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Chapter One





You know you’ve been on the streets too long when the sound of an old man peeing in an alley reminds you of falling rain. Mathias stood, stretched his back, and walked out of the alley to escape the stench. He beat his hands against his jeans to knock away some of the grime, but it didn’t help much. Then, he scratched his head and ran his fingers through his dirty brown hair.

“Don’t think. Just move.” Mathias raised his head and looked past the tops of the buildings toward the sky. The sun was bright, a little too bright, but then it always seemed that way. 

The early morning mist still crept its way around the feet of the buildings. It was a weightless sludge that looked like it was drifting from the river, but Mathias had never been too sure if that was where the mist was really coming from. It showed the city for what it really was: old, dirty, and worn. He felt old. Older than he was, older than he should be, and the way things were going, he’d be dead before long anyway. If he was lucky, he’d make it another year, but the way things were going, it didn’t seem likely. 

His stomach growled. “Fuck.” He patted his hands against his pockets, hoping to hear the jingle of change, but the only sound was the slight rustle of fabric against fabric. “Great, just fucking great.” Mathias grabbed his bag and ran out into the early morning throng.

Dawn in New York was like nowhere else on Earth. It was the one time of day when the city felt a little calm. In a few hours, that calm would disappear- replaced by a din that seemed as if it could swallow the earth if it chose to do so.

Mathias ran down the street, narrowly avoiding a wad of fresh gum on the sidewalk. When he could smell the salt in the air, he knew he didn’t have much farther to go. The docks stretched for miles. He walked past the fishmongers that were busy loading the day’s catch into crates. The smell made his stomach growl.

Standing a ways from the crew stood a man in a plaid shirt holding a clipboard.

Thank God. “Hey Mac!” Mathias yelled. 

Mac was generally a decent guy. Kind of grumpy, but tall, and big. He wore an old red plaid shirt and a pair of blue jeans that had seen better days. He kind of looked like a lumberjack, just not as strong. 

“Whaddya want, kid?”

“You got any work for me today?”

Mathias watched Mac rub his chin with ink stained fingers. “Not today, kid. Sorry.” He turned toward Mathias. “The order was light.”

Mathias’ shoulders slumped a bit. “Damnit, man. I could really use a job.” He shifted his weight to the other foot.

Mac nodded. “Tell ya what. Jimmy the Fish is supposed to be getting a big order sometime this week. Maybe he can help ya.”

Mathias nodded. “Okay man, thanks.”

Mac shook his head. 

Mathias walked further along the docks. Go work for Jimmy the Fish. Yeah, right. Man’d sell his toenails if he thought he’d get anything for ‘em. It wasn’t like he had a choice. When you were well-fed, you had choices. When you weren’t...

Just before he reached Jimmy’s place, he ducked behind a crate. Damnit. He hoped they hadn’t seen him, or heard him for that matter. What he did know was that a black Mercedes and a man in an Armani suit holding a gun was bad news. Shit! His heart throbbed in his chest. Too close. Too fucking close. He knew trouble when it glared him in the face. 

“Where’s my money, Jimmy?” Mathias heard a man say.

Oh, shit. Mathias tried to breathe, but it wasn’t easy.

“Tony, I’m sorry. I tried. I really did, but sales just ain’t been good lately,” Jimmy said.

Mathias could hear the fear dripping from Jimmy’s voice. 

“So what you gonna do about it?” Tony asked.

Mathias could hear Jimmy begin to whimper. “I swear. I’ll... I’ll have it tomorrow.”

Mathias heard a couple of thumps followed by a howl.

“Yeah, you’ll swear all right, Jimmy. Nobody stiffs Mr. Plague. Nobody!”

Pop! Pop! Pop! A car door slammed. Then, with the squeal of tires and a rush of wind, he was gone.

Mathias couldn’t think. He couldn’t breathe. Suppressing a shudder, he distracted himself, randomly picking at a dirty hole in the knee of his jeans.

Come on. You can do this. He raised himself up on his knees and peeked around the crate. “Fuck.” Blood was on the ground like a dark pool. He scuttled back and tried to calm himself. Sweat formed on his upper lip. “Goddamnit. I can’t move. Not now.” 

He had no idea if there had been only one man, or if they were sending a so-called cleanup crew. All he knew was that he was witness to something he didn’t need to be a witness of, and that put him in a very bad position. The only thing he could do was wait and see if and when it would be safe to get away. 

He raised the bottom of his filthy t-shirt and wiped the sweat from his lip. His legs began to cramp. He looked up at the sky. Where the clouds had been earlier, there was nothing but blue sky. “Why is it always this damn hot in August?” He mumbled as he stretched his legs.

The glaring sun beat down on the back of his neck. He didn’t think it could get any hotter, but he also really didn’t want to wait around to find out.

Somehow his stomach didn’t get the message about being quiet because it let loose a growl that was so loud, Mathias was sure that someone had heard it. And yet, nothing happened. He punched himself in the stomach to try to make it stop, but it didn’t work. Another cramp traveled up his leg, and he waited a few more moments. Finally, he just couldn’t keep himself crunched up like that anymore. 

He crept out from behind the crate. Mathias had to pause. The blood, the bits of flesh sticking out of the Fish’s body, it reminded him of his last friend and the way she’d died. It smelled, but somehow he wasn’t repulsed by the smell. He leaned over the body. He was tempted to rummage the pockets, but there was so much blood that the money was no good now. Too many people would ask questions. The last thing he needed was to be caught, charged with murder, and eventually hauled back to his aunt’s house. He definitely didn’t want to go there. Being on the street was better.

And then he noticed the bloodstained newspaper still grasped in the Fish’s hand. Today was August 4th. Today was the day he turned fifteen. One year on the street. Somehow, he’d made it. How, he wasn’t quite sure.

He’d seen too much death. “Why am I always watching someone die? It’s like I’m swimming around in a pool of blood.” He stared at the body. “Too bad Aunt Annette didn’t die. She’s the only one who deserves it.” If it hadn’t been for his aunt, he never would have had to resort to living on the street. Evil bitch.

He walked away from the docks, being careful not to go too fast. He didn’t want to look odd, and he wasn’t sure where he could go. The libraries and shelters had gotten sick of him ages ago, and daytime was a hard sell in summer. The nicer looking kids had better luck at panhandling. Mathias never came away with much, people said that it was the haunted and jaded look in his eyes that did him in, but he wasn’t too sure about that. He figured that the people just didn’t feel like giving him any cash. 

He paused in front of the window of a bakery, wishing he had the money to buy something inside. It had been so long since he’d had something sweet, but the only thing offered to him was his own reflection, the same ratty brown hair, the same dark blue eyes. At one time, everyone said he looked like his father with his strong Roman nose and his noticeable Serbian forehead. If you asked him, he would have said he looked like nobody.

His stomach rumbled for the umpteenth time, begging to be fed, but today didn’t look promising. He headed straight on into the tide of people, going against the grain. He loved doing that, walking the wrong way on the sidewalk. He always walked against the tide, forcing them to bump into him and notice. Once in a while, some poor sap, ignorantly scared of the street rough that chose to step in front of him, would part with a bit of cash. Most of the time all Mathias got for his trouble was a few extra bruises and the satisfaction that he had added to someone’s morning annoyances.

He didn’t have a choice. The weakness he was feeling wouldn’t go away, and that was the sign. He needed food, and to get money for food, he would have to go to Hell.

There was Hell’s Kitchen, and then there was Hell. Hell was closer than most wanted to believe, but it was there, waiting. To be true about it, to the normal person who walked through it during the daylight hours, it was a normal street in New York, not six blocks east of the N.Y. Public Library. But at night— that was when it changed. 

But all the same, Hell was quite a ways from where he currently was, and he was out of money, so he had no choice but to walk it. As things stood, Hell was his last chance to make money that day, and if he didn’t get money fast, he wasn’t sure how long he’d last. He had a long walk ahead of him.

* * * * *

By the time he reached Hell, the light in the sky was fading. It would soon be evening. He ran as fast as he could over to Nic’s. At night, it was almost as if the building was alive, placing feelers around the city to pull in its unsuspecting prey.

By the time he saw the ornate “N” over the doorway, night had already fallen, but he was used to night coming fast when he went to see Nic. He walked to the crusty black door, being careful how he stepped and where, then knocked. He hoped that he was in.

He didn’t like going to Nic for money, but sometimes there just wasn’t any choice in the matter. The man was just plain evil, and Mathias was never sure just how far he was willing to go to get what he wanted. He didn’t want to take his chances. So he never asked for anything big. Mostly, his payment for what he wanted was a little blood, or a piece of hair, definitely things he could afford to part with.

After a few moments, the door creaked ajar. Mathias didn’t bother to wait for an invitation. He’d been there many times by now, and Nic never answered the door himself. He stepped through the doorway and gently closed the door behind him. Nic had a thing about slammed doors. 

Mathias had once heard him mutter about the disturbance of electrical energy, or some such nonsense. But then, Mathias didn’t care, he was only there for the money. Mathias stepped softly through the building, glancing at the dark wood paneling mixed with varieties of animals decorating every surface. Some were heads hung on the walls like hunting trophies, others, were stuffed and mounted on boards. 

Those were placed on tables or on shelves. They seemed to watch him, and somehow Mathias could tell that they were still sort of alive. He didn’t like it. He made his way through the maze and finally reached the basement. There was no need to announce his presence; Nic already knew who had come to the door. Otherwise, Mathias would never have been granted an audience.

He looked around once he entered the room and watched Nic carefully carving various magical symbols into the skin of something. Mathias didn’t want to know what. Nic was dressed in long black robes that had various silver designs sewn into the fabric. 

“You’re riding on the tail of the devil, boy. And you don’t even know it.” 

Nic raised his eyes and captured Mathias’ gaze. The black that was left in the man’s hair seemed to glimmer with golden highlights from the light coming from the black candles that seemed perched on every available surface. Mathias could feel the dark power radiating from the man. “Remind me never to piss him off,” he mumbled.

“Ah, Mathias, it is a pleasure,” Nic said, his eyes wrinkling at the corners as he smiled, but the smile wasn’t friendly. It was kind of demonic.

 Mathias had to try hard not to show any emotion. He kept his face slack, devoid of any expression.

“So, young man, what is it that brings you to me on a night such as this?”

Mathias had to think carefully. Lying would be a bad move. Nic already knew what he came here for, so telling a lie wasn’t just stupid, it was dangerous. So, Mathias had to play Nic’s games. “Yeah...um.”

“No idiotic teenage butchering of language!” Nic snapped. He stared at Mathias. “You may continue.”

Mathias cleared his throat. “Do you have any work for me tonight?” What he really hoped was that what he would be requested to do wouldn’t be too horrible.

Nic seemed to roll his eyes into the back of his head and scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I may have something. Yes,” he raised his hand and curled his fingers as if catching the idea out of thin air. “You wouldn’t happen to know where I could find the skull of a real vampire, would you?” Nic asked with a greedy glint in his eyes.

“Err, no sir. I...I honestly didn’t know that vampires really existed,” Mathias gave up on controlling his emotions and ran his hands through his hair.

Nic laughed. “Well, of course they do, don’t be ridiculous. In any case,” Nic seemed to stare at Mathias’ bare arms, “You wouldn’t happen to be willing to part with some flesh, would you?”

Mathias gasped. His eyes grew wide and the tingle of fear licked at his spine. Just as he was about to make a response, Nic interrupted. “No, I suppose you wouldn’t. Besides, too many have already taken their pound of flesh from you. I would not be so cruel to do the same,” Nic tutted for a moment, “No, you don’t have anything to give me, but perhaps you are swift enough to run an errand for me, hmm?”

Mathias was so relieved that he didn’t have to give up anything that would hurt he nodded without thinking, slowly realizing that he hadn’t checked into what he was agreeing to do.

“Yes, Mathias. It’s just a little something. I need you to go see Doctor Snake. He’ll be expecting you. Just accept the item he gives you, and bring it back to me. Ask no questions. If you do this right, I may have more work for you.”

Mathias allowed himself to be shuffled out of the building. He was scared. Nic did not offer further chances of employment so lightly. Besides that, Mathias hadn’t the foggiest idea where to find Doctor Snake or who he was. Just when he was about to give up hope, a green mist swirled in front of him.

This is going to be interesting. Things with Nic were so odd that he’d stopped being shocked by anything weird a long time ago. Nic and weird just went hand in hand.

Mathias followed the mist through the streets, winding, almost undulating through the narrow network of alleys that made Hell what it was. Mathias was finally able to see a glowing sign off in the distance depicting a dancing snake. He looked at the mist, and the mist seemed to be pointing at the sign like a hunting dog.

Mathias stepped out of the alley and began to cross the street near the sign. He heard the squeal of tires against the blacktop.

Brrrrrrrrt!

Suddenly, the pain ripped through him, and all he could hear were shell casings littering the ground. It sounded somewhat like jingling change, but louder. If he didn’t know better he’d believe he’d just been punched a million times by a jackhammer. The pain was like multiple explosions had gone off in his chest. He was thrown backwards, his legs somehow carrying him along several feet behind him. Nothing worked right. He could feel the blood dripping from the holes, but he couldn’t tell where the holes were. His chest was a mass of pain.

“No!” He hit the ground in a slump. He wasn’t sure what hurt worse, the gun shots before he fell or after. But he wasn’t dead, not yet. 

And then he saw the car. It was a small white car that had seen better days. A Nissan or a Subaru, Mathias wasn’t sure which. A group of gang members wearing loose-fitting clothing and do-rags laughed from inside the car. “Goodnight, mutherfucker!” One of the men held up a Tech-9 and shook it in Mathias’ direction, and then they sped off into the night.

The pain was blinding, but he had to try to get somewhere for help. He crawled up the steps to Doctor Snake’s and feebly knocked on the door, but no one came. No one wanted to mess with the soon-to-be-dead. Without any other recourse, Mathias dragged himself into the alley next to Doctor Snake’s and leaned against the stone wall.

It was sad really. His life was over. He wanted more. His only consolation was that he believed that he would finally get to see his parents again. It had been so long.

“So this is what it feels like to die,” Mathias said. He groaned from the pain. 

It was getting harder to breathe. He didn’t know what had been hit, but his lungs were not good, that much he knew. He gave up. He knew that there was no one alive that cared about him. Blood dripped from the bullet holes that meandered across his chest. He coughed.

It figures, I always had a feeling I would die before I was forty, but this is ridiculous. He coughed again. This time he coughed up blood.

He struggled, pushing himself against the wall with his feet. Breath came in short gasps. It wouldn’t be long now. His vision began to dim. He could feel it coming. 

Death was close.

A tall, dark figure appeared roughly ten feet away.

“Leave me alone,” Mathias groaned. He tried to catch his breath, but he couldn’t. It felt as if some great beast had decided to sit on his chest.

And then, the figure was five feet away. Mathias knew he hadn’t seen the figure move. But it looked closer now. He was too sick to be scared, he was dying anyway. He just hoped it would be over quick. Before he had a chance to blink, the figure was crouched in front of him, eyes glinting in the dark. 

He turned his head away; he could feel it. This was death and he didn’t want to look death in the eye. He hoped he was hallucinating.

“It’s all right now, Mathias.” The figure said as it moved its hand in front of Mathias’ eyes, and he felt himself falling away, his vision sinking into a pin hole of light. He saw the figure’s head bent near his body. Before the darkness took him, he felt the sharp sting of teeth at his neck.

* * * * *

Thirteen months ago, he’d lived in West Virginia in a small town called Masontown. His folks had loved him. As an only child, he felt he’d probably been spoiled, but that was light years away now. It was a good life. Sure, they weren’t rich, but his dad had been a coal miner and his mom had been a secretary. There was always a roof over his head and plenty to eat. But his life had changed. 

* * * * *

Mathias looked up from the vampire book he was reading. His father was giving him that look. His father always deviled Mathias, but he knew that was his dad’s way of letting him know he loved him. To anyone else, they would have thought his father was being mean. Part of that was the way he looked. He was a tall man, with a large muscular build, kept in shape by the hard work in the mines. His hair was coal black, and he had deep set eyes that could look very mean when he wanted them to, but he rarely was mad or mean to Mathias, and then it was only when he deserved it.

“Mathias Drvar, I don’t even know why I bother. You’ve always got your head buried in these goddamned books. Just like your mother.”

Here we go again. He rolled his eyes and smiled at his father. “Dad,” Mathias threw a bookmark into his book and tossed the book onto the couch. “You know how it is, I just can’t help myself. When I read, it’s like watching a movie.”

His dad laughed. “You and your damned vampires. I swear, if I didn’t know better I’d think you came from somewhere else.” His sapphire blue eyes always sparkled when he laughed. He turned his head. “Linda, are you ready yet?”

“Yes, Butchie, I am,” she said as she walked into the room. When she dressed up, she always looked like she had stepped out of a magazine. Her brown hair was cut short, but it framed her face. Her hazel eyes seemed to dance from her face, usually they were hidden behind her glasses, but tonight, she’d left her glasses off. She was medium in height, not like her husband who was over six feet tall.

 When they stood next to each other, sometimes people would comment on how they reminded them of “Mutt and Jeff”. Of course, Mathias had to ask what that meant. He’d read somewhere that they were old serial characters that were featured in movies a long time ago. Apparently, one was very tall and the other was very short. Still, to Mathias, the description didn’t seem to fit his parents very well.

 She turned to Mathias. “Keep an eye on the house while we’re gone.”

Their house was a little blue house, and people who didn’t know them always seemed to look down on them for it. But Mathias never felt like there was a house that was more homey. When he visited his friend’s homes, he always had to take his shoes off so he wouldn’t mess up the carpet. His mother always figured that a house was a place to live in, not a show place. That wasn’t to say that their house looked like a pig sty, especially not with his father’s obsession with order, but it was also lived in. 

“Sure Mom. No problem.”

She smoothed her dress, reached over, and ruffled her son’s hair. “Be good. It isn’t often that your dad takes me out.”

“Keep it up and I won’t take you out at all.” His dad grumbled, and then winked at his son.

“Come on!” She grabbed his father by the arm and pushed him out the door. As she turned to Mathias, she said, “If you run into any trouble, just call your aunt. But honestly, I think everything will be alright.”

He tried to stop the scowl from reaching his eyes, but it just didn’t work.

“Mathias, I know that your aunt can be difficult, but it’s not like I have much choice. You know she’s all I have left.”

Yeah. Heard that story too many times, Mom. Annette’s the baby, uh huh. She just expresses herself differently. Yeah right. She’s probably bipolar like Grandma was.

His dad poked his head inside the door. “Mathias, don’t forget to lock the doors behind us, alright?”

“Yeah, Dad.” He followed them out the door. 

“We’ll be home by eleven,” they called to him from the driveway.

Mathias waved. He watched the car until it pulled away into the night. 

After closing and locking the door, he walked over and sat down on the couch. It wasn’t as if he minded being at home by himself. There were plenty of movies to watch, and there was his book to finish. Not often did you find a book about a vampire dog.

He stood, went into the kitchen, made himself a sandwich, and settled down for the evening.

* * * * *

“This handy dandy steamer mop...” the TV blared.

“What the hell?” Mathias blinked his eyes several times and looked at the clock. 3 a.m. It was late. Too late. “Where are they?”

Suddenly, he could feel it. That deep pit of dread that forms in your gut the minute you know something had gone wrong. He ran to the front window and pulled back the curtain. The car wasn’t in the driveway.

“This can’t be happening,” he said.

He didn’t know what to do. He grabbed the phone and dialed his dad’s cell, but it went straight to voicemail. 

“What am I going to do now?”

There was a knock at the door. Mathias didn’t want to look. He just knew that something was wrong. He took a deep breath and looked through the peephole. What he saw was the thing he dreaded more than anything else— the men in blue. One was taller than anyone Mathias had ever seen before. The other seemed a bit too much like Barney Fife for Mathias’ comfort.

Before he could open the door, the tall one knocked again.

Mathias could not breathe. His tongue seemed to stick to the back of his throat. Slowly, he unlocked the door and opened it.

One of the men cleared his throat.

A part of Mathias was praying that they had the wrong house. But he knew that they didn’t.

“Is this the Drvar residence, son?” the smaller cop asked.

Mathias nodded slowly. The world began to spin like a great merry-go-round. He felt a hand grab him and steady him.

“Come on, son. Sit down,” the tall cop said. He led Mathias to the couch.

Mathias looked around and realized he’d gotten to the sofa. He sat but didn’t even remember the cop leading him to it.

The next thing he knew a glass of water was in his hand.

“Breathe, just breathe.” The smaller one shook his head at the tall one. “I’m Officer Davis, and this is my partner, Officer Coombs. Is there anyone we can call for you?” 

Mathias hated to say it, but he didn’t have a choice. He heard himself mumble through the drumming in his ears, “My Aunt Annette, she lives in Wheeling.”

Somehow, he managed to give the police his Aunt’s phone number from the depths of his memory.

He heard one of them call his aunt, but he didn’t pay attention to that. He was numb. And to make everything worse, the one woman in the world he could admit he hated was coming for him. His aunt was nothing like his mother. Her hair, while brown, was mousy and seemed almost burnt by her hairdresser’s attempts to make it blonde. Her eyes were brown and she had these crazy eyebrows. They gave Mathias the creeps, way too bushy for a woman. She was just off somehow.

He’d always dreaded the holidays when he’d been forced to play nice with her. She was one of those false people. In front of his parents, she was kind and sweet. But the minute she was alone with him, it was like the kid gloves would come off. 

Over the years, she’d insulted him more times than he could count. There was something psychotic about her, just behind the eyes, but he’d never had enough proof to make her stop verbally abusing him. He didn’t know if it was jealousy, or if it was just that she was a bad person, but it felt like she enjoyed taking out her frustration on him anytime she got the chance. It was a mystery. Mathias had no idea why she hated him. It had just always been so, and it made it so that every holiday, he played the game, praying for the day to pass quickly.

Time passed. Mathias didn’t bother to look at the clock, but finally he watched his aunt come through the door, sobbing. “This is just the worst thing I can think of.” She allowed the cops to steady her as she howled.

“Ma’am, try to calm down,” Officer Davis said. “Let us get your contact information and you can take the boy.”

Mathias stopped paying attention. His head felt like it was filled with jelly. Everything looked like it was moving in slow motion. 

Suddenly, a hand with sharp fingernails grabbed him by the shoulder. His aunt sunk the tips of the nails into his shoulder. It felt like a bear trap just starting to close. Not fun at all. But, it did bring him out of his daze.

“Oh, Mathias, are you okay honey?” His aunt asked sweetly.

He jerked his shoulder out of her grip. She smiled knowingly at him and patted his knee.

“These nice men have something important to tell us,” she said.

Officer Coombs cleared his throat. “This evening, at 10:48 p.m. the vehicle driven by Charles Drvar was struck behind by another vehicle. Unfortunately, Mr. Drvar lost control, and the car smashed into a tree. Both Charles and Linda Drvar...” He cleared his throat. 

Mathias felt the tears begin to build in his eyes.

“The driver who hit them is currently being held at the county jail. He was drunk...” The cop paused. Mathias could tell that the man always hated this part of his job because of the sad look in his eye.

“What hospital are they at?” Mathias asked. He hoped his feeling was wrong, but he knew it wasn’t.

“Son,” the smaller cop said. “I’m sorry. They didn’t make it.”

Mathias could hold back no more. The tears flowed and his body was wracked with sobs. No more jokes with his father. No more of Mom’s meatloaf. It was gone, all gone. Perhaps the worst thing about finding out that his parents were gone was that his aunt let him sit and cry. She didn’t even bother to give him any semblance of comfort. Not that he would have wanted it, but she could have at least made the effort. Mathias had never felt so unloved in his whole life.

* * * * *

Mathias watched her take the policemen to the other side of the room. He could hear her voice telling them something, but she was whispering and he was too far away to hear. It wasn’t like anything she could say now would make any difference. The life he’d known was over.






  

















Chapter Two





Something was happening to Mathias. The nerves throughout his body began twitching and his body started shaking uncontrollably. His bones lengthened and retracted. Pain. So much pain. His blood burned in his veins like liquid fire, like it was attacking everything. The pain was changing him, making him alive.

* * * * *

Mathias opened his eyes. Very slowly, things came into focus. Light, objects, if he could see those things, he wasn’t dead. It took him a few minutes to blink away the weird film that had developed… While he slept? Passed out? Where the hell was he? The room was white. He remembered hearing stories about people seeing a white light when they die, but he hadn’t seen any weird light. There had only been great pain and a void. Finally, he heard voices coming from outside the room. He turned his head. No one there yet. The room smelled. It had some sort of antiseptic scent, but it looked like a dormitory room he’d seen on TV. He waited, and tried to strain his ears so he could hear everything the voices were saying. 

“What about room six, Doctor Evans?”a voice asked. 

Mathias immediately thought “hospital”, but as he looked at the room he noticed it was more like a hotel room than a something you’d find in a hospital.

He sat up in bed. There was no pain. He peeked underneath the hospital gown, and found nothing. There was no evidence that he’d even been shot. His arm was sore, so he looked down. There was an IV sticking out of it. What looked like blood was slowly seeping into his body. He wanted none of it. With a jerk, he pulled the tubing from his arm. The IV machine began beeping annoyingly as soon as Mathias detached the tubing. He ignored it. Just as he got out of the bed, a group of white coated men and women rushed into the room. 

“Come on now. It’s all right. Let’s get you back to bed,” the closest one said to him.

Mathias looked around like a caged animal. What the hell do they want to do with me? The closer any of them stepped, the further Mathias retreated to the wall.

“Who are you? What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” Mathias snarled, trying to scare them away.

A female stepped forward. “We don’t want anything from you. We’re trying to help you.”

Mathias looked at them wildly. Everything that had been bottled up inside from the beginning let loose at once. He grabbed the bed, simply meaning to push it toward them, but managed to throw it across the room instead. The shock of throwing the bed dissipated his rage. “Did I just...”

One of the men in white stepped forward. He was huge with great big muscular arms that strained the sleeves of his white scrubs. He calmly moved the bed out of the way of the door. It was like nothing. He didn’t even strain. “Now, son. I suggest you calm down and begin acting a bit more civilized. We do things a bit differently here. You don’t want me to have to bring Master Tepes in here.”

“What the fuck do I care? You can’t tell me what to do! I don’t give a shit about any goddamn Master Tepes! Get the fuck out of here!” Mathias leaned forward, getting ready to fight if he had to.

In an instant, the light in the room dimmed slightly and Mathias felt a pair of cold hands rest on his shoulders. “Enough is enough, little one. It’s time to calm down.”

Mathias jumped and turned to the figure behind him. He recognized the tall dark figure with the glinting eyes from the alley. He watched the figure raise his hand, and in the next moment, everything went black.

* * * * *

Master Tepes sighed, and then motioned for several men; together they got the poor child back into his bed. 

“You must remember, Alexander. This one has been through quite a lot. He doesn’t even know who he is. When next he wakes, offer food. Then, contact me at once,” Master Tepes nodded at Alexander, the large orderly, and disappeared in the blink of an eye.

* * * * *

The next time Mathias woke, he found himself tied to the bed. “Goddamn it.” His eyes darted around the room, almost expecting to be attacked or something, but no one was there. The door to the room was closed. He could almost bet it was locked. There was no way out of it. He was a prisoner.

“Help!” Mathias yelled. He jerked against the straps holding him down, but they were too strong; they wouldn’t budge. It wasn’t long before he heard footsteps thumping down the hall headed for his room. The door opened and before he could do much else, a woman, whom Mathias guessed to be a nurse, was holding out a glass of red liquid. She crept over to him like he was going to hurt her. I’m the one that’s tied down and she’s afraid of me?

“What is that?” he asked.

The nurse smiled, timidly. “You could call it—let’s see— What are they calling them these days? Oh yes, an energy drink.”

“What’s in it?” Mathias asked.

“Vitamins, things your body needs to get well,” the nurse replied.

He paused. “What’s going on here?”

The nurse grinned weakly at him and set the glass on the bedside table. It was almost like she was trying to keep him calm. Mathias watched as she untied him. He kept very still and almost jumped when she started rubbing his wrists where the straps had held him to the bed. 

Guess I’m not so scary after all.


“Honey, Master Tepes will explain everything. I know you’ve been through one heck of a fright, but I need you to stay calm for me,” she patted his arm and helped him sit up. She then picked up the “energy drink” from the nightstand and handed it to him.

“You really expect me to drink this?” Mathias curled his lip and moved away from the glass. Who knew what was in it? It wasn’t like these people had made themselves trustworthy, they’d knocked him out and tied him to a bed.

The nurse sighed. “Look, I’ll take a sip. I promise; there is nothing in this drink that will harm you.”

Mathias watched her put the glass to her lips and took a drink. He still wasn’t convinced.

“Open your mouth!” He knew that his mother would be ashamed at the way he was acting, but he couldn’t help it. He’d been through too much to trust anyone.

The nurse complied, and when Mathias saw the red stain on her tongue, he took the glass from her outstretched hand.

She watched him, eyes steady. Mathias slowly brought the glass up to his nose and sniffed. It didn’t smell like much of anything. He shrugged and took a sip and smacked his lips a few times.

“This stuff isn’t too bad. Kind of coppery, but all right I guess.”

The nurse smiled. “I’ll go let the Master know that you are ready to see him,” she patted him on the foot, “Enjoy your drink.”

The more he drank the more he liked it. When he finished, he set the glass on the nightstand and crossed his legs on the bed. It wasn’t long before Master Tepes came into the room. The man nodded in greeting and pulled a chair over to Mathias’ bed. He was tall, with long black hair and eyes that were so dark that they were black. He sported a long mustache and long shiny fingernails. 

“Now, I believe it’s time for us to have a talk,” the man said. 

Mathias nodded.

“How did you like the blood?” Master Tepes asked.

Mathias’ eyes grew wide. “The what?” Holy shit. His heart felt like it had stopped beating. No way was that stuff blood. It couldn’t be, not that Mathias had ever drank a glass of blood before. 

“The blood, how did it taste?”

Mathias jumped off the bed. “That... that was blood?”

Master Tepes smiled. The man looked either amused or pleased with himself. Mathias wasn’t sure. Either way, it was so not cool.

“You gave me fucking blood? What kind of nut job are you?” Mathias said trying not to completely loose his mind.

“I am not insane, Mathias,” Master Tepes said. 

The way he said it, Mathias could almost see the smile creeping onto the man’s face. Enough with all the crap. He was done with all the mystery, all the secrets. “And that’s another thing. Just how in the fuck do you know my name?”

Master Tepes laughed. “Oh dear boy, that is easy to answer. I am what you call a vampire.”

Mathias froze. “A vampire?” Thoughts whirled through Mathias’ mind. The things he read in books, Nic asking for a vampire skull, the pain he felt before he died; it all bounced around in his head like a ping pong ball. He shivered. Either this guy was a nutcase, or he was telling the truth. Both options sucked. 

Master Tepes paused for a moment while he scratched him chin. After a minute, he stood from his chair. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Vlad Tsepesh, spelled T.E.P.E.S, former Voivod of Wallachia.”

Mathias raised an eyebrow. “Wait a minute. Are you trying to tell me that you’re Dracula?” Mathias looked at the man and stared. “You seriously don’t expect me to believe that.”

Master Tepes wiped a hand through his hair. “Please do not associate me with Bela Lugosi, for Father’s sake! That is exactly why I wish I was never given that nickname. If Bram Stoker hadn’t come across it, I would not be the laughing stock of the vampire world. I am not “Dracula”. I am Vlad Tepes. There is a great difference,” Master Tepes reached forward as if to pat him on the head; Mathias dodged him.

He climbed back onto his bed and thought for a moment. The pain, the dark figure, it all made sense now. “Holy shit,” he muttered.

Mathias opened his mouth and touched his teeth. “What the...” he mumbled and looked down at his fingertips, they were covered in blood.

“Yes, Mathias. You are now one of us. But do not be glum; it has certain advantages.”

Mathias took a deep breath and closed his eyes. He was a vampire. They had turned him into a vampire. “How did you do it?”

Tepes smiled. “Did you know that not just anyone can be made into a vampire? The person has to have a certain magic within them. This magic is passed down through certain familial lines and has been there since humans and vampires began walking the earth. If anyone could be turned into a vampire, the world would be overrun with them.”

Mathias nodded. 

“Did you know that you are a distant relative of mine?” He pointed at Mathias. “Your last name, Drvar, is the clue.” He sat back down in the chair and crossed his legs.

“Is that why you made me like this?” Mathias asked.

“There is much more to it than that, but that is one reason.” 

Before Mathias had time to brood, he felt a strange stiffness in his back... almost painful. He leaned back and tried to stretch it out, but all he felt was a painful pop. He doubled over. Something was broken. He could feel the bones move apart. Master Tepes came close.

“Mathias, will you let me help you?” Tepes asked.

Mathias tried to nod, but the pain was too great. The bones or whatever in his back felt like they were going to slice through his skin.

“Don’t do that, let me help.” The elder vampire smacked him on the back so hard that he doubled over in the bed. He was about to jump up and beat the shit out of the guy, but after the initial jolt of pain, it started to fade. Something had burst from his back. Tepes ran his hands over whatever it was and Mathias felt complete relief.

“What the hell?”Last time he’d looked, his back was a normal back.

Master Tepes stepped in front of Mathias and smiled. Before Mathias’ eyes, wings, like those of a bat, billowed out from behind Tepes and settled gracefully around his shoulders. “It was time to pop out your wings.”

Vampires had wings. He took a deep breath. He had wings. Sweat pooled on his upper lip. His breath became short. Don’t have a panic attack, not now. “Wings?” He gasped. “I didn’t know vampires had wings.“ He gasped again. “I mean, I knew they changed into bats-“

“Mathias, relax. You have much to learn. Forget what you think you know. Your books and movies will only confuse you. Come. We have much to do.”

Calm down, yeah right. Somehow, though, he suddenly felt calm. It wasn’t natural; it was just there. Mathias tried to speak, but the only thing that was coming out of his mouth was gibberish. What did he do to me?

“You needed to calm down, did you not? I simply aided in that process. You do not want to spend another minute in the infirmary, do you?”

Mathias shook his head. It wasn’t as if he needed to be there, but he didn’t know what to do. Could he trust Tepes? He had no idea, but he wasn’t going to accomplish anything just sitting there, so he leapt from the bed and trailed Master Tepes down the hall.

* * * * *

It wasn’t that Mathias trusted Master Tepes; he just didn’t know what else to do. No one had hurt him... yet. But that didn’t mean much. 

The hallways were cold. The cold that only occurs in building made of old stone. The walls were dotted with numerous arched wooden doors, each more ornately carved than the last. Finally, he let himself be lead into what turned out to be an office. Now, he was confused.

Master Tepes patted a chair in front of the desk. Mathias sat, not wanting to piss off his possible captor. He watched the tall vampire cross the room and sit behind the massive desk, place his elbows atop it, and lace his fingers together.

“Now, Mathias, what are we going to do with you?”

Here it is. The catch. “Well, that depends on what type of scam you’re running here,” he said to the tall vampire. He reached out and grabbed one of his wings. They felt soft and velvety, but strong. There were muscles in there. He let go of his wing.

Master Tepes sighed. “Mathias, we have no scams,” he leaned back into his chair.

Mathias glared. He felt that everything was just going way too easy. “Then why am I here? And why did you—“

“Make you one of our kind? Mathias, what else was I to do? I am not a cruel man, contrary to what you may believe. I saw a young man in dire straits, so I helped in the only way I could. Would you rather have died?”

Mathias took a deep breath and slouched into the chair, “No.”

“You are here because this is where the children of our kind learn. You are currently housed inside the walls of the only school for young vampires in the entire world. It is called a simple name, the University. It is taken from the old Latin meaning of the word.”

I’m in a school? Great, just great. He twitched, his wings rustled.

“It isn’t as bad as that, Mathias. Yes, we do have rules here, but for the time being, I only expect you to try to stay out of trouble and pretend to respect me. Most of the rules will have no use for you. But we expect you to respect your elders, keep your bad language at a minimum, and above all else, try to be a kid. You will not be attending classes with the others. The rest of it will come in time. Is that agreeable to you?”

Mathias thought for a moment. “I either stay here or go back on the streets. Not like there’s really a choice there.” 

“Now, we need to get you some clothing and show you where you will live while you are with us.”

He hoped he wouldn’t have to wear some dorky uniform. And again, Master Tepes seemed to read his mind. Mathias felt a strange probing in his brain, a probing he could not see.

“Mathias, you will have regular clothes. You are completely unfit for a classroom environment. Mostly because the moment one of the children makes you angry, you will become violent. I understand; you are used to that. You’ve had to learn to do it to survive, but we cannot have that here.”

He stopped in the middle of the hallway. “How did you know what I was thinking?”

Master Tepes stopped and turned seeing the anger in the young man’s eyes. “I apologize, Mathias. It is something that our kind is rather adept at. Remind me to teach you to block your thoughts before the day is out. Now, may we continue?”

Mathias decided not to fight any of it. It was better to go along with things for the time being. So, he allowed himself to be led down another maze of hallways. It was all so different. He never felt so out of place in his life, and at this point, that was saying something.

* * * * *

After getting some clothing that fit from the tailor, Master Tepes led Mathias back to his office.

“Just wait out here, Mathias. I need to make a call that I forgot about.”

“You mean you can actually forget something?” Mathias asked, smirking.

Master Tepes smiled. To Mathias, it looked kind of friendly, but he’d learned not to necessarily trust that. 

“Give me a few minutes and I will show you your quarters.”

Mathias nodded and watched the great door close without the Master even touching it. “It’s gonna be cool to learn how to do that.”

Suddenly, he heard a roar. Wind hit him so hard that his wings blew backwards. He looked around, but saw nothing. It was odd. Wind wasn’t supposed to blow at random moments indoors, but then, he had to wonder if there was anything normal about this place. He felt something coming toward him. Dread crept up his spine. His heart hammered in his chest. Some sort of suppressed instinct was telling him that bad crap was coming. He readied himself.

And then the wind stopped. In front of Mathias, there stood two young men who looked to be around his age. The taller of the two seemed to be in charge. He had a presence, like he knew he was better than everyone else. They were both dressed in the school uniform, which was opulent enough, but he could tell from the snobbish expressions on their faces that both probably had money.

“The first rule here is that the lesser look only at the feet of their superiors,” the tall one said.

Never one for rules, Mathias glared into their eyes. “And who the fuck do you think you are?” he asked and crouched down with his hands up in front of his face in case he had to fight.

The tall one looked shocked. Mathias guessed that the kid had expected him to cower or something

He was blonder than anyone Mathias had ever seen, except maybe that elf guy from those Peter Jackson movies. “I am Konstantin Nikolayevich Karsavin, of the Moscow Karsavins. If you were not a member of the lower class, you would know what that name means.”

Mathias allowed the taller boy to push him. The kid didn’t understand that death was staring him in the face.

* * * * *

His mind flip-flopped. Instead of this Karsavin guy in front of him, he remembered Timmy, Rick, and Claire. His own bullies. His cousins. Mathias couldn’t imagine how they were related, but they were. 

* * * * *

Mathias was sitting outside, his back up against a tree. There was a dog pen beside the tree. The dog inside it was a scruffy old thing with fur that was a mixture of brown, white, and tan. Mathias didn’t know what type of dog he was, just that he was a mutt. Timmy, Rick and Claire hurt the animal, and Aunt Annette allowed it. Mathias was starting to feel like he had more in common with the dog than his relatives. There was no escape.

He stuck his fingers through the box wire of the dog fence. 

