding dripping from a pan, revealing the bones in his hand. Ignoring the pain, he broke through the vortex, through the souls licking and lapping around her, yanking her away. The necro book was his. Chest pounding, he could almost feel the leather beneath his fingertips. Almost there. He had to grab it before she left. 
Then silence. A massive void of nothingness, a distinct hiccup in gravity, and she was gone. Dracula fell onto the spot where she had dissolved and transported to wherever the souls sent her and Kin.
No no no no no no no no…
He stayed kneeling, hands empty, heart stinging from the loss. He wanted to scream, but really, he wanted to cry. The book and ribcage were gone. 
And so was she. 
He couldn’t see it, but he felt the whoosh of magick that she held over the undead army leave his domain. Jaw clenched, chest tight, he looked around, ears thundering.  
THUMP THUMP THUMP THUMP.
One by one, the undead army—his beloved prophecy—fell to the ground. Some rotted, others turned to ash. Without her power, most of them would die—if not all. There were over five thousand when he counted last night. All of his hard work, gone in a single moment. 
And Driana had stolen the two most important things that gave her control over his army: the book and the bejeweled ribcage. The two things his mother had left him besides loneliness and this enormous castle. How could he have been so foolish? 
He couldn’t think or breathe. What was he going to do? Think think think. 
Walking out of the barn and into the coolness of the air, he slumped to the grass, the last bit of night clinging to the horizon. 
Locating Driana was a priority. He’d hunt her until the ends of the realm and restore his army and fulfill his prophecy. And this time, he’d force her to complete his cavalry. He’d do what he should’ve done to her back in Ticanara: trap her; cage her like Merid; bring in a witch to subdue the necro—whatever it took. 
And once he was done with her—used her as she put it so eloquently—then he’d kill Driana Del Rey for good, send her to the Deep where she belonged. 
Heart hurt, he limped back to his castle. The buttresses were a little taller, the shadows a little inkier, the mist a little heavier. He didn’t bother to turn the oil lamps on in the library. Maybe the humans were right. Dracula was a midnight nightmare, a blood demon, a killer. In the end, however, he was a savior, and prophecies never lied. 
1