“Here boy.” Mathias said softly.

The dog came over, sniffed his fingers, and began licking them. Mathias sank to his knees by the pen keeping his fingers where they were. Tears fell. It was as if everything, his parents,
his
situation had come to a head. What hurt the most was that the only thing around that cared enough to comfort him was the dog. He missed his mom so much. “If I ever get out of here, I’m taking you with me,” he said to the dog. 

And then, he heard footsteps behind him. Mathias turned his head. The bulk of his cousin stood over him. At sixteen, Timmy was about six feet tall. He wasn’t fat, but he was solid. To Mathias, he looked like a bear.

“Aww, widdle baby misses Mommy and Daddy?” Timmy said in a bizarre high-pitched voice.

Mathias wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “Just leave me alone, okay?”

Timmy grabbed Mathias by the front of his shirt and pulled him so close that their noses were almost touching. “Listen, you dick. You don’t order me. I’m in charge, get it?”

The big oaf dropped Mathias to the ground with a thud. Before Mathias could move, he kicked him hard in the ribs.

Timmy stood there, grinning. “Remember, cross me, and you’ll get it.”

Timmy turned and went back into the house. Mathias watched, trying to catch his breath. As Timmy walked into the house, Mathias looked up and saw his aunt at the window. She was smiling. She had to have watched the whole thing. But, what scared him the most was that it was a proud smile. He was doomed.

* * * * *

On the day of his parent’s funeral, Mathias woke to the sun shining. It was ironic that on the day that made it official that he was never going to see his parents again, the sun would be shining. Most people would think that it would be a sign from God that
everything was going to be okay, but Mathias knew better.

He was in a daze getting ready. Almost as if he was trying to make it all not happen by not being consciously there, but when he saw his parent’s caskets he couldn’t stop himself and began to cry.

He felt a sharp pain in his shoulder. Mathias turned him head and saw Timmy, smiling.

“Fucking pussy.” Timmy whispered.

Mathias didn’t grace his cousin with an answer and turned his head back in the direction of his parents. He didn’t want to say goodbye like this, but it wasn’t as if he had a choice.

He stood there as long as he was allowed. But eventually, he felt fingernails press into his arm.

“Come on Mathias, we need to get going.” His aunt said.

He let her to lead him away. There was no sound. No breeze. No nothing. It was almost as if time has stopped for that one moment.

He didn’t remember being in the car. He didn’t remember the reception at the church, although he was somewhat aware that he’d eaten. The only thing that he was conscious of was his head hitting the pillow and everything going black.

* * * * *

The day his aunt decided to leave him alone with the “monsters”, that had been the worst. It was a normal day; at least it felt like one. Up at dawn to start breakfast, Mathias hurried through his chores. He was just placing the food on the table when Aunt Annette stormed in.

“I’ve had enough of this rat hole. I’m going to Harrisburg. I need a new dress anyways. I’ll be home sometime this evening. Timmy, you’re in charge.” She smiled. “Make sure to take care of things the way I like.”

“Yes, Mommy,” Timmy said.

A chill crept into Mathias’ bones. Timmy was the mastermind behind most of the tortures that he was always being subjected to. He watched his aunt leave and hoped to be able to hide out the day, but he wasn’t that lucky.

Timmy was a giant compared to Mathias. And he had the mind of an amoeba, but he was strong. Mathias knew that if the larger boy managed to catch him, he might as well figure he was done for. Rick and Claire wouldn’t be any help. Nine and ten respectively, they adored their older brother and did everything he said. Nothing ever seemed to faze them. They were like smaller smarter versions of their older brother.

Hiding became impossible very quickly. Before he had a chance to run, Mathias found himself slammed against the wall of the dining room. 

“Listen here, you little creep!” Timmy snarled. “Everything that happens here today, it never happened. Got it?”

If he hadn’t been so scared, Mathias would have commented on the ridiculousness of his request, but he knew making comments like that would only make things worse.

“Yes.” Mathias said.

“Yes what, Pussy?” Timmy asked.

“Yes, sir.” Mathias took a deep breath. He knew that if he didn’t call the idiot sir, the beating would be worse than usual.

Timmy looked at the others. “Rick. Claire. Grab his arms. I think we’ll play with him in the basement. The little ones giggled and complied.

Don’t cry. Whatever you do, don’t cry. He knew he had to be strong. Dumb animals responded to fear. There was a possibility that if he didn’t show fear, he’d have a chance. 

They dragged him from the kitchen into the dining room. Timmy threw open the old basement door; it shook on its hinges. They lugged him down the basement steps and his arms felt like they could go out of socket any minute.

The basement was dark, but not as dark as he expected it to be. The air was musty, clouded with years of mildew. To a normal person, it was a typical basement complete with piles of moldy boxes. To Mathias, it was, at that moment, the scariest place he’d ever seen.

With Timmy on one end, and Rick and Claire on the other, they threw Mathias on their father’s work bench. He tried to get his arms free, but they must have planned this for a long time. Rick and Claire quickly tied his arms down to the legs of the workbench.

Come home, goddamnit. Please God, let somebody save me.
He breathed hard. No one came. There was no escape.

Timmy stripped Mathias’ pants and underwear off. Mathias kicked at Timmy’s head and the giant slammed his leg back down to the table and secured his legs with more rope tied to the table. As much as he wanted to do something amazing to save himself, he couldn’t. Timmy was stronger and he was helpless. He felt tears roll down his cheeks.

“Fucking pussy. Gonna cry now are we?” Timmy pulled the belt from his own pants.

Mathias could only watch in horror. As fast as the strike from a black mamba, Timmy brought the belt down across Mathias’ chest.

“Screw you!” Mathias screamed.

“Screw me?” Timmy laughed. “We’ll see how much you wanna screw me.” He reached behind him and brought out his father’s blow torch.

“Rick, have you ever smelled burning flesh before?” Timmy asked.

Rick shook his head.

Timmy lit the torch. Mathias screamed.

“Shut the fuck up, you fucking pussy.” Timmy walked closer. “You scream like a girl, you know that faggot?”

Mathias held back another scream.

“You scream like a girl, might as well turn you into one.”

Mathias could only pray to whatever gods were listening that somehow something would save him. But still, no one came to his rescue. He could only watch in horror as Timmy lowered the blow torch near his privates. Just as he could feel the heat and smell the stench of burnt hair, outside a car door slammed.

Timmy quickly shut off the blow torch and Rick and Claire quickly untied him. The three “angels” ran up the stairs. Mathias wiped the tears from his eyes and cleaned up the remnants of the mess. One thing was made perfectly clear, if he stayed there, they were going to kill him.

* * * * *

“I don’t know how many times I’ve told your father that the brakes on that goddamn car need fixed.”

Mathias watched silently from the doorway to the basement as his aunt slammed things around in the kitchen. The angels stood near her, ready to do her bidding, whatever it happened to be.

“Your father needs to understand that I refuse to be put in danger anymore,” she said. “The wheels feel like they’re going to fall off that damn car, and if he doesn’t want to fix it, he can drive the fucking thing.” She leaned over and kissed each of her children on the cheeks. 

Mathias couldn’t help but grimace.

“I just don’t know what I’d do without my little angels!” She squealed, the frustration apparently dispersed by her obsession with her monsters.

When she looked up, Mathias felt caught in her gaze like a deer caught in the headlights of a car.

“What are you doing, Mathias Drvar?” she asked. You could hear the mean in her voice.

“Just getting ready to clean the basement, Aunt Annette.”

She nodded, hesitantly. “Well, get on with it then. I have a list of things I want done before your uncle gets home.

Mathias went back down the basement steps, closing the door behind him.

“I can’t fucking believe it,” he whispered.

To give the impression that he actually did something, he moved a few boxes and rummaged through papers until most of the floor was open for use. Behind a stack of boxes, he found the old door that led to the yard on the other side of the house. A way out. He thanked God and after making himself a path to the door that wasn’t too obvious, he slumped against a box and sighed in relief.

* * * * *

His brain snapped back to the present. They were staring at him. Konstantin walked closer. Mathias waited to see what was going to happen. The blond reached up and rapped Mathias on the head. “Are you retarded?

Mathias growled. “No.” He wanted to beat the shit out of him, but he did not know the rules here. Last thing he needed was to have some sort of bizarre punishment hanging over his head. Besides, it wasn’t exactly smart to start a fight right in front of Tepes’ office. The man was Dracula after all.

“You’re going to learn to pay attention around here. We’ll make sure of that.” Konstantin and his side-kick nodded in agreement.

“So lesser, what is your name?” the other one asked. He was as dark as the other one was light. They looked like opposite sides of the same coin.

Mathias held his head high. For once, his odd sounding name would come in handy. “My name... is Mathias Drvar.”

Konstantin and the other boy visibly froze.

Mathias wrinkled his brow. He’d never had that reaction before.

It was Konstantin who first recovered. “You are joking, aren’t you?”

Mathias rolled his eyes. “No, dipshit, I’m Howdy Doody.”

Konstantin and his friend turned to look at each other. They stayed like that for awhile, and Mathias could almost swear that they had been having some sort of conversation without opening their mouths. Suddenly, their expressions changed and their attention once again focused on Mathias.

“We apologize for any inconvenience we may have caused you, Master Mathias,” they said in unison.

Mathias found himself reminded of the old movie Invasion of the Body Snatchers. They were so weird. Suddenly, the great door opened.

“Master Tepes!” Konstantin said, looking sheepish.

“Ah yes, thank you, Konstantin. I trust that from this point forward, there will be no trouble?” Tepes asked with a knowing smile.

“Yes, sir,” Konstantin turned to Mathias. “Again I apologize, Master Mathias. I truly did not know that you were back. If you need anything, don’t hesitate to call on me.”

“Not fucking likely.” There was something seriously wrong. When had he been here so that now he was back? 

“Now that you are known to us, we will spread the word. No one will bother you,” Konstantin said.

And with that, both boys walked away from the office and down one of the various hallway mazes.






  

















Chapter Three





“So you had the pleasure of meeting Konstantin and Vasily, did you?” Tepes asked.

“What is their malfunction? I mean seriously.” Mathias flexed his wings. He still wasn’t used to having them, and playing with them was somewhat entertaining.

Master Tepes motioned for Mathias to follow him into his office. “Mathias, please sit. I have much to explain.”

Mathias plopped himself down in the black leather chair across from the Master vampire. The room was plastered white, and every piece of furniture within it was completely black. The only object of color in the room was a small red rose in a vase on the desk.

“I am going to tell you a few things, but not everything,” Master Tepes said softly.

“Now wait a goddamn—“

“No, Mathias. Listen. I do not tell you everything because it is difficult for me to talk about, not because you don’t have the right to know. For now, until you get used to your new life, please take what I have the ability to give. I promise you, in time, you will know everything.”

Mathias couldn’t believe it. “Just how in the fuck do you expect me to trust you? I don’t know you. You could be biding your time before you try to fuck me for all I know.”

Tepes ran his hands through his hair and paused; holding his temples. “Mathias, although you will not believe words, I am not, as you so crudely put it, trying to fuck you. I am trying to give you a new life.”

Mathias slumped further into the chair.

“Now, may I continue?” he asked. Mathias nodded.

“Your name is very... famous amongst our kind. Mathias was known as one of our great warriors. He is said to have been the bravest, the strongest, and most cunning vampire in history. He once tricked the Turkish sultan to let me go by pretending to give him rule over Wallachia, and then he gave the rule to me and my family. Together, we kept the Turks from taking over Eastern Europe. 

“Mathias was also known to be a graceful flyer, but I digress. His soul is very old, as old as time, and at one point, he was a son of Lilith, our Queen. But after he died in a great fire, it was several centuries before his soul resurfaced. All of this occurred even before recorded history.”

Mathias rolled his eyes. “Why should I give a shit?”

Tepes sighed. “Because, Mathias. You need to understand why the others treat you the way they will. You need to know what they are thinking, and I’m sure that with your trust issues, you will want to know everything you can.”

Mathias glared. What the hell does he know about me anyway? Yeah, I don’t trust him. Why the fuck should I? But the rest— why the fuck does it have to be so complicated?

Tepes smiled. “Everything in the vampire world is always complicated, Mathias. But I digress”

Mathias’s breath grew heavy. He wasn’t liking this at all. “Get out of my goddamn head!”

Tepes laughed. “I’m not in your head; I can simply hear your thoughts. We’ll address that in a moment. Now, may I please continue?”

He looked at the elder vampire. It’s not like he stood a chance against him anyway. After a bit, he nodded. He might as well listen to what Tepes wanted to say. Get it over with.

Tepes smiled. “When Mathias’ soul did resurface, roughly during what you know as one thousand AD. It was this lifetime that his soul became the Mathias we know and love. As Mathias, he was a friend to Nosferatu, and a member of Lilith’s court. But after a grave misunderstanding, he was killed by her. We tend to tell a slightly different version of this tale to keep from making the children of the school frightened of their Queen. But you don’t need to worry yourself about that.

“It was said that when Mathias returned to us, he would, for the rest of time, bear the same name. This was so that he could finish the life that was taken from him. So simply because you bear the name, Mathias, you are inadvertently caught within this legend, and that is why young Konstantin acted so strangely.”

“I can’t be the only kid with the name Mathias. That’s just idiotic.”

Tepes chuckled. “Well, there’s a bit more to it than that. But you are the only Mathias with pale skin, dark hair, and blue eyes. And since those are the features our Mathias was born with. People pay attention.”

“My... my mother said it was a family name.” He sat back in the chair, not knowing what to think.

“Relax, Mathias. There are many ways that a family name can be passed down. I am related to the original Mathias by blood. But I promise you, you are the first vampire in your family in centuries.”

Mathias shook his head. There was a lot to get used to.

“Mathias, come.”

He looked up to see Tepes standing in the open doorway. “We have much more to get done today.”

Mathias got up from the chair and walked over. “That reminds me, where am I staying?”

“You will be staying with me.”

Before Mathias had a chance to say anything, Master Tepes had raised his hand and silenced him. “You will have a separate room with a lock on the door. I simply felt that it would be better for you to stay with me. I am your sire, after all.”

Mathias looked around. It would help if he had a weapon, but he could see nothing in sight that he could grab without Tepes noticing.

“Mathias, you have no need of a weapon. But if you insist, I will let you pick one out since you are so adamant. But before I forget, you are going to learn to block those thoughts of yours.”

Mathias hoped he didn’t piss Tepes off. So far, he seemed to be trying to help him, but it was hard.

“Enough of that, Mathias,” Tepes said. “Now, to block your thoughts I need you to relax your spine until you feel a chill.”

Mathias tried, and after a moment, achieved the effect Tepes spoke of.

“Now, imagine a brick wall forming in your mind; keeping what you want inside, away from prying eyes, away from those you do not trust.”

He did as he was told, but did more. He imagined a steel plate slamming down behind his eyes. In his mind, it was completely impenetrable.

“Now, I am going to try to read your thoughts,” Tepes said.

Mathias felt gentle probing, but nothing more.

“Well done, Mathias!” Tepes reached out to pat Mathias on the shoulder, and Mathias shirked away. Tepes withdrew his hand and had an apologetic expression on his face. “Now, I think we need to do something about your hair.”

Mathias glared. “My hair is fine.” No one was going to touch his hair. The last person to cut it was his mother, and he wasn’t about to let anyone else touch it and take that away from him.

Tepes sighed. “Mathias, I realize that you find it hard to believe, but I do these things because I care.”

“Look, I don’t belong here. I’m dirt poor. And when somebody gives you something, they always want something back. I can’t afford to pay any of this back, and I’m not about to let you take it out of me.”

“Mathias first of all, let me worry about the cost. Second, I have plenty. When you’ve been alive as long as I, you tend to collect it. Just try to enjoy yourself. That is all I ask.”

It wasn’t an easy pill to swallow. Mathias couldn’t figure out any other reasons than those that had been given to him by Master Tepes for all of the nice things he was doing for him. But there had to be a catch somewhere, but so far, there had been no clues as to what. And besides, who ever heard of a vampire child porn ring?

“Mathias?” Tepes asked.

Mathias looked up. “Huh?”

“You haven’t heard a thing I’ve said, have you?”

“No...I-“

“Mathias, it’s all right. I was simply pointing out the architectural details of our school, but it really isn’t that important.”

It was frustrating. It seemed like everything Mathias did was wrong. He wasn’t sure how this was going to work.

“As I said before, our school is called simply, The University. It is called by the term to mean the old Roman use of the word. It has been in operation for a very long time. The castle you are standing within is fashioned after the castle that I had near the river Arges. It is your standard castle of the 1400’s, complete with a strong outer wall and a rather large courtyard.”

“But didn’t you die? Like at the hands of the Turks?”

“Oh Mathias, that is a story for another day. But, I digress. You will find out everything soon enough. 

“As I was saying, because this school is as it is, if you find yourself expelled for any reason, you will no longer be recognized by the governing council. In smaller instances, this means that you are simply ignored. In more serious situations, it means death.”

“Since when do vampires have a government?”

“Mathias. The council was started by your namesake. It is made up of the eldest living members of our kind. It is this council that ensures that the world still believes that vampires are mere fantasy. If you abide by the laws I teach you, you will never have to concern yourself with the council.”

“Is the council just the council?” Mathias scratched his ear, bored.

“We call it, ‘The Order of the Dragon’. The humans liked it and made a version of it a part of their church in the 1400’s. Now it is ours again.”

“So, if I do something the council doesn’t like, will they kill me?”

Tepes shook his head. “Trust me; you don’t want to find out.”

They passed through another hallway and into a courtyard. Medieval stonework surrounded the garden. Each brick seemed to have its own place. Amongst the stone was a mixture made of various types of small pebbles. He was reminded of the look of Roman cement he’d seen in history books in school. 

Around each pillar at each arch that indicated a hallway, there was a bed of flowers surrounding the base. It looked like the type of castle you see in fairy tales, not the type of castle that you would expect Dracula to live in. Mathias stopped. There in the middle of the courtyard was a great statue. He had never seen anything like it. 

It was a tall, winged figure that was made of bronze; its patina shimmered in the light of the sun. Something about the statue made him feel contradictory, almost as if he was calmed at the sight of it, but upset that it was on display.

“Yes... That, I do believe, is your namesake.”

* * * * *

Mathias allowed Master Tepes to lead him across the courtyard, and into another hallway.

“This building is comprised of the dorms for each year. Exceptions are given to various special societies on campus that accept members in the upper years. There are no separations between years in the dorms for the special societies. Nevertheless, the dorms have a hierarchy all their own—the first years being on the top floor. While that does provide for extra protection, it has more to do with the upperclassmen not wanting to climb the stairs.”

Mathias was bored. He stood off to the side rubbing his wings against the stone of the building, lost in the ecstasy that the good scratch provided.

Tepes paused and rolled his eyes. “I know I am long winded, but this is information that you need to know.”

Mathias sighed and pulled himself away from the wall.

* * * * *

Tepes took a good look at Mathias. He thought that although the boy had lived through much in his short years, he was salvageable. He was still a child, and that was a good thing. He wasn’t completely lost. It would take time, but he never had to worry about that. He was a vampire, after all. But nevertheless, he must take care to ease the boy into their world. As it was, the child was much too thin and pale, and coming from a vampire, that meant something. “Mathias, are you all right?”

Mathias turned to Tepes. He watched as the child wiped his face with his hands. 

“Why?” Mathias asked.

“You do not look well.”

The boy smiled. “Nah, all this is just weird. So, uh, how long is this going to take?”

* * * * *

They left the dorms and entered another hallway. Mathias wondered how he was ever going to remember how to get around in this place. But then, he got used to Nic’s, so he could get used to the castle.

“This is the building in which classes are held. As I am sure you’ve noticed, it is quite dark. Some of our professors prefer the dark, but you won’t need to worry about that,” Tepes said.

Just as soon as those words left Tepes mouth, a wisp of a woman with long dark hair walked past. Her frame was small and slight, almost like a fairy. Her chin was slightly pointed, and the whole effect was somehow beautiful. She was wearing a burgundy dress with gold threads. Her chest billowed out of the top of it just slightly. When she saw Mathias, she acted as if she might know him, but then she quickly ducked her head and darted down the hall. Mathias was puzzled. “What was that?”

Tepes laughed. “I think you mean, ‘who was that’. That, Mathias, is our queen.”

“If she’s the queen, why’s she here?”

“Because she teaches here. Her villa is in Italy.”

“Why doesn’t she have a castle?” Mathias asked.

Tepes smiled. “You haven’t seen the size of her villa.”

Mathias stopped. “What’s wrong with her?”

“Why do you ask that, Mathias?”

Mathias rolled his eyes; it wasn’t worth his time to explain. “Never mind.”

“Come Mathias. I think you’ve been through quite enough for one day. Let’s get you to your new home.” Tepes motioned for Mathias to follow, and he did.

* * * * *

Mathias was uncomfortable. His new “home” was so opulent that he imagined that Buckingham Palace would be ashamed. He had never seen so much gold on any surface in his life, and to be honest, it made him sick to look at it. 

He would have been happy with a room; a clean room would have been great. He didn’t even need a bed, but this was verging on ridiculous. First of all, his room was the size of the old house he’d lived in with his parents. And if that wasn’t bad enough, he had a small area that housed a refrigerator, a living area complete with a couch and a large TV, and that wasn’t the worst part. His bed was massive. It was a four poster with a canopy. The entire monstrosity was draped in burgundy velvet. To say that Mathias felt completely out of place would be one hell of an understatement.

He did not complain, however. It wasn’t because he was afraid. No, it was better to play it safe and act like nothing was wrong. If he complained, well, the last time he complained, his aunt had hit him, and these were vampires. Who knew how many years of experience they had. Not to mention, knowledge of torture.

He thought it was nice to be off the streets, at least for a while. He didn’t belong here. For Mathias, the idea of a street punk living amongst all this stuff just didn’t make sense. He’d let Tepes get him in decent shape, and when he knew what he needed to know to survive, he’d jam.

There was a knock on the door.

“Yeah?” he asked.

“Mathias, may I come in?” Tepes asked through the door.

“Uh... sure.” Mathias smoothed his clothes, and felt fascinated by the texture of the new cloth. Magically, his wings fit exactly outside of his shirt, and when he’d asked, Tepes had said it was magic that was developed by a vampire centuries ago.

Tepes entered the room with a concerned look on his face. 

Mathias looked around, trying to figure out what was wrong. 

“Mathias, I am worried. Your thoughts are all over the place. I can hear them through the door.” Tepes settled himself on the couch and rested his hands on his knees.

Mathias sat down on his bed and sighed. It was going to be hard to get away with anything here. “Why are you worried? You know I can survive.”

Tepes sighed. “But Mathias, this is Siberia. Surviving in Siberia is different than surviving in the city.”

Mathias didn’t understand. It was strange to have someone worry about him when there was nothing to worry about. “I still don’t understand why you give a shit.”

The great vampire raised his wings and then resettled them around his shoulders like a cloak. “Mathias, where do you really have to go? Why don’t you just give me a chance to make your life better?”

Mathias raised his head and stared. It was hard, so fucking hard. He wanted to trust someone, but it was too soon. “It would be easier if I knew why you were doing it.”

“I know you, Mathias. Probably better than you know yourself. You never could stand to have someone take care of you. You were always so independent.”

“Uhh...” Mathias stared and cocked his head to the side like a dog. 

And then, it was almost as if Tepes realized what he had just said. “I apologize, Mathias. I know that this is a different time, a different place. You see, the first Mathias was my best friend. He was like a brother to me. And you are so much like the man he was. 

“He was independent to a fault. I remember once that Mathias was in battle and had broken his leg badly in a fall. Rather than getting off the battlefield, he continued to fight with that broken leg. I still don’t know how he did it. Sometimes he would be hopping around; other times he would actually put weight on that leg. It was something to watch.”

Mathias paused. Not only was what Tepes talking about completely bizarre, but this was the first time he’d been called a man, not young man, not boy, but man.

“Sir?” he asked, very surprised when the name of respect flew out of his mouth. He wasn’t being controlled, it just happened.

Tepes wiped at his eyes. “I’m sorry, Mathias. I came in here to comfort you, and here I am, blubbering like an idiot.” The man got up and began to walk across the room, but his feet got tangled and he fell like a load of dirty laundry, hitting his head on a nearby table in the process.

Mathias couldn’t help himself and snorted, trying to keep his laughter at bay. Gone was every image of the composed and poised ruler, and in its place was this person he never knew existed.

“Yes, yes. I know. I should watch where I’m going,” Tepes mumbled.

That was all it took. Mathias exploded in laughter and promptly fell off the bed.

“Ah-ha!” Tepes pointed his finger at his laughing charge. “You are not any different from me. It is very easy to fall.” He waited for a moment, Mathias was still laughing hysterically.

“Oh, go on. Laugh your head off for all I care,” Tepes left the room in what could only be described as a sulk.

Mathias rolled on the floor to face the door. “It might just be worth staying.”

* * * * *

At first, Mathias spent the majority of his time with Master Tepes. Most of this time was spent on so-called “vampire lessons”. He learned that he could still eat food and drink whatever he wished. Strangely, though, the eating and drinking only supported part of his nutrition. The blood was needed to keep his body from deteriorating. 

So, drinking blood became normal, and after a while, he didn’t even think about it. The blood, he’d learned came from donors who willingly sold their blood to the school. The students never came in contact with them and the blood was stored in the infirmary, much like at regular hospitals, for when it was needed. That way of storage was supposed to keep the blood the freshest.

Tepes taught him how to trust his wings and take flight. This ability came naturally to him. It did not require a run beforehand, as was the norm with many new vampires. For Mathias, he could simply leap into the air and feel completely at home. As soon as he was up in the air, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he had flown before, it was that easy for him.

He still did not trust those around him, but he was getting used to the routine. His day began at dawn, just as it had on the street. 

* * * * *

“So how can we run around in sunlight?” Mathias asked, looking over his notebook.

Tepes smiled. “I was wondering when we were going to get around to talking about that.” He grabbed Mathias’ notebook and other books and placed them on the floor. He put his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “Sunlight is something that you will never have to worry about, Mathias. At one time, there were two distinct types of vampires. One was called Lilitu and the other Myrddin. You would be considered to be of the Lilitu type. The Myrddin type has all but been wiped out except for some minor features. 

“When peace finally occurred after the last war between the races, thanks to your namesake, the Lilitu vampires shared their blood with the Myrddin vampires. This allowed the Myrddin vampires to walk in sunlight and eat. The myth about sunlight was lumped into vampire mythos because of porphyria, which was a horrible blood disorder that amongst other things had a side effect of severe sunlight sensitivity.”

Mathias looked around, and finally looked back into Vlad’s eyes. “So where did we come from?”

Tepes laughed. “That is the very question that every species has been asking on Earth since the beginning. Though honestly, it is a very long story and we have much more to deal with today.”

* * * * *

Several mornings later, Mathias found Tepes sitting at the dining table surrounded by a mountain of food, most of which Mathias had never seen. Tepes’ rooms were simply a continuation of Mathias’ own, lots of red and ornate smatterings of gold spread about the room. He wished he had some knowledge of style, but that information was beyond his grasp. The décor was just something completely unexpected, and Mathias had no idea what the elder vampire thought about how he was perceived in the “other” world. 

Mathias sat down at the table in the chair across from Tepes and began grabbing things that looked familiar from the various platters spread in front of them.

Tepes cleared his throat loudly and ruffled his wings in the process. 

“What?” Mathias asked.

Tepes stared at him, and then looked down at the table. “Have you no table manners?”

Mathias looked down. He had spread crumbs everywhere. Some of them had ended up in his orange juice.

“Okay, so I’m messy,” Mathias said.

“There is much more to it than that. You’ve seen how we hold ourselves here. Look at my place at the table.”

Mathias looked at the elder vampire’s place. Minus a slight bit of butter on the butter knife, there was nothing out of place. “So, nothing I do is right?”

He figured the man was being nice to him. If he wasn’t good enough to stay in Tepes’ rooms, why did he bring him here? They were all the same. People only wanted what they could get from you. 

“That I did not say. You need to learn from example, become the vampire you were born to be.”

Mathias didn’t know what Tepes’ plan was, but he was having no part of it. He looked up at Master Tepes. “Fuck you.”

If Tepes wanted a little peon, he could use someone else.

Tepes raised an eyebrow and breathed loudly through his nose. “Mathias, we do not speak with such vulgar language here. I’ve let you get away with quite a lot of bad language. And when you first came, we talked about that, did we not?”

“Well, this is the way I speak. If I’m such a goddamn mess, why did you bother?” Mathias tried to get up and leave the table, but quickly found that Tepes was once again asserting dominance. He simply could not move.

“Mathias Drvar, while you are in my home, you will abide by my rules!”

Mathias glared at the man seated in front of him. “Your rules? What fucking rules? I’m supposed to respect you just because you say so? Please. Your rules don’t mean shit! I never asked for this.”

Tepes rubbed his temples. “Oh, Mathias. Why do you always have to be so difficult?”

Mathias filled his mouth with saliva and spat into Tepes’ eye.

The great vampire stood. His height seemed to double and his wings blazed behind his back in what, to Mathias, looked like black fire. His eyes glowed red as coals. The vampire leaned over the table, stopping only when their noses were almost touching. “Do you want to die?”

For the first time in a long while, Mathias was scared. He was more scared than when his cousins were trying to kill him, more scared than when he died the first time. It all became real. The fear and the anguish made him feel like he’d been punched in the gut.

The vampire grabbed Mathias by the arm. Mathias stared at the man in shock. He thought the huge vampire was going to kill him for sure. Then, to really make all of this worse, Mathias wet himself. 

Tepes stopped, and then he released his hold on Mathias. “I... I’m sorry, Mathias.”

Mathias ran from the room and into his own, slamming the door shut behind him. He whipped back around and turned the key in the lock, even though he knew with the magic that Tepes had, the vampire could enter anywhere he liked at any time. But, the lock was something at least.

* * * * *

He crawled into his bed and buried his face in the covers. He wanted to escape, needed to, but he didn’t have the advantages he had the last time…

When Mathias was sure that his aunt and everyone were asleep, he packed his things and left his bag on the couch. Then, he tiptoed into the kitchen where his aunt kept her purse. Moving through the dark, he narrowly missed bumping into the kitchen table and managed to reach the counter without any mishaps. Just as he was reaching into her purse, her car keys tumbled from the purse onto the counter. He froze. “Please God, don’t let them wake up.”

He looked around. Somehow the noise wasn’t noticed. They hadn’t woken up. He wiped the sweat from his brow and grabbed the bills he could find in her purse. A few twenties, a fifty, and some ones. He had almost two hundred dollars. Then, he grabbed a few blank checks from her checkbook. He hoped that it would be enough to get him far away. He didn’t care where, just so long as he couldn’t be found.

He dashed back into the living room and grabbed his bag. He surveyed the house that had been his hell for the last few weeks. One thing he knew for sure, he would not miss this place. He would miss the dog, but he had no way of rescuing it.

As fast as he could walk without making much noise, he made his way back into the kitchen. He opened the door to the basement. “If I can get down these stairs God, please.” 

He crept down the stairs, remembering to close the door softly behind him. He weaved his way through the maze he’d made earlier. Once he reached the secret door he spat on his hands and smeared the hinges with it. He hoped it would be enough. He knew going back upstairs wasn’t going to work. If he left through the back door, the dog would probably bark. And, the front door was not an option. It was too close to his aunt’s room. This basement door was his only chance. “Please, don’t let them squeak.” He lifted his hand to the doorknob and turned it gently. The door opened stiffly, and seemed to grind against the hinges, but there was no squeak. Finally, the door would no open any more than it had, and Mathias squeezed between the door and the jamb and finally got out of the house.

He didn’t waste time trying to shut the door. He ran down the hill as fast as he could. He knew he had to get out of town, as quickly as possible. His aunt always got up at seven. If he could get out of there before then, he’d be okay. He didn’t even stop to take a breath, sticking to the shadows and froze in mid-step when he heard the sound of a car driving by. 

At last, he saw Main Street in the distance. Seeing the street gave him a bit of hope and he stopped to calm himself. No sense in rushing. He was there. He walked to the bus station as he would on any day, not wanting to draw attention to himself.

He was careful, trying not to make noise when he walked. So interested in not making a sound, he almost stepped on an old man slumped on the sidewalk. He was dressed in old faded clothing. Some of it bore the stains of god-knows-what, but at least it covered him, kept him warm. His long white hair was matted in spots, and he reeked of alcohol.

He sighed. “Not like I can get anything better.”

Mathias tapped the old man on the shoulder. The old man groaned in his sleep and farted. Mathias had to suppress a giggle. He shook the man. The man jerked awake and tried to scramble away.

“Mister, it’s okay. I just need some help.” Mathias said, hoping that he could calm the man down.

“Boy what you doin’ out here this late?” The old man asked while scratching his crotch.

“Mister, I gotta get out of here... If you buy me a bus ticket to New York City, I’ll give you twenty dollars.” Mathias figured that the guy looked like he could use it.


The man looked at Mathias for a minute. “You got that hungry look in your eye, kid. I’ll get you ya ticket. Don’t haveta give me no money neither. What’s your name?”

Mathias smiled. “Mathias Drvar. You sure about the money?”

“I’m sure, where you goin’ you gonna need it.”

Mathias nodded and handed the man a hundred dollars. The old man looked at the money for a moment, almost as if he was thinking about taking the money for himself, but thought better of it. They waited for hours. Anytime a car drove by, the old man hid Mathias behind his grimy coat. 

Finally, very early in the morning, a car pulled into the parking lot. A man stepped out of his old yellow Subaru and unlocked the door to the station. He was a wiry man wearing a grey uniform that consisted of a muted grey cotton shirt, a darker grey tie, and a pair of charcoal grey pants. He stepped in and locked the door behind him. After what seemed forever, the man inside the station opened the door and flipped the sign to “Open.” The old man patted Mathias on the head and walked into the bus station.

Mathias watched through the window. The bus station was old and cruddy. The walls were peppered with torn advertisements from various years. The chairs were the old neon plastic chairs on rails that had been popular during the nineteen sixties and seventies. The desk was covered in laminate that was peeling in places. He felt for the man as the sales person wrinkled his nose at the sight of him. The sales person checked the man’s ID and held it by the very edge as if not to touch it. A few minutes later, the old man was walking outside to him. He handed Mathias the bus ticket and some change. He couldn’t help but smile as the old man patted his hands after he handed him his things.

“Now, first bus outta here ain’t til 6:45. You hop on that bus, then change in Cleveland. After that, you’ll be going where you wanta go.”

Mathias’ eyes widened and he began to sweat. “What am I going to do until I can leave?”

“You gonna sit here with me. I’ll make sure you get on that damn bus.”

“Are you sure you don’t want anything?” Mathias asked.

“Nah, you need it more’n me. I can take care of me’self. Take care kid. Where you goin’, it ain’t easy.”

Before he knew it, he was on the bus and leaving town. He wrapped his arms around his knees and leaned back into the bus seat. 

It felt good to be free.

* * * * *

In Cleveland, he grabbed a candy bar from a machine and ate. It wasn’t the best breakfast in the world, but it was something. The bus station was a lot more modern than the one he’d been in at Wheeling. He sat and waited. He kept to himself. It was hard not to be nervous, but at least he was out of West Virginia, and he had a few hours on them. 

When he arrived in New York, hours later, even though he was tired and hungry, he couldn’t help but be in awe of the city that stretched before him. It was early evening. Amidst all the flashing lights and souvenir sellers, there was a certain charm about the city. It felt dirty, and smelled kind of funny—like a combination of dirt, metal, and meat, but somehow, it all made it seem more real. The skyscrapers seemed to encase the city inside its own protective cover. And to think, he was really here, Broadway, the Rockettes, he was in a place that most of his family only dreamed about. He looked around, saw the crowds, and relaxed. 

The buildings were far bigger than anything Mathias had seen before. He saw no trees, nothing green, only the grey sky peeping over the tops of the tall buildings. Of all the things he knew, Mathias had one thought on his mind— that this would be a place where he could get lost, and that was just what he needed.

He slung his bag over his shoulder and stepped out into the melee of the New York City sidewalk system. People came from all sides, and he allowed himself to be carried along with the tide. 

Eventually, he noticed that the tide was thinner. Looking around, the buildings weren’t as nice as those he’d first encountered. He was only a couple of blocks from the bus station, but the difference was startling. The buildings, at one time would have been kind of nice looking, now they were covered in graffiti and crumbling on top of themselves. They didn’t look safe.

He looked around and found an old hotel. It was dirty looking with murky windows that you knew hadn’t been washed in decades. He walked in, and approached the counter.

“Whatcha want, kid?” The man behind the counter was dirty. His black hair was plastered to his scalp with sweat, and sweat stains stained the armpits of his white t-shirt.

Mathias adjusted his backpack. “I need a room for the night.”

The man stared at him and sat back down on his chair behind the counter. “Get lost, kid.”

“What? I have money.” 

The man rolled his eyes. “You got ID?”

“No, I don’t need ID unless I want to get my learner’s permit.” Mathias stared at the man.

“Exactly.”

Mathias sighed. “I don’t understand.”

“Kid, we don’t rent to no one under eighteen. No place in this city will give a room to somebody under eighteen without a guardian. Now, get outta here, I’m missing my soaps.”

Mathias slunk out of the hotel. There was nothing to do now but get something to eat. He
stepped into a diner a couple of blocks from the hotel. The diner looked just as shabby on the inside as it did on the outside, not that he could really tell because the windows were so dirty. They were so murky with grime that Mathias could barely see the “Pinky’s Place” sign painted on the window. He took a deep breath and entered the diner.

The counter looked a bit less dirty than the booths, and Mathias sat down on a stool and waited. Not long after, an old waitress came over to get his order. Her hair was dyed clown red. She wore a pink uniform that had seen too many trips in the washer and her face was a mask of lines. Her blue eye shadow was so blue that Mathias thought he was looking at an alien for a moment.

“Whatcha want?” she asked.

Mathias looked at the menu on the wall. “A turkey club, some fries, and a coke.”

The waitress turned to the open area to the kitchen. “Pinky! I need a turkey club and some frog sticks.”

Mathias’ heart hammered in his chest. “I don’t want anything frog!”

The waitress laughed. “Kid, you ain’t from around here are ya. ‘Frog sticks’ are French fries.”

“Then why didn’t you just say French fries?”

“Cause that’s the way it is at Pinky’s.”

She walked away, filled a glass with ice and coke and set it down next to Mathias’ elbow. He took the glass and took a long drink. It had been a long day- too long almost. Not long after, the waitress set his food and front of him. He was so hungry that he choked on his sandwich trying to eat too fast. After embarrassing himself and holding his own arm in the air, he got the choking stopped. He finished his sandwich and fries.

The waitress noticed and came over. “You want pie?”

“No thanks, I’m good.” Mathias wiped his mouth with his napkin. 

The waitress reached into the pocket of her uniform, gave him the bill, and went to wait on other customers. 

Mathias looked down, eleven dollars and seventy cents. He was going to need to find a cheaper way to eat. He took his bill to the register. 

“You ain’t gonna leave a tip?” The waitress asked as she got to the register.

“I need change first,” Mathias said.

She rang him up and handed him his change. He gave her two dollars and left the diner. He had no idea where to go. He wandered around, and finally settled himself in the alley behind the diner. He curled up with some old newspapers from the trash and used his backpack as a pillow.

He thought about his parents. He knew that they never expected Annette to act like she did, but it was still hard to think that his folks had wanted him to make something of himself, and here he was, living on the streets. But he was alive, and that was the important part.

* * * * *

The next morning, he dusted as much grime as he could from his pants and left the alley. A few blocks west, he found a small market with a display of fruit out front. He watched one of the employees talk to an old woman. She was small with gray hair that was cropped close to her head. The employee was an old Italian man who looked like he wanted to strangle the old woman. 

“I told you last week Mary, we don’t do credit. And we sure don’t do credit on oranges.”

The old woman looked like she was about to cry. “But George, I’ve know you for forty years.”

George looked like he wanted to slap himself in the face. “Yeah, and last time we gave you credit, you didn’t pay then, so no more Mary.”

The old woman hit George with her purse.

Mathias snatched an apple from one of the displays and ran off. It was the first time he’d stolen anything. It felt exhilarating. His heart beat fast and he felt like he could do anything. He sat down on a bus stop bench and ate his apple. After he was finished, he got up and began to walk. He knew he needed to find something better than an alley to sleep in if he could find it. Soon, he learned to watch where he walked, because of the broken sidewalks and after falling several times. 

“Hey, kid,” she said.

Mathias looked around. Finally, he spotted a black girl wearing a shiny silver jacket, a pink sequined tube top, a black leather mini-skirt, fishnet stockings, and the highest heeled boots that Mathias had ever seen.

“Get over here.” She motioned for him with her hands.

Mathias straightened the strap on his backpack and wandered over. She seemed sort of normal.

“Whatch you doin’, boy? You wanna get yo’self mugged?”

Mathias looked at her and raised his left eyebrow. “I’m just walking.” What did she care anyway?

She shook her head. “Boy, ‘less you stay wit me, you ain’t gonna survive da week.” She took Mathias by the arm. “Don’t you know you in hell, boy?”

She’s crazy. Completely fucking crazy.

“Hell, since I got here yesterday, I seriously doubt if I’d know where I was,” Mathias said with a smirk.

“Fuck boy, you crazy.” She sighed heavily. She took him by the arm and led him into the apartment building behind her. “You jus’ gonna haveta stay with Lucretia.” She shook herself. “Dequan jus’ gonna hafta deal.”

“Who’s Lucretia?” Mathias asked. This girl was the weirdest girl he’d ever met. But, at least she was being nice.

“Jesus Christ. Boy, you dumb. I’m Lucretia. You jus’ stay here til my shift be over. Then you and I’s gonna have us a long talk.”

“I’m Mathias.” 

She nodded and then walked back out of the building. 

The least she could have done was showed him something to do. But, he didn’t know where else to go, so he sat down on the steps and waited.

* * * * *

After a while, Lucretia came back. She stepped into the dim hallway, carefully avoiding the broken tiles as if not to mess up her shoes. “Come on, kid. Let’s get home. It’s so hot, my titties are so wet they’s makin’ noise when I walk!”

Mathias laughed. He followed her back out into the street. The sun was shining, and Mathias followed her and noticed her walk. She seemed proud and walked in what he would describe as a don’t-fuck-with-me sort of walk.

She stopped at a rundown hotel. It was the type that at night had the neon Jesus Saves sign above the door. 

“Cree, what the hell you bring home now?” A man standing on the stoop asked. He was tall, with a bald head and broad shoulders. His white wife beater shirt was sweat stained which made an odd and ugly contrast next to his dark skin. While his clothing was dirty and gross, he wore several gold chains around his neck that glinted in the sunlight.

“Dequan, this here’s Mathias. He gonna stay wif me for a while.”

The man looked Mathias up and down. “Mebbe’ in a few years he can work.”

Lucretia narrowed her eyes at him. “You listen to me Dequan Gregory; this here is a good kid. I ain’t gonna allow you to do him like dat.”

Dequan raised his lips in a snarl. “Girl, I ain’t in no mood today to deal with your bullshit. Fine, kid stays, but you goin’ to pay for him. He ain’t no concern of mine.”

Lucretia grabbed Mathias by the arm and led him into the hotel. The green paint was chipped from the walls exposing the old plaster underneath. The registration desk was a box with cast iron bars over the openings.

“Hey Carl!” Lucretia tapped her fingernails on the counter.

“Hold your horses, you mangy mutt.”

There was an old and decrepit white man behind the desk. Tufts of white hair stood up from his head from where he’d been sleeping. Carl grabbed a key from the hook behind the desk and passed it through the slot underneath the counter top.

“Dequan pay me up til next month?” Lucretia asked.

Carl looked at some papers on the counter. “Yep, you ain’t due til the fifteenth.”

Lucretia nodded. “Good. Oh, by the way. This here Mathias, he gonna be stayin wif me.”

Carl looked at Mathias. “Where he gonna go when you got guests?”

Lucretia sighed. “Didn’t think bout that. Shit.”

Carl shook his head. “Eh, don’t worry. Kid can come down here and watch TV in the office with me.”

“Damn Carl, what would I do without you?”

“Prolly drop dead.”

Lucretia laughed and led Mathias over to the elevator.

The ride was slow, but Mathias wasn’t going to complain. This place had air conditioning.

Lucretia got off on the sixth floor. She shook her head. “Boy, you gotta stop bein’ a
scaredy cat. People ‘round here can smell it, and if you ain’t tough like me, they’ll eat you alive.”

She unlocked a door and Mathias followed her into the room. The room was plastered in the same yucky green that was downstairs. The plaster wasn’t as chipped up here in the room. Lucretia had tried to make it look homey with posters on the walls and some multicolored fake flowers on the bedside table. The table was made of some sort of black plastic. The bedspread was old and looked like undulating ocean waves. It was probably the ugliest room Mathias had ever seen. It smelled musty.

“Nice digs, ain’t they? I try to keep it like this so’s I can kill the bugs when I see ‘em.”

“Bugs?” Mathias asked.

“The biggest motherfuckin’ cockaroaches you ever seen. I found a platform shoe kills ‘em best.” She laughed manically.

“Uh...o.k.” He didn’t like the idea of bugs, but bugs were better than sleeping outside.

She laughed again. “Boy, you kill me.” She picked up a shoe with a tall heel and a really thick sole. “See this here’s a platform shoe. You whack the damn thing with this and his guts go flyin’”

“You’re really weird, you know that?”

She smiled. “That’s why we gets along. You weird too.”

* * * * *

That night, Lucretia pulled Mathias into bed with her.

“Do you think this is o.k.?” Mathias asked.

She swatted him across the head with a pillow. “We’s sharin a bed, doofus. Not screwin. Sides, you too young fo me anyway.”

Mathias hunkered down under the covers and relaxed. Soon he was fast asleep.

* * * * *

Thump. Thump. Thump.

Mathias opened his eyes. “What are you doing?”

Lucretia was down on the floor, looking sweaty.

“I gotta exercise. Gotta keep my body nice cause I get more work thatta way.”

Mathias nodded and went into the bathroom taking his backpack with him. After he had showered and dressed, he came out and Lucretia was sitting on the bed watching TV.

“Good, you done. I been thinking bout things. You better jus stay here while I work. If ya get bored, go see Carl, but don’t go outside witout me. You ain’t streetwise enough yet and las thing I wanna see is you get yoself killed over some stupid bullshit.”

Mathias nodded. 

Lucretia pointed to a small refrigerator butted up against the wall. “Food in there. Take what ya want. I gotta get to work.”

Mathias watched her leave the room. She locked the door behind her. Somehow, he felt protected. Why she cared, he didn’t know, but she did, and it felt nice.








  

















Chapter Four





Tepes knew that he had really managed to botch things up. Mathias had always been willful, and this incarnation was no different. The boy needed to feel secure, Vlad knew that, but it was so difficult. But then, he could only imagine what Mathias had been like as a child originally. Something told Vlad that he should count himself lucky indeed.

More than anything else, he needed to offer some sort of peace offering to Mathias. And hopefully, he could figure out one that would keep Mathias with them all.

Vlad left his rooms and wandered through the maze of hallways into the highest and darkest section of the castle. There was very little light there. That was how Nosferatu liked it.

* * * * *

Mathias woke to voices. He could hear the other students at the school through the walls now and then. He would hear them moving around between classes. He didn’t really wish to join them, he had nothing in common with them, but it did get boring.

He knew now just how far he could push Tepes. And instead of a little bit of yelling, he’d really seen what the legendary vampire was capable of. He tried to stop shaking, but it was hard. Soon though, he heard some students in the hallway, leaning against the other side of the wall that butted up against his bed.

“You don’t want to go upstairs do you?” Mathias heard a nasty voice say.

“No, “a shaky voice said. Whoever it was sounded scared as hell.

“Upstairs is where Nosferatu lives,” the nasty voice said. There was kind of an attitude to it. This guy was a total dick.

The nasty voice was starting to sound familiar. Like one of those two kids who’d given him a hard time his first day.

“I don’t want to see Nosferatu,” the shaky one replied.

“You know the story of Nosferatu don’t you?” the nasty voice asked.

“No.”

“He’s a freak, an abomination. True, he’s our queen’s son, but he was made before any humans were even here. Our queen had relations with a bat.”

Do I even want to know why the Queen of the vampires did that? Uh, yuck.

“Is that even possible?” the shaky voice asked.

“If it wasn’t he wouldn’t exist, now would he?”

“But how?”

“According to my father, when the Queen first began to walk the earth, she was the only one of her kind that had made the trip. God himself had planned to send a pair of them, but that idea was changed by an uproar in Heaven caused by Adam.

“So Lilith had been sent down alone. With none of her kind around, she spent much of her time shape-shifted in the form of a bat. When God had sent Adam to earth, instead of his chosen one, Lilith chose to steer clear of Adam and his petty politics. She left the area to find her own way about the world. But God had made an error, and had sent Adam to earth as a human rather than as a vampire. After Adam got himself kicked out of the Garden of Eden with Eve, he began populating the earth, and as a result, creating his own army to fight the “demon” Lilith. 

“Hunted and fearful, Lilith kept to bat form. It was during this time that she recognized the soul of one of her soul mates residing in a fruit bat. She mated with him and left. Several months later, she bore a son. And that was the beginning of Nosferatu,” the nasty voice said. 

Then, Mathias heard a thud and a yelp. Jesus Christ, doesn’t anyone watch for crap like this here?

“So, lesser, Nosferatu isn’t like the rest of us. He’s insane. Who wouldn’t be with a story like that?”

“I don’t know,” the shaky voice said.

“Well, you do what I say, and you’ll never have to find out. You cross me again, and I’ll make sure you get a personal invitation.”

Then, Mathias heard footsteps walking away from his wall. “What a fucking asshole.” He had to admit though that it was interesting to hear all that crap about the Queen. It was good to know what type of people he was dealing with. It wasn’t like he knew who all of his enemies were yet.

He lay down on his bed, arms crossed behind his head. Part of him wished he could help the kid he’d heard, but he had his own problems and no answers for them.

* * * * *

Vlad paused in the hallway near Nosferatu’s rooms. He found it amusing that the kids at the school used Nosferatu as a scary story to spook each other, but the fact remained that Nosferatu was an odd creature and it was this oddness that made him valuable. The kids really knew nothing. Nossy, as Vlad preferred to call him, was a bit self-conscious of his bat-like features. So rather than bringing attention to himself, he chose to stay to the shadows. 

Some of Nosferatu’s actions could be blamed on his irritation at the common mistake the human race made by believing that Count Dracula and he were the same person, but things were much more complicated than that.

Before Mathias had been killed, over three centuries ago, Nossy had been close to him. Vlad knew that if anyone had a chance at reaching the boy, Nossy would. 

Vlad strode through the darkness until he found the door that always seemed cold to the touch. On it, he knocked once.

* * * * *

Vlad heard various bumps and noises coming from inside the chamber. And finally, Nosferatu, muttering to himself, answered the door.

“Vlad, why do you always have to come see me when I’m in the middle of something?” he asked, his wings were quivering. Probably, in frustration.

Vlad shook his head. “Don’t be so pedantic. I need your help.” He carefully stepped his way into the room and plopped himself down on a worn sofa. Nossy’s chambers were probably the messiest rooms in the entire castle. Not only was it cluttered, but it was all covered in a layer of dust.

Nosferatu closed the door and stood with his arms crossed. His wings were still quivering. 

Vlad knew something was bothering his old friend, but what, he could not tell. The old bat didn’t seem just frustrated at him. Maybe Lilith was giving him problems again.

“All right, you need my help...what did you do this time?” Nossy asked.

Vlad scratched his head. “Well, I know that you know I’ve found him.”

Nossy nodded. “Yes, so you’ve told me. Go on.”

“I had an argument of sorts with the boy... and I am ashamed to say, lost my temper.” He rubbed his hands over his face.

“Umm...” Nossy motioned for him to continue with a claw. 

Vlad could tell he was getting on his friend’s last nerve. He better be out with it before he ended up sitting here for hours while Nossy rambled for hours about whatever it was that had him in a state. “Nossy, I scared the child...he won’t even come near the door.” He sighed and sunk down into the sofa.

Nossy rolled his eyes and chittered at Vlad. “Tsk, tsk. Vlad, I would have thought you better than that. So, how does this concern me?”

“You...you were the only one who could reach him before.”

“Ah, yes. Here we go all over again. Why is it always, ’Nossy, help me.’ or ‘Nossy can you...’ Why is it never, ‘Hey Nossy, let’s go flying.” Nossy flapped his wings and smacked them against his back.

Vlad took a deep breath. “Nosferatu, you know damn well I ask you to do things with me. It is you who always says that you are too busy.”

Nosferatu chittered in a way that could be considered a laugh. “Yes... I know. But I have to blame it on someone, don’t I?”

Vlad laughed. “Yes, Nossy. You do. So, will you help?”

“Maybe,” he said, already moving through the door and down the hall.

Vlad couldn’t help it, he loved the old bat. Without Nosferatu, he’d be a very bored vampire.

* * * * *

Mathias sat on the bed, holding his legs to his chest. “Damnit.” He punched the pillow beside him. He’d done the unthinkable, the one thing you don’t do on the street- he’d shown his fear.

He’d already taken a shower, took one when he first ran into his bedroom. He had to get the piss off and he couldn’t risk dirtying anything that wasn’t his. Tepes had made his point. He was weak. And, not only weak, but a worthless piece of shit. 

There was so much he could have done. He didn’t get up off his ass to try to save that kid in the hall, he’d pissed himself, and now he was sitting there, feeling sorry for himself. The shower might have gotten rid of the smell, but it had done nothing to get rid of his embarrassment. If he’d been on the street and done this shit, he’d be dead. Maybe he wasn’t as tough as he thought he was. 

He didn’t let himself cry. Crying would do nothing for him except make him feel worse. He’d already wet himself, he didn’t need to add being a complete wimp to the mix.

Soon, he heard voices coming from the other room. He took a deep breath. At least he knew Tepes wouldn’t kill him. If he’d wanted to kill him, he’d have already done it. Doing it now made no sense. The only plausible explanation Mathias could come up with was that now that Tepes knew what scared him, he’d use it to his advantage. And he would also probably use that knowledge to make Mathias do things he didn’t want to do.

A knock sounded on the door. Mathias stayed on his bed.

“Hello,” said a tenor voice from the other side of the door.

Mathias didn’t recognize it. Vlad’s voice was deeper than that. “Who is it?”

The person on the other side of the door cleared his throat. “You would call me... a friend of the family.”

“Yeah, friend... right,” Mathias muttered. He stretched his wings and let them fall back down. Then, he got up off the bed and crept over to the door. He didn’t feel safe. He stood pressed against the wall next to the door. “That still doesn’t tell me who you are.”

“I have been called many things, but the most common has been Nosferatu,” the voice said.

Nosferatu, huh. Guess I’ll find out if he’s so scary after all. He stepped away from the wall, took a deep breath, and then opened the door. Standing in front of him was a tall thin creature thing with an almost bald head, skin the color of newspaper, pointed ears, and long, sharp front teeth. “What do you want?”

Nosferatu scratched at his head with his claws and straightened his black velvet jacket. “To talk.”

All right, talk was safe. “Okay.” He said aloud and stepped back from the door, allowing Nosferatu to enter his room. He didn’t bother to try to do anything for the creature and slumped down on the floor with his back against the wall. At least with his back against the wall, no one could sneak up on him from behind.

Mathias watched Nosferatu close the door, walk across the room, and sit down in a chair opposite of him. After a moment, the bald creature stared at Mathias and seemed to be sizing him up.

Mathias hated being this scared, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He pressed his back further into the wall. His wings were starting to hurt from being crammed against the wall.

Nosferatu’s eyes flashed red for a moment, and then turned back to black.

“You know, for the most part, Vlad’s bark is worse than his bite,” he said.

Mathias stopped pressing himself into the wall, let his wings relax and leaned forward. He stared into the vampire’s eyes. “And what the fuck do you know about it?” He had to try to look strong.

Nosferatu took a deep breath and scratched his arm with one of his wings. “Well, if I don’t know Vlad by now, I’ve got problems. Last time I counted, I’d known him for... well over... let’s put it this way, my mother is so old, even her genes are out of style.”



Mathias couldn’t help himself. He laughed. Nosferatu was probably the weirdest man he’d ever met. His looks, the way he did things, it was so over the top.

“See, now isn’t that better?” Nosferatu asked.

Mathias shook his head. “You are strange, you know that?”

Nosferatu smiled. “Yes, I know.” He then proceeded to adjust himself, popping out his wings and letting them gently graze the floor. His wings were different too, somehow pointier than the others Mathias had seen. 

Mathias was starting to think he was going to like this one.

“Now, we might as well get down to business. Vlad, you see, is a blunderer. No other way to put it. This is just one of many.”

Mathias raised his eyebrows. Wasn’t Dracula supposed to be like this elegant vampire god or something? Guess that’s why they say not to believe everything you read. “Like what?”

Nosferatu chuckled to himself. “Well, the best one was the first. Vlad also has been known by many names. The earliest was Lucifer.”

Wait. Dracula really is the devil? Nah. “You can’t be serious,” Mathias said.

“I am completely serious. For you see, Lucifer did not fall the way you have been told he did. In the beginning, Mathias and Lucifer were the first angels that the Father created. He made them special, black feathers, pale features, the works. We were told that the father had even given them each a part of himself, so that they were able to do things that the rest of us just weren’t capable of.

“Every angel created after them was different, nowhere near what Mathias and Lucifer looked like. Even our Queen, my own mother, had white feathers.”

“You can’t honestly expect me to believe that.” Mathias rolled his eyes.

“Mathias, listen. If you don’t want to hear the story, fine. Tell me now. But if you do, I expect no interruptions.”

Mathias was quiet for a moment. It wasn’t as if he had anything better to do. He motioned for Nosferatu to continue.

“Very well then... As I was saying, even my mother had white wings. The Father had intended his special children to come to earth and pave the way for the human race. He had planned for Mathias and Lilith, our Queen, to go down and populate, but Adam destroyed it all. Before they were set to leave, Adam lied and told Mathias that the Father had something to tell him. So Mathias left the portal area and Adam went down instead of Mathias. That is how it all began.”

Nosferatu stretched his wings and let them gracefully fall around his shoulders. “The Father never intended for Adam to be a vampire. So, although his chosen one did not get to go down, he created Lilith in the form of a vampire and later put Adam to earth as a human. Lucifer’s fall came a few years later.”

Nosferatu waved his hand and a stone goblet appeared in it. He took a sip and settled the goblet between his knees. “Mathias and Lucifer felt unloved, mostly because Adam had gone down instead of Mathias. To make matters worse, Mathias and Lucifer did not believe that the Father had nothing to do with the change in plans, and they chose to believe what they wanted to believe— which was that the Father no longer loved them. Because they thought they had fallen out of favor with the Father, they spent most of their time complaining and whining all over Heaven.”

Nosferatu smiled and his eyes seemed lost in the mist of the past. “While they were in the middle of their daily walk and whine, Lucifer missed the cloud he’d been walking on, and literally fell. Mathias tried to catch him, but only ended up biting Lucifer on the ass.” Nosferatu snorted. “Why he tried to bite him to catch him, I’ll never know, but Mathias was always weird also... So the fall wasn’t a “fall from grace”, but when, in fact, Lucifer fell off a damn cloud.”

Mathias rolled around on the floor in hysterics. “He bit him on the ass?”

Nosferatu laughed. “Still bears the scar to this day. But he tries to blame it on some old sorry story about a fire monster.”

“What the hell is a fire monster?” Mathias asked.

The bald vampire rose from his chair, walked over to the bed, and turned it down. “That is a story for another day, and is best told by Vlad himself.”

“Why do you call him Vlad, and not Lucifer?”

Nosferatu snorted. “He prefers it that way. Seriously, how would you like to be called “The Prince of Darkness”?”

Mathias laughed. “Well, unless I was Ozzy Osbourne, I guess it would get kind of old.”

“Get some sleep. I’ll be here at breakfast. Vlad thought it best that the two of you spend some time apart. For now, I will be staying with you in his chambers.”

Before Mathias could protest, Nosferatu waved his hand in front of the boy’s eyes and Mathias collapsed onto the bed, fast asleep.

* * * * *

Click. Click. Click. CLICK. Click. Click.

Mathias jerked up in bed. “What is that?”

Click. Click. Click. CLICK. CLICK. CLICK.

He threw back the covers, got out of bed, and stepped closer to the door. He stood for a moment, listening. Then, he pressed his head against the door. The rapid fire clicks continued. When he couldn’t take it anymore, he threw open the door. There, sat Nosferatu sitting in a chair at the table. He closed his mouth and the clicking stopped.

Mathias rolled his eyes and stepped into the room. What a way to wake up. “What in the hell were you doing?” Mathias asked.

Nosferatu smiled. “Come get some breakfast. You look positively famished.”

Mathias felt amused that his question was ignored. The bat was weird anyway. Maybe he figured that his noise made the perfect alarm clock or something? 

Mathias walked over to the table and sat down in his usual chair. Then, he looked at the food covering the table. He’d never seen a spread like this. Various types of expensive fruits were scattered around the table. There were no plates or silverware. The only bit of normalcy Mathias had come to expect was a crystal goblet filled to the brim with blood.

“What’s all this?” He asked.

Nosferatu motioned for him to dig in. “I have...some different dietary requirements, and I thought, that maybe, you would enjoy it for a change.”

It had been a long time since someone had thought something so...simple in regards to things that he might like. He realized he missed that. He grabbed a pomegranate from the table, never having seen one before and leaned down to bite it.

“No!” Nosferatu grabbed the pomegranate from him. “These you don’t eat the flesh. The flesh is poisonous to humans, and the taste is very sour to us.” He used his thumbnail like a knife and cut the fruit in half. Then, he handed the fruit back to Mathias.

“You see, with pomegranates, you eat the seeds. No other part. Go on, try it.”

Mathias carefully pried a seed from the fruit and dropped it after realizing that his fingernails had grown quite long.

“What is the matter?” Nosferatu asked.

“My nails...”

Nosferatu produced a few clicks, much like the ones he’d heard earlier. “It’s normal. If they bother you, you can always file them. But remember, they do have their uses.”

Mathias nodded. It was hard for him; there was so much to get used to. He picked up the seed and popped it into his mouth. He bit into it, and pleased by the taste, smile. “This is pretty good.”

Nosferatu smiled back. “I am glad you think so. Pomegranates are one of my weaknesses.”

Mathias wondered why Nosferatu was so different from Vlad, but he kept his mouth shut. Vlad was always so serious while Nosferatu, well, he was just something else. This wasn’t the time to pry. Then, he remembered, the bald vampire hadn’t answered his question about the strange noise. “What is that sound you make?”

Nosferatu sighed. “It is called a chitter.”

“A what?” Mathias asked.

“A chitter,” he snapped, “I’m part bat.”

It was kind of interesting to hear him say it. It wasn’t like he wanted to be rude, but it was probably better to hear the story from Nosferatu himself instead of believing the story he heard. “How does that work?”

Nosferatu rolled his eyes. “Surely, you aren’t that ignorant. My mother, to put it in language you would understand, screwed a bat.”

Mathias tried not to smirk. It was kind of funny, but probably not very funny to the other vamp. Nosferatu did seem a little off, so what he’d heard wasn’t entirely wrong. “Why did she do that?”

“I have no idea. She said she recognized a soul mate or some such nonsense. So here I am, a freak. She always tells me that I shouldn’t worry about it, but people, even vampires, still stare.”

It was odd. Nosferatu felt more with it than Vlad Tepes did. In a way, that scared the crap out of Mathias. His sire had been the crazy one. Not good. And, with the way Nosferatu seemed, maybe his craziness wasn’t all that crazy. “If it helps, your mother is totally nuts, but it’s not your fault.” Mathias said. Then he thought about it. What business did he have consoling a vampire that was that old? 

Nosferatu smiled. “It’s all right. It is nice of you to try to understand...I knew him, you know.”

“Knew who?” Mathias asked.

“Him. The original Mathias.”

“Wow, you really are old.” Mathias said.

“One day, some young one will call you ‘old’ too. But yes, I knew him. Probably better than the rest of those who claimed that they knew him. He was my best friend.”

“Vlad said Mathias was his best friend.” 

Nosferatu chuckled. “We knew him in different time periods. Both of us have fond memories of the man. I think if Mathias were around today, we’d all get along quite famously.”

Mathias was now so engrossed that he forgot to drink his blood. “What was he like?”

“I didn’t know him until his final lifetime, which is memorialized by that statue in the courtyard. He would have hated that.”

“Why?” Mathias asked.

“Believe it or not, Mathias was a private person. He was really rather humble.”

Nosferatu pulled an old and tattered book from his robes. Its cover was spotted with age and mold. It was brown leather, at least that’s what it looked like. The pages were yellowed and kind of uneven. “Mathias, I entrust this to you. It is part of my memoirs. It is the volume that I stopped working on after I knew the truth about what had really happened to Mathias. I think, perhaps, that it is easier that you read this, rather than for me to tell it. I’m not sure that I could.”

Mathias carefully took the old book and gingerly placed it on the table in front of him. He opened it and was surprised to find that it was written in English. He raised an eyebrow and looked at Nosferatu expectantly.

“Is anything wrong?” Nosferatu asked.

“I can read it.”

Nosferatu laughed. “Well, of course you can. Surely, you don’t think that I would be foolish enough to present you with a book that you could not read.”

“But, when you were born, English hadn’t even been invented yet.”

“No, it was not. I think, Mathias, that you have forgotten one thing about vampires.”

Mathias waited.

“We can ‘blink’ things into existence.” Nosferatu said with a smug smile.

“I thought it simply had something to do with moving from place to place.”

“No, Mathias. Think of it as a type of magic for our kind. It is what enables us to change our form, disappear and reappear in a different area, and create things. Granted, there are limits.”

“What type of limits?” Mathias asked.

“Well, the more powerful you are, the more you are able to do. But not many have great amounts of power. I have been around for thousands of years, and even I do not have the ability to bring someone back from the dead. We can only save those who are in the process of dying. You, at your age, should be able to create small things. As you get older, you will find that you can do more. An adult vampire is easily able to ‘blink’ themselves places. For now, you are still developing.”

Mathias hadn’t thought about it before. If he’d been able to “blink” he’d never had been stuck with his so-called family. He could have gotten himself somewhere good. Somewhere nice. Somewhere kind of like here. 

A shiver traveled down his spine. He realized he was actually happy and grinned. Finally, he had something to be excited about.

“Now, read, Mathias. Take the story for what it’s worth. Just be careful with the book, you are the first person I’ve let read it in quite a long time.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Mathias said.

“Good. I will be back for you this evening. Maybe reading about him will help.”

“Help what?” Mathias asked, his forehead clenched.

“It doesn’t matter.” Nosferatu shook his head, bowed his head, and scurried out the door.

Mathias downed his blood and pushed his food to the side and settled down into the chair. He hoped that the story of Mathias lived up to the legend.






  

















Chapter Five





From the memoirs of Nosferatu, Prince of the Lands of Lilitu:

When I first saw Mathias, I was not struck by his power, but rather his grace. When I saw him competing in the Vampiric Games, I was astounded. True, I had heard many times that he was the greatest flyer ever born, but it took me actually seeing him up close to believe it.

The man walked with a stride so powerful that it was difficult to look in the opposite direction. He was tall, well over six feet, and had dark hair that seemed to catch on the wind. He was neither thin nor heavy, but rather, had the build of a predator— sleek and strong. His eyebrows swept across his brow in a finely sculpted arc. But it was his eyes that tended to make you stop. They were the color of gems. The finest sapphires didn’t have the fire his eyes held. Never had I ever seen eyes like that before, in a vampire or a human. He was simply beautiful.

All I knew of Mathias was that he had once been born to my mother. His birth occurred long after I had already left her nest. But his life with Lilith was shortened. One evening, while fighting an opposing army from the lands of Myrddin, Lilith left her child alone in her home. She believed that he could be safe, but unfortunately, the Myrddin troops got to the boy before she returned. They torched her home, the boy who would be Mathias trapped inside the burning inferno. By the time she returned from battle, all that was left of Mathias and her home were large mounds of smoldering ashes.

Mother was never the same after that. But she did what she had to do. She moved on and helped the vampire world survive. And then, Mathias was reincarnated again.

* * * * *

After Mathias won the gold medal, I approached him outside the arena. To say that he was surprised would have been an understatement. My appearance was well known, and I couldn’t be missed as Lilith’s son.

He walked over to me, sizing me up. He smiled with an arrogance I had come to accept.

“Can I help you?” he asked in his language, which was an early version of Russian.

I held out my hand to him and told him, in my language, how much I admired his flying. After a few moments, it was apparent that he knew as many languages as I. We settled on Italian, for that was the location of the royal seat of Lilitu.

That was all it took for us to become fast friends. After that, we were practically inseparable. It was as if he was relieved that someone on Lilith’s side had finally seen him as something other than a monster. At the time, I think that Mathias thought the whole mess was an amusing game. Him being the warrior king of Myrddin, friends with the crown prince of the enemy.

* * * * *

It was Mathias himself who told me how his life began. Not long after I had made his acquaintance, I was enjoying an evening with him in his lair. He and I had been drinking and talking for hours when I asked him what his childhood was like. Surprisingly, he chose to tell me.

“It had to have been centuries after the war between Myrddin and Lilitu was resolved with a peace treaty, probably first century. The peace did not last long, and a general in the Myrddin army raped a human woman,” he said as we lounged on the sofa in his lair.

“How did you know?” I asked.

“Because I remember everything from the time my soul was first created.”

I couldn’t do much else but accept what he said. It was odd, to be sure, but who was I to question anything?

“So, I was born again, brought into this world as my mother died having me. We were north of Mecca, near the part of Russia that meets the Middle East...

“With my mother dead, I was scooped from her body and placed in an orphanage. If you remember, Nossy, they were horrible.”

I conceded that fact. It was difficult for me to hear, but I was the one who had made the mistake of asking.

“I grew up being nothing more than a beggar and a thief. Though sometimes, we were sold to men for the evening to do what men do.” He rubbed his hands over his face.

“Are you sure you want to talk about this, Mathias?” I asked, wholly concerned.

“No sense in stopping now, you wanted to hear it,” he snapped.

I shut up. Once Mathias got started on something, he always had to finish it. I motioned for him to continue.

“I was a freak. My father had marked me well. I was skinny with stumps that grew out of my back like the beginnings of wings with little patches of black fur. I guess I should consider myself lucky that I was also part human, which enabled me to eat and meet the sun. If I would have been full Myrddin, I would have been allergic to garlic, only able to ingest blood, and fried at the first rays of dawn.

“But since I was deformed in the eyes of the humans, with my fangs and wing protrusions, I had the worst childhood of any child in that orphanage. When I was young, I could hide the protrusions by wearing several layers of clothing and was able to bring in enough money that I was fed regularly. It wasn’t until I began to grow in earnest that things got really bad.”

Mathias stopped then, got up from the sofa and walked to the bar to pour himself a drink. He downed it quickly, then poured another glass and brought it to me. It took it and sipped.

“Anyway,” he continued as he sat back down on the couch, “as I grew, the protrusions became more pronounced. People avoided me as if I had the plague and I was slowly starving to death.”

“A fear of sickness ran through the city, and because my orphanage was known to house me, it was burned to the ground. I suppose you could say that I am lucky that I didn’t die in the fire, which would have been ironic, but irony aside, I could find no work after that. I died, slumped against the stone wall of an alley.”

I felt for my friend. His life had been horrible compared to mine, but there was nothing I could do. Mathias’ eyes had glazed over. I could tell that he was lost in his memories. After a few moments, he continued.

“The very next evening I woke. I was no longer a freak, but a full blooded Myrddin vampire...by the way, thanks for the sip.”

At first I was puzzled, but then I remembered, I had shared my blood with him some nights before. It was my blood that allowed him to walk in the sunlight again.

Mathias stretched and placed his feet on the table in front of us. “Anyway, when I woke, I had grown to my present height. My wings were full, and the first thing I did was go on a rampage. I killed everyone in sight. After I had my fill, I cleaned myself up in the water of a mud puddle.”

He paused and took a deep breath.

“I thought that if I would ever have a chance, I would seek out your mother.”

I was more confused now. “How did you know about my mother?” I asked.

“Nossy, sometimes you are so innocent. Did you forget already that I explained that I remember everything? I remembered your mother in my lifetime before this one.”

I rolled my eyes. That was the trouble with Mathias; sometimes he could really be condescending. “Mathias, go on with the story, I don’t feel like arguing with you.”

Mathias laughed and patted me on the head. I hated it when he did that.

“I wandered the world in search of your mother, but I soon found out that I was wasting my time. By the time I found her, Lilitu had been established as the ruling kingdom, and Lilith was the ruling monarch of the empire. Since I was of my Myrddin race, clearly evident by my snake-like fangs and black somewhat hairless wings, she refused to see me.

“With her rejection in mind, I sought out a branch of the Myrddin army and joined up. I told them nothing of my past, even when going through the tortures of their initiation process. Over time, I developed my skills and became the strongest and most fierce warrior they had.”

“Don’t you think that you are embellishing just a tad?” I asked.

“Why, Nosferatu, it is your people who have proclaimed me most fierce warrior in the world. I think a bit more realistically,” he replied, a sarcastic smile on his face.

“You realistic, I’d like to see that.”

“Nosferatu, if I didn’t know any better, I would think you jealous. Or is it that you regret never fighting in battle?”

He had me. I was never permitted to fight in battle. I suppose it had something to do with mother not wanting to lose the only son she had left. I had heard the horror stories-- heard how Mathias had conquered the lands of Eastern Europe, even controlled Vlad Dracula. Mathias had fought in every battle he could, never stopping. In fact, I had heard that if he was injured, he would refuse to be healed and continue to fight. I personally thought he had a death wish.

“As always, you are correct, Mathias.” I said.

“At any rate, after the namesake of the Myrddin kingdom died, they decided that I was to be Supreme Ruler of Myrddin.”

“Why did you start sending armies into Mother’s territory?” I asked.

He smiled at me. “Because I wanted revenge. I managed to conquer much of her territory, did you know that?”

I shook my head.

“It was a bit of closure for me when she came to me, begging for peace. I agreed, only after she agreed to let me have half of the land I conquered. You know what is most ironic, Nosferatu?”

“What?” I asked.

“I don’t believe she even knows who I am.”

* * * * *

After a while, Mother asked to meet my friend. Of course I had never told her his identity; doing so would have made things very uncomfortable at home. I did not live with her, but I was expected to be there often. And when she told me to invite my friend for dinner, I was at a loss. I did as I was told, and hoped that they didn’t try to kill each other.

Later that day, when I walked into my Mother’s dining room with Mathias, I thought the house would fall in around us. Her black hair was pulled up from her face with rings of curls surrounding it. Her green eyes were bright, and she was dressed in a simple white shift that both covered her body and exposed it. The fabric was a thin silk, and it completely outlined her figure, leaving nothing to the imagination. At first, she seemed so livid she couldn’t think, but she seemed to calm herself enough to carry on.

“Mathias, I bid you welcome to the home of the empire of Lilitu,” she said.

Mathias smiled and offered her the bottle of wine he’d brought along. “Thank you, your eminence.”

We sat down to dinner, gently indulging in the first course, which was my favorite being a pomegranate sweet.

My mother kept looking at Mathias, almost as if she thought she knew him from somewhere before. Mathias met her eyes. A connection of sorts occurred, and it was as if I ceased to exist. They began to speak in a strange language I had never heard before. Annoyed with the progression of the evening, I cleared my throat.

“Nosferatu, darling. I apologize,” she said. “I suspect I had better explain.”

I glared at her, impatient and tapping my fingers.

“I figured out that I knew Mathias from before,” she said.

Mathias sat quietly, an amused look on his face.

“Yeah, Mathias already told me he was once your son.”

Mother laughed slightly. “No, Nosferatu. I’m talking about even before that. Mathias and I were some of the first angels created. You know about it. I’ve told you about it before.”

She had, but I didn’t know it was her and Mathias. My Mathias.

* * * * *

Mathias sat up and set the book down on the table. Is this who they really think I am? In a way, he hoped not. This Mathias seemed kind of an asshole.

He groped around and popped a grape into his mouth. It was a lot to think about. Why did Nosferatu and Vlad even like this guy anyway? 

“Nosferatu told me to read the book. Guess there’s something in here I’m supposed to know. I hope this isn’t some weird idea to try to get me to “remember” my past life.”

Mathias picked up the book and once again dove into the story of “Mathias”.

* * * * *

Things were good for a while. Mother, and her consort, Lestan, had a child whom they named Stuart. Mathias was fascinated with the child, but unfortunately, Lestan was jealous of Mathias. He thought that Mathias was trying to steal Lilith away from him.

Mathias was unaware of Lestan’s feelings and continued to come over to the house and spend time with Stuart and I. He was finally where he belonged— with the woman who was once his mother.

One evening, Lestan and Lilith had an argument. Lestan repeatedly tried to get Lilith to admit that she was having an affair with Mathias, but she wasn’t. She tried telling him that she simply cared for Mathias, nothing more, but he didn’t want to listen. In her eyes, Mathias was the child she lost; it was Lestan that she loved romantically. But her explanations didn’t stop Lestan from starting a confrontation.

Mathias was playing with Stuart and was bending over his crib, tickling the infant’s feet. When Lestan walked in, after just having his argument with Lilith, he misinterpreted the scene. Somehow, he thought that Mathias was hurting Stuart instead of playing with him. Without any warning, Lestan attacked.

I ran into the room as soon as I heard the noise. If something wasn’t done soon, they were going to rip each other apart. I tried to step between them, but was tossed to the side by Lestan. Mother, never liking to see me hurt, tried to stop them. But in the midst of it all, Mathias accidentally struck her instead of Lestan. She was slammed against the wall and knocked unconscious.

By the time she woke, Mathias was preparing to leave.

In the meantime, Lestan was waiting until Lilith woke and lied to her, saying that Mathias had touched Stuart inappropriately. That was the reason that he gave Lilith for the fight.

Maybe it was all the stress, or maybe it was the unspent rage she kept inside, but either way, she went insane. I heard her raving about how Mathias was the supreme source of evil in the world, and she knew that the Father wanted her to blot him out. She then stormed into the sitting room and forced me to leave her home because I “brought evil into her house.”

Mathias and I fled to his lair which was in a cave he kept in the Balkans; the same cave where he had explained his childhood to me.

We managed to hide there for several weeks, but eventually, she found us.

The evening was uncommonly cold. Mathias and I were sitting on his sofa in front of a fire, enjoying a fine glass of brandy when the front door was blown off its hinges. Everything happened so fast. I turned to see my mother standing behind the remains of the door— eyes blazing.

Before it really sunk in what had just happened, she was upon us. She stalked him like a cat hunting a mouse. I had never seen anything like it before. I wish I could have helped and done something, anything, but she froze me with her gaze. She managed to overpower him and dragged him out of the cave.

I was both hurt and confused. Why did she do this to me? I had no way to gain an explanation. It took everything within me to try to figure out why Mathias let her overpower him. Later, I came to the realization that Mathias had been so hurt by Lilith and Lestan’s accusations that she was able to overpower his mind. I could only think that maybe he just remembered his previous life and how she had abandoned him and left him to burn. I imagine that he also must have thought about how she rejected him when he’d sought her out.

I think that she must have truly believed the lie that Lestan fed her. And it was that and how Mathias died, when I ceased to think of Lilith as my mother.

* * * * *

Lilith jailed Mathias in a cell. Where it was, I honestly do not know. All I do know is that Stuart described it as a dark place with moisture coating the walls. It must have been, at one time, part of a castle dungeon. Bars lined one wall of the enclosure and Mathias was held behind them.

She threw him into the barred room, clanked the door shut, and screamed at him for hours. Once she was done screaming, she left. Stuart remembered Mathias saying that she didn’t return for a solid week. When Lestan tried to get her to let Mathias go, she almost ripped his wings off. So he did nothing.

Mathias was left in that cell without food, blood, or water. He was forced to lick the mildew on the walls to get moisture down his throat. By the time Lilith returned, he was very weak.

Stuart said that she opened the cell door with a crazed smile on her face. Mathias hoped that she would see the truth and let him go, but instead she threw him onto a stone slab that she erected on the other side of the enclosure. She then proceeded to torture him. While vampires are known for their marvelous capacity for healing, Lilith put it to the test on Mathias. 

At one point, she eviscerated him, and then went on to force him to pick up his own bowels and place them back inside his body. Over a period of months, she racked him, gouged out his eyes, ripped out his fingernails with tongs, sliced his wings to ribbons, and many other horrible things that Mathias refused to tell Stuart.

According to Stuart, you could hear the screams for miles around, but anyone who tried to find the source of the screaming would become confused and simply walk away.

When Mathias’ body tried to heal, his strength gradually decreased. No matter when Lilith arrived, she never brought food, never brought water. And the blood within him was depleting.

Mathias, the greatest warrior the vampire world had ever known, was forced to live amongst and eat his own waste. He was starving to death for the second time in his life.

After a while, Lilith did not torture him every day. Maybe she was gradually becoming less insane and what she had done to Mathias was starting to sink in. But I think that she wanted to drag out his pain for as long as she could. She broke him completely. The Mathias I had known was lost forever.

Finally, Lestan convinced Lilith to let him see Mathias, under the ruse that he could tell if the “devil” was out of him. In her maddened state, she let her consort inside. What Lestan saw drove him to tears and, like a coward, he fled.

The only thing I can say about Lestan is that after seeing what Lilith was capable of, he never stepped foot into her home again and renounced their union.

And on top of it, Stuart said that Mathias knew he was a mess, and after the way Lestan had acted, he thought that no one would want to be around him. Lilith had made him hideous. And although his eyes had grown back, the starvation and the torture all but destroyed his sight. He could barely see what was close in front of him.

At some length, always covering his work with scrapings of mildew, Mathias was slowly digging his way out. He had found a crack in the mortar, and if he broke off his nails so that they were sharp, he was able to dig into the stone. It took him weeks. But finally, he was able to push a stone out of the wall and dig his way into the earth.

No one can imagine how long it took him. Stuart doesn’t honestly know. And perhaps, it was simply that Mathias wanted to see Stuart one last time before he died, but he managed to find his way back to Lilith’s home. He kept to the shadows and managed to stay hidden.

Once he saw Lilith leave her home, probably on her way to that dreadful place, he crept into her garden and buried himself in the earth, underneath her prized rose bush. And that was where he stayed.

Once Lilith found him gone from the cell she put him in, she sat and cried. Apparently, seeing the smears of blood on the wall and scraps of fingernails embedded into the stone where Mathias had clawed his way out had caused Lilith to snap out of the insane state she had been in. She was appalled at what she’d done. Lestan called Vlad and brought him to the cell. It took Lestan and Vlad to get her to leave that awful place. I kept her room ready at the house while watching Stuart. When Lestan and Vlad brought her in, we simply kept her locked in her room where she couldn’t hurt Stuart and so she wouldn’t hurt herself.

At the time, we tried to let Stuart have as normal of a life as possible. He was then two, and into everything, so when he had an interest in playing in Lilith’s garden, we thought nothing of it.

It turned out that Stuart knew Mathias was there. All Mathias could do was speak clumsily, but he told Stuart all types of stories— including how he’d ended up in the rose bush.

And a few years later, it was Stuart who was there when Mathias died. He was then nothing more than a set of bones that could still move. As Stuart later told me, he held onto Mathias’ hand until it stopped moving. He carefully covered Mathias’ hand with more of the surrounding dirt and began to cry uncontrollably.

At the time, we didn’t know why. And when Stuart was upset, he would always go sit under that rose bush.

When Lilith finally recovered, she assumed that for Stuart, the rose bush was just his special place. I never even knew that my friend had died. And since she appeared to be recovered, her imprisonment ended.

Stuart grew up to be angry at Lilith and Lestan; they both never got back together and passed the boy back and forth between them. This hurt Stuart more than they knew. Finally, in the midst of a fight between him and his mother, Stuart blurted out something that chilled Lilith to the bone, “If you’re such a wonderful mother, then how can you explain the body in the garden?”

I saw Lilith’s eyes open wide and she asked him what he meant.

It was then, at sixteen, that Stuart led myself, Lestan, Vlad, and Lilith out to that blasted rose bush. He dug around the base for a bit. He didn’t have to work hard because the bush had grown over time. Mathias’ bones were entwined in the roots of the bush, almost as if they had always been there.

We were horrified. Lilith and the rest of us broke down. It was then that Vlad decided that the bush needed to be moved, so we had it moved to the grounds of the University. We had recently opened the school for vampire children in the wilds of Siberia, and it seemed fitting that Mathias’ final resting place be amongst the children he loved so much.

In front of the bush is a small plaque declaring it the final resting place of Mathias.






  

















Chapter Six





Mathias sat in silence. How in the hell could they let the Queen around kids when she was capable of stuff like that? He didn’t like the idea that he’d even seen the Queen, let alone been within feet of her. Now, it made sense why she stared at him when he first saw her. Like everyone else, she thought he was “Mathias” the bad-ass vamp warrior. Too bad, he was just a damn street kid. 

That evening, Nosferatu took him out near the outer wall to see the grave. The land the castle was on was just amazing. It looked almost like a story book. There were beds of flowers and lots of grass. 

The grave was away from all of the color. It was almost as if they wanted to memorialize the starkness of Mathias’ life by giving it its own place. It stood alone near the outer wall and it wasn’t like any grave Mathias had ever seen. Just as it was described in Nosferatu’s journal, the huge rose bush had bones buried within it. Over the years, with the growth of the bush, the skeleton had been broken apart. In some places, the bones seemed very white. In others, it was like animals had been gnawing on them. 

Maybe it was the remnants of the vampire blood that kept the bones around this long. Any human bones would have been gone a long time ago. 

The roses were blooming and were this weird color that wasn’t quite white. They had kind of a bluish cast to them. Mom would have liked them.

Nosferatu pointed to a small brass plaque in front of the bush. It was written in Cyrillic. Mathias couldn’t read it, but he remembered his Dad reading Russian newspapers once in a while.

“I know you can’t read it Mathias. Remind me to teach you Russian.” Nossy bent down and brushed invisible dust and grass from the plaque.

Mathias crouched down.

“It says: Here lies the resting place of Mathias, son of Wylde. He was a great warrior, great king, and great friend. We will miss him. Always.” Nossy looked at Mathias. 

Mathias looked back.

Nossy reached into the bush and stroked what Mathias finally recognized as a leg bone. “I loved him very much.”

Nossy started crying. The sobs made his chest heave. 

Mathias stepped back a little so he could give Nossy some privacy. It was hard to see someone cry that hard, but there wasn’t really anything he could do. He didn’t know Nossy well enough to try to comfort him- not that he even knew how.

He probably should have felt something about the grave, but he didn’t. It wasn’t as if he’d known Mathias or anything. But still, being out on the grounds was kind of peaceful. If he’d known the old vamp like Nossy had, then this place would have held a lot more meaning. As it was, it was just another tomb, nothing like how he would feel standing near his parent’s final resting place. 

Nossy wiped at the plaque a few more times, wiped his eyes with his sleeve, and walked back toward the castle. Mathias followed. Hope he calms down soon.

* * * * *

After arriving back at Vlad’s chambers, Nosferatu continued to sob. Mathias had no way of making him get a hold of himself. How do you calm down a vampire over a thousand years old, anyway?

After a while, Mathias gave up and went into his room. He sat on his bed and stared at the wall. Everything was just so confusing. He wished his father was there, he’d always known what to do. 

* * * * *

Finally, after he’d gotten himself in a better state of mind, Nosferatu decided that it was time for he and Vlad to have a serious talk. So, he picked up the telephone and called Tepes back to his rooms.

Nossy stayed seated at Vlad’s desk. He liked sitting there; mostly because he knew it would irritate his friend. A few minutes passed. Then, Nossy could faintly hear footsteps coming down the hall. They were a little slow.

The footsteps paused at the outer door. Nossy smiled to himself. He couldn’t wait to see the reaction. But, it was all ruined when Vlad came in looking so dour that Nossy thought that the elder vampire really needed a stiff drink.

He got up out of Vlad’s office chair and walked around the desk. “He’s going to be okay, you know,” Nosferatu said.

“I think I need to start worrying about more than just Mathias. Why are your eyes red?” Vlad asked.

Nossy sighed. He figured that any signs of his outburst would have been gone by now. Oh, Well. “I took him to see the grave. It...affected me more than I thought it would.”

Vlad nodded. “What am I to do about Mathias?” Nossy watched him slump down on the sofa and put his head in his hands. “I know better. He always was a proud man, and now that I’ve humiliated him, it’s not going to be so easy to win back his trust.”

Nossy walked over to the sofa and watched Vlad for a minute. Then, he laughed. “Um, Vlad. I don’t think you had it to begin with.”

Vlad rolled his eyes. “Thanks, Nossy. You are always there for me when I feel completely devastated.”

It was time to liven things up a little. “You’re welcome!” Nossy sat down next to Vlad on the sofa. “So, you wanna see him?”

Vlad nodded.

* * * * *

There was a knock at the door. Mathias paused. Wonder what he wants now?

“Mathias?” Nosferatu said through the door.

“Yeah?”

“May I come in?”

Mathias got up from the bed and opened the door. Nosferatu walked in. His mouth was in a definite frown. Last thing Mathias knew, he’d been bawling like a baby. What was this about? “What’s going on?” 

Nosferatu turned to him. “I’ve come to tell you that Master Tepes has requested to speak with you.”

Okay, was he going to embarrass him again? Try to kill him? I don’t need this shit. “What for?”

“I believe, Mathias, that he wishes to apologize.”

Mathias thought for a few minutes. He knew he would have to face the man eventually, but he hadn’t imagined that it would be this soon. It had been a weird enough day with the grave and all. He took a deep breath. “All right, I’ll see him.”

Mathias walked over to his bed and sat back down. He watched Nosferatu close the door. Why did everything have to be so damn complicated?

* * * * *

Nosferatu stepped out into the main chamber and closed Mathias’ door behind him. He had to handle this carefully; otherwise, things were going to be much worse than they already were. He smiled, hoping to put Vlad at ease. “The boy said he’d see you.”

Vlad stood up and grinned like an overgrown schoolboy. “Really?”

Nossy had to fight not to roll his eyes. “Good God, Vlad; are you five? Yes, really.”

“When can I see him??”

Nosferatu shoved Vlad toward Mathias’ door. “Go. I think I’ve dealt with enough of your foolishness to last me a lifetime.”

Vlad stepped in front of the door and took a deep breath.

* * * * *

Nossy waved his hand and the door opened for Vlad, not allowing Vlad the time to knock on the door.

“Hey!” Mathias said, storming out into the doorway of his room.

“I see that you have not entirely abandoned your old tricks,” Vlad said to Nosferatu.

Nosferatu pushed past him and threw himself down on a cushy but ornate sofa. “Well, if I didn’t do my tricks, you would be bored. I know you too well.”

“What, are you turning this into a slumber party now?” Mathias asked.

Nossy laughed. “No, I’m afraid not. I’m just here to make sure that Mr. Congeniality doesn’t screw up.”

Vlad walked over to where Nosferatu was seated on the sofa and cuffed him on the back of the head.

“The both of you are totally crazy.” Mathias said.

Vlad cleared his throat. “I do believe that Nossy is far crazier than I am.”

Mathias paused for a moment. “You aren’t mad anymore?”

“No Mathias, I’m not mad.”

Mathias stared at Tepes. The vampire had dark circles under his eyes. It looked as if the man hadn’t slept in several days. “You look like shit,” Mathias said.

“How very astute of you to say. Do you mind if I sit down?” Tepes motioned toward a spot at the end of Mathias’ bed. 

Mathias nodded. “You vamp out in any way and I’m outta here.”

Vlad sighed. “First, I would like, above all else, to apologize. I should not have overreacted.”

“Yeah. Ya think?”

“Mathias, I know that you are angry with me, but please hear me out.”

Mathias glared at the vampire, but remained silent.

“I know that change is not easy, Mathias. But you need to try to not take everything so personally. I am only trying to help you.”

“You tried to kill me, and you’re telling me to not take it personally?”

“Well,” Vlad said. “I wasn’t trying to kill you. If I wanted to kill you, I would have done it. There would have been no trying about it.”

Mathias grunted and flopped down onto his bed.

“Mathias?”

“What?”

“Are you listening to me?”

Mathias looked up at Vlad. “It’s not like I have anything better to do. Since I got here, I’ve been locked in your rooms.”

Vlad pushed Mathias’ wings out of the way and scratched his head. “It really hasn’t been that long.”

“Oh yeah, bet you think I should be grateful for that tour of the facilities, huh? No, wait. I should thank you for making me piss myself.”

“Mathias, again I apologize for that. It is difficult for me as well. In this world, our children are taught to act a certain way from the time that they are little. Your way of speech alone presents issues that I am not used to dealing with.”

Mathias sat up. “So, I guess the idea is to make them into pompous assholes huh?”

Vlad stood up and paced for a few moments. “Oh Mathias. I wish I could have gotten my hands on you before you got on the streets. Somehow, I don’t think you were always like this.”

“The way I am isn’t my fault, is it? It’s not my fault my parents died, that my aunt and her spawn are seriously fucked, that I spent time in places that most of you people wouldn’t deign to go.”

“Mathias, that isn’t the way it is at all. I know what you must think, but please try to think of our world as simply old fashioned, not...prejudiced.”

Mathias thought for a few minutes. It could be worse, he guessed. At least he wasn’t starving, and he didn’t have to worry about croaking just as long as he didn’t do anything to cause Tepes so go psychotic.

“So, now that you’ve calmed down, would you be willing to try this again?” Tepes asked.

“So what’s this I hear about a ‘fire monster’?”

Tepes turned his head and glared at the pointy eared vamp. “You didn’t.”

Nosferatu snickered.

“Nosferatu!” Tepes stood up.

Nosferatu promptly fell backwards on the sofa, laughing ridiculously. Sometimes the laughter was chittered and other times it was a guffaw loud enough to rattle the panes of glass in the windows. “It is not my fault that you do stupid things. You want the boy to know more about you, correct?”

Tepes rolled his eyes. “You are so pedantic.”

“And here I thought I was funny.”

Mathias was trying not to laugh, but it was getting hard.

Tepes walked over to Nosferatu and playfully smacked him on the arm.

“What did you do that for?” Nosferatu asked.

“Because you deserved it.”

Nosferatu raised an eyebrow and poked Tepes in the leg with a fingernail.

“Ow! Nossy. Enough.”

Nosferatu smiled and his eyes grew dark. It was probably the most evil looking smile Mathias had ever seen. Mathias scooted back further onto the bed. It looked like things were about to get very interesting.

Tepes nodded at Nosferatu. Nosferatu grinned and returned the nod.

“Come,” Nosferatu said.

Tepes tackled Nosferatu on the sofa. 

Mathias felt the breeze from the movement hit his face. “Holy shit!”

The sofa literally split down the middle. Bits of stuffing floated through the air, sticking to the rest of the furniture, the wrestling vampires, and their wings. They flipped and flew through the air. Nosferatu slammed Tepes into the bookcase and it exploded into splinters and crushed books. They grabbed and jerked each other’s limbs so hard that for a while, Mathias thought he was going to see a bloodbath. Then, Nosferatu’s wing crashed down through the middle of the table that Mathias had been using to keep his homework. It was all happening so fast that he could barely keep up.

Tepes pinned Nosferatu against the opposite wall. “Ready to give in?”

Nosferatu hissed. “Never.” And then he vaulted Tepes off him with a vicious knee to his stomach.

It was getting out of hand. Mathias blinked. No, it had been out of hand. Now it was just nuts. Tepes grabbed Nosferatu by the throat and looked him in the eyes. Mathias thought that is was over- he was going to rip Nosferatu’s head off. But then, he licked Nosferatu’s eyeball. 

Mathias lost it. He laughed so hard his sides began to hurt. He knew then he didn’t have anything to fear. They were like kids, big insane overgrown kids with wings. 

Seeing the two old vampires act the way they were, well it was the most fun he had in a very long time. If this was the type of thing he had to look forward to, he knew that he definitely wasn’t going to be bored.






  

















Chapter Seven





Mathias couldn’t stop laughing. Finally, he looked up. Nosferatu and Tepes were standing apart from each other and staring at him. 

“What?” Mathias asked.

Nosferatu laughed, waved his hand, and every bit of furniture that they had destroyed was restored to its original state. If he didn’t know better, it was almost as if someone took back time, yet he remained as he was- remembering what the furniture looked like when it was mangled.

“How did you do that?”

Nosferatu chittered. “We can do anything we want to do. You just have to be strong enough to do it.”

Vlad walked over to Mathias and placed his hand on his shoulder. “Nosferatu can be a bit of a show off. He is one of the strongest vampires in the world, Mathias. If you live to be as old as he is, eventually, you will be able to do the things he does.”

“But you’re old, how come you didn’t do it?”

“Because,” Nosferatu said. “He’s an old stick in the mud. He prefers to do things the ‘human way’ because he believes, perhaps misguidedly, that doing things the human way will keep him human. Too bad his clothing is at least twenty years out of date for the human world.”

Mathias snorted.

“Shut up! You overgrown winged wonder,” Vlad took Nosferatu by the head. “Mathias doesn’t need more stories. I’m having a hard enough time getting him to respect me without you bringing up ‘fire monsters’ and my lack of magical skill.”

Wait, where was the raging vampire whose eyes glowed like fire? Mathias was totally, stunned. He couldn’t help himself. “But you’re the great and all powerful Dracula, what happened?”

Nossy grinned and brushed Vlad’s hands away from his face. “Don’t let Vlad fool you Mathias. He is capable of just as much as I am. He just chooses not to use it.” 

Maybe there was more to Tepes than the regal man Mathias had come to know. Here, he was acting like a kid. It was nice actually to see that he and Vlad really weren’t all that different.

Vlad turned and looked at Mathias. “Yes, I do choose not to use it so much. Each time we use this power, it upsets the natural balance of things. If we upset the natural balance with silly acts, we could cause something horrible to happen.” He turned back toward Nosferatu. “So sue me if I choose to use my hand instead of magic to open a door.”

Mathias was flabbergasted. Nosferatu had Vlad Tepes talking...well talking almost like they were both his age, perhaps a little older. It was strange to see the contrast between the hard vampire who had once impaled enemies on stakes and the vampire who was currently joking with Nossy.

“That’s the difference between Vlad and me, Mathias,” Nossy said. “I am too lazy to do things the ‘human way’. I leave all that up to Vlad. The way I figure it, if I can be as lazy as I want to be. Then Vlad will come along and do things the more difficult way and everything evens out. That way there is no disruption of the balance between the lazy and the unlazy.”

“Both of you are totally insane.” Mathias walked over to the door and opened it. “Can I please have some time alone now?”

Nossy laughed. “Come on, Vlad.”

When they both left the room, Mathias closed the door behind them. There was too much crap rolling around in his brain and he needed some time to think. 

* * * * *

Nossy stared at Mathias’ door. Then, he turned to Vlad. He was doing his best not to smirk. “Do ya think he likes us?” 

Vlad tapped his claws against his lips. “Nosferatu, I have no idea.”






  

















Chapter Eight





Mathias had to admit, he wished he had this “blinking” power a long time ago. If he’d had it, he would have been able to do so much, maybe even prevent Lucretia from dying…

Lucretia made sure he had plenty to eat. When she worked, which was often, he would either stay upstairs and watch TV or he would hang out with Carl downstairs. Sometimes they’d watch TV there, but most of the time they played cards.

One morning, Mathias was jerked awake by Lucretia and almost fell off of the bed.

“Shh!”

“What’s goin’ on?” Mathias asked quietly.

“We gots us a trip to make that Dequan can’t know about.” She shoved clothes into Mathias’ hands and once he was dressed, she led him out of the room, locked the door, and the two of them took the steps down to the main floor and left through the back door.

“Where are we going, Cree?” Mathias asked.

“We gonna fill the escape fund.”

“Escape fund?” Mathias wrinkled his brow.

“I gotta get away from Dequan one of these days, an I gotta get enough money to live on. Thas a big part of it. I got something on the side with this guy in hell.”

“I thought we were in hell.”

“Sorta, yeah. But this place... it don’t feel right. Kinda right it been deep inside hell’s kitchen dontcha think?”

Mathias shrugged and followed her. Soon, he knew what she meant. It was quiet, too quiet for the city. There was fog in places where there shouldn’t be fog and Mathias could not shake the creepy crawly feeling going up and down his spine. Finally, they arrived at an old brownstone that bore a large N carved in the brick above the door. Lucretia knocked three times on the door. After a moment, the door opened and Mathias followed her into the dark.

* * * * *

The door closed behind them, but there was no one at the door.

“Where are we?” Mathias asked in a whisper. “There’s nobody here.”

“This is Nic’s place. He... he... he magical. Not boy wizard cracker jack magical, but like evil hoodoo scary shit magical.”

“So I’m scary am I, Lucretia?” a voice said from somewhere in the dark.

“Hell, yes you scary, you sick sombitch. Come outta here. I gots business.”

Nic appeared on the other side of Mathias. He didn’t come out of the shadows. He didn’t walk into the room. He was just suddenly there. Everything he wore was black. It looked as if, somehow, any other color would have been offensive to the odd man. 

Mathias jumped. “Jesus Christ.”

Nic laughed. “You will not find him here. Of that I can assure you.”

Nic was of average height with salt and pepper hair. He could have been Italian, but Mathias couldn’t be sure. He led them through the labyrinth of his home. Mathias was aware that they were going underground by the slanting of the floor, but he had no idea where they were going.

Nic led them into what must have been his workspace. They walls and floor were made from a black stone that somehow wasn’t matte, but did not shine. A pentagram was inlaid into the floor with silver and mother of pearl. Various tables lined the walled along with bookcases that held ancient texts and strange looking jars.

“Now, Lucretia. What do you have for me?”

Lucretia pulled a plastic bag with a bloody rag in it out of her purse. It seemed to hold something, but Mathias couldn’t tell what.

“Ah, yes,” said Nic. “My very own unbaptized child! What a wondrous thing.”

Lucretia coughed. “How much?”

“Silly girl. While unbaptized children aren’t that hard to find these days, an unbaptized child freely given by its mother is another thing entirely. Very useful, my dear.”

Mathias eyes grew wide.

Lucretia turned away from Mathias. “Come on, man. How much?”

“Whatever it is that you want, my dear.”

“Anything?” she asked.

“Yes, anything. Give me your wish.” Nic smiled.

There was something about Nic’s smile that bothered him. Of course everything about Nic bothered Mathias.

Lucretia took a deep breath. “I want off the streets. I don’t want to have to worry about Dequan no more.”

“So be it,” Nic’s smile grew wider. “Go on home now, little one.”

He turned toward Mathias. “If you ever need anything, anything at all, please feel free to come by. I’m sure that we can work something out.”

Mathias nodded respectfully. Lucretia left the room and Mathias followed. They walked out of the building and down the street. 

“What was that about?” 

Lucretia sighed. “What feels like a lifetime of work. You do Nic favors. Get him what he wants, and somehow, don’t ask me how, he can give you anything. I just got myself off the streets because I got him something he really wanted.”

“Was that baby yours?” 

“Miscarried it this mornin’. Thas why we had to go quick.”

Lucretia led them back to the hotel. Mathias couldn’t help but notice that when she asked to get off the street, she didn’t say a word about him. He didn’t know if he could trust her or not, and to make matters worse, he had no idea what was going to happen.

* * * * *

Just as they got to the stoop, Dequan started.

“Where the fuck you been, Cree?”

Lucretia paused. “What, I can’t go out in the morning no more?”

They walked up the steps.

“Where the fuck is my money, bitch?”

Lucretia shoved the key into Mathias’ fist. “Run.” She whispered.

Mathias ran up the stairs to their floor. He opened the door to their room and shut the door behind him. He leaned against the door, listening.

The elevator reached the floor. Lucretia screamed.

“Fuckin’ bitch, you give me my money.”

Mathias heard thumping along the wall as if Dequan was dragging Lucretia down the hall.

“Get in that fucking room, bitch.” 

The door slammed open and Mathias had just enough time to squeeze himself in behind the door. He watched Dequan throw Lucretia on the bed.

“Where the fuck is my money?” Dequan punched her in the face so hard that Mathias saw blood spatter from her nose.

Lucretia quickly reached and opened the drawer to the bedside table. Dequan pulled out what could only have been a few hundred dollars.

“Fucking whore! Hold out on me! Nobody hold out on me!”

Mathias watched in horror as Dequan pulled a gun out of his pants and held it to Lucretia’s head.

“Say goodnight, bitch.”

The gun fired. Grey matter, bits of skull and blood spattered against the wall. Mathias stayed behind the door, shivering.

“Fucking bitch.”

Mathias watched as Dequan unzipped his pants and urinated all over Lucretia’s body.

“Take that bitch.” Dequan turned around and left, closing the door so hard behind him that the door jamb splintered.

Mathias couldn’t stop shaking. He stepped out from behind the door and shoved his things that weren’t covered in blood in his bag. He had to jerk the door several times before he got it open. Then, he ran down the hallway, down the stairs and into the street.

He heard a shot. He began zigging and zagging as fast as he could. He looked behind him and saw Dequan on the stoop still holding the gun.

“You better run, boy! Cree ain’t here to protect to you no more! I find you, I kill you, you fucking piece of shit!”

Mathias ran until he could no longer breathe. He ducked into an alley to catch his breath. After a moment, he ran again. 

* * * * *

Lucretia hadn’t been careful enough. And, Mathias had been lucky to escape, sorta. If he hadn’t met Lucretia, he would have either really died or ended up back with his aunt, which meant he would have died anyway. He rubbed his chest where the bullets had pierced him. It wasn’t a nice memory, being shot.

He needed to forget it all, but it was so hard. He shook himself. He knew he needed to get a grip on reality—the current reality. Otherwise, he was going to lose all the sanity he had left. 

* * * * *

Later that evening, Mathias sat at the table in the main room. He was supposed to be working on his homework, but he just couldn’t make himself care about getting it done. He tossed his schoolbooks to the side.

“And what was that about?” Tepes asked as he walked into the room.

“I’m just sick of it. I’m bored. I’m sick of reading these books. Why do I need to know algebra when I’m a vampire, will you tell me that?” It wasn’t like algebra was going to keep him from anything bad that could happen. Algebra didn’t give you anything to trust in.

“Mathias, you need to be educated. You have centuries to fill, and education, believe it or not is important. You need to study history so that you can recognize when it begins to repeat itself. You need to learn as many languages as you can so that you can converse with anyone around the world. While you might not think you need to know algebra, you need to know that it exists in case someone brings it up in a conversation. Remember, being a vampire means that we exist in secret. And there are only so many wars you can participate in without just wanting to kill everything in sight and be done with it.”

That’s exactly what I want to do. He took a deep breath. “Then why am I studying Latin?”

Vlad sighed. “Because a lot of our documents are written in Latin still today. In the human world, Latin isn’t used very much, but here, it is used rather often.”

“So, I have to learn Latin just because it is used here, and I have to learn Algebra because the humans know it? The algebra part doesn’t make sense.”

“Mathias, you have been without any education for such a long time. It will do you good in the end, even if you don’t think you’ll need these things now.”

“Well, studying might do me some good, but I need some fresh air. I don’t think I can stand to be locked in here much longer. Besides, nothing ever happens.”

Vlad sat down and placed his head in his hands. His claws became entangled in his hair, but he looked like he didn’t care. “Even you cannot believe that. Not after what happened this earlier. You are not a prisoner, Mathias. I am keeping you here so that you do not have any untoward encounters with other students. The last thing I need for my sanity is for some dopey kid to make you mad, and then me having to explain to his parents how he ended up with his wings shoved up his ass.”

Mathias snorted. “Yeah, I can kind of see that happening.” Vlad knew him better than he’d thought.

Vlad got up and walked away from the table and opened the drapes on the window closest to Mathias. “If I let you out, what would you do? Where would you go?”

“I don’t know. I just want to be a normal kid. I’m tired of having all this shit happen to me.”

“Mathias, I have news for you. You are a vampire. You will never be normal.”

“But I don’t want to be a vampire. I want to go home. I want my parents alive. I want to be normal.” He wanted to be with people he could trust again. Okay, so Vlad had ‘saved’ his life. But, at what cost? In the time he’d been here, he’d been exposed to an insane monarch, almost ripped apart by Vlad, and expected to counsel Nosferatu.

Tepes sighed. “Stop whining! Good God, you give me a headache. Mathias, this is your home now, you know that. If I could make time pass so that you could be with your family again, I would. But even Nosferatu doesn’t have the ability to roll back time.”

“Then what good are these magical powers, really?” Mathias asked.

“They have their place. You’ll find out in time.” Vlad placed his elbows on the table and laced his fingers together. “What Nosferatu did with the furniture was an illusion. When I said he was a show-off, I was speaking honestly. If I would have righted the furniture, I would have blinked it back into its rightful state. There would be no illusion of the furniture putting itself back together. It would have just suddenly been righted.”

Mathias placed his hands in his lap and slumped down into his chair. “I wasn’t whining. I was just talking.” Now, he wasn’t allowed to complain. Great.

“No, you were whining. The real reason I don’t let you loose is that there is a lot of prejudice. The ones who were born vampires tend to look down on those who were introduced to our world. Times have changed— the prejudice used to be between the vampires from Myrddin and the ones from Lilitu. Myrrdin vampires were created by a great wizard called Aurelianus. They primarily had darker fur on their wings, with the structure of their wings being more streamlined— like a gargoyle. Their fangs were also quite different. They were longer and more pointed— like those of a snake. Lilitu vampires were created by the Father. They had more bat-like wings, fur that was not so dark, and fangs that were just a tad longer than a human’s eye teeth.”

“And your point is?” Mathias asked.

“My point is that you have already seen what Konstantin is like. I am trying to avoid a war that will likely encompass the entire institution. Mathias was a Myrrdin vampire. And, you were created, not born. So, you are likely to have to deal with more than just Konstantin making things rough on you.”

Mathias rolled his eyes. Not one bit of that was important to him. He wanted things to be back to normal. The best he could do was try to convince Vlad to chill out. “Maybe I finally have someone I can whine to? Besides, you don’t need to worry about me; I can take care of myself.”

“And that is exactly what I am afraid of.”

Mathias glared. Apparently, nothing mattered but what Vlad wanted. “Why is it when I talk to you, it seems like nothing I ever say makes a difference? What good am I doing just sitting here? I need to get out of this place. I need to see the sun!”

Vlad moved his hands into his lap. “Mathias, you do not know everything you need to survive right now. For your own safety, I have to insist that you stay here, within my chambers, unless accompanied by myself or Nosferatu.” Vlad got up from the table and left. 

Mathias heard the click of the lock. He couldn’t believe it. It was like the old vampire just glossed over everything he had to say. Not a bit of it mattered. He stood up from the table. Fine. He threw the table across the room where it shattered against Vlad’s desk. Papers and bits of wood went everywhere. 

“Good.” He walked to his room and slammed the door behind him. 

There was a part of him that wanted to smash everything that wasn’t nailed down. If they wanted him to act like an animal, he could. But, if he destroyed his bed, who could say if they would fix it. Having a bed to sleep on was a lot better than the floor. Plus, if he did completely trash everything, he knew that his mind wouldn’t leave him alone. He’d feel guilty that he couldn’t repay his keeper for the damage. 

It wasn’t like he could “blink” things back like Nosferatu. And he doubted that Nosferatu would believe that a ghost cat came in and wrecked the place. At times, he really wished that he could sever the ties with the way things were on the street, but what he did on the street was what had kept him alive. What he wanted was his old life back, and it couldn’t be done.

Back when he lived at home with his parents, Mathias thought that vampires were amazing magical creatures who could do anything. They’d bought him as many books about vampires as he could read. But the books were wrong. The only thing that vampires were good for was being historians.

He sat down on the bed and tossed his dirty clothing to the floor. He just didn’t care anymore. When he’d been on the street, he would have killed for good clothes, but a fancy prison was still a prison.

His old clothes were neatly folded in the dresser. They might be full of holes, but at least they belonged to him. He felt like himself in those clothes. The fancy things were bindings to keep him where they wanted him to be.

He fought the tears forming in his eyes and pushed them back. Crying was stupid and pointless. It wouldn’t solve anything. He just wished he could have saved his parents somehow, told them not to go out. Something. They all could have watched a movie at home. But, he’d been more concerned with having the house to himself and being alone. At the time, being alone was fun and exciting. Now that he was alone, he knew it sucked. 

“Guess I got what I wished for,” he mumbled. He sat in his bed and leaned his back against the pillows. It was going to be a long night.

* * * * *

Vlad unlocked the door and entered his chambers. The first thing he saw was the obliterated table. He blinked it back the way it was supposed to be, and gathered all of the papers from the floor. He looked around. Nothing else was out of place, but something still felt off. Then, he heard something that sounded like pounding. 

“What is that?” He angled his ears towards the sound. It was coming from Mathias’ room.

Vlad walked over to Mathias’ door and knocked lightly. The boy must not have heard because he did not respond. Vlad knocked again, and when he did not get a response, he opened the door. Mathias was sitting in his bed banging his head against the wall.

“Mathias,” Vlad said, trying to get his attention. The pounding continued.

Vlad stepped lightly over the carpet, stood near the bed, and placed his hand in between the wall and Mathias’ head. ”Stop this.”

Mathias raised up and blinked at him. “Stop what?”

“This, whatever it is you are doing to yourself.”

“Just leave me alone.”

Vlad stepped away from the bed and sat down in an overstuffed chair next to the bed. “I believe it is time that you calmed down. Hurting yourself is not going to solve anything,” Vlad said. 

Mathias shook his head. “Just leave me alone. I need to do this.” 

“You need to repeatedly pound your head against the wall?” Vlad asked.

“Damnit. Don’t you get it,” Mathias said. “If I hadn’t been so fucking selfish, then maybe I wouldn’t be here.”

Vlad stared at Mathias. “It was an accident, Mathias. Nothing more.”

“How do you even know that?”

Vlad sighed. “Because you aren’t blocking. You always forget to block.”

Mathias took closed his eyes. “This is so pathetic.”

“No, Mathias. Not pathetic. You are a survivor, and sometimes, the stress and pain just becomes something that is so overwhelming that instead of harming someone else, you begin to harm yourself.”

“That’s weird.” Mathias sat up on the side of the bed and slouched.

“Come. You need some time out of these rooms.”

* * * * *

Mathias didn’t argue. Even though he was getting what he’d asked for, it somehow didn’t seem worth it anymore. No sense in bringing that up now. Vlad seemed to be trying, and Mathias knew better than to refuse a bone when offered. He followed Tepes down a myriad of hallways and outside the castle walls. The air already had a bite to it.

“Isn’t it a little early to be this cold?” Mathias asked.

Vlad took a deep breath. The air was cold and Mathias could see the air billowing forth from Vlad’s nose. 

“We are in Siberia, Mathias. Although it is only October, winter comes quickly this far north,” Vlad said.

Mathias took a moment to look at the surroundings. Unlike the last time he’d been out, the flowers were gone. What was left was brown and dead. But, they’d gone beyond the central garden. This was the first time he’d been beyond the walls of the castle completely. H was surprised that the castle was in the middle of a very large plateau. He could see for miles around, the peaks of the mountains were snow covered. It was desolate. And, it suited his mood. He didn’t feel very happy, so the fact that everything was dead felt right.

He walked to the edge of the plateau and stared out into the dark sea.

“Don’t even think about it,” Tepes said; the edges of his mouth twitching.

Mathias ignored him. If he’d been human, it would be so easy. But, if he killed himself, even if he was able to, what would have been the point to even leaving his aunt’s house. His time on the streets, Lucretia’s life would have been for nothing. He stepped away from the edge. “Come Mathias. I do not think that you wanted to get out here to just stare at the sea.”

Mathias nodded and followed the elder vampire through the grounds. Eventually, they came to a strange maze standing on a flat area with stands placed around it.

“What,” he pointed, “is that?”

Tepes laughed. “That, my dear boy, is our games-sized flying course.”

“Flying course?” Mathias had never seen anything like it.

“Come now, I know that Nosferatu told you the story of Mathias and how he was a Vampiric Games flyer.”

The course was huge, probably at least the size of four or five football fields. There were areas like small European villages, areas with forested placed complete with felled trees.

“Do the games still happen?” Mathias asked.

“Of course they do. They are one of the few things that vampires from around the world agree upon. Not that competing really means anything. You’ll find no endorsement deals, no money prizes. To win a medal in our games is about the acknowledgement of artistry. You’ll find, Mathias, that we are rather harsh critics. If “the” Mathias was awarded the gold medal, it means that he was the best flyer we had seen up to that point. Gold medals are rarely given in our games.”

“When did the last Games happen?” Mathias asked.

“Only twenty years ago.”

“Twenty years!”

“You forget. Time is different to us. Four years to the humans seems to be just enough time to train. For us, twenty five years is perfect. Four games per century,” Vlad said.

“Did you ever compete?”

“Absolutely not. Mathias always said I was far too clumsy.”

Mathias stifled a snort and followed “the klutz” back toward the castle.

* * * * *

Once inside Tepes’ rooms, Mathias threw himself down into the chair closest to the door and relaxed. It felt good to step away from everything. He could hear the students moving through the hallways, it was time to change classes again. The only way he knew the classes were changing was the barrage of footsteps suddenly throughout the castle. There was no bell or noise; it was almost as if they just knew when it was time to go.

“Mathias?” Tepes asked.

“Yeah?”

“I think that you are right about something.”

“Huh?” Mathias hated it when Tepes talked in riddles.

“I have been keeping you inside for far too long.”

Mathias was a bit surprised. Maybe the vampire had listened to him after all.

Tepes continued, “I think that I’ve been trying to protect you, but in doing so, I have made you feel trapped. I apologize for that.”

Mathias shrugged. “It’s okay.” Just cause he had a bit of a mental breakdown didn’t mean that he needed an apology. 

Vlad walked around and rubbed his chin; thinking. “How do you feel about officially announcing yourself to our world?”

“I don’t know.” Mathias stared into his hands, trying to not think about it. Why couldn’t he just wander around with everyone else? Being announced? No, way.

“No,” Tepes raised his hand, “not like that. It’s just that many of the families wonder about you. I was thinking that we may have a sort of “family” event. Then they will see that there is no great mystery.”

Mathias tried not to roll his eyes. He hated “family” days at school when he had a family, and now that he didn’t, there just wasn’t any point to him attending one. It would be depressing, most likely. Not exactly fun times.

Tepes smiled. “You are not in as dire straits as you might think. There are many things that I have not told you yet.”

“You know,” Mathias said. “Sometimes you mess it all up. Just when I start to think about trusting you, you let me know that you are still keeping shit from me. What’s your problem?”

“Mathias, did it ever occur to you that I am giving you information gradually? I am trying to tell you without bogging you down with too much detail.”

Mathias grunted and went into his room, shutting the door behind him.

He supposed that he could handle having to go to the party if he had to, but truthfully, he found it kind of interesting that the families of kids he’d never met wanted to meet him. The families only wanted to meet him because he was the latest novelty. Not because they honestly wanted to meet him. 

The truth was, that Vlad Tepes probably told them all that he’d found “Mathias”. And, now that they thought their king was back, they wanted to suck up. Too bad it was a stupid delusion. If only his mother had given him some normal name like Bob. There was no way in hell that anyone could take “Bob the vampire” seriously. 

And, if he really was some lost king, how come he couldn’t reap the benefits from it. Like he’d had this stupid idea when he was on the street that one day he’d show up back at his aunt’s house all rich and famous. His cousins would bow down to him cause they wanted his money, and he could get his revenge on them by buying their house and kicking their asses out. But, he wasn’t a lost king. He was just a street kid with a goofy name.

What really kind of scared him was that apparently the Queen was one of the people that thought he was this old vampire from eons ago. If she was as crazy as Nosferatu’s book said she was, how well was all of this going to turn out? The bad part was that he didn’t even look like their idol if the statue was to be believed.

But if Vlad wanted a stupid party, Mathias would go to the stupid party. It was probably easier to just go than to try to convince him that he wasn’t “Mathias”. Maybe, if things didn’t go very well, he’d never be expected to go to another stupid party again.

* * * * *

That evening, as Mathias into bed, he began to plan. Leaving wasn’t a very good option. At least he wasn’t starving here. If he wanted to be truthful about it, when he’d last been on the streets, he’d been starving to death. So, while he was here, he might as well make the best of it. After all, so far no one had harmed him here.

But if he were to stay, he had to have some answers. First, he needed to figure out how to unobligate himself from Vlad the Impaler— not an easy task. And second, he wanted to track down the Queen and figure out if she really did believe he was “the Mathias”.

Hopefully, by the end of it all, he’d still be living. But to do everything he wanted to do, he first needed to survive the party and convince Tepes that he could be trusted around other people. But he knew it wouldn’t be easy if all the brats were like that blonde and his friend he’d met his first day. He still wondered if it had been the blond that was tormenting that kid outside his room.

“What the hell was his name?” Mathias tapped a finger against his leg. Crabby. Fuck-face... He laughed at “fuck-face”.

“No, it started with a ‘K’ sound. What the hell was it?” He thought some more. Then, suddenly, it popped into his head.

“Konstantin.” 






  

















Chapter Nine





October thirty-first, the night of the party. Mathias wiped his hands on his pants. He couldn’t stop them from sweating no matter what he did. He hated parties, mostly because he always had to pretend he was something he wasn’t, but this time it was worse. He was only going to this party because, supposedly, it would make the vampire world happy. And maybe, they would see that he was not who they thought him to be.

He stared and looked at himself in the mirror. The clothes were all right he guessed. He was wearing a black coat with a Mandarin-style collar, a black shirt, and black pants. When he’d opened his wardrobe the other day, the clothes had simply been inside it, waiting for him. It was almost as if there were vampiric underwear gnomes who gave you clothes instead of stealing them.

He adjusted his back. His wings fell around him gently. 

There was a knock at the door.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“Do you need any help, Mathias?” Tepes asked.

“I dunno. You can come in if you want.”

Tepes walked into the room and smiled at Mathias in the mirror. “You’ll do very nicely I think.”

“What do you mean?”

“You clean up very well, Mathias.”

Mathias coughed and blushed. “Umm. Thanks I think.”

“Now come, Mathias. It is almost time for the festivities to begin.”

His feet would not move. His body began to sweat and he felt sick to his stomach. “I... I don’t feel so good.”

“Mathias, stop being so ridiculous. I will be there. Nosferatu will be there. We will not let anything happen to you.”

Mathias took a deep breath. After several minutes, he nodded at Tepes and followed the older vampire out the door.

* * * * *

Tepes led Mathias down a stairway he’d never seen before. It was lighted with old fashioned torches that were burning softly and filling the stairwell with a warm glow. He could hear the crowd before he could see it. His breath came in short gasps. Once again, he sweated.

Mathias stood back inside the stairwell and allowed Tepes to enter the room. The elder vampire was so graceful and sure of himself that Mathias really felt out of place. What business did he have being there? He was a street rat for god’s sake, and dinner parties were not something he had any business of attending.

The room was dark, but not dark enough so that Mathias could not see. All around were candles that tried to take away the shadows of the room, but the shadows were stubborn. Mathias watched as they seemed to undulate around the light from the flames and sometimes try to chase the flames away, but the light continued. In the dim illumination, he could see ornate tables with white tablecloths and gold cutlery. Maybe the room was supposed to look inviting, but it didn’t. Mathias felt like something was going to come out of the shadows and eat him.

Tepes paused. Mathias watched him. He seemed to then notice that Mathias had not entered and turned around, motioning for him to follow. No backing out now. Mathias took a deep breath and sincerely hoped that no one would notice him.

Multitudes of eyes stared at Mathias from every corner of the room as soon as he entered the room. There were no friendly conversations to be overheard, no laughter. Vlad had entered to a room full of friends. Mathias entered to complete silence. He tried to keep calm, but nothing kept him from feeling totally out of place. All he wanted to do was get the hell out of there.

“May I present, Mathias Charleyevich Drvar!” Someone announced. Mathias didn’t see who had said it. There were too many people.

The crowd roared. Then, the vampires closed in around him, smiled down at him. Their fangs glinted in the candlelight.

Mathias wanted to disappear. It was bad enough that he didn’t like to be noticed, but this was so much worse. Suddenly, almost as if on cue, all the vampires in the room, minus Tepes and Nosferatu, bowed to him. If Mathias didn’t know better, he’d say it was staged, but it wasn’t. It was just weird.

He smiled slightly. “Hi.”

Without any direction, the vampire families formed a receiving line. There were so many that Mathias didn’t know how he was ever going to get through them all. He didn’t recognize many of them, but he noticed Konstantin immediately. 

Then, Konstantin smiled at him. Mathias didn’t like it, but he didn’t have time to think about it. A pair of piercing grey eyes blocked his view of Konstantin. 

“Your Highness, it is a pleasure to know that you are with us once again. I would like to introduce myself. I am Nicolai Antonyevich Karsavin.”

Mathias watched the man turn and motion for his wife and son to step forward. Konstantin and his mother looked most alike, while his father wasn’t dark complected; it was clearly his mother from which Konstantin inherited his extremely pale looks. “This is my wife, Antonia. And Konstantin has told us so much about you.”

Mathias smiled. “I’ll bet.”

He wanted to yell at the hall of vampires that he was just a kid with a goofy name, but the next family in line appeared all too quickly.

“I am Prince Ashoka from the Ramayana clan.” The Indian vampire said. He was dressed in what looked to Mathias like an old nightdress that men used to wear a long time ago. But it was white covered in gold decorations.

Mathias smiled yet again and filed the information away for future use. He never knew that there were Indian vampires before.

The man motioned to his family. “This is my wife, Rana, and my son, Viraj.” Rana wore a turquoise blue sari and Viraj wore an outfit very similar to his father’s. All three had large dark eyes and straight black hair.

Mathias was taken aback when Viraj walked out in front of his parents and bowed. The other kids had stayed with their parents in a group. This kid was the only one who stepped out on his own.

“It is my pleasure to meet you,” Viraj said.

* * * * *

Before Mathias knew it, the collective of vampires had all passed before him. His mind swam in a daze. There were so many of them that after a while, it seemed like all of the vampires said the same things and looked the same. His head was filled with a “vampire soup”. There was no chance he’d remember much of anything, except that there were vampires from all over the world. He guessed that this was all so that he’d have the chance to "greet his subjects”. Lots of fun there. If they would just realize that he wasn’t that moldy king, everything would be okay.

He wandered around the room, looking for anyone he remotely knew, but they all seemed to have disappeared. Finally, he spied Tepes standing near a table of refreshments, talking to Nosferatu.

“Thanks for leaving me alone to face the mob.” Mathias snatched a few pieces of chocolate and plunked them down on an abandoned plate. Vlad could have stayed with him and guided him on what he was supposed to be doing instead of standing there like an idiot.

Tepes looked down at the boy, winked at him, and then smiled. “Why Mathias, so good of you to join us.”

Nosferatu snickered and poked Vlad in the shoulder.

“I thought you said that they just wanted to meet me.” Mathias growled under his breath.

“And they did.” Vlad said, trying to hold back the grin that was tugging at the corners of his mouth.

“Yeah, but you forgot to tell them that I’m me, not some corpse wrapped around a rose bush.”

“Semantics, I assure you Mathias.” Nosferatu said as he loaded Mathias’ plate down with a variety of treats. “Besides, if Vlad here had told you what they really thought, what would you have done?”

Mathias glared. “I would have told him he could shove his soiree up his ass.”

“And that, Mathias, is why I did not tell you,” Tepes said, placing his hand on the boy’s shoulder.

Mathias rolled his eyes. “Well, maybe some of these people should hear ugly things once in a while.”

“And you think we know nothing of ugly things?” Tepes asked.

“I don’t care what you think. I really don’t. I don’t give a shit.”

Nossy smiled. “We know that’s one hell of a lie.”

* * * * *

Later that night, Mathias sat on his bed, expensive clothing strewn to various corners of the room. The whole night was a disaster. It wouldn’t have been so bad, but Mathias never liked being the center of attention. It just wasn’t safe.

For the months that he’d already been there, he was relatively sure that Nosferatu was safe, Tepes was questionable, and the others...well he hadn’t been around them enough to tell. It was hard. The last time he’d truly felt safe had been when his parents were still alive. Everything after that had been hell.

He just wished things would be simple. But that didn’t appear to be happening. The irritation and frustration he now felt was making him bitter. If things didn’t improve, he was destined to be an old crotchety vampire. He would end up like Tepes, alone, without anyone to call family. And maybe he’d be lucky enough to have some crazy friends around, but those friends wouldn’t be enough. They’d never be enough to kill the ache in his chest.

And then, he remembered something. In all the books he’d ever read, once vampires were made, they never aged. He couldn’t be stuck like this could he?

Mathias jumped up from his bed and slammed open the door to his room. He heard several crashes and a resounding thud. After a moment, Vlad opened the door to his bedchamber. “Mathias, is anything wrong?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Mathias asked.

Vlad scratched at his head. “Tell you what?”

“That I’m stuck like this for the rest of my life!” Could he be more dense?

Vlad was completely confused now. “Stuck like what? I’m not sure I follow.”

Mathias motioned his hands over his body. “Like this! Why didn’t you tell me I’d be fifteen for the rest of my life?”

Vlad motioned for Mathias to come forward and placed his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “How many times have I told you that you must look at the things you’ve read as nothing but books for entertainment? I never told you such a thing because you will age, but only to a certain point. Our aging stops when our bodies are at their prime. This is usually between twenty and twenty-five mortal years.”

Mathias took a deep breath.

“The next time you get an idea in your head, how about asking instead of working yourself up into a fit?” Vlad turned him toward his own bedroom door. “Now, get back to bed. You have a busy day tomorrow.”

Mathias started to turn his head, but Vlad pushed him forward.

“No, I will not tell you about tomorrow. It is a surprise, and one I think you will like. Now, get some sleep. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Mathias slunk back into his room, closing his door behind him. He thought there was no way he could go to sleep now— not with the promise of the unknown. He was much more tired than he thought, and was asleep before his head hit the pillow.

* * * * *

The next day, after breakfast, Mathias was led by Tepes through the school for his “surprise”. He had to follow closely behind the elder vampire because he was moving so quickly that Mathias could barely keep up.

“Where are we going?” Mathias asked.

Tepes paused. “Right now, we are going to the main hall. The students have been directed to be there this morning for a short message from me. I thought you would like to get out of the rooms.”

“Am I going to be going to school with the rest of them soon?”

“No, Mathias. I honestly don’t think you would be good in a classroom. Besides, you are smart enough that you are picking things up quickly. I think you will do just fine with the tutoring.”

“I don’t want to be a burden.” Mathias felt like Vlad wanted to turn him into something he wasn’t. 

“You are family to me. I have no plans to put you anywhere. You may stay with me as long as you like.”

Mathias followed the rest of the way in silence. But his head wasn’t silent. He couldn’t help but think that he would never have a chance to relax again. Every time he tried to pause, something new happened and took his brain for a turn. Nothing was simple here. Everyone had an agenda; he just hadn’t figured them all out yet.

Finally, Tepes walked into a large room that was complete with a podium and rows upon rows of pews. 

At first, Mathias thought it could have been a church, but the feeling of the place wasn’t religious. It felt empty. There was nothing on the walls, just the same stone that was in the rest of the castle. The light came from sky lights allowing the natural sunlight to fill the hall. He supposed it was sort of pretty in an odd way, but it just wasn’t what he expected.

Tepes positioned himself behind the podium. Mathias stood off to the side, not sure of what he was supposed to do.

Tepes cleared his throat and the hall fell silent. Mathias was amazed at the number of vampire children sitting in the hall.

“May I have your attention please,” Tepes announced.

Mathias felt entirely exposed. The entire hall was staring at him, again. He really hoped that the staring and silence would stop. It made him feel like someone was standing over him with a magnifying glass, trying to burn him like an ant.

“As of last night, some of you know what has happened. For the rest of you, I will say it once and once only. Yes, Mathias is a student at this school.” 

Mathias watched Tepes look around the room. It was like the other kids were in his thrall. 

“You can thank him for the rest of the week. There will be no more classes until the full moon,” Tepes said.

As one, the children stared at Mathias and yelled their appreciation. Part of him wanted to pound Tepes for making him so noticeable, and the other part of him wondered if he should run. Everything here was too choreographed. He kept expecting them to salute him.

“Dismissed.” Tepes said loudly. The children ran out of the hall in a wave.

“I’m really fucking scared.”

“Why is that, Mathias?”

“What are they, the vampire Hitler Youth?”

Tepes froze. “Father forbid! No, they are just children schooled in the way you act at this school. Order is a sign of respect here. Nothing more.”

“They look brainwashed to me.”

“They are not.” A new voice said. 

Mathias turned around.

Tepes took a deep breath and turned to Mathias. “Mathias, this... is Lestan.”

Mathias just stood there. Standing in front of him was the man who was partly responsible for his namesake’s death. His hair was the color of a lion’s mane, completely golden. Even his eyes were cat-like, almond shaped and emerald green. But that did not make him ugly, just different. 

Why Tepes allowed him into his castle knowing how things had gone down Mathias would never know. He was torn between clawing the man’s eyes out and retaining the composure that was expected of him. He felt the blood rush to his head. It didn’t just make him dizzy, it made him feel like he wanted to puke. Hopefully, the puking would be done all over Lestan’s polished leather shoes. Vlad raised his hand; Mathias’ stomach seemed to move up into his throat and everything went black.






  

















Chapter Ten





“You know, I had no idea he would react like that,” Lestan said.

Vlad poured Lestan a bit of scotch in a snifter glass. He’d hoped that Lestan’s appearance would bring Mathias into himself. Evidently, he would have to try something else. “You need to remember, Mathias has had a rough time. And... Nossy allowed him to read his memoirs.”

Lestan nodded. “There have been so many times over the years that I wished that I could retract my actions that night.”

Vlad rubbed his temples with his fingertips. The stress was getting to him. “And how is Lilith taking it?”

Lestan sighed. “Like she handles everything, with complete and utter avoidance.”

* * * * *

The wetness of the floor pooled around his head and made his hair damp. He could feel the water. Like always, the smell of mold and centuries past assaulted his sinuses. And her, he could smell her. Only she smelled like roses and a musk that could never be described. Cautiously, he opened his eyes, frightened that she might be there.

He blinked away the grime and allowed his eyes to adjust to the dim light. The blobs of color came into slight focus. He turned his head slightly, he was thankful, she wasn’t there.

* * * * *

Mathias sat up in bed with a start. 

“What the hell was that?”

The dream was just too real. He could still feel the dampness of the place through his pajamas. He looked around the room for a moment. He was in his room, in bed. Tepes or someone must have put him there. Things kept changing, and it was driving him crazy. 

At least everything in his room always looked the same. That was a comfort. It had been a long time since he’d had a dream that shook him up that badly. It was too in-your-face, too visual. And somehow, they kept putting him out. He didn't like that too much. It wasn’t a safe situation, them being that much stronger. 

He could play tough all he wanted, but the truth was, he was scared. Hopefully, nothing else would happen that night. And for the rest of the night, nothing did.

* * * * *

The Queen wandered around her chamber. The walls were covered in cream colored plaster. On that plaster, designs made from gold were painted around the room. The furniture was pink velvet with gold accents. The Queen was pacing across her fine wooden parquet floor. 

She sat down at her desk and sighed. She threw her dark hair over her shoulder.

“What to do...What to do.”

She opened a desk drawer and took out a piece of parchment and began to take notes. She scratched at her head with a fingernail, the nail scratching so hard that her scalp began to bleed. The nail left her head and promptly went into her mouth. She smiled, licking the blood from her nail.

“I will not allow him to ruin everything I have gained over the years. I must think of a plan. Nosferatu cannot be trusted; he always liked him too much. Maybe the answer is with the Order.”

* * * * *

The next morning, Mathias woke with his arms wrapped around his wings. After he sat up, he stretched, trying to work the kinks out of his back and his arms. There had been no more dreams, thank God, but something left him feeling uneasy.

“Mathias!” Tepes said from the other room.

“Yeah?”

“Get dressed. We have some unfinished business to attend to.”

Mathias clumsily got out of bed. His muscles were stiff from being squashed into an unfamiliar position. 

“Coming!” Mathias put on his shoes and opened the door to Tepes’ living room. Tepes was seated in his usual chair, seated on the sofa was Lestan, his namesake’s enemy.

“Hello, Mathias.” Lestan said.

This time, Mathias kept himself in control and watched Vlad’s every move; making sure that the elder vampire didn’t knock him out again. His anger kept him cautious and energized. “First of all, I am tired of you guys knocking my ass out every time you think I’m unmanageable. You want me to trust you? Start by stopping that bullshit. And what is he doing here?”

“I simply wanted to meet you, to see if the rumors are true.” Lestan said.

Mathias glared. “What rumors? Would these be the rumors that have me pegged as the man you helped murder?”

“Mathias!” Tepes leapt from his chair and placed his hand on Mathias’ shoulder. “How dare you be rude to our guest.”

“Your guest, you mean. I don’t think the real Mathias would view him as a guest, a bastard maybe. He’s no guest of mine.” Mathias stormed out of the room, slamming the door to his bedroom behind him.

* * * * *

“So he still doesn’t know?” Lestan asked Tepes with a sad look.

Tepes shook his head. He couldn’t figure it out. Lestan showing up should have brought the memories to the surface, but the boy seemed only angry. It wasn’t enough. But, maybe there was something more there. Mathias hadn’t been that hostile to anyone else at the school, so perhaps, his plan was working. “No, but something tells me it won’t be long before he does.”

* * * * *

Later that day, Mathias sat at the table in his room, trying to figure out why Tepes bothered to allow Lestan to see him. What Tepes had to gain from putting him in contact with Lestan, he’d never know. And perhaps, what bothered Mathias most was that Tepes seemed virtually chummy with the man.

Finally, Mathias had had enough. He got up from the chair and stormed out of his room. Lestan and Tepes were sitting at the table, calmly sharing lunch.

“Care to join us, Mathias?” Tepes asked.

Mathias watched as Lestan turned to look at him.

“Mathias, will it make you feel better to know that I consider myself a coward? Believe it or not, I am not proud of what I’ve done.” Lestan said.

Mathias glared at the man and took a seat next to Tepes.

Tepes quietly served Mathias, giving him a plate of roast pork and a variety of vegetables. 

Lunch was uneventful. It helped that no one said anything. Tepes looked over at Mathias. He was eating in a rather determined fashion.

Suddenly, Lestan stood from the table. “I thank you, Mathias, for allowing me to share this meal with you.” He paused. His lips began to quiver. “I...I’m sorry.” And in a flash, he was gone.

“What’s his malfunction?” Mathias asked.

“One day, you’ll understand. But for now, suffice it to say that he is hard on himself. He punishes himself for the events of the past.”

Mathias nodded. There was a part of him that wished he could feel sorry for Lestan, but when he thought of Lestan’s betrayal of his namesake, he felt sick. “Why are you even friends with him?”

Tepes sighed. He looked like he had been waiting for that question to be asked. “Our existence can be a lonely one. You have yet to feel the weight of the centuries on your shoulders... I am kind to him because he is not so different from myself. I cannot live for millennia without some form of regret.”

Mathias paused, thinking. “Would he have approved?”

“He who?”

“Mathias.”

Tepes laughed. “Truthfully?”

Mathias nodded.

“Chances are, if he were with us now, he would have ripped Lestan to shreds and punished me for associating myself with the likes of him.”

“Then why do you?”

“Because Lestan truly feels regret,” Vlad reached up and placed his hand against Mathias’ temple. At first he wasn’t sure what the bizarre old vampire was doing, and then the memory began...

The battlefield was a mess of blood and body parts. In the center of a particular nasty bit of carnage, there was a tall figure. He had long brown hair that was matted with blood and loosely tied back from his face with a leather tie. He wore silver armor, that had once been shiny, but the blood and gook that covered it made the metal dull. He was standing, panting with his sword at his side.

He looked up. “Vlad, what are you doing here?”

“You’ve done it again. How much longer can this continue, Mathias? You cannot be going out on your own to fight battles. You are much too important.”

Mathias snatched a semi-clean piece of cloth from a nearby body and wiped down his sword. “Too important to kill? It’s what I am, Vlad.”

Vlad shook his head. “You are much more than that, and you know it. Come tomorrow, you’ll be off by yourself, off to who knows where. Probably punishing yourself for being the very thing you hate.”

“I do not know what you are talking about.”

“You never do.”

* * * * *

Vlad withdrew his hand from Mathias’ head and the memory faded quickly.

Mathias smirked. “He seemed like an asshole to me.”

“You miss my point, Mathias. He wasn’t an ‘asshole,’ as you put it. He was probably the most unusual vampire ever created. He had the ability to make anyone obey him in the blink of an eye. He had the power to make you kill yourself if he wished. The point being, I suppose, is that for all his cruelty, for all of the atrocities he committed, he had his own morality. There were simply some things that he would not do.”

“Okay, so if he wasn’t an asshole, what was he?”

“Deadly.”






  

















Chapter Eleven





Mathias leaned back on his bed and put his hand behind his head. He didn’t know if the supposed memory was really a memory, or something that Vlad planted in his head. It really wouldn’t be all that weird, would it? Vlad was one of the most powerful vampires in the world. He was capable of anything, and after this vision thing, Mathias knew that he was just as crazy as the rest of the vampires. 

Sure, he could understand that the elder vampire had lived through a lot and that his experiences made him the way he was. But, the fact that somehow he thought he was the old Mathias was just not good. He was just a kid, not an ancient warrior. Hell, he didn’t even know how to fight. His father had once taught him how to make a fist, and that was about it.

If he didn’t figure out how to get them to see he wasn’t this Mathias guy, he didn’t know what he was going to do. His life was in danger, he had that feeling, but he just didn’t know who was going to strike.

He got up from the bed, walked over to the window, and stared out over the grounds. He wished he knew a way to convince them all that he wasn’t who they said he was, but he had no way of doing that. They seemed hell bent on believing what they wanted to believe. So far, nothing was going to change their view. And what it would take, Mathias had no idea.

* * * * *

Ever since the vision, each night Mathias would have a dream. Mathias thought the vision had something to do with the dreams, but there was one thing he couldn’t explain- the smell of roses. There were no smells in the memory of the battlefield. But every time he dreamed of that cold dark place, he smelled the roses. Sometimes, he didn’t see anything but he had this feeling of dampness and laying on something hard. 

Did that mean that the dreams were real? He didn’t want to believe that. If he admitted to Vlad that he had these dreams, the old vampire would proudly proclaim him to be the real reincarnation of the old Mathias. And who knew where that would lead him. If they were this crazy to think that a kid could be this old ancient warrior vampire, what else were they crazy enough to believe? 

But as the days went on the dreams got worse. He started hearing screaming in the distance accompanied by maniacal laughter. He hadn’t seen anyone else— yet. So far, he had only seen the damp, dark place that looked very much like the dungeon of a castle. Mathias wished he was psychic so he would know what the dreams had to do with anything else. But, even if he did know, he had no way of protecting himself. His only option was to somehow convince Vlad that he wasn’t his old friend. That was going to take a lot of work.

Finally, one afternoon, Mathias noticed that Vlad was grinning like hyena. It was too ridiculous of a look and so, Mathias set down his book. “What are you so happy about?”

“Mathias, it is not so much that I am happy for myself. I am happy for you.” Tepes planted himself into a seat across from Mathias.

“Umm... ok.”

“We have some important things to discuss. What would you like for dinner?”

“Uh. Food?”

Tepes laughed. “I think that can be provided.” He leapt from his chair and motioned for Mathias to follow by holding out his hand, palm up, and closing his fingers onto themselves. 

Mathias paused. He hadn’t been expecting to go someplace. “Where are we going?”

“To eat with the school,” Tepes said. “I’ve kept you separate for far too long.”

Mathias followed Tepes through the halls of the castle and was surprised to find that they were going to the same hall in which he’d been forced to entertain the various vampire families. The room was arranged differently. Instead of numerous tables covered in tablecloths and ornate silverware, the hall was arranged so that there were several large tables that spanned the length of the room and at the far end was a great throne. The throne was made of obsidian and the back flanked out in the form of a great bat. The only ornamentation was a pair of large rubies that served as the bat’s eyes.

Tepes led Mathias through the maze of tables and motioned for him to sit at the table located directly in front of the throne. Mathias looked about the room and spied Lestan, Nosferatu, and the Queen seated at a table in a far corner along with other adult vampires whom he assumed were teachers at the school.

Tepes took his place at the throne and smiled down at the room from his location. Before he could even blink, a plate with a variety of foods magically appeared in front of Mathias on the table.

“Before we eat, I wanted to apologize to you for staying away for so very long,” Tepes said. “As I am sure you’re aware, I’ve been preoccupied by other, more important, issues.” The room erupted into a good natured laughter. “Because this is Mathias’ first meal with all of you, I trust that you will treat him with the respect he so rightly deserves.”

A slight groan was heard from one of the other tables and Mathias recognized Viraj with a guilty grin on his face.

“Yes, Viraj. I know you are hungry. I am almost finished.” The corners of Tepes eyes crinkled into a smile. “If you wish to speak or sit with Mathias, you will have to ask him for permission. I refuse to put in a good word for any of you. To me, you are all heathens.”

The room laughed again. As soon as Tepes began eating, the rest of the room became loud. It sounded like an old familial party. Not that different from the family gatherings Mathias had experienced over the years. 

His dad had always said that Drvars were loud because they thought that you couldn’t hear them unless they talked over each other. This room was just like one of those old family gatherings. Mathias couldn’t hear a damn thing.

Suddenly, Mathias felt a prodding at his shoulder. “Can I sit here?” Viraj asked.

Mathias shrugged. “I don’t care.”

Viraj plopped himself down across from Mathias at the table. Mathias stared at his food.

“Are you going to eat?” Viraj took a sip of blood from his glass.

“Yeah... I guess it’s just weird. 

“What’s weird?”

“Eating around so many people.”

Viraj nodded. “You get used to it.”

Mathias began to eat. At least he wasn’t sitting alone at the table. “So what’s it like?”

“What’s what like?”

“Going to school here.” Mathias grabbed a roll from the basket on the table.

“It’s okay, I guess. Some of the classes kind of suck.”

“It’s probably like that everywhere. But I think being tutored is all right. Math sucks though.”

Viraj nodded. “I think Latin is worse.”

“Vlad said something about Latin being important. I dunno. I don’t mind it too much, but sometimes it feels like I’m trying to graduate from high school in the space of four months.”

“Maybe they want you to be schooled quickly because they need you?” Viraj dropped marinara sauce on his shirt. He looked down, and then continued eating.

“Aren’t you gonna fix that?” Mathias asked.

“Nah, they’ll get clean anyway. I’m always dropping something or spilling something, and when my clothes are clean, the stains are gone. I don’t worry about it.”

“I’m glad I don’t have to clean your laundry.” Mathias laughed. He looked around the room, and his eyes spied Konstantin picking on another kid at his table. “So what’s the deal with Konstantin?”

Viraj took a deep breath. “You don’t really want to talk about him, do you? He’s not...”

“You mean he’s an asshole?”

Viraj sprayed the table with blood. “That’s one way to put it. He’s from the most prejudiced family in the vampire world.”

“Yeah. I’ve met him.”

“What did you think?”

“That he better not fuck with me. I’m not afraid of him.”

The air changed around them and Mathias turned to see Konstantin and Vasily standing nearby.

“Can’t go one day without getting in my way, huh, Drvar?” Konstantin asked.

“Since I haven’t seen you but like, two times, I don’t think I’ve been around you long enough to get in your way. Plus, last time I saw you, you were about to piss yourself.”

Konstantin grabbed Mathias by the arm. “You know nothing about me, nothing about my father. You are nothing. My father reminded me that just because you have his name, it doesn’t mean that you are he. So, you are a lesser, it’s time you learned to respect me.”

Mathias snatched his arm away and struck the younger vampire in the temple. Konstantin collapsed to the floor.

“Don’t kill me, Drvar. I was just trying to make conversation.”

Konstantin’s voice was shaky. He obviously wasn’t used to having someone stand up to him, let alone kick his ass. Mathias gripped the table so hard that it splintered. 

“I think the two of you need to calm down.” Tepes said. He appeared between them.

Vasily helped Konstantin up off the floor and the two walked away. 

Tepes nodded, patted Mathias on the shoulder, and went back to his throne.

“They don’t know who they’re fucking with.” Mathias mumbled.

After a few moments, Mathias calmed down. Viraj kept staring at him.

“What?”

Viraj swallowed hard. “You know that, well, most of us know you weren’t living with a family when you came here.”

Mathias nodded and took a sip of blood.

“Well, why were you homeless?” Viraj asked.

Mathias smiled after a bit. “To put it in the words of the immortal John Hughes, ‘My home life was unsatisfying’.”

“Who’s that?” Viraj asked.

Mathias sighed. It was sometimes hard to remember that not everyone liked movies as much as he did. “He was a director of a lot of movies in the 1980’s. I love his work.”

Viraj looked uncomfortable. “Was it your parents, or what?”

“My aunt actually. Let’s just say she was something else.”

“Like what?”

Mathias sighed, exasperated. Viraj was a nice kid, but kind of irritating. “My life wasn’t any different from anyone else on the street. Most runaways have been abused. I was. My parents died in a car wreck, and I was sent to live with my aunt. Instead of an evil stepmother, I had an evil aunt.” Mathias wiped his mouth with his napkin. “I don’t really want to talk about it anymore.”

Viraj nodded. “Okay.”

The rest of the meal was uneventful. Tepes led him away once he was finished with his dinner. Mathias figured that he didn’t want to risk anymore trouble. Still, it was nice to talk to someone his own age for a change.

* * * * *

That night, it was hard for Mathias to fall asleep. He kept tossing and turning and thinking about what would have happened if he hadn’t held his temper in check. Eventually, he would have to get over his “street mindset”, but now wasn’t the time for it. He needed to be aware of everything he could. Finally, he drifted off, but he probably would have been better off if he’d stayed awake.... 

Dampness surrounded his body like a soggy tissue. It was cold, and try as he might, he couldn’t get his teeth to stop chattering. He could hear the drops of rain fall from the crack in the ceiling and plop into the waiting puddle on the stone floor.

He took a deep breath. Pain washed over his body and made him shudder; she’d broken his ribs again. Slowly, he opened his eyes. Fear gripped him as he saw light streaming from various torches placed about the dungeon. She was there.

Before he had a chance to pretend to be asleep, her demonic and yet beautiful face peered through the bars of his cell. He scrabbled across the floor, through his waste and huddled into the far wall. She laughed manically.

“Why, Mathias. One would think you fear me!” She laughed again running her fingernails along the bars causing a horrible scratching sound that sounded like the screech of a bird of death. Her scent seemed to undulate about the room. He felt as if with each breath he was being smothered by her scent. The roses and the musk seemed to want to enter his body and never leave.

Mathias simply stared. Long before, he’d learnt to keep his mouth closed. Anytime he made a sound, her tortures became worse.

She waved her arm in front of the door to his cell and the door opened without a sound.

His heart began to beat faster and faster. He knew what was coming, but still be prayed to the Father to spare him somehow, but he never answered his prayers.

“Thias, don’t make me come in there and get you.” She said in a sing-song voice. “You remember what happened the last time you forced me to come in after you.”

Mathias remembered well what she’d done. She expected him to voluntarily lead himself to his own torture. The last time he’d refused, she’d come into his cell and chopped off his feet with her katana sword. She licked the blood from his stumps, and only then did she allow him to drag himself into the main room for the rest of the day’s torture. Where she’d gotten the sword, he’d never know. After the day’s torture was through, she’d rubbed sea salt into the remains of his legs. Then she lashed the stumps to his legs- the pain being greater because his body had to heal around the salt.

Without a sound, he crept out of his cell and cowered in her presence.

“Onto the table!”

Mathias gingerly crawled onto the table. She secured him to the table with bands of leather tied at various points over his arms and legs and torso. The leather was so tight that the bindings dug into his skin.

He heard clanking, and then, “Snick, snick.”

She peered into his eyes and held up a pair of iron pliers. “Ready to play?”

Mathias winced. And then, he felt her hand on his ankles. He screamed when she began ripping his toenails out by the root.

* * * * *

Mathias woke, panting and sweating. He was in his bed. He was all right. He looked around his room. Everything was as it should be. 

“Where did that come from?”

Just as he started to relax, that was when he realized something was wrong. He had memories in his head that shouldn’t be there. “Am I losing it?”

Mathias searched his brain and found things he shouldn’t know, like a memory of a scrap of fabric the other Mathias had snatched from another orphan when he was a child, how Nosferatu’s wings twitched in his sleep, the sweet smell of Stuart playing in the grass. 

He didn’t want to think about what these memories meant. If he did, he’d be admitting to the one thing he didn’t want. The thing that Vlad surely believed.

“It doesn’t make any sense.” He hunkered back down into his bed.

Finally, after a time, he drifted back into a fitful sleep.

* * * * *

The next morning, when Mathias woke, he lay in bed staring at the ceiling. More and more, it appeared that the Queen was a threat. Mathias just didn’t know what she wanted to do with him. He wondered now. The dreams were too realistic, and granted he’d always had very realistic dreams, but these were much more than that. Where did Vlad fit into it all? Was he really being brainwashed or was everyone else right? He didn’t know.

He didn’t feel right in his own skin. He got up and got dressed and then stared out the window trying to make sense of everything.

“Mathias, are you awake?” Tepes called from the other room.

“Coming!” He grabbed a quick shower, got dressed, and walked into the living area. Tepes looked up from the book he was reading.

“Is everything all right, Mathias? You look very pale.”

“Everything’s peachy. I feel like I’m losing my mind, but besides that, I’m great.” Might as well be honest. Maybe it would buy him some answers.

Tepes squinted his eyes, almost boring into every part of Mathias as he looked Mathias up and down. “Maybe you need a change.”

Mathias nodded. He gulped down a goblet of blood that had been left on the table. “Can I get out of here for a while?”

Tepes took a few minutes to think. “If you want to wander, I don’t think that would be so bad. If you cannot find your way back here, I’m sure you’ll be able to find someone who could help you.”

Mathias paused, grabbed a croissant, and walked out of Tepes’ rooms.

* * * * *

Nosferatu knocked on his Mother’s door. After a few moments, the door swung open gently.

“My darling, come in.”

“You are planning something. I can tell.”

Lilith was seated in her plush velvet chair. She was wearing a grey silk suit that was cut low, just exposing the inner edges of her breasts. Her skirt was knee length. The whole effect was both stunning and sophisticated, and yet somehow inappropriate. Her dark hair was swept up in a French braid. Her green eyes narrowed. “Oh sit. You always over exaggerate.”

Nosferatu stiffened his spine. “We know that isn’t true, Mother. Now what are you planning?”

She closed her eyes and slowly opened them. “I’m worried, Nossy.”

“About what, Mother?”

She sighed. “That boy.”

“You leave that boy alone, Mother. He’s been through enough. He doesn’t need all of this. Vlad is trying to get him to remember. You’re trying to figure out his motives when he’s a fifteen-year-old kid, and I’m trying to give the kid a normal life, or at least as normal as we can make it. Can you please leave him alone?”

“Oh Nossy, don’t get so upset.”

Nossy glared. “Mother, I think I have every right to be upset. He is not the Mathias you knew. He isn’t the Mathias any of us knew. He is himself.”

“Oh Nossy, if only it were that simple.”

* * * * *

Mathias wandered through the hallways. It was interesting to look at how far they went, and it was nice to be somewhere by himself where he wasn’t locked away. The last time he’d been able to do wander around like this was before he’d arrived at the school. He’d been here for months. It felt good to have a little freedom.

Suddenly, he came to a cross-chamber that intersected several hallways. Nosferatu stormed out of one of them, passed Mathias by without saying a word and stormed off into the hallway Mathias had just come out of.

Unable to hedge his curiosity, Mathias wandered down the hallway Nosferatu had just vacated. It wasn’t long before he smelled roses and musk.

“I see you there,” she said.

Mathias stopped. He felt something rub against his arm.

“You have come to me, I want to know why?”

“I...I was exploring, and I saw Nosferatu come from here.”

She let out a long slow hiss. “My son is angry with me.”

Mathias breathed deeply. Her perfume was odd, but then everything about her was odd. He felt her power and the danger it possessed. He was doomed.

“Do you know who I am?” Her voice echoed oddly off the stone walls.

“Lilith.”

“Yessssss.” Her voice seemed to undulate over his body. Mathias knew she was a vampire, but she could have been a demon. Maybe that’s why the history books said she was both.

He felt her rub her hands along his back. He was rooted to the spot. “What do you want with me?”

She giggled. “I could ask the same of you, little boy.”

“I don’t want anything from you. Can I go now?” Mathias asked.

“Are you sure Mathias? Are you sure that you don’t want to revisit my talents? Revisit the cell?”

Mathias wished he knew how to blink himself away. It was his only escape, but he didn’t know how. Besides, she held him with her power. There was nothing he could do.

Suddenly, she scratched her claw across his face. Mathias could feel the blood well to the surface. She came around to the front of him and showed him the blood on her claw and licked it. “Ahh, it is good to taste you again. Yes, my darling. You can go.”

He felt her power release him. He turned and ran. Her laughter followed him until he got to the cross-chamber. He didn’t stop running until he reached the site of his own grave. 

It was cold, so very cold. The snow swept around the grounds. It was so deep that most of the twigs were buried. Mathias wandered over to where his last body lay. His grave was covered in drifted snow, and the bush was covered in ice. He could clearly see the bones in the mass of twigs that made up his grave. He was the Mathias. He knew that now. Her smell was unmistakable. His dreams, her mention of the cell, it was all there. He wasn’t the simple street kid he thought he was. He was Mathias, former king of Myrddin. And Lilith was very much insane. 

He collapsed in the dirt next to his grave. He felt so many things all at once: betrayal, anguish, anger— it was all the same. He’d been better off not knowing. His curiosity got the best of him, and he should have left his contact with the queen well enough alone.

He clenched his fists and dug his claws into his hands. “He fucking did it. Why, I don’t know, but he fucking did it. How could Vlad bring me here with her?”

* * * * *

Vlad sat in his chambers, staring out over the grounds. It was difficult for him, but he knew what had to be done. He was going to force Mathias to remember. He’d spent too many years without his friend.

“Vlad.” Nossy said.

Tepes jumped. “I hate it when you do that!”

Nossy smiled sadly. “You can blame Mother for that ability...but I’m here about far more important matters than my abilities.”

Vlad stepped away from the window. “What’s wrong?”

“My mother. I don’t know. It’s almost like Mathias being here has brought back that side of her.”

Vlad’s eyes widened. “What makes you say that?”

“I was just with her. Granted, she’s never been right, but she has that look in her eye again. The same look she had when it was bad before. She’s acting strangely and refuses to leave Mathias alone.”

“Where is Mathias?”

“I passed him on my way here. He was wandering the hallways, but I do not think that he is there now.” Nossy walked over to the window and looked out. In the distance, he could see a small black lump beside the rose bush. “He’s at his grave.”

“Myrddin be damned. How long has he been there?”

Nossy scratched at his head with a claw. “How in the hell am I supposed to know?”

Vlad nodded and left the chambers.

* * * * *

Mathias still could not believe how he’d been betrayed. Tepes had placed him within the jaws of the beast. It was almost as if Tepes wanted him to die at her hands. Try as he might, Mathias just wanted to forget about everything and go back to being that ignorant confused boy he’d been for the last few months. But wishing was pointless— that he knew implicitly. There was no way to quiet the truth once it surfaced for good. It was time to buck up and face the music.

He laid his head against the snow, allowing the water to collect on his skin. He raised his head and stared at the bones that once belonged to him. The time for being a child was over. He knew that now. 

Being an old man trapped in the body of a child was not a good thing. The adolescent hormones withstanding, he did not have the strength to fight off those who meant him harm. That meant he had to be more aware. To do this, he needed to calm down and get his bearings on the situation.

While he thought that Lilith probably did want him dead, he didn’t know for sure. He couldn’t fathom why Tepes would let her be here if she had not regained her senses, but that produced a founded fear in Mathias. He knew what she was capable of, and if she lost her mind again, the children at the school were in danger.

That was the main problem. He still did not know why she chose to believe Lestan in the first place. He twitched his wings. Not to mention why Vlad was so chummy with the coward.

The only way he could save himself was to understand his enemy, and there was too much he didn’t know. It was time to put an end to this war of egos, once and for all.

Before he could act out anything, Mathias spied Tepes running toward him. Again, Mathias steeled himself, keeping his outside demeanor calm. He had to hide what he knew. There was no one at the school he could trust.

“Mathias!” Tepes was outside the memorial circle.

Mathias stared. “What.”

“Come inside. It’s much too cold out here.”

“It doesn’t feel cold to me.” Mathias rubbed his hands over his pants to wipe the dirt from them.

“We need to discuss what we are going to do about everything.”

Mathias began to breathe hard. His blood was boiling. “What everything are you talking about?”

Vlad sighed and scratched at his eyes with his hand. “Don’t be this way, Mathias.”

Mathias’ brain switched back to normal. It was almost like the old Mathias and the new Mathias were seeing out of the same set of eyes. “How can you say that? How the fuck can you say that?” Mathias lunged— his speed was like a blur. At one moment, Mathias was sitting on the ground next to his grave, and in the blink of an eye, he was standing beside Tepes, his claws flexed, ready to attack.

“Calm down, Mathias,” Tepes said with a quiver in his voice.

“Why should I? You knew she was here. Why did you even bring me here?”

“I brought you here in the hope that you would remember who you were.”

Mathias snorted. “You placed me in the most dangerous situation possible just so that I would remember? That is the stupidest thing I ever heard. What difference would it have made if I never remembered?”

“I missed you. I didn’t think that far ahead, Mathias. I wanted you to remember, and besides this is my home.”

“Were you always this stupid?”

“Please, Mathias. Relax. I meant no harm.”

Mathias stared at Tepes for a moment, and then stalked off in the opposite direction.

“Where are you going, Mathias?” Tepes called.

Mathias stopped and turned around. “Some place safe.”

* * * * *

Mathias crept over the hills surrounding the castle grounds. He wandered for hours, trying to figure out which way to go, but he had no sense of direction. There were no shadows to follow, and just when he thought that he was getting somewhere, he would come across a branch he would recognize. Very soon, he realized that he was out of his element. He was in the woods, alone with nothing to eat but animals he would have to catch. While he could vaguely remember hunting in his lifetime before, his current experience lent nothing to help him. All he knew fully was how to kill and how to fight, but that knowledge was focused toward the streets and not much else.

Things would definitely be easier if by just remembering he had all of his powers back, but it didn’t work that way. He was just a fifteen-year-old who had been turned into a vampire. He still had trouble popping his wings in and out by himself. 

He tried to pop out his wings, and after several tries, he finally managed. He ran out of the trees and took to flight. He managed to get just over the castle when a sudden updraft of wind knocked him sideways. He tried to recover, but came crashing down in a copse of trees. He felt a stiff branch break through the skin of one wing and felt the skin rip as his body broke the branch and he fell to the forest floor.

He curled up under an old tree to meet his death. It was cold, and it hurt too much to move. He imagined that he would end up much like he did in his previous lifetime— withering away until all that was left was the bones.

Death seemed to be following him. It would have been so much easier if he’d never been made a vampire.

Then it struck him. If he’d never met Nic, he may not have become one. What was the thing Nic wanted? He’d asked him for the skull of a real vampire.

“Goddamn.”

It was Nic who’d put all of this in motion. For all he knew, Nic could have alerted Vlad somehow. Nic had killed Lucretia too, he was sure of it. Lucretia had asked to get off the street, but she wasn’t specific enough. Nic was the one who’d done it all. Too bad he really was dying; otherwise he’d get his revenge. Lucretia shouldn’t have had to die.

Gradually, he drifted off into a cold and fitful sleep; the stillness of the woods easing him into a slumber like a mother’s song.

* * * * *

Nossy flapped and landed soundlessly in the top of a tall tree. He looked down. Mathias was there, eyelashes already sparkling with crystals of ice. Nossy took Mathias’ wing in his hands, said a few words of magic over it, and the wing smoothed out and the skin knitted itself back together. He picked Mathias up and took flight.

He didn’t care how angry Mathias would be when he woke. He was not going to let the boy die again. This time, things were going to be done right.

* * * * *

Mathias gradually realized that he was no longer cold. He was warm and dry. Slowly, he opened his eyes. He was not in a dream, and imagined that someone must have taken him from the woods and placed him in a bed. Mathias looked around and saw objects in the darkness of the room, but something about it made him feel at home, and more importantly, safe.

The smell of the place seemed familiar, almost a musty odor. Carefully, he sat up in the bed and allowed his eyes to adjust. The room was small and cluttered, but homey. Books were strewn across the floor and over every available surface. The walls were covered in old tapestries, some parts faded, but Mathias could barely make out the designs in the dim light. What furniture he could see under the piles of books looked well used.

Before he could get out of bed, he heard a rustle. It was coming from right above the bed he was on. Mathias raised his head, and found himself looking into a pair of eyes that glinted in the darkness of the room.

Mathias screamed and leapt from the bed.

Nossy fell from the ceiling where he’d been perched and laughed hysterically. “If only you could have seen your face!”

Mathias glared. “Having fun, are we?”

“You know it.”

Mathias slumped down onto the floor and whatever books were beneath him. “So why am I here?”

“Why are we all here?”

Mathias rolled his eyes. “No, really.”

Nossy jumped up and perched on the end of the bed. “Use your head, Mathias. How do you think you got here?”

“Ok, I’ll bite. Why did you save me?”

Nossy chittered for a moment and looked at the boy who held the soul of his friend. “Perhaps it is simple to say that I wasn’t about to lose you a second time.”

* * * * *

Mathias didn’t go back to Vlad or his lessons. He tried not to think about anything. He stayed in Nosferatu’s rooms. Sometimes, staying with Nosferatu proved both irritating and interesting. Nosferatu had this awful habit of creeping wherever he went which drove Mathias nuts. He didn’t like getting scared out of his skin.

One afternoon, not long after Mathias started staying with Nosferatu, the elder vampire kept staring at Mathias.

It all got to be too much after about forty-five minutes. “What!”

Nosferatu blinked his eyes rapidly. “I suppose now is as good a time as any.”

“A good time for what?”

“To talk about the holidays,” Nossy said. There was something about Nosferatu that was hesitant.

Mathias paused. “You stared at me for almost an hour to ask about Christmas?” He couldn’t fathom how ludicrous the whole idea was. After a moment, he began to laugh.

Nosferatu looked at Mathias, puzzled. “Are you well, Mathias?”

Mathias fell out of his chair and rolled around on the floor. “Am I well?” Mathias asked and then began to laugh even harder.

Nossy allowed a stiff expression to creep over his face. “I surely don’t understand what is so funny.”

Mathias sat up, holding his stomach. “You sat and stared at me... because you wanted to know if I wanted to celebrate Christmas.”

Nossy rolled his eyes. “I do not think you realize what that means here.”

Mathias stared at Nossy.

“Celebrating the holidays means taking part of certain festivities. Festivities in which all who reside here will attend, including the Queen.”

That makes a difference. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to celebrate the holidays, but he didn’t want to have to deal with having to see Tepes, and with the Queen shit, it was better off if he didn’t. “I think I’ll pass then,” he said.

Nosferatu shook his head. “Mathias, surely you don’t mean that?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Mathias Drvar, are you telling me that you are willing to pass up Christmas because you do not want to face your Queen?”

“That’s exactly what I’m telling you,” Mathias said, picking up a book.

Nossy clucked his tongue against his teeth. “I never would have thought that the great Mathias would let fear stop him from anything...”

Mathias glared. “I hadn’t been tortured before. But I’m not going to let you have that over me. I’ll come to your stupid celebration, but if she does anything I don’t like, I’m taking her out- you got me?”

Nosferatu developed a sly glint in his eyes. “Yes, Mathias. I got you.”

* * * * *

Nossy wandered the halls, wondering about what would and would not happen during the holiday celebration. His mother was a serious problem. And although Mathias had not told him anything, he suspected that his mother had done something to him. What, he was not sure.

But the other issue was Vlad. It was of Nossy’s opinion that the holiday celebration would be the perfect time to mend bridges between Vlad and Mathias. It wasn’t that Nosferatu minded Mathias living with him, but the truth was, ever since Mathias had gone to die in the woods, Vlad hadn’t left his rooms. 

And, for the time being, Mathias needed some time alone. It was time that Mathias stopped fearing the world so much. His sincere hope was that the boy would come around and realize that Lilith could be controlled, and what had happened before was not going to happen again. The Order had made sure of it. Even Lilith herself was not aware of the safeguards in place.

As he got closer to Vlad’s domain, Nossy began to creep, sticking to the shadows. Things were about to become very interesting indeed. Now that he had managed to get Mathias to agree to join in on the holiday celebration, his plan could fully come to fruition.

Once Nossy arrived at Vlad’s chamber door, he smiled. “Shall I make my presence known? Or, shall I enter unannounced and scare him?” Nossy mumbled.

A mischievous glint surrounded Nossy’s eyes. He was much too ornery of a creature. He did what was natural to him.

Without a sound, Nossy blew on the lock mechanism of the door, and smiled when the door opened by itself silently. Carefully, he crept across the floor and looked this way and that, trying to locate the glum vampire. And then, he spied dark hair just peeping out about a wingback chair near the fireplace. Nossy tiptoed across the floor, and struck, grabbing Vlad around the shoulders.

“Ahhhhh!” Vlad jumped up from the chair. He turned around quickly, already in a fighting stance. “I should kill you for that.”

By this time, Nossy couldn’t help himself and was rolling about the floor in hysterics.

“Oh you think you’re so funny, don’t you?” Vlad dropped his arms to his sides and watched the elder vampire roll around the floor like a newborn pup.

“Of course I do. If I wasn’t funny, you would be so bored.” Nossy collapsed onto his back and lay, panting.

“So, to what do I owe the honor of your esteemed company?”

Nossy rolled over and propped himself up on one arm, facing his friend. “I have a surprise for you.”

Vlad sat down on the arm of the chair he had vacated and watched his friend. “Oh you do, do you?”

Nossy grinned. “Yup.”

“You are the only vampire I know who switches between speaking in proper correct English and American slang in a nanosecond.”

“What can I say? I’m talented.”

Vlad shook his head. “We digress my friend. What is this surprise you are blathering about?”

Nossy sat up and bowed his head trying to hide his mirth. “It’s nothing.”

“Nonsense! You didn’t creep all the way down here just to scare the life out of me. And besides, you already told me you had a surprise.” Vlad crossed his arms in front of his chest.

Nossy raised his head. “Well, you don’t have to be a fuddy-duddy about it. Especially after what I’ve done for you.”

Vlad rolled his eyes. “Yes, yes. You are the most wonderful vampire in the world. Now, get on with it.”

“Very well. You’ll be happy to know that Mathias has agreed to attend the holiday celebration, even though the likes of you will be in attendance.” Vlad stared at him. Nossy knew that he finally had his friend’s attention. 

“How did you manage that?”Vlad asked.

Nossy smiled, his face once again gaining his ornery expression. “Does it really matter?”

* * * * *

Mathias couldn’t believe Nossy. He was so out in left field that Mathias couldn’t tell if he had any ulterior motives or not. And there seemed to be a lot of fuss over a holiday thing. After his parents died, he hadn’t really cared about doing much of anything that had to do with family.

True, he’d always liked getting presents, but his new life left no way to get a present without it costing anything. There was no one that he could trust enough to accept a present without a thought. He didn’t know what Nossy had planned, and hoped that it wouldn’t turn out to be another piece of drama in his life. That was something he could do without.

He had lost all hope of being normal. He knew that there was no going back. At one time, he would have sulked until he managed to get what he wanted, but he knew the truth now. Truth demanded maturity and responsibility. He wasn’t sure what he could do to help his situation at the moment except avoid those who needlessly placed him in the face of danger.

The childlike part of him wondered what the celebration would be like, but the adult part expected disaster. The only logical thing to be done was to keep his eyes open and his mouth shut. Every nerve in his body would be centered on waiting for attack.

The days that followed passed by in a blur. It was not a blur of unknowing sentiment, but rather, a blur of trepidation. Mathias spent his mornings ensuring that he was in the condition to fight. Logically, he knew that if he was to manage to save himself, he needed to be trained to fight again. There was no muscle memory to speak of, and the only experience he had in this lifetime was the time on the streets which only served to give him a high tolerance for pain and a desire for survival.

Three days before the holiday celebration, Mathias swallowed his nerve and tapped on the door to Nosferatu’s bed chamber with a claw. He could hear the older vampire slowly and laboriously make his way to the door. Mathias had to wonder if he was doing it on purpose. He jumped when Nosferatu opened the door suddenly and appeared within a nose of Mathias.

“You rang?” Nosferatu asked in a lecherous tone.

Mathias shook his head. The old vampire was completely batty and mimicking an old monster TV show. “I just wanted to ask you a favor.”

Nosferatu grinned. “And what would that be?”

“I want to learn to fight.”

Nosferatu stood and stared. “Why?”

Everything had to be difficult. Mathias had to keep himself in check so that he wouldn’t lose his temper and destroy his chance to be re-trained. “You know the world I’ve come from. You know the world I remember, and you have to ask why I want to learn to fight now?”

Nosferatu sighed. “If you remember so much, you should already know how to fight.”

He needed to know. If he was going to survive, he needed it. Plus, he needed to know how to if he ever got the chance to go after Nic, but Nosferatu wasn’t going to help him. He’d just have to find someone else. “Just fucking forget it.”

Nosferatu placed a hand on Mathias’ shoulder. “Wait. I didn’t realize it was that important to you. But if you can remember, why do you need to learn?”

He paused, pulling his thoughts together. It wasn’t easy, keeping the past and the present straight. “The mind remembers, but the body is weak.”

Nosferatu raised a bushy eyebrow. “Huh?”

He was tempted to just let Nosferatu read his thoughts, but he didn’t like the thought of anyone in his head. “I remember how to do it, but I’ve never done it. My body doesn’t remember how because I’ve never fought that way in it. And being this young, I can’t do the things I remember doing because my body isn’t capable of it.”

Nossy nodded. “Well then, if that is what you’d like to do, then yes, I’ll teach you.”

Mathias blinked. He was actually going to do it. “Thank you.” He turned and began to leave to go back to the room that had been his since he began staying with Nosferatu.

“Wait.”

Mathias turned. “What?”

Nosferatu cleared his throat. “I’ve been meaning to ask, but is there anything that you would like as a holiday gift?”

Mathias’ eyes turned dark and became glassy. The one thing he wanted wasn’t even possible. “Nothing that you would be able to provide.”






  

















Chapter Twelve





Mathias paced in his room. He was very nervous. If it wasn’t for the fact that Nosferatu had questioned his bravery, he wouldn’t even be in this mess. One of these days, he would get around to trying stop thinking like a street kid. When he was back with Lucretia, he would have jumped in and attacked without even thinking. He’d been living under the “attack first, ask questions later” rule. Things were different now, but he still had no other protection than his paranoia and awareness. 

He had an hour to go before the holiday celebration. It was either going to be all right, with just minor irritations, or it was going to be an all-out bloodbath. If he were to bet on it, he would take the odds on the bloodbath.

He walked over to his bed where a fine black suit was laid out like a shroud. It was strange really. He could remember a time when he would have been overjoyed at having the chance to wear something made of fabric so fine. Now, he looked at the garment in disdain. It was a symbol of everything he didn’t want to be.

He quickly undressed, picked up the suit, and sighed. He looked down at his body, seeing the various scars he’d gained on the street that hadn’t disappeared once be became a vampire. It was strange. In all the books, once you became a vampire, your physical imperfections disappeared. But in this tilted thing he now knew as reality, he kept his scars— and not just the physical ones.

He took a deep breath. He could feel them coming.

* * * * *

“Mathias?” Nosferatu asked from the other side of the door. “Are you ready to go?”

“Yeah... hold on.” He took a deep breath and looked at himself in the mirror. It hadn’t been the first time he’d seen himself in the mirror at the University, but there was something about his reflection now that seemed off.

“Nosferatu?” Mathias waited for the elder vampire to enter.

“Yes?”

Mathias pointed at his reflection. Nosferatu began to laugh.

“What?”

Nosferatu calmed himself. “Vlad never bothered to tell you, did he?”

“Tell me what?”

“A vampire does not age in a standard manner, of that, I am sure you are aware.”

Mathias nodded.

“Because your body is not fully developed, it will continue to age until you reach an adult state.”

Mathias nodded again. “Yeah, I heard all that.”

“But apparently, Vlad neglected to tell you how you’ll age. You see, your body no longer operates on your time, but on the changes in the rotations of the Earth, the seasons. To your body, this is the new year.”

Mathias turned and looked Nosferatu in the eyes. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that it’s time to get acquainted with your new face, buddy boy. According to our law, you just turned sixteen.”

Mathias clenched his brows. “That makes no sense.”

“Of course it does, you just need to stop thinking like a human, and begin to think like a vampire.”

“What, so every vampire has the same birthday?”

Nosferatu laughed. “Of course not, you silly boy. There are days of birth, days of death, and days of rebirth. In a way, you are rare that in your birth, your death, and your rebirth all occurred on the same day. All this means is that you will only age the amount you would during a given year in one day. This occurs in late winter until your body is completely grown. After you are completely grown, aging stops.”

Mathias sighed. “Birthdays are a lot less complicated.”

“Come now, it is time we got you to the celebration. I sincerely do not believe you will want to miss Vlad dressed as that red-nosed reindeer.”

“What?” Mathias asked, his eyes wide.

“Syke!” The batty vampire ran down the hallway. Mathias laughed and tried to run fast enough to keep up.

Finally, they reached the doors of the Great Hall.

* * * * *

Mathias halted at the doors; the magnificence to behold was unlike anything he had seen before. Evergreen trees were bedecked in ornaments that were encrusted with the finest of materials. Statuary of gilded angels were nested amongst bejeweled stars of David. It was almost as if someone had taken something from every known religion around the world and placed them in the Great Hall. In a far corner, a gilt Poseidon watched over a sea of Buddhas— it was probably the most bizarre thing that Mathias had ever seen.

Finally, Mathias spied Nosferatu beckoning him from across the room. Looking around at the various people surrounding the elder vampire, he saw no familiar faces, so he approached.

“Mathias, may I present Mr. and Mrs. Tangsomchai? They aid us in the importation of fine items from Thailand.”

Mathias looked at the kind-looking couple and bowed to Mrs. Tangsomchai, as his lessons in manner had dictated. Mr. Tangsomchai was wearing a polished black tuxedo. Mrs. Tangsomchai wore a silk pant suit that looked like it came from their native country. Both of them were small boned and short with dark hair and eyes. 

“What a polite young man,” Mrs. Tangsomchai said.

Mathias beamed. Before he knew it, he was guided into a chair by Mrs. Tangsomchai. Nosferatu smiled and nodded to Mathias, then turned his attention elsewhere.

Mrs. Tangsomchai placed her hand on Mathias’ jaw and spun his head to face her.

Mathias raised an eyebrow. What the fuck?

“Would you give us the honor of sharing our meal?” Mrs. Tangsomchai asked.

Mathias looked at the table and found it laden with delicacies of the like he had never seen. Fish pieces in some sort of red sauce, fried rolls that looked sort of like egg rolls, noodles that looked spicy with a hint of red too them, it all looked amazing. “Eh, sure.”

Mrs. Tangsomchai quickly loaded Mathias with a plate of food that looked like it would feed fourteen dinosaurs. He accepted the plate graciously, but found himself puzzled.

“May I ask a question?” Mathias asked.

“Why of course, Master Mathias.” Mr. Tangsomchai said.

“When we were introduced... Nosferatu... he didn’t give me your first names.”

“Ahh, is that all? The answer is very simple. Our language is sometimes difficult for the western tongue to adapt to. Your Nosferatu has difficulty with the pronunciation.”

Mathias was surprised. This was the first time he’d ever heard of Nosferatu not being able to do something. “Oh,” was all he could think to say.

After that, he did what every teenage boy does when faced with a plate full of food, he grazed. After a moment, he looked up to see the Tangsomchai’s watchful eyes staring at him. He smiled, and their faces visibly relaxed, content that he was happy with their cuisine. While he found some items that he wasn’t fond of, he ate them anyway, not wanting to offend. After his plate was cleared he smiled again.

“We will not hold you any longer, Master Mathias, as we know that you are very busy. We had asked Nosferatu if we might have the pleasure of meeting you.” The proud couple stood and bowed to him.

Mathias stood up from the table and returned the bow, not sure of what else to do. “Before I leave, can you tell me what all of this means?” He pointed to all of the mixed decorations.

“Ah, as I am sure you know by now that this is a school for our kind. Because the parents can be rather old or rather young, our children are raised in whatever religion is common to the family. Since the school does not have the ability to give time off for every religious holiday that occurs from the fall through winter, we allow the children this party to celebrate all customs,” Mr. Tangsomchai said.

While he hadn’t expected such a detailed explanation, Mathias was grateful for it. “Thank you for your help.”

“Perhaps you might visit us in our homeland during the summer holiday?” Mrs. Tangsomchai offered, smiling.

Mathias returned her smile. “Perhaps.”

Mathias left their table and wandered around the hall. 

After looking all over the room, Mathias located Nosferatu near the other end of the hall, visiting with Vlad. While he wasn’t exactly overjoyed to be in Vlad’s presence, he knew he didn’t have much choice. 

“Ah, so there you are!” Nosferatu promptly shoved a warm mug into Mathias’ hands.

“You know very well where I was.”

Vlad burst out laughing, promptly dropping his reindeer nose into a pint of cider. “How could you, Nossy?”

Nosferatu simply grinned. 

Mathias was not amused. He had been made a part of a joke, but he couldn’t figure out what it was. “What?”

Vlad coughed and composed himself. “I’m afraid, Mathias, that you— as you Americans say— have been had.”

Mathias was finding the entire evening increasingly un-amusing. “And how is that?”

Nosferatu chocked on his cider. Vlad rubbed his temples.

“So she asked you to visit them during the holiday did she?” Nosferatu asked, and then promptly burst into hysterics.

Vlad coughed, again. “Mr. and Mrs. Tangsomchai are routinely notorious for doing their level best to find a way to marry off their hoards of daughters to vampire royalty.”

Mathias twitched. “What are you talking about?”

Nosferatu placed his hand on Mathias’ shoulder. “The Tangsomchai’s believe in the old ways. I believe, Mathias, that they were planning on you coming to Thailand. And once you’d arrived, they would then offer you your choice of their daughters-- as well as a hefty dowry.”

Mathias pursed his lips. “What the hell were they thinking? I’m only sixteen-fucking-years-old!”

“Mathias! Language!” Vlad placed his hand on Mathias’ arm.

Mathias was about to counter when he noticed that the hall had grown silent. He turned in the direction of the gazes around him and found himself facing a pair of green eyes and the smell of roses overpowering his senses. She was dressed in a long satin dress that emphasized her body. Her breasts looked like they would spill out of the dress if it wasn’t for the boning of the dress holding them in. 

Mathias saw that every head in the hall was turned toward them, their eyes focused on their Queen. He couldn’t take it. His blood started pounding through his veins. The anger kept building. Before he could strike, Mathias felt a pair of hands holding him in place.

“Be still, Mathias.” Nosferatu whispered in his ear.

The Queen smiled slowly, giving Mathias more than a simple show of fang. 

“Why, this is not the proper way to address your Queen,” she said. She raised a claw to Mathias’ face and scratched it, drawing blood. “But I must say, you do clean up rather nicely.”

Mathias cursed himself for being so stupid. He knew better than to let his back face the room. He could feel the blood pooling on his face and then the scratch healing itself. He breathed hard.

“Now, now. Do not make a scene, young Mathias. You and I have unfinished business. You are not pure. Because you have been made without my approval, I have decided that you should be tested for your worthiness for the vampire world. You’ll get your notice soon enough.”

In the blink of an eye, she was gone.

“Calm down now, Mathias.” Nosferatu ushered Mathias into a chair nearby. “You did rather well tonight. We are proud of your restraint.”

“She could have taken me out-right then!” He never made mistakes like that. His time as a child was making him soft. He needed to think more like a killer.

Vlad rubbed his hands over his face. “Mathias, she isn’t going to take you out.”

Mathias shot a glare at Vlad. “How would you know? Talk to me when you’ve seen the things I’ve seen.”

Nosferatu planted himself at the table. “The both of you need to calm down. Nothing happened. Let it rest. Vlad, stop poking the boy’s bee’s nest. Mathias... Mathias, look at me when I’m talking to you.”

Mathias looked up. 

“I think it’s high time you stop this childish fit. While what Vlad did was certainly sneaky, and not especially intelligent—“

He was not a child. If wasn’t like Mathias was the one acting like a buffoon half of the time.

Vlad snarled.

Nosferatu made a funny face at Vlad. “You don’t scare anybody.” 

Vlad slumped back into his chair like a reprimanded four-year-old.

Nosferatu continued. “At any rate, Vlad did not mean you any harm. He wanted you to remember who you were. That is all. He just wasn’t smart enough to see that this wasn’t the best of situations.”

Mathias glared at Nosferatu.

“Don’t give me that look, Mathias. Your bizarre feud has gone on long enough. Now, I want you to enjoy yourself this evening, you hear?”

Vlad rolled his eyes. “Now, that was astute.”

“Vlad.”

“Yes, Nosferatu.”

“Shut up.”

He couldn’t take it anymore. Their bantering was just too ridiculous. Once he began laughing, he couldn’t stop. At least, not until he fell off his chair. 

* * * * *

As the evening wore on, Mathias was surprised to find himself enjoying the entertainment. Dancers, acrobats, and musicians mingled with the revelers, giving a magical air to an almost normal party.

Over time, Mathias zoned out. The din of voices just blurred together for far too long. Then, he heard Vlad clear his throat in the center of the room.

“May I have your attention please!” Vlad said.

At once, the hall became silent.

“While I realize that this year has been especially plentiful, I still would caution you to enjoy what you have and not discount the achievements of the passing year. It is my hope that this coming year will be every bit as joyous as this one has been!”

The hall erupted in applause. Suddenly, Vlad turned to Mathias.

“Mathias, come up and say a few words to our people.”

Mathias felt the implied order. He had a choice, he could choose to appear like a spoiled brat, or he could choose to play along. This was a different world than the street. He chose to play along.

Carefully, he made his way to the center of the hall. As he passed, vampires from all over patted him on the back in encouragement. It was all he could do to keep from cringing. He stepped into the open space surrounding Vlad. He took a deep breath.

“I don’t really have much to say, I didn’t know I’d be making a speech.” Mathias took another deep breath. The clutch of vampires laughed.

“In the short amount of time I’ve been here, I’ve met a lot of good people.” Mathias paused. He knew that he had to be careful. “You’ve treated me, for the most part, like one of your own, and for that, I am grateful. I hope that the coming year turns out the way everyone hopes it will.”

Mathias stopped. The crowd was silent. From the back of the crowd, Mathias heard a somewhat familiar voice call out, “At least he’s honest!”

The crowd laughed again. The awkward moment was gone. Mathias found himself led back to the table by Nosferatu.

“You did rather well, you know.”

“I’m just glad that’s over.”

After awhile, Mathias was tired of watching older people dance. A few older women, who seemed to be simply drawn by who he was, tried to approach, but were stopped several feet from the table by a simple glare from Nosferatu.

In some ways, Mathias was thankful. The last thing he wanted was to be forced to play nice and answer the same questions over and over again. That left him sitting silently watching Nosferatu tap his nails against the crystal at his place setting. He was starting to wonder why he even bothered to attend this stupid party to begin with.

“Karsavin, surely this can wait until the morrow? I would like to enjoy myself this evening,” Vlad said loudly. Mathias could tell that Vlad was getting tired of all the BS.

Mathias looked up and saw Konstantin’s father standing in front of Vlad. Konstantin was standing a few feet behind his father, with a red face and looking as if he wanted to hide from the world.

“No, this cannot wait until tomorrow. I believe you have wasted the time of our children long enough. Do we even know that your precious boy is who you say he is? And for that matter, shouldn’t you be treating all of our children like royalty?” Karsavin grabbed Konstantin and dragged him forward. “Maybe my son would like private lessons with Prince Nosferatu. I’m sure many of the other families would like the same for their children.”

Vlad glared. “Fine. If you want to discuss such matters in a public forum, fine.” Vlad turned toward Mathias. “Mathias, would you mind humoring me for a moment?”

Mathias nodded slightly, got up from the table, and walked out into the center of the room where Vlad stood.

“Mr. Karsavin does not believe you are the reincarnation of our lost king. Do you think you could drop your shields for a moment, and let him see what you have seen?”

Mathias did one better. He allowed his shields to drop, and with it came the sweat down the length of his spine. This was his chance to show them what their glorious Queen was capable of. If he could instill some fear into this pompous ass, he was going to enjoy it. He opened his mind, letting all that he could remember about his past life flood his mind. Finally, he settled on one specific memory that would serve his purpose nicely. He grabbed a hold of Karsavin’s hand and tapped into his memories of the past. Soon, Mathias felt the tingle of energy spread through his body. He let the energy flow into Karsavin. Once the connection was made, he gave the scene to him, making sure that the memory of the pain went right along with it.

* * * * *

Again, he was strapped to the large flat stone in the center of the room that housed the cell. The smell of dampness, mold, and roses lay across him like a funeral shroud. It was heavy, and difficult to breathe through. Besides smelling her, he could just feel that she was there. And then, her footsteps pattered across the floor like the almost silent feet of mice.

In an instant, her beautiful, yet horrifying face loomed over his own. Her eyes were glassy with madness, and twisted in the cruelty of hate.

“I think today will be especially interesting.” The Queen smiled and leaned over the slab. 

Mathias could hear the clanking of metal. It was about to begin again. If he was fortunate, it would be over with quickly, but nothing about him was lucky.

Before he could even blink, the Queen forced a sharp hook through the flesh of his side. He cried out, the pain rushing over him. He could feel the blood drip down his side where the hook had torn through his flesh.

“Now, now Mathias. Don’t start crying yet. We’ve only just begun. There is much more pain in store for you today. It would be wise to control yourself.”

Mathias felt cold sweat dripping down his body. He could feel the shock on his system taking over. Too bad it would never kill him. There was no relief in sight except the knowledge that the Queen’s stamina did not hold forever. She would get tired. It was just a matter of time.

And then, she laughed in her crazy way and she leaned over and licked the sweat from his brow.

Quickly, she forced another sharp hook through the flesh of his other side. Again, Mathias cried out- the hook had glanced off a rib.

“What happened to the strong warrior I used to know?” She asked, a mocking tone in her voice.

Mathias heard her walk away from him and to the other side of the room. He heard heavy chain clanking along the floor.

“No!” Mathias struggled against the binds that held him, the hooks stretching his skin where they held him.

The Queen laughed and bent over him, placing her elbows on his stomach. “But why? You really are no fun at all, Mathias.”

She attached the hooks to heavy chains she had brought with her. The weight made the hooks pull his damaged skin to the point that Mathias wished his skin would just break, but it didn’t. All he could do was grunt at the pain.

“You know, Mathias. If you beg for forgiveness, I might decide to be merciful.”

Mathias knew it was a trick, but he couldn’t help himself. Her control of him was much too strong.

“Please,” he whimpered. “Please. I’m begging you. Don’t do this. I... I want to be forgiven.”

She laughed again. “Oh my.” She shook her head. “That wasn’t convincing at all, I’m afraid. It looks like you’ll just have to take today’s punishment.” She walked over to the pulley system attached to the chains and began to crank a large metal wheel. The chain began to pull Mathias from opposite sides, the hooks stretching his skin so far it felt like paper.

“I’ll do whatever you want! Please! No more!” The tears rolled down his face. There was no sympathy. There was no God, no Father. No one ever was there to save him, and he was completely unable to save himself.

He heard her chuckle diabolically. It was a dark sound, too dark. She roughly cranked the wheel until the hooks tore the skin from the sides of his body. Mathias howled. As he lost consciousness, the only sound that kept him company was her laughter, her evil laughter.

* * * * *

Karsavin collapsed to the floor once Mathias let go of his hand.

“My liege...” Karsavin said, looking up to Mathias from the floor. “Forgive me for my impertinence.”

Mathias rolled his eyes and held out his hand to help the elder vampire up from the floor. Karsavin refused to take it. The fear in his eyes was knowledge enough. Karsavin got himself up off the floor. Once he was standing again, Mathias could see the tears in his eyes. He patted Mathias on the shoulder in a comforting way.

“Now, what was that I heard you yelling about before I came over here?” Mathias asked. “Something about me getting special treatment? As far as whether I’m being treated like royalty, who knows, I wouldn’t. I think you know now what I’ve been through. Wanna trade? At this point I think I deserve something as mundane as private lessons, don’t you?”

Karsavin nodded slowly. “Again, Master Mathias, I apologize. My family and I will bother you no further.”

Mathias sneered as Konstantin’s father grabbed his son and led him out of the hall. He’d only given Mr. Karsavin a taste, but it had been enough.

He nodded to Vlad and walked away, back to the table he’d been sharing with Nosferatu. “I can’t deal with this anymore. I’m going upstairs and going to bed.

Nosferatu’s eyes took on a sad light. “What about your gifts?”

“I’ll open them tomorrow. It was what I used to do anyway.”

Mathias left the Great Hall quietly, keeping to the outskirts of the party. No one seemed to even realize that he had gone.






  

















Chapter Thirteen





The next morning, Mathias was greeted with the smell of cinnamon in the air. He slowly opened his eyes, almost expecting to be back in his old house in West Virginia, back with his real family. 

Every Christmas, his mother had simmered potpourri on the stove that made the entire house smell like cinnamon and pine. There was a small part that wondered that if he died, if he would even see them again. Instead of what he wished for, he saw the same dark room he’d slept in since coming to stay with Nosferatu. For a short moment, he longed for the warm room he’d had when he stayed in Vlad’s quarters, but he pushed that thought to the back of his mind.

He crept out of bed and walked to the door of his room. He placed his ear against the door and heard the sound of silverware clanking and the ringing of crystal. Something wasn’t what it seemed to be. He took a deep breath and opened the door.

A chorus of voices sang to him. “Merry Christmas, Mathias!”

He smiled when he saw Nosferatu, Vlad, and Lestan sitting around Nosferatu’s cozy little table enjoying Christmas breakfast. The smile still felt wrong though. He had nothing to give them in return, and because of that, he felt out of place. Mathias saw in their smiled that they cared for him. But, it wasn’t the same. There was no way he could be happy when the last people he shared Christmas with had been his parents before they died. 

“Good Morning,” Mathias said. He sat down in the last empty chair at the table.

“We were beginning to wonder if you were ever going to wake up,” Nosferatu said, a silly looking grin on his face.

Vlad laughed. “Well, Mathias. I supposed the question would be, do you want to open your presents before or after breakfast?”

They looked at him expectantly. He spied the pile of presents stacked in the corner of the room. He walked over to the pile and threw himself to the floor in front of them. He was trying to force himself to get excited, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

The childish part of him knew that if he grabbed from the bottom, he’d create an avalanche, but maybe that would be enough to disguise his unhappiness. So, he grabbed the first present he saw at the very bottom and snatched it from the pile. The pile of presents crashed down on top of him.

“That’s what you get for grabbing from the bottom,” Nosferatu said.

Mathias just shook his head. He opened present after present. MP3 players, various game systems, books, and more clothes were only the beginning. His favorite present was an antique dagger with a golden hilt. Ironically, it had come from Vlad. 

By the time he was finished ripping through the stack of presents, the paper was strewn all across Nosferatu’s chamber. The mess was kind of funny. It would have been funnier if it wasn’t so easy for Nosferatu to clean it up, but Mathias had to take what he could get. 

The rest of the day passed by in a blur. He tried to ignore the sadness of the memories of his family, but it was hard. Without his parents around, Christmas just wasn’t the same. He didn’t have a choice but to make the best of it. His parents weren’t coming back, and there was no magic that would bring them back- even though he wondered if Nic would know how. Nic, after all, was an evil old wizard. Sometimes, Mathias wondered if he had anything to do with what had happened to him. He kept going back over everything that had happened with his aunt, with Lucretia and the time on the streets, but he came up with nothing. There was no way he could ask Nic for anything. Whatever Nic created would be evil, and not anything like his parents at all.

* * * * *

The Queen paced across her sitting room. She clutched a glass ornament in her hand. “How dare he.” She crushed the ornament. A shower of broken glass fell to the floor. “I cannot believe that he had the gall to show Nicolai Karsavin... My reputation is ruined!” She crumpled up the note that had been passed under her door only minutes before. It was good that she still had some supporters that had been at the celebration last night.

She grabbed a carved wooden chair from near her desk and threw it as hard as she could against the wall. The plaster of the wall exploded, leaving a gaping hole. The chair was a smattering of splinters.

“And my son, my own son betrayed me. All for that no good brat. I never should have allowed him into my house in the first place. Then all of this never would have happened.”

She sat down in another chair, panting. Her eyes red with rage. 

“They will learn. Oh yes, they will learn.”

* * * * *

The day after Christmas, Mathias woke up with a claw being steadily pressed into his cheek. At first, he ignored it, but the pain gradually increased until Mathias thought the claw might go through his cheek. His eyes popped open and he saw Nosferatu perched above him.

“Wakey, wakey!” Nosferatu scampered over to the window and pulled back the drapes, letting the bright sunlight flood into the room.

Mathias raised his hand to shield his eyes. “Jesus Christ! What is your problem?”

Nosferatu laughed. “You are the one who asked me to train you. We begin, today.”

Mathias slumped his shoulders. “Okay, I understand that part, but why jab a claw into my face?”

“To show you exactly how unprepared you are! Once I am through with you, your subconscious will be aware at all times. You will no longer be a... sitting bat!”

Mathias groaned as Nosferatu threw the covers from him. It was perfectly clear. Nosferatu wasn’t going to allow any mess-ups.

* * * * *

Mathias made the mistake of thinking that Nosferatu would go easy on him. It being the first day of training and all. But he was wrong. 

 He found the loose-fitting clothes, almost like black pajamas draped over a chair. He dressed and met Nosferatu at the door to his chambers.

“Ready?” Nosferatu asked.

Not really. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

Nosferatu pushed Mathias out the door and then walked quickly through the maze of hallways until they reached a part of the grounds Mathias had never seen before.

In front of him were various refined instruments of torture. There were pedestals with multiple arms coming from the center pole, and a apparatus that looked like someone could be strapped to it and then stretched- it wasn’t a rack exactly, just odd.

“Now, Mathias, for the rest of the month, this shall be your home. I will not fool you. Expect to ache, bleed, and break. Every time you think of quitting, remind yourself that your body no longer belongs to you, but to me. It is my instrument to tune and refine until I see fit to return it to you.”

Mathias stared. Standing in front of him was not the Nosferatu he knew. Gone was the goofy energetic vampire he knew. This Nossy was the evil twin, and Mathias was wondering what he got himself into. “Now,” Nosferatu said as he tapped a claw against his chin. “I suppose you’ll be wondering what comes first.” The vampire smiled. “Your first lesson is one of stamina. I expect you to do nothing but run until it becomes second nature to you. You will eat, sleep, train, and rest, all by my watch, do I make myself clear?”

Mathias looked at him in shock. It wasn’t that he didn’t understand. He just hadn’t expected to dive right in without any warning. “Um...yeah.”

Nosferatu glared. “You will address me properly, or this training will end here and now.”

Mathias cleared his throat. “Yes, sir.” He bet Nosferatu was enjoying this.

Nosferatu stood tall and puffed out his chest. “Very well then. Off you go. Run. I will let you know when you can quit.”

Mathias took a deep breath, and then began to run. He ran around the area they were in, dodging the equipment. He ran around the castle. He even ran around the flying course. Mathias felt as if he might die. His lungs burned in his chest. His brow dripped sweat into his eyes. Finally, he stopped in front of Nosferatu. If the stamina training was this bad, Mathias wondered how bad the rest of it was going to be.

“Did I say you could stop?” Nosferatu said, grinning.

Mathias panted. “No.” He took a few breaths.

“Then why did you?”

Mathias looked at the old bat in shock. Did he forget that technically, I’m still fifteen? “Can’t you see I’m dying here?”

Nosferatu chittered discouragingly. “If this is the farthest you can go, how do you expect we’ll ever make a warrior out of you?”

Mathias stared. Stamina was one thing, the lengths he would go in battle were another. “How far did I go?”

Nosferatu rolled his eyes. “Boy, you barely made it ten miles. You must learn to push yourself.”

Mathias shook his head and started back on his pace. Arguing was pointless. He was weak. Not only was he weak for a vampire, but he was weak for a human.

“Over time,” Nosferatu yelled after him. “You will learn to ignore the discomfort. Remember, it was once you who told me all of this. Now, it is my turn to return the favor.”

Mathias groaned. It figured. His former actions did come back to haunt him, and he was paying for it now.

* * * * *

Mathias felt light-headed. His running had stopped and he was limping along. His feet had blisters upon blisters, his wings were broken, and his back hurt. His heart hammered in his chest. And then, a loud whistle sounded. Mathias looked up to see Nosferatu motioning for him. He limped across the field to where Nosferatu was sitting. Once he got close enough, Nosferatu threw a towel around his neck and forced a bottle of water, and one of blood, into his hands.

Mathias started to sit down.

“No, not yet. Walk for a bit.”

Mathias looked at Nosferatu. He was starting to wish he had a ‘death glare’. “Why?”

“If you sit down now, your muscles will seize. Walk a bit until your body has had time to cool.”

Mathias grunted and dutifully limped around the field. After a few moments, he didn’t feel as shaky, and he began taking sips from the bottles. 

Nosferatu waved Mathias over, and Mathias fell down in front of him in a heap.

“Now, you will rest. This afternoon is where the real work begins.”

“This afternoon?” Mathias groaned.

“Yes,” Nosferatu chuckled. “This afternoon. Your mornings will be spent increasing your endurance, your afternoons, however, will be spent learning to fight.”

“Gah! I don’t know if I can take it.”

“Now, that’s what I like to hear, such enthusiasm for learning. Besides, I do believe it is time you had some breakfast.”

That did make Mathias smile.






  

















Chapter Fourteen





After breakfast, Mathias was treated to several hours of his usual academic studies. While he wasn’t crazy about them, he gave up trying to make sense of why he was learning certain things. Right now, it was just that doing the things that would possibly help to save his life interested him more than worrying about the hypotenuse of a triangle.

It was weird. Sometimes he forgot where he was and what time he was in. Sometimes, things looked like now until he saw a ghost of someone walking past in old -fashioned clothing. Memories and experiences blurred together until Mathias no longer felt separate from his former self. It was like he was suddenly a spliced together mutant. This did not mean he was back to his former strength. Unfortunately, he was still in the body of a child, and that left him weak. He didn’t like it, but he had no choice about everything that had happened to him. There was no way to turn back time. His mind was lost. 

After stamina training, Mathias was led back inside to work on homework. His favorite thing to do. He couldn’t say that Nosferatu was a better teacher, but he was a lot more interesting. He’d only been at it for a couple of hours when Nosferatu began looming over him.

“Done yet?”

Mathias jerked. “Huh?” He looked up into the large black eyes of possibly the most insane vampire at the University.

Nosferatu cackled. “Are. You. Done. Yet?”

Mathias rolled his eyes. “Well, you know, I would have been done sooner if someone hadn’t given me so much work.”

Nosferatu tapped a claw on the table. “But I thought you were smart.”

“I am.” Mathias felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise in time with his anger.

Nosferatu looked at him, almost as if he got a kick out of making him annoyed. “Well then, hurry up and finish. We have much to do today.”

Mathias did his best to finish his algebra assignment. Not an easy task with a vampire prancing in the background, but he managed though he wouldn’t place any bets on passing. As soon as he lay down his pencil, Nossy grabbed him by the sleeve and dragged him out of the room. After another set of hallways, and down a couple of staircases, they were outside. Soon, they were walking away from the castle towards the mainland.

“Don’t you miss having friends?” Nosferatu asked as he led Mathias to a secluded area within the woods near the castle.

“What do you mean?”

“You are young yet, and I often hear you wishing to be ‘normal’.”

He really needed to remember to block his mind. Between Vlad and Nosferatu, he had no secrets left.

Nosferatu shook his head. “I can only read your mind because you have an awful habit of projecting your feelings for the world to hear. Yes, you do block, but you are your own worst enemy.”

“As if I don’t know that. Just how, in God’s name, do you propose I stop?”

Nosferatu held up a hand as they reached the edge of a clearing. All that was there was a structure made of wood with boards stretched across it. “You will stop projecting once you are secure with yourself. But for the moment, you have not answered my question.”

“What question is that?”

Nosferatu cuffed Mathias on the back of the head. “You know very well what question, Mr. Smartass.”

Mathias laughed. “Yeah, I guess you could say I miss having friends. But it’s just not worth it. The last friend I had ended up dead. I don’t know if I can take it.”

Nosferatu nodded. “I know exactly what you mean. But I think you have more friends than you realize.”

“I’d rather not think about it. It’s easier that way.”

Nosferatu clicked his tongue. “One day, you’ll see. Friends are very important, even if they are only with us for a small time.”

“You are so fucking weird. I swear. I can hardly keep up between your switching between slang and weird formal English,” Mathias rubbed his hands through his hair. “It’s hard enough for me to keep the past and the present separate lately, and with you and your speech, I am going out of my mind.”

Nosferatu tapped his fangs with a claw. “I do not think I am weird.

Mathias raised an eyebrow and stared at the vampire for a few seconds. Before this was through, this damn vampire was really going to make him lose his mind. “Ok, what am I supposed to be doing?”

Nosferatu walked over to the wooden contraption and held out his hand. His fingers were straight and his fingertips were touching the board. Then, using only the length of his fingers, he instantaneously made a fist and punched through the board.

Mathias stared at Nosferatu wide eyed. “How in the fuck did you do that? And why are we reliving a scene out of some weird Quentin Tarantino martial arts movie?”

Nosferatu laughed. “One, I happen to like the movie. Two, vampires are different. We are stronger, faster, and more balanced than humans. But even then you need to learn not to allow your thoughts to reach your eyes. It is best if your enemy cannot tell where a strike is coming from.”

“And how is breaking a board going to do that for me?” Mathias asked.

“It won’t, but it will teach you about pain.”

Mathias nodded and walked over to the contraption and waited patiently while Nosferatu fitted another board to the supports. He held his hand as he’d seen Nosferatu do and tried to break the board. He jammed his fist into the board and did nothing but jar his shoulder and bloody his knuckles. “Goddamn, that hurt!”

Nosferatu tutted at Mathias. “Mathias Drvar, what in the Father’s name are we going to do about your language.”

Mathias smiled. “As if my language problems are nothing new. Really, Nossy.”

It was Nosferatu’s turn to stare wide eyed. “I haven’t heard you use my nickname for so long, I forgot how it sounded coming from your voice. I missed that.”

Mathias almost rolled his eyes. It was just his voice. “Nossy, you really are weird. If I didn’t know better, I would think that you had other intentions besides being my friend.”

Nosferatu smiled. “You’ll not goad me with such talk. Besides, I hardly think who and who I do not have relations with is any of your concern. Besides, you are, after all, sixteen.”

“Yeah, don’t remind me.” Mathias tried again to break the board. This time, the board broke, but did not split completely. His knuckled split under the strain, he could see the bone.

Nosferatu walked over and gently took Mathias’ hand into his own. “It will be all right. It will heal.” And it did. “I would highly advise concentrating when you try to do this.”

Mathias took his hand back. Nossy waved his hand and the board repaired itself.

Mathias grunted and tried again. Once again he came away with bloody knuckles. “What was the purpose of this again?”

“To teach you control over your power. Besides, in order to be a great warrior, you must learn to make pain your friend. Make it work for you. Turn the pain into strength.”

Mathias took a deep breath. He closed his eyes, felt the energy coursing within him. He opened his eyes and precisely placed his hand in the proper position and let loose. He heard a crack. The pain coursed through his body. He looked down at his hand; one finger was bent in an impossible angle. He put his finger back into place, winced at the pain, and waited a moment for the bone to heal. He looked up at the board and found it bloody, but otherwise unmarred. He couldn’t take it anymore and punched the board with his hand repeatedly. Blood flew from damaged skin. He punched the board until his hand went numb.

Nosferatu coughed.

“What?”

“Get over here. I think it’s time you took a break. Fetch some water for us, and when you come back, you can try again.”

Mathias looked around and Nosferatu waved his hand and a bucket appeared on the ground in front of him. He shook his hand until the feeling came back to it. He grabbed the bucket.

“Where is it?”

Nosferatu smiled. “Follow your nose. You should know what water smells like.”

Mathias grunted and set off. At times, Nosferatu treated him like an old friend; other times, he seemed to treat him like he was such a small child that he couldn’t be trusted to do anything. He didn’t like having to fetch things just because someone wanted him to. 

But at least the walk would give his hand time to heal as well as give him time to try to figure out what Nosferatu was talking about when he mentioned “friends”. All the secrecy was driving him crazy. He didn’t need extra things to worry about. He already had enough to worry about as it was. The dreams and the flashbacks were bad enough. And adding more secrets, he wondered was else was going to happen. 

Suddenly, the light scent of rain filled his nostrils. He looked around and found a small pond. He dipped the bucket into the water and began the hike back to the clearing.

He knew that somehow the secrets had something to do with the Queen, but he knew damn well that she wasn’t an ally. She planned to kill him- obliterate him like Nosferatu could shatter a piece of wood. Not everyone would believe that, but he had the feeling that Nossy suspected it. 

But one thing that really bothered him was that they let the Queen be there in the first place, amongst all of these children. Of course, it was possible that it was only he that she treated the way she did. That would be his luck, out of all the vampires in the world, he was the only one that she hated. Flipping back through his memory, even she wasn’t always cruel to him. But the lie that Lestan had told, that had changed everything.

He was too young to have to deal with all of this. He didn’t know how to react, or how to fix things. And it was up to her whether or not he would be allowed to live. If she deemed him unsuitable, he would be put to death. His only answer would be to be prepared to fight if he had to, but the easiest solution would be to see if he could change her opinion of him. Maybe if he got close enough to her he could extract his own pound of flesh. 

He walked into the clearing, set the bucket at Nosferatu’s feet, and walked over to the apparatus. With revenge in his heart, he struck. The board shattered.

“What’s next?” Mathias asked.

Nosferatu paused. He cleared his throat. “That must have been some walk.”

“You could say that.”

Nosferatu patted the log next to him and offered Mathias a drink from the bucket. “I think that is enough for today.”

Mathias sighed. “How did I get into this mess in the first place?”

Nossy looked up. “What do you mean?”

“With Lilith in this life. I mean all I did was die, Vlad did the rest.”

Nosferatu got up from the log, walked over to Mathias, and placed a hand on his shoulder. “In a normal world, there would be nothing for you to worry about. The normal vampire only has to abide by a small number of very important rules.”

“Which are?”

Nossy rolled his eyes and dropped his arm. “You mean Vlad didn’t tell you this either?”

“Tell me what?”

“Mathias, you are going to drive me to drink. What about your vampire lessons?”

“You mean vampire history?”

Nossy looked at Mathias- deadpanned. His face devoid of expression. “Vlad told you none of our rules?”

“All I know is that after the Queen had her shit fit at the party, Vlad mentioned something about it being his fault.”

“Oh good God! Does that man have no brain?” He sighed. “There are only a few rules to worry about really. One- keep what you are hidden. We don’t need multitudes of renegade vampire hunters coming after us. Two- keep feedings discreet. Human blood is best, but be discreet about it. We don’t need to send an assassin after you because the humans are talking about a vampire killer.”

“What about animal blood?” Mathias asked.

“You can live on it, but it tastes like shit.” Nossy grinned.

“What?” Mathias began to laugh.

“Don’t tell me you’ve never seen Crocodile Dundee?”

Mathias rubbed his stomach. “You kill me.”

“Anyway, the last rule that is usually worried about is loyalty to the royal family. Treason is punishable by death, unless it is sanctioned.”

“Sanctioned treason?” Mathias raised an eyebrow.

“Don’t mock, it happens. Now to your predicament. Technically there is a sticky little law about having to be approved to make new vampires. It is actually an old law from the Myrddin side that you created after the army was getting a little too loose with their powers. Nobody has followed it in centuries, but my mother is an evil bitch.”

“So she’s doing this just because she can.”

“Yup.” 

Mathias sat down on the log, grabbed the bucket, and took a long drink. “About those friends...”

Nosferatu chuckled. “Stubborn to a fault, aren’t you? You’ll learn about them soon enough.” He patted Mathias’ head. “Go take a shower and nap. You’ve earned it.”

Mathias barely made it to his bed before he passed out.

* * * * *

The Order of the Dragon came to order in a room that was really like no other on earth. The inner walls were covered in frescos that were centuries old. It was all to give the impression of power. There were scenes of vampiric wars, biblical scenes, and views of ancient lands that danced around the walls. It was not the sort of place where you felt at home. Light came from strategically placed candelabras that helped illuminate the scenes on the walls. Where there were no frescos, there was grey marble. The natural stone made the room consistently cold.

The Order itself was the ruling class of the vampire world. Technically, they were what congress was to the president of the United States. Nossy always felt as if someone in the U.S. government had known someone who knew about the Order. The difference was, the vampire world also had their monarchs. The Queen was kept and respected, but decisions had to be voted on and approved before the Order would pass the laws on for the Queen to sign. Usually, it worked. But his mother hadn’t been acting herself. Unlike congress, the entire royal family were members of the Order and could vote on various issues. The Order did not have a leader and all members were equal in terms of voting power, but there was one who spoke for all— the speaker.

The current members were seated around a huge semicircular table. The table was massive, made of mahogany.

This was it. He was about to betray his mother. He didn’t want to do it, but she’d left him no choice. Nosferatu stepped forward to the podium in the center of the semi-circle. “We’ve got a problem.”

The vampires seated at the table looked at Nosferatu in unison. Their eyes glowed red in the candlelight.

“And what is this problem?” asked an old vampire with long white hair and wearing robes of royal blue.

“Speaker Tallus, it’s my mother. She is planning something horrible for the boy Mathias. I’ve seen it in my visions.”

Speaker Tallus rubbed his face with his hands, his claws so long that they caught in his hair. “Are you sure?”

Nosferatu nodded solemnly. “It is as we feared. Just having him around has brought back her insanity. I had hoped that by keeping them separate, there wouldn’t have been an issue, but I was wrong.”

Speaker Tallus nodded. “I think that for now, we will watch her. If things get much worse, come to us immediately. We may have to take more drastic measures.”

Nosferatu left. He wasn’t sure if they believed him or not. Watching and waiting wasn’t exactly a great solution. Maybe they would uncover something. Hopefully, before she managed to kill Mathias.

* * * * *

After he left the Order, he wandered around the castle, never settling on any one place. Nowhere felt calm. Finally, he headed back to his chambers and sat in the chair in front of his fireplace. He hadn’t used it in years, but it looked kind of spooky. The cobwebs in the opening were so thick that they formed a webby fabric. He was worried. Not only did he have to worry about his mother’s plans, but he had Mathias’ sanity to think about. 

His capacity for anger was not good. All it took was one little thing to get the boy on the verge of complete rage. Underneath all of that, there was a good soul. And how the Queen could think of Mathias as unworthy was lost to him. He needed to do something, he just didn’t know what. If only he could make her see.

The question was, how? She never listened to him, and he didn’t really know if there was anyone she listened to at all anymore.

He got up from his favorite chair and left his chambers. Then, he headed over to the section of the castle he consistently tried to avoid, his mother’s chambers.

It wasn’t so much that he hated her, it was that he was still disgusted at the cruelty she had been capable of all those years ago. Although she knew the truth, she seemed hell-bent on snuffing out Mathias’ existence each and every time he came back. 

She was obsessed with keeping the vampire world in the dark about how truly evil she really was. Everything with her was motive. Whether the evil had always been there, or whether it had grown over the years, he wasn’t sure. All he really knew was that his mother had been a different person before she had heard Lestan’s lie. After that, her heart had grown sour.

Her insanity had been kept hidden for so long that Nosferatu couldn’t remember how many stories he told over the years. But, with Mathias’ appearance at the party and exposing Nicolai Karsavin to one of his memories, well, that brought about some unrest. This was the first time Nossy could remember that doubts about the Queen popped up at court. 

Nossy felt the air grow cold. Lilith’s anger always made him feel cold. He could only hope that he could manage to play her game long enough. Maybe, he could divert her attention onto something else for a while.

He raised his hand and knocked on the ancient door in front of him. At once, the door opened with a creak to reveal Lilith enshrouded in white funereal robes.

“Mother,” Nosferatu said stiffly.

Lilith smiled with a saccharine sweetness. “Oh Nossy, you’ve come to visit. Shall I put on some tea?”

Nossy shook his head. Sometimes his mother really did drive him batty. “I’m afraid that this isn’t a personal visit, Mother.”

Lilith dropped her façade and backed away from Nosferatu. “Well then, get on with it. Don’t waste my time pretending to care about me!”

Nossy could feel the cloud of guilt falling around his shoulders like a heavy blanket. He plunked himself down in an overstuffed chair and glared. “If that’s how you talk to Stuart, it’s no wonder he never comes to visit.”

Lilith’s eyes snapped to Nossy. “Very well. You’ve made your point. Don’t think I haven’t noticed that you’ve changed since he’s been around.”

“And whose fault is that?” Nossy gripped the arms of the chair so hard that the wood cracked underneath. Her guilt trips were really starting to irritate him. “I honestly did not come here to fight. I made the mistake that we could carry on a mature conversation.”

Lilith sat down in the chair opposite. “All right. So tell me, to what do I owe this visit?”

He sighed, not sure how to approach the subject. “It’s about the boy, Mother.”

She looked at Nossy with false confusion. “Which boy?”

Nossy rolled his eyes. “Which boy?” he asked incredulously. “You know very well which boy. Mathias Drvar, the boy whom you’ve threatened from the moment he’s been here.” It made it worse that she lied to him. If she was lying, she was plotting. That wasn’t good.

Lilith looked like she had just swallowed a rotten sardine. “Oh, that boy.”

“Why can’t you just do what I ask and leave him alone?”

“Because, Nosferatu, that boy has already destroyed my reputation. Why Vlad couldn’t have just let him die I don’t know.”

“Jesus, Mother. He hasn’t even reached adulthood. You know you were wrong.” She’d even admitted it to him before. 

Lilith straightened up into the most regal post she could muster. “I might have been wrong to listen to Lestan, but you know Nossy, your Mathias was not a good person. The things he did in battle would have made you ill.”

“So?”

“So, he and I are very much alike.”

Nossy glared. This was so like her. “Mother, you forget. I knew him. Your propaganda will not go very far. Do you realize that there are some in the court who are already calling for your head?”

Her eyes darkened. “And that is why he must die! I will not allow him to destroy everything I have created.”

Nossy was tired of the game. Nothing was ever going to change her. “If you continue with this ludicrous plan of yours to test Mathias, you’ll be sorry. I’m not going to stand around and cover for you again. Once was enough. And now that Mathias is back, I’m sure as hell going to make sure it stays that way.”

He stood and left so quickly that the thin layer of dust rose from the furniture and the door slammed like a tomb behind him.

* * * * *

Nossy tried to calm himself down, but taking deep breaths just wasn’t cutting it. He didn’t get this mad often, but when he did, it wasn’t pretty. The only person who had ever been able to calm him when he got like this was Vlad. It wasn’t so much that he and Vlad were close friends, because they were. The truth was, he trusted Vlad more than anyone else. 

It had been Vlad that helped him learn to live again after Mathias’ body had been found. Vlad had picked him up, taken him to his castle, and kept his eye on him. It hadn’t been easy for Vlad, Nossy knew that. He’d tried to kill himself several times; first with fire, the second with a guillotine. It was Vlad who nursed him back to health each time he’d tried to die.

They were really very different from each other. He’d been born during the time when there were no rules to speak of, not really. Governments didn’t exist then. Mostly there were just clans of nomads running around trying to survive. Vlad, however, grew up in royalty. Rules where what he knew and what comforted him. Most of the time, Nossy felt Vlad was too hung up by rules, but once in a while, his cool decorum came in handy. For Nossy, that meant survival.

Nossy found himself standing outside Vlad’s office without even realizing that his feet had taken him there. It was for the best, really.

Nossy raised his hand and knocked on Vlad’s door. In a moment, the door swung open of its own accord, Vlad was standing behind his desk, speaking into his telephone. Like the rest of Vlad’s domain, his telephone was something to behold. It was a fancy thing crusted in gold. It looked like it belonged in a bordello.

“No, Karsavin, I refuse. Your request is completely ludicrous.” He paused and waved Nossy over to a plush, overstuffed leather chair. “Listen Nicolai, Master Mathias does not need to speak with you. Yes, I’m positive that your apology was sufficient.” Vlad rolled his eyes at Nossy and Nossy smiled. “If you wish to do so, I am sure that Master Mathias would appreciate the offer... Yes, I will propose the idea to him as soon as I am able. Nicolai, I need to go. Yes... Yes. Good-day.” Vlad hung up the phone and leaned onto his desk. “That man is going to be the death of me.”

Nossy cleared his throat. “Unfortunately, we have worse problems than your love of irritating phone calls.”

Vlad sat down in a nearby chair. “What’s wrong?”

Nossy took a deep breath. “She is hell-bent on “testing” Mathias. Truly she wants to kill him. No matter how I look at it, every option is going to be ugly.”

Vlad thought for a moment. “And what does the Order say?”

“For now, they will watch. But I think we can count on their support.”

“Then we need to come up with a plan.”

* * * * *

Mathias pulled clean clothing from the dresser and quickly yanked the shirt over his head. He felt alive, more than he ever had. It was strange really to know that he’d once been someone else- someone that even the vampire world didn’t know well. It was like watching home movies that only he had access to. 

Part of him was grateful for the chance to live again, but when it came down to it, he was angry that once again the Queen was going to be the deciding factor on whether he lived or died. And if he had the ability to be truthful about it, he was afraid. Not of death, but of the possibility that his second chance might not amount to much.

He stepped out of his room and noticed that Nosferatu still hadn’t returned. Curious, he crept over to a door he hadn’t ever dared to enter— Nosferatu’s private bedchamber.

He knew that going into Nosferatu’s rooms without permission was a serious breach of etiquette, but he needed information. He needed to know more. More about Nosferatu. More about them all. What he knew of Nosferatu, he’d gained from the small bits of memory that seemed to be coming back- that and the journal Nosferatu had allowed him to read. It wasn’t enough.

He didn’t have any specific thing he was looking for. It was one of those things where he would know it when he found it. What he really wanted to do was patch the holes in his memory and try to be whole again. There was a memory of a young boy staring at him while he died, but Mathias didn’t know who the boy was. He cared about the child, but couldn’t explain why. 

He might not have admitted it to anyone, but he was becoming obsessive. Mathias wanted to know everything about his life before he’d met the Queen. He hoped that there would be some clue, something that would help him protect himself against her. And hopefully, cause her death.

He paused. This had been the first time he’d ever planned to kill someone. Part of him was frightened that he had thought of something that heinous, but another part, the older part, was exhilarated by the idea.

He shook off the feeling and looked around Nosferatu’s room. Like much of the rest of Nosferatu’s chambers, the room wasn’t a mess per se, but an amalgamation of stacks of books and numerous old items that Mathias didn’t dare touch. Oddly, there was no bed, just a plush but moth-eaten old emerald green velvet chair that was rather dusty.

Suddenly, Mathias heard footsteps outside the door. He quickly looked around, but unfortunately there was nowhere to hide. The windows didn’t even have curtains. He did the only thing he could, and tip-toed as quietly as he could and hid behind the door to Nosferatu’s rooms.

“You might as well come out. I can smell you, you know,” Nosferatu said from the sitting room in a voice that certainly was not joyful.

Mathias took a deep breath. It was no use to prolong the inevitable. He stepped out from behind the door and entered the sitting room.

Nosferatu glared at him with eyes as red as rubies. “May I ask what you thought it was that you were doing?”

Mathias felt only slightly guilty. “Do you want what I had planned to tell you, or do you want to hear the truth?”

Nosferatu rolled his eyes. “Mathias, we do not have time for childishness.”

Mathias felt the ire rise behind his eyes. “It was anything but childishness that led me to look in your rooms. I’m not as stupid as you think.”

“Mathias, no one said that you were stupid.” Nosferatu threw himself down in the chair closest to him.

Mathias held up a finger as if to silence him. There was no way to say any of this gracefully. “I entered your rooms not to snoop about you, or play ludicrous fucking games. I went in there to teach myself about the things that no one else will teach me.”

“And what would that be, Mathias?”

“Information. In order to beat your enemy, you have to know your enemy, right?”

* * * * *

Nosferatu paused. It felt off, to be honest. One minute, Mathias spoke like the average sixteen-year-old. And, for him to speak that way was good. It meant he was recovering from the streets. But, then he would switch to speaking like someone much older was living in his body. That was the part that disturbed Nossy. He stared into Mathias’ eyes. “You know, before you manage to do much else, you are going to have to figure out who in the hell you are.”

Mathias raised his head like an asp. “What do you mean by that?”

Nosferatu shook his head. “Just listen to yourself! If you go much further, you’re not going to have to worry about whether the Queen will permit you to live! You’ll be in a nuthouse!”

Mathias slumped into the other chair. “What am I going to do?”

Nosferatu grinned. “There is only so much you can do. First, you will continue to train. Second, I believe that now is not the time for schoolwork. The Queen has seen to that. And third, I want you to spend some time each day not worrying about this and do something for yourself.” Nosferatu got up and went into his private chambers, slamming the door behind him.

* * * * *

Mathias sat up and straightened his clothes. Perhaps Nossy was right, but he knew no way of fixing his brain. He tried to assemble his thoughts into one cohesive line, but it just didn’t work. It was going to take time, and he hoped that it wasn’t going to take forever.






  

















Chapter Fifteen





Vlad straightened his suit coat and took a deep breath. Another thing the myths got wrong. They weren’t dead. Vampires were just transformed into something different. It wasn’t that they had to breathe to live, they didn’t have to. 

But breathing had its own purpose. Filling his cells with oxygen made him feel stronger. It also helped to calm him down. Sometimes it seemed like he breathed a lot, but things kept happening that forced him to calm himself. Otherwise, he would explode. 

He knew that he and Nossy had to think of something. He just didn’t know what. The fact remained that now Lilith had been angered by Nosferatu, the wheel they had hoped would break was now set in motion. He could feel it. Any day now, the Queen would issue the document that would demand Mathias appear for testing. Hopefully, they would be able to thwart anything bad before it happened.

If they failed, he wasn’t sure that he could stand to live with himself. After his fall from Heaven, he’d been alone until Mathias had demanded his capture in the fifteenth century. Even he had to admit things had gotten out of hand in the small area of Wallachia he had governed, and it had been Mathias’ right to demand that he toe the line.

When he’d been captured by Mathias’ Myrddin army, The Hungarian Empire army to the mortals, he hadn’t been sure what to expect. He didn’t even know that Mathias was his long ago friend from his days as an angel until he’d seen the spark of life behind Mathias’ eyes.

As soon as he was presented to the king of Myrddin, he was surprised to find himself treated more like an honored guest rather than a prisoner. He’d been given a room of his own, was allowed to attend courtly functions, and even more surprising, he received several private audiences with King Mathias.

It was over these meetings that their friendship was renewed. After he’d been released to re-seize his throne in Wallachia, he and Mathias had retained their friendship through letters and other means of communication. 

In fact, it had been Mathias who had recommended that he, someday, run for the position of headmaster at the University. This was a singular honor. At the time of Mathias’ death, the University was the first vampire school to allow vampire children of different races within its walls. 

Over time, all vampire children ceased being taught at home, and the laws were changed so that all vampire children must be trained at The University before being allowed entrance into vampire society. He was proud of what he’d accomplished.

Vlad shook himself out of his thoughts and made his way to Nossy’s chambers.

* * * * *

Lilith smoothed her hair. She had an audience with The Order of the Dragon and she knew that she had to look completely trustworthy and in control. To help her achieve what she wanted, she purposefully dressed in a cream colored suit with a skirt that reached down to her knees. She chose her most understated gold jewelry and had pulled her hair up into a French twist. She looked a good bit like a lawyer she had seen on television. 

She moved through the hallways, not fast and not slow. She didn’t want to draw extra attention to herself, but she held her head high. The best way to get people to believe you was to act like nothing was wrong at all. Her high heels clicked across the stone floors, but she made sure that the sound was not too loud. If she let her anger take over, her footsteps would have sounded like the heels of her shoes were chiseling into the marble as she walked. Finally, she came to the headquarters of the Order.

The headquarters were located in a large room that was completely below the ground. It was the most underground chamber connected to the castle. This was done for safety reasons, and because the location of the Order was a secret, having it inside another important building was an intelligent bit of security. The headquarters was separated from the rest of the castle by a great iron door. The door, given its location, should have been rusted a long time ago, but not a speck of rust could be seen on the door at all. She knocked on the door. She did not have to wait long before the door opened and granted her entrance.

She walked along the short hallway into the main room. She felt calm at the sight of the old familiar frescos. Why, she’d even seen some of them painted. She walked to the podium and placed her hands on the top of it. In front of her seated at the semicircular table were twelve Order members. One was missing-- her son, Stuart. But she knew he wasn’t going to be there. She hadn’t seen him in over fifty years. And that didn’t seem likely to change.

The members stood and bowed. Speaker Tallus stood, his long white hair sparkling in the candlelight. He was wearing robes that were so purple that the only description that gave the robes justice was to describe them as a deep, dark amethyst. A nod her to position. “Your Majesty,” he said.

She nodded at him and smiled. “You all may sit. Hopefully, we will not be here long today.” She paused. “You know that I do not come here unless something has gotten so out of hand that it can no longer be ignored.”

The Order nodded.

“We have a grave situation. The boy, who at this point cannot be denied as the reincarnation of King Mathias of Myrddin, has created, although inadvertently, a serious problem for me. With prompting from Tepes, he showed one of my loyal subjects, images of a time we all know about and wish to forget. Now, Nicolai Karsavin has spread the information around the court like a cancer. I have heard from my son that members of court are calling for my head.”

The Order gasped.

“So, I came up with the idea of testing young Mathias to see his worthiness to join our ranks. I remembered the old law, and thought it would suit our purposes grandly. Because he was crossed without my or your express permission, the boy is subject to testing because of our laws. If he lives, the vampire world will see how gracious we are and willing to try to remedy old mistakes. If he dies, well, then they will be reminded of my wrath.”

Speaker Tallus coughed; his was the seat exactly in the center of the semi-circle. “Your Majesty, if they are already calling for your head, are you sure that this is wise?”

The Queen’s eyes began to glow, ever so softly. “It is my only recourse at this juncture.”

Speaker Tallus nodded slowly. “And you plan to test the boy yourself?”

“Yes, I do.”

Speaker Tallus looked around the Order. “Well, I’m not sure why you have come to us, my lady. Our advice would be to welcome young Mathias into the fray and try to befriend the boy and show your subjects that you have changed.”

“Trust me; that will not work.”

“We cannot stop you; you are our Queen and thus outrank us. We can only advise. I believe that if you are sure about this test that you should speak with your family first. I do not think young Master Stuart would like this idea very much.”

The Queen’s eyes turned red. “What my family does and does not think is of no concern of yours!”

Speaker Tallus paused. 

She stared at him and broke through the barrier he’d created in his mind. She caught one thought: The Queen has really had lost her grip on reality, just as Nosferatu said.


“Very well, my lady,” Speaker Tallus said. “Let us know when the testing will be held, and we will make sure that the room is ready.”

“Thank you for your support, Speaker Tallus.” She gathered her things and stormed out of the room, the iron door slamming behind her. She pricked her ears and waited. She wanted to hear what they were going to say.

“Well, I believe we shall have to notify Nosferatu that he can take any measure that he wishes in order to protect young Mathias.” Speaker Tallus said.

“Should we tell Stuart?” another Order member asked.

“It would be nice to, but I have no idea where he is. He said something about exploring the Amazon. I don’t even know what he will be back.”

“Well then, that is all that we can do. Let’s let Nosferatu know immediately,” another said.

Lilith ground her teeth and walked in the direction of her chambers. “After Mathias, I’ll get them all.”

* * * * *

Lilith waved her hand and righted the furniture she’d destroyed after coming back from the meeting with the Order. Calmly, she walked over to her favorite chair and sat, allowing the velveteen smoothness to engulf her body and leech away the stress of the day. Ever so slightly, the index finger of her left hand began to tap against the arm of the chair. 

She knew that as Queen, she had to uphold the laws of the kingdom, but her own misguided opinions made her morality faulty. Before Mathias met her son, she’d been a great ruler, kind but stern. Her people were her largest concern, second only to her son. Then, he’d come back with all of his glory and wiles. He distracted her son and distracted her as well. And when Lestan provided his lie, it provided the vehicle for her to take over the entire vampire world. 

When Mathias’ soul was gone from the earth, Myrddin lands were conquered and the vampire world united. Since the return, her life was once again upside down. She could think of nothing but of destroying Mathias, and because of that, her kingdom suffered. Because of Nosferatu’s demands, the child Mathias must be destroyed at all costs.

She supposed that she had given her side of the matter much too descriptively to Nosferatu. There was no way that she could make him believe in her innocence. And then there was the matter of the court, and what to do about those who thought ill of her.

“They can die,” she said. “How dare they speak ill of their Queen. There will always be more subjects, and if I lose this lot, I can always make more.”

She rose from her chair and walked over to her corner desk, removed a piece of parchment from its place and set it exactly in the center of the desk. She gently lowered herself into the desk chair, located her favorite pen, and bit into her finger so that she could use her blood as ink. She dipped the nib into the drop of blood on her finger and pressed it to the parchment.

On the first day of the month of April, it has been decreed that Mathias Drvar must submit to The Order of the Dragon for testing to prove his worthiness to the vampire world and the lands of Lilitu. If the subject is found unworthy, the law of Les Morts will be applied in accordance with the laws of The Order of the Dragon. If the subject does not appear for testing, the test will be considered failed and the subject will be left to face the bowels of the beast.

Time of Testing: 7:00 pm 1st day of April.

Judge: Lilith, Queen of Lilitu and respective lands.

Place: The Ring of Immortality.

Lilith grinned as she slowly folded the parchment. She knew that Nosferatu fully understood the rules of the test. She could only hope that the notification would inspire the fear that she wanted.

* * * * *

Nosferatu swirled the wine in his glass. Being with Vlad was comfortable, and that was what he needed right now. “You know, I do believe that this is the finest Merlot I’ve tasted in recent years.”

Vlad laughed. “You do realize that the wine you are drinking is a cheap fruit flavored infusion available in American supermarkets?”

Nossy grinned. “I never said I had taste.”

“Be that as it may, I do believe that we have other things to worry about.”

Nossy grunted. That was certainly true. His mother wanted Mathias dead, and when she discovered his betrayal, he’d be next on the list. “I got the word from the Order today. Apparently Mother came to see them, and showed them exactly what I was trying to tell them. They’ve given me permission to do whatever needs to be done.”

“Even if it means killing her?”

“Even that.” That talk hadn’t been easy, but after they had seen the insanity for themselves, they decided that Nossy was right. It was about time.

Vlad’s shoulders slumped. “Is her pride that great, or is she just that self-absorbed?”

 “Given what my childhood was like, I vote for self-absorbed.”

Vlad nodded. “So what are we going to do?”

“If she’s going to try to kill him, that means that one of us is going to have to take her out,” Nossy said as he reached across the table to pour himself another glass of wine.

“Is that the only way?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll do it.” He couldn’t expect anyone else to do the dirty work for him. It was his mother after all.

Vlad loosened his tie. “How?”

Nossy smiled. “I had considered an angry wildebeest in her toilet.”

Vlad stared.

He wished he could make all of this a joke. Have his mother stand up; give Mathias a cookie, and say, “Just kidding!” But that was never going to happen. “Kidding aside. I know what I’m going to do. I think it best that I not talk about it anymore.”

“So now what?” Vlad asked.

“Let’s see what her next move is first. I’ll come up with a plan then.”

* * * * *

Mathias got himself ready for bed. He could sense some type of tension in the air. Nosferatu had been spending more and more time away from his chambers when he wasn’t training Mathias. It wasn’t that he felt neglected, in fact he welcomed some time to himself. But the staying away wasn’t like the Nosferatu he knew. In fact, all the vampires he’d been in contact with seemed to not want to leave him alone by himself. Something was definitely going on, he just didn’t know what. 

He crawled into bed. Hopefully tomorrow would be a bit more normal.

* * * * *

Nosferatu held his head. He’d woken up only minutes before to find an official note slipped underneath the main door to the chamber. He walked over to it, and gently picked it up, almost as if it were a poisonous snake about to bite. He recognized his mother’s handwriting. Dread crept down his spine. The paper was cream colored parchment, and Nossy could smell his mother’s blood emanating from it. He opened the note by slipping his claw underneath the wax seal. The note unfolded slowly. 

He read the note in moments and had to keep himself calm. While he had spoken to the Order about his fears, he’d held onto a small amount of hope. He truly wanted his mother not to be the person she was. But she’d decided her course long ago and there was nothing that he could do to save her.

He pulled his mobile out of his pocket and dialed. 

“Stuart? I hate to call you when I know you are busy, but we have a really big problem.”

Nossy paused.

“It’s Mother. She’s going to try to kill Mathias again.”

Screaming and shouts could be heard from the phone.

“I’ll be expecting you then? Good. Come as quickly as possible.”

Nossy closed his phone and placed the note in his pocket. It was time to get things ready. He quickly jotted down a note for Mathias and left his chambers.

* * * * *

Nossy flew through the halls, not caring about the rules about no flying in the hallways. His mother hadn’t left them much time.

When he reached Vlad’s door, he didn’t even bother to knock. He simply opened the door himself with a flick of a claw and landed gracefully in the cushy chair near the breakfast table.

Nossy tossed the note on the table. It landed in the middle of Vlad’s scrambled eggs. Egg flew through the air and settled itself all over Vlad.

“Damnit Nossy!” Vlad said as he wiped wayward egg from his shirt.

“Just read it.”

Vlad picked up the note and read it. “The test is April first.”

“Yes. Isn’t my mother grand? She’s given us two weeks. I would kill her now if I could.” Nossy speared a piece of cantaloupe from Vlad’s plate with his claw and popped it into his mouth.

“I imagine that’s what she expects,” Vlad stroked his chin. “Are we so sure that she plans to stop with Mathias?”

“Knowing her, anything is possible.”

Vlad nodded.

“I called Stuart.”

Vlad’s eyes grew wide. “He actually answered his phone?”

“He said he felt like something was wrong. Needless to say, once he heard what I was calling about... well... let’s just say that he could give Mathias a lesson in expletives.”

Vlad chuckled. “I’m not surprised. So when’s he coming?”

“He should be here any time. He wants to help.”

“Good.”

* * * * *

Mathias felt as if he was going to die. His arms hurt, his legs hurt, even his hair hurt. He was woken by Nosferatu that morning with a glass of water thrown into his face-- which didn’t make him exactly happy. But he was used to the creature doing bizarre shit. And on top of all of it, Nosferatu had upped his training to a level he wasn’t sure he would survive.

Suddenly, Mathias fell from the tree he’d been climbing. He knew better than to think while he was trying to train. He began to fall backwards, the bark scraping at the skin of his back. Suddenly, his wings burst forth from his back and he took to flight, landing gracefully in the center of the training clearing. The clearing was the same place where he’d learned to break the boards, but the apparatus was gone. It had simply been taken away. Who knew if he’d see it again? 

“That was definitely something to watch.” Nosferatu said, smiling.

“Well it’s not like I meant to. I mean, goddamn I’m tired. I’ve never worked this hard in my life.” Mathias mopped the sweat from his face with a sleeve. 

“But look at what you’ve just done.” Nosferatu motioned to the tree.

He looked up at the tree. There wasn’t anything unusual about it. “What do you mean?”

Nosferatu flashed his fangs, grinning so widely that Mathias could practically see every tooth in his head. “I would have to say that this is the first time I’ve ever see a young vampire fly and not know it.”

“It’s not that I didn’t know I flew; it’s that I didn’t plan on doing it.” What was the big deal?

“That, Mathias, is what they call instinct.” Nosferatu waved him over to a log. “Come. Sit. There are some things that we need to discuss.”

Mathias saw a flash of anger pass by Nosferatu’s eyes. The news definitely wasn’t good. He sat down on the log and waited.

Nosferatu cleared his throat. “It’s begun.”

He felt like a heavy weight suddenly resided in his gut. “What’s begun?”

“Lilith, she’s made her move. Your test is to be the first of April. That’s about two weeks away.”

Mathias closed his eyes. She really did want him dead. He’d been hoping she would change her mind, but apparently, she hadn’t. “That bitch. Why can’t she just leave me alone? I mean Jesus Christ! Isn’t it enough she tortured me until all I could do was die?”

“You know, Mathias. The crazy thing about that whole mess is that if you would have managed to come to one of us, you could have been saved. It would have taken time, but we could have done it.”

He was talking about the past again. Mathias wanted Nossy to see him as he was now, not continuously dwell. “How was I to know who I could trust? I mean, Lestan ran when he saw me- why wouldn’t the rest of you do the same?”

“Because Mathias,” Nossy took a deep breath. “Most of us are not cowards like Lestan was, but I can see why you would think that way after she broke you. I just wish Stuart could have told us you were there. He was just too young.”

Mathias smiled. He loved Stuart. “And I swore him to secrecy.”

“You did what?” 

“What did you expect me to do?”

Nossy scratched his head. “Would you like to see him?”

“Who?”

“Stuart.”

He was still alive? Mathias had never thought about it. It seemed that once he died he would never see Stuart again. But now, here was his chance. “Where is he?”

Nossy smiled. “He’s on his way. He started out as soon as I told him what was happening.”

“And what does he say?”

Nossy’s eyes grew dark. “He wants her to die.”

* * * * *

Stuart landed in the spot he always landed when he came to serve the Order- Mathias’ grave. It felt odd. He could feel Mathias’ heartbeat coming from the school. Part of him felt whole again. 

Stuart wiped his tousled brown hair out of his eyes, allowed his wings to settle around him, and walked toward the castle. Once he reached the main entrance, he took a deep breath.

“Vlad Tepes! Get down here!”

Soon, Vlad was rushing down the stairs. “My god, Stuart. Do you want the ears of everyone in here to bleed?”

Stuart smiled. “No, just my mother’s. So where is he?”

“He’s with Nossy. Training.”

* * * * *

“So what do I need to do?” Mathias asked.

Nossy tossed Mathias a wooden sword. “You need to know sword-play. That’s Lilith’s favorite fighting method.”

The sword was made of oak and looked exactly like a fifteenth-century Hungarian sword. The pommel looked like it was a thickened coin, the grip was covered in brown leather lace, and the guard was simple slightly curved rod. Mathias shook himself and tried not to concentrate on how he knew what a fifteenth-century Hungarian sword looked like. Mathias tossed the sword back and forth between his hands. “Why are we starting with this?”

“Until you know what you are doing, I would feel better you using something that you won’t chop your own foot off with.”

Mathias rolled his eyes. 

Nosferatu ignored him and blinked a sword of his own into his hand. “I am going to teach you what I hope will help you survive this. My mother originally fought in the Roman style, but switched to iai-do because she felt it was more versatile.”

“What’s that?” Mathias asked.

“Basically, the ability to fight and attack with a sword while crouching, sitting, reclining, standing, or walking. Every angle is mastered- left, right, front, or rear. All of this is mastered in darkness and in light.”

“Why don’t you teach me that then?”

Nossy sighed. “Because you didn’t teach it to me.”

Mathias laughed. “I didn’t know it.”

“What, the great Mathias admits he didn’t know something?”

Mathias rolled his eyes. “Just get on with it.”

“All right then. Unlike mortals, this style of fighting is done without armor. You told me that the Myrddin kingdom felt armor would make them look weak.”

Mathias nodded. “They also had a tendency to weed out members in odd ways that had nothing to do with fighting ability.”

“At any rate, even though she uses a different style, it is still fighting with a sword. Defense will be your friend.”

Nosferatu demonstrated feinting, thrusting, stabbing, and cutting. Along with these things, he demonstrated the counters for each move. Then, he motioned for Mathias to copy. 

“Remember, this is basically called ‘thrust and cut’ for a reason. Your sword is meant to stab, cut down, and counter your opponent’s sword.”

After a few hours of practice, Nosferatu motioned for Mathias to stop. “Now, I want you to try to attack me.”

Mathias ran forward with his sword raised above his head, ready to cut down. Nosferatu deftly sidestepped and Mathias ended up sprawled in the dirt.

“Where in the hell are your memories, Mathias. Good God!”

Mathias got up and glared. Just as he was about to rush again, he spotted a tall man on the other side of the clearing. He was roughly six and a half feet tall with long brown hair that looked like it never stayed where it needed to. His features were strong but not unpleasant. His eyes were the greenest eyes Mathias had ever seen. He knew those eyes.

Those eyes belonged to the boy who watched him die. “Stuart?” Mathias asked.

Stuart stepped forward into the clearing. “My God.” He turned to Nosferatu. “You weren’t kidding were you? He doesn’t look any different, just younger.”

“Yeah, talk about me like I’m not here.”

Stuart laughed and grabbed Mathias in the biggest bear hug he’d ever had in his life. “Uggh. You know I need to breathe sometime.”

Stuart put Mathias down. “I just can’t believe you’re back.”

Mathias coughed. “Yeah, well. I’m trying not to die here, so not crushing my chest would probably be a good start.”

“You always were a smart-ass.” 

Nossy tossed Stuart his sword. “Teach him to use this thing will you? Make yourself useful.”

Stuart snatched the sword from the air and turned to Mathias. He didn’t wait for Mathias to charge him. He simply stepped forward and brought his sword slashing down in the direction of Mathias’ head. 

Mathias dodged the sword and blocked it with his own. He took a deep breath- it was coming back. He began to move with the grace that only the knowledgeable possess. Soon, it was Stuart blocking Mathias’ sword. Suddenly, it was Stuart on the ground, sword tip pointed at his throat.

“Well done!” Nossy said as he jumped up from his log.

Mathias pulled away the sword and held out his hand to help Stuart up from the ground. 

“I thought he didn’t know how to fight?” Stuart asked.

Nossy smiled. “It was he who didn’t think he knew how to fight.” Nossy waved his hands and a large sword appeared at Mathias’ feet. To call it beautiful would be an understatement. It was large and somewhat noble in shape. The hilt was intricately carved in silver in the guise of a dragon with ruby eyes. The blade was long and tapered, and looked to be deathly sharp.

Mathias’ eyes grew wide. He remembered this sword. “How did you manage to save it?”

“Your home is still where it was, Mathias. I wasn’t able to save everything, but we got the fire stopped in enough time that your back rooms were unharmed. It’s there, waiting for you.” Nosferatu wiped at his eyes with his arm.

Mathias picked up the sword. Even with his strength, it was heavy, but there was a certain balance to it. 

“You’ll need it for your test.” Nosferatu looked at Stuart.

“When is the damn thing?” Stuart asked.

“April first.”

“Can we kill her before then?” Stuart wiped the dirt from his clothes.

“Unfortunately, no. The pattern of events was already decided upon.” 

“What the hell are you talking about?” Stuart asked.

“Iksnay, Stuart. Iksnay.”

“Let me guess, this is another one of those, ‘oh no, we can’t tell Mathias’ things isn’t it.”

Nossy walked over to Mathias and placed his hands on his shoulders. 

“Why did I think up this stupid test anyway? It was never meant to be a test to prove that you are worthy of being a vampire,” Mathias said.

“It happened a few centuries after your death. My mother decided that your old rule should be adopted into our rules. Made vampires had to be approved by a counsel before they could be allowed. Technically, when Vlad saved you, he went against the law. Normally, the law isn’t any big deal. The test is a practice fight with a member of The Order. This fight is supposed to show if the made vampire has certain qualities. Those who have a penchant toward ill will, and show no remorse are fed to the beast.”

“What beast?” Mathias asked.

“Not a beast specifically, just that they are killed and their soul is sent to the netherworld. It is extremely rare that a made vampire is executed, but my mother is a psychopath.” Nosferatu grabbed a handful of dirt and let it fall through his fingers.

“I personally think that psychopath is an understatement.” Stuart said.

“Just talking about her doesn’t help me. I need to know what to do.” Mathias stroked the blade of his sword, allowing it to slice his palm. He watched in fascination as the wound closed.

“What you need to do is stay alive.” Stuart said.

Mathias rolled his eyes. “Yeah, no shit. What else?”

“Unfortunately, the way the test is conducted is not in your favor. The only two vampires allowed in the Ring are those who will fight. There are no witnesses, no aides. It will be just you and the Queen. Do try to not concentrate on that.” Nossy wrapped his arms around both Mathias and Stuart’s shoulders. They began walking back to the castle.

“Telling me to do that is like telling me to not to be afraid to jump off a cliff.” Mathias tossed his sword end over end and caught the handle.

Nosferatu stopped. “Stuart,” he pointed at a log at the edge of the clearing. “Go sit. I don’t think we’re done for the day.

Stuart did as he was told and found a spot on a log to sit on. Nossy grabbed Mathias and put him in the center of the clearing. “Just stand. Allow your lungs to fill with air. Close your eyes and listen. Hear the silence. What does it sound like?”

Mathias closed his eyes and was transported back to the other time he’d been taught to fight.

* * * * *

The sword master had them all standing in lines. They all wore blindfolds tied so tightly that there was no way to see beyond the fabric. The smell of the Black Sea was strong in the air. Their training compound was made of stone, but sand still covered quite a bit of it. When the winds blew, the sands would blow between the cracks in the stone. Living there meant living with the sand. 

They were there to see if the Myrddin army would accept them. It was all about their ruthlessness and their vampiric abilities.

“Attention!” the sword master said. “In battle, you will never know when you’ll be blinded, but your other senses will do just as well. Remember, you are Vampires for Hell’s sake. 

This test was different from any other test. The Myrddin army was different than any other vampire army in the world. They expected you to perform miracles. Just to get to this point, you had to pass the initiation; which consisted of allowing the entire army to do whatever it was they wanted to you. It was nothing unusual to be beaten until every bone in your body broke, and most either died or quit after that, needing a healer to do their best to mend them. Mathias did neither, he survived. 

“Evens turn to the right. Odds turn to the left,” the sword master said.

They all complied.

“Listen to where your opponent is. Listen for their heartbeat. To your vampire ears, you will find that each heartbeat is different. They have their own rhythm, their own timber. Listen to the loudness of each heartbeat. Find the one that is loudest, that is the one that is closest to you. Then pay attention to the others around you, you might end up fighting them as well.”

Mathias listened. Heartbeats were all around him. At first, they sounded like a sea of drums, and then, he could hear the ones closest to him, and the ones farthest away. He raised his sword.

“Begin!” 

They fought for what seemed like hours. Mathias had various wounds on his body, but somehow, he’d managed to stay whole.

“Stop. Pull off your blindfolds.”

Mathias did. He looked around. Only six, himself included, of the two hundred men stood standing.

The sword master grunted. “Looks like we only have six who will make something of themselves. Get the rest of these pieces of shit off my training ground!”

Mathias looked around him, seeing the pools of blood from the fallen vampires around him. He’d killed a lot of them. How many, he just didn’t know.

“Don’t forget to burn them. I don’t want these unworthy pieces of shit and I know Aurelianus doesn’t want them.”

* * * * *

“Mathias?” Nossy asked. 

Mathias opened his eyes. Stuart was standing in front of them. Both Nossy and Stuart looked worried.

“Are you all right?” Stuart asked.

Mathias nodded. Maybe remembering your past life in the present wasn’t a good idea. “I think it was just a flashback. I get dreams sometimes, but this is the first time it has happened during the daytime.”

Nossy nodded slowly. “After this is over and done with, we really need to work on that. It’s not good, Mathias.”

Good would be things going back to normal. “Tell that to Vlad.”

Stuart looked at Nossy, puzzled. 

But Nossy shook his head. “I think he’s all right, Stuart.”

Stuart went back to the log and sat down. 

“All right Mathias, what you need to know about the test is that it is simple. You will be deemed worthy of being in our world if your do two things. First, you must get the Queen in a position so that you would kill her if you wanted do.”

As if the Queen would let him put her in that type of situation. He was so doomed. “Just how in the hell am I supposed to do that?” 

“Our kind is not easy to kill, but it can be done. One must cut off the vampire’s head, place the head far enough away from the body so that it cannot reattach itself, and then burn the corpse in two separate places. And finally, the ashes must be scattered to the wind. But the first step is extremely easy to fail, I’m sure you realize. You must promise me, Mathias, whatever you do, you must not kill the Queen.”

Mathias raised an eyebrow. “Why?”

“Because The Order is tied together by blood. We always know when one of us dies. And in that death, we will see a flash of the person who was last to look into the eyes of our fallen comrade. To kill a member of the Order is to face sudden death unless the kill is authorized.” Nosferatu took a deep breath. “You are not authorized to kill her.”

“Why not?” Mathias asked.

“Because it is complicated. This is only supposed to be an exercise, but you know that it is anything but an exercise to her. Unfortunately, everything appears to be in order, so if you kill her, there will be political implications.” 

“Okay, so I’m supposed to just get her in the position to cut off her head, but I can’t actually do it even though she’s done much worse to me.”

“Justice is carried out in different ways, Mathias.”

“All right, so what’s the next step?”

“The next step is admitting compassion, the act of being able to almost cut off the head, but quelling your anger enough to step back. This proves that you are worthy of the immortality that being a vampire offers.”

“I guess that sort of makes sense, but isn’t it just as easy for someone to fake compassion, etc just for the test?” Mathias asked.

“Truthfully,” Nosferatu said. “I believe that since Lilith adopted it, it has always been a ploy for her to ensure that no matter what, if you came back, she would be able to destroy you. She thinks that you will not be able to curtail your anger. This is the only way she would imagine to ensure your death.”

“This is so fucked up.”

“Hey, you didn’t have to live with the woman,” Stuart said.

Mathias laughed. “I don’t even want to think about it.” Mathias looked at Nosferatu. “So what do we do now?”

Nosferatu waved his hand and a sword, not unlike Mathias’ own popped into his hand. The most striking difference was that the sword was as black as night. “Go to the opposite side of the clearing, when you are ready bow to me. I will return the bow. That is the fair way to begin a fight in our world. It lets your opponent know that you are ready.”

Mathias did as he was told. He bowed and held his sword ready. Nosferatu returned the bow and motioned with a claw for Mathias to advance. Mathias took a deep breath and charged, screaming as he ran. Time seemed to merge. It was almost as if he was seeing both his past and his present at the same time. The past was overlaid atop the present like a watermark. He could just see the stone of the old training facility overtop the clearing. The entire thing was surreal.

Nosferatu sidestepped him and hit him between the shoulder blades with the hilt of his sword, sending Mathias sprawling. Mathias landed in a heap on the ground, wings askew.

“Now you’ll know that one should always take care that their wings are out of the way so that you don’t trip over them.”

Mathias shot Nosferatu the middle finger.

Nosferatu ignored it. “Get up. Now again.”

* * * * *

Stuart watched Nossy. They were relaxing in the sitting room. Unlike both Vlad’s and Nossy’s rooms, Stuart’s rooms were modern. There was no ornate decoration, no stack of books that one had to trip over. Stuart’s rooms were decorated tastefully in black and white. He had everything, a large TV, Blu-Ray player, various gaming systems, and a fancy laptop. All of these things were spaced in various parts of the sitting room on sleek black tables. The only furniture to sit on was a simple black sofa.

“Nossy, it doesn’t look good.” Stuart said, picking up a remote. He turned on the TV and put it on mute.

“You have to remember that Mathias, while he has all of these memories, his body is still very young. Mathias couldn’t even do the things he was capable of later in life when he was sixteen.”

“True, but before, Mathias didn’t have to survive a test with the Queen either.”

Nossy shook his head. “Don’t worry about it. The Order is involved.”

Stuart’s mouth slowly upturned into a sly smile. “They are? You mean after all of these years they finally realize she’s dangerous? I still couldn’t believe they allowed her to teach flying here, let alone live here when all the kids are here nine months out of the year.”

Nossy sighed. “Sadly, it really is only Mathias that she hates. Of course, now she feels slighted by the members of court because they dared to think ill of her when they found out the truth.”

“And that’s why politics never should have controlled The Order at all. Too many of them are content to sit and watch what happens instead of acting on things to prevent catastrophe. I would say it was their age, but you are older than any of them.”

“Well, Stuart. I think it is just a difference between people who are brave and people who are cowards. It has been that way forever. And nothing you or I can do will change that.”

“The only one who is worth a damn is Speaker Tallus, and even he has his own agenda.”

“Of course he does. And we have ours, though I suspect that our agenda is a bit more pure than his. The only thing he’s ever wanted was his chance at the throne.” Nossy rubbed his hand over his head.

“Does he pose a threat to Mathias? After all, when the Queen dies, he would be the proper choice since ‘Lucifer’ wouldn’t do it.”

“Unless we went against tradition of having one of the original three rule at all times. Even though Lilith thought of that, it was one of the few things I agree with her on. But the choice to rule should be Mathias’, and I sure as hell don’t want to rule,” Nossy tapped at his teeth with a claw. “But there is nothing to worry about with Tallus. He never was a fighter. He is just waiting, always trying never to choose sides so that if the possibility of him ruling ever comes up, there will be no honest objection.”

“So we are back to the test and what will happen,” Stuart said.

“Mathias will fight. We will train him as hard as we can in the time we have left. Anything else, I’ll take care of.”

“Care to tell me what you will be taking care of?” Stuart smiled and batted his eyelashes.

Nossy cuffed Stuart on the arm. “You know better than that, you young pup. Just stay away from our mother.”

Stuart’s eyes darkened. “Trust me; that will not be a problem.”

* * * * *

The days passed quickly. Stuart and Nossy took turns training Mathias each day. Everything was neglected for training except food and sleep. Gradually, Mathias stopped thinking when he fought and relied on his instinct. And over time, his muscles seemed to communicate better with his brain. 

“Are you ready?” Nosferatu asked from the opposite side of the clearing. 

Mathias had been lost in his thoughts. “I’m sorry. Yeah,” he bowed and like many times before, he charged Nosferatu. The fight had become a choreographed ballet. Their movements were timed perfectly, almost as if they knew what the other was going to do before they did it. Mathias had just swung downward with his blade when Nosferatu burst into the air with an upward swing countering Mathias’ move and sending him sprawled across the dirt again.

“Jesus Christ!” Mathias rubbed his shoulder and groaned. “What the hell was that for?”

Nosferatu gently landed on the ground in front of Mathias. “It is time for you to fight the way the Queen will surely fight you. She doesn’t care that you aren’t even in your sixteenth year. She is going to fight you the same way she fights anyone else. She is going to try to kill you. Keep that in mind.”

Mathias was tired. Politics, cruelty, and revenge swam around in his brain. He was tired of having to look over his shoulder every time he turned around. It had all been about her, and it was about her again. It wouldn’t stop until she was dead, but he wasn’t allowed to do anything to her. He didn’t care what other people thought. He had to fight to survive. There was no other choice. If he got the chance, he would kill her, whether Nossy liked it or not.

He picked himself up off the dirt and returned to the opposite side of the clearing and bowed.

* * * * *

Nosferatu saw the coldness in the young creature’s eyes and felt that he had finally come home. Now, this was the Mathias he knew. He returned the bow, Mathias charged. The speed with which he struck was incredible. Nosferatu did everything he could to counter the attack, but it was as if Mathias grew before his eyes. With every strike and every step, Mathias grew into the visage of the friend, warrior, tyrant, and King he knew so well.

He flew through the air to try to create a break from the attack, but Mathias followed. He flew backwards, keeping his eyes on his opponent. Mathias flew through the air with the speed and the grace of a master. Nosferatu slammed into a tree from behind and flapped his wings to keep himself aloft. Mathias pinned him against the tree, holding him by his throat.

* * * * *

Nosferatu struck, slicing downward. Mathias blocked the sword with the top of his wing- allowing the blade to cut deep. He flapped his broken wing backwards causing the sword to fall to the ground. Mathias brought up his sword and held it to Nosferatu’s neck, letting the blade cut into the elder vampire’s skin. Blood fell to the ground, gently spattering the dirt.

“Like that?” the new Mathias asked.

Nosferatu swallowed. “Yes... Exactly.”

Mathias let Nosferatu loose and they landed softly on the ground; the dirt of the clearing wasn’t even disturbed. Mathias noticed something odd was going on. He was standing flat on the ground, but he seemed to tower over his mentor. “What... what happened?”

Nosferatu shook his head. “I honestly do not know. I have never seen anything like that before.” Nosferatu grabbed Mathias’ wing and spread it out fully. He readjusted the placement of the bone and allowed it to knit back together before releasing it.

Mathias walked over and sat down on the log. “I thought that I was only supposed to age on the New Year?”

Nosferatu nodded. “I have been alive for a very, very long time. My only explanation is that with the stress you’ve been under, maybe the magic within you sensed the danger coming and decided to give you every advantage by aging you now. It is a mystery.”

“So what, I’m old?” Mathias then noticed that his voice was deeper.

“Not old, you have just finished your development into adulthood.”

Mathias rolled his eyes. “But what does that mean exactly?”

“It means that you have physically gone through all of puberty and your final vampiric transformation early. Nothing more.” Nosferatu joined Mathias on the log.

“This is so screwed up.” Mathias stared off into space.

“Mathias, look at me,” Nosferatu waited until Mathias turned his head in his direction. “The world is an imperfect place. I have seen vampire children reach maturity at a physical age when they are only seventeen years old. In your case, you just did it a few years early. Look at this as the blessing it is. You will be operating as one hell of a surprise for the Queen. But remember what I said, whatever you do, do not kill her.”

“Just one question, Nosferatu.”

“Yes.”

“Are you a member of The Order?”

Nosferatu smiled. “Anyone who is of royal blood is a member. But there are terms, and certain members sit on the board of The Order for certain amounts of time. Right now, our family is being represented by Stuart.”

“So now what?”

“We prepare.”

* * * * *

Over the final days before the test, Mathias was kept in Nosferatu’s rooms except for training. Training was now being conducted in a room that Nossy had created to the exact specifications of the Ring of Immortality. 

Mathias was scared. He knew how to fight. He knew how to conquer pain. But the Queen had been the one to overpower him before. If luck was on his side, all of it would end up being enough.

“Mathias?” Nosferatu called from his sitting room.

Mathias walked in, pushed a stack of books off a nearby chair, and sat down. “What’s up?”

“With tomorrow being the test, Vlad and I... well, thought that this last night should be something special. No matter what happens, know that we are with you.”

Mathias swallowed hard. “That’s good to know.”

“So go get on something comfortable. Get out of your training clothes. Then we’ll blink over.”

“Huh?”

Nosferatu looked at the six foot six tall man with the flowing black hair, sapphire eyes, and laughed. “Mathias, you know what blinking is. You’ve seen me do it enough. Basically, it means to make something happen or appear. Being fully grown, you will now be able to do it. You simply think about what it is you want or what it is you want to do, and it happens. That’s how I open doors and call items to me.”

Mathias looked at Nosferatu like he’d just swallowed a turtle. “Well, what’s with all the hand waving?”

Nosferatu laughed. “Nothing really. I just always thought it looked better that way.”

Mathias snorted, got up from the chair, and went into his room to change.

* * * * *

When Mathias stepped out of his room, he found Nosferatu standing there, tapping his foot impatiently. 

Nosferatu looked up. “Well, it took you long enough.”

Mathias laughed. “Well, I don’t think you wanted me to show up naked did you?”

“Well lucky for you that some of your old things were still wearable with some minor alterations.”

Mathias was wearing a black t-shirt that was a little tight and some plaid pajama pants that had been let out at the sides. The length was short still, but it worked.

Nosferatu grabbed Mathias, not trusting him to be able to blink himself properly without letting himself be seen.

Mathias felt as if his soul grabbed onto something, and then found himself standing in Vlad’s sitting room staring at an ornate cake covered in pomegranate seeds. It was sitting on its own platform in the center of the room.

“Holy shit!” Stuart stood from his chair. “You’re huge!”

Nossy laughed. “I told you he was big.”

“Yeah, but you didn’t say how big.”

Vlad shook his head. “Come. Sit,”

Mathias turned around and saw that Nosferatu was already seated at the table looking amused. He sat, and the others soon followed.

“So how did it happen?” Stuart asked.

Nossy cleared his throat. “We were training, and in the middle of a heated battle, when he suddenly began to change. Right before my eyes he got larger and began to hit harder. Believe me; I was just as shocked as you are now.”

“It’s just one more weird thing on the list. I’m starting to wonder if my life ever was normal.” Mathias said, reaching over and plucking a pomegranate seed from the cake.

“Did you hear that Vlad? He’s keeping lists.” Nossy said, grinning.

“What?” Mathias asked.

“You always made lists of things. Lists so you wouldn’t forget what you needed to do each day, lists of people you hated, lists about lists. You drove us crazy with them.” Vlad said, as he began to cut the cake.

“Did you keep any?” Mathias asked.

Stuart sighed. “There is only one left. I’ve held onto it for a long time. The first thing on it is, ‘play with Stuart’.” Stuart smiled sadly.

“I’d like to read it sometime,” Mathias said, looking down into his cake.

“Anytime you like.” Stuart said.

* * * * *

Later that evening, after the cake was long gone, Nosferatu, Vlad, Stuart, and Mathias sat around the fireplace gazing into the fire.

“Mathias, I know that I’ve made many mistakes over the time I’ve known you. I...just hope that you know that no matter what happens tomorrow, you will always have a home with me,” Vlad said, wiping a tear from his eye with the back of his hand.

“It’s strange for us too, you know Mathias. For us, it’s like we are about to lose you all over again. I’ve done everything that I can to ensure your survival. I can only hope that it’s enough,” Nosferatu tossed a small white velvet box to Mathias.

“What’s this?” he asked.

“Just open it. Think of it as a good luck charm. It was something that you’d once given me.”

Mathias opened the box. Nestled amongst ivory silk was a silver chain. He took the chain from the box. The only ornament on the chain was a charm to which was attached the fang of an adult vampire.

“You gave it to me years ago, when I first met you, as a sign of peace. I’ve always left it near my heart, never letting it leave my side.”

Mathias stared at Nossy. That was a little too mushy. He coughed.

Nosferatu nodded. “My way of keeping your memory alive I guess, but since you came back, maybe it truly is lucky,” he looked into Mathias’ eyes, almost as if trying to memorize them.

Mathias looked down, he pulled the chain over his neck and the fang fell against his breast. He looked out the window; the colors of the coming dawn could be seen in the distance. “If she kills me—“

“No! You can’t think that way!” Vlad jumped up from the sofa and stood by the window, letting his head rest against it.

“Goddamnit. There isn’t any sense in thinking that it can’t happen, because it might.” Mathias glared at them. “You said it yourself. You’ve done everything you could and you hoped it would be enough. None of that matters right now. It’s going to turn out one of two ways. Either I’ll live or I’ll die.” Mathias grabbed Nosferatu by the chin. “Whatever you do, promise me, if she kills me, you’ll have her head.”

Nosferatu swallowed. “I promise.”






  

















Chapter Sixteen





Mathias stayed in his old room at Vlad’s. There was more room to move without knocking over one of Nossy’s various piles. He slept until well after noon. When he woke, he took a shower and looked at the clothes that had been laid out for him. There was a black fencing shirt and pants. At this point, he was just glad to have clothes that fit, even though he wasn’t sure if he liked the tightness or not. They were lightweight and allowed him to move in any direction he wanted to. He had no mask, only his sword.

A knock sounded on the door. “Mathias, can I come in?” Stuart said.

Mathias opened the door and allowed Stuart into the room.

“I just wanted to say it’s going to be all right. Not great, but all right.”

Mathias nodded. “Just do what I said, Stuart. If she kills me, take her head.”

“We’ll do more than that if she kills you Mathias, you can count on that.”

Mathias looked at the clock on the bedside table. “It’s almost time.”

Nosferatu knocked on the door frame. “Ready?”

“As I’ll ever be.”

Nosferatu blinked Mathias into the cold room that was known as the Ring of Immortality. It must have once been part of a castle tower. The room was completely circular. It was made of stone that was centuries old and looked it. Something about it was not unlike the cell in his memories. And recognizing that gave him a chill that stretched from the tips of his toes to the top of his head. The room itself was so cold it was almost icy. And the walls were stained with the juices of forgotten battles. Nossy’s mock room had been very close, minus the stains, the musty smell, and the cold.

* * * * *

The Queen paced around her room. She couldn’t wait for the “test” to begin. After today, she would stop being nice and really rule her kingdom. 

She walked into her ornate bathroom. It was covered in ivory hand painted wallpaper. All the fixtures were gold and every wall contained a mirror. She let her white velvet robe fall to the floor and she stepped into the bath. She soaked until her skin wrinkled.

When she left her bath, she walked naked to her closet, the water evaporating from her as she walked. She dug through her closet for the perfect outfit. She needed to look strong, powerful, and intimidating. Finally, she spotted the pongee that an Emperor of China had given her years ago. She couldn’t remember which Emperor; it had been too many years ago. The pongee was made of unbleached silk, and felt light against her skin. She finished tying the front tie of the shirt and looked at herself in the mirror. She looked beautiful as always. She grabbed a couple of black chopsticks from a shelf in her closet and twirled her hair up and secured it with the chopsticks.

She looked at the clock. It was time.

* * * * *

Before he was even ready, Mathias felt a breeze whip by him, and there she was. He made sure he did not start at her sudden appearance. Doing so would let her know that she got to him. The Queen stood in front of him, bedecked in a flowing ivory martial arts suit. He couldn’t remember what they were called. She looked fierce, except for the confusion and surprise in her eyes.

“I see that you’ve grown up on me,” she said, walking around him, almost as if she was looking for trick wires or something.

It was nice to know that the surprise worked, but not as well as he thought it would. He’d been silently hoping that his sudden growth spurt would make her change her mind. He was wrong. “It was a bit of a surprise to me too,” Mathias said, trying to keep his voice from wavering and letting her hear the fear in it.

“Very well. You do know, Mathias, that I’ll not allow you to walk out of here alive.”

Mathias grunted. “I figured that was your idea.”

The Queen nodded. “How horrible it must be to still be a little boy trapped in the body of a man.”

Mathias allowed the coldness he felt to reach his eyes. She knew nothing about his life. She was an evil bitch, and he wasn’t going to die without making her hurt. “How difficult it must be to be a little bitch wearing the mask of a monarch.”

“Very well then,” she snarled. “Now you die.”

A long black katana sword appeared in her hand. She didn’t bow to Mathias, she simply charged. It was no matter, he was ready for that. The blows were fast, but something was off in her movements. It was almost as if she could not separate herself from her mind on the fight. But Mathias made the mistake of relaxing his guard. She slashed her katana sword across his sword arm and flew up to the ceiling. 

The blood dripped from his flesh until it started to mend. It felt like a flame licked up his arm. 

She laughed. It was too much for Mathias. He’d always hated her laugh, and he especially hated it when she laughed directly at him. He allowed his mind to access the cold place in his head he’d found the day he bested Nosferatu.

Again, the past and the present began to merge. Watermarked on top of the Ring of Immortality was an ancient battlefield. Men in armor surrounded him on all sides. He popped out his wings and took flight, speeding as fast as he could toward her place on the ceiling. She flew backwards, easily countering his attacks. Out of the corner of his eye, underneath the battlefield, was a little red flash of light on the wall, blinking ever so often. Mathias didn’t know why, but he felt compelled to get the Queen near that flashing light. He didn’t make a move until he saw the shadow of Nosferatu’s head move along the rock.

He turned to the Queen and snarled. He flew close to her, and then hurled her to the wall on the other side of the room where he’d seen the light. He pinned her, the light began flashing on her throat. Like her son had done, she slashed down and hacked at Mathias’ wing, but she was too fast for Mathias to counter with his sword. The pain seared through Mathias’ body. This was it. He had to hold on.

He sunk his claws into the wall behind him and breathed as she flew away from him. She laughed at the blood pouring from Mathias’ wing. Mathias breathed through his nose and allowed the pain to fuel him. Nothing mattered but living. He vaulted himself from the wall and flew into the air with new determination. In her laughter, she could not keep the pace and found herself pinned against the wall again. 

She did not hesitate, and swung her sword hard. Mathias was able to move only slightly when the blade hacked into the side of his neck. His sword fell to the ground. His sword arm no longer worked. He did the only thing he knew; he grabbed her sword with his other hand and let his own body fall. The weight of his body pulled the sword from her grasp. He hit the ground hard, and stayed conscious long enough to hear her laugh cut short by a gurgle.

* * * * *

He opened his eyes. There was no pain, only a blinding white light. And then the light seemed to dim. After a moment, he realized that he was in the infirmary, the same place he’d started out in at that damn school.

“He’s awake!” He heard a nurse yell.

Suddenly, Vlad was peering down at him. “Mathias?”

Mathias tried to move.

“Don’t. Don’t move yet, we need to make sure you are all right.”

“Is she...”

“Yes. You don’t need to worry about that anymore.” Vlad patted Mathias on his shoulder. It wasn’t long after that when Mathias drifted back to sleep.

* * * * *

When he woke again, he was aware of someone holding his hand. Carefully, he turned his head, surprised that it didn’t hurt. Nosferatu was sitting in the chair, asleep, a silver dragon medallion with emerald eyes hanging from a chain around his neck.

“Nosferatu,” Mathias whispered.

Nosferatu jerked awake. “Mathias.” He smiled.

“What happened?”

Nosferatu rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. “I killed her. When I saw you fall, it was like losing you all over again. I cut off her head while she was facing me. It’s a shame to think of how much I hated her at the end. My only thought was when I heard her body fall with a splat; I’d hoped her body didn’t crush you. It didn’t. You’ve been asleep for over two weeks, almost unheard of for a vampire.”

Mathias smiled. “But wait. Didn’t you say that the person who killed the member of The Order would be killed anyway?”

Nosferatu nodded. “Unless it was sanctioned.” He smiled. “I had permission.”

“How?”

“They were tired of her insanity, and all I had to do was wait until my mother went in there demanding to test you. She couldn’t hold it together and they finally saw that I was telling the truth. She had completely lost her mind. In her rooms, we found a list she had made of all the members of court who no longer supported her because of you. It looked like she planned to kill each family on that list.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

Nosferatu sighed. “You know you’ve never been good at blocking, Mathias. At least not in this lifetime. I didn’t tell you because I didn’t want her suspecting anything. Unfortunately, in order to pull the whole thing off, your test had to go through as planned. My only regret is that you were injured in the process.”

Mathias was stunned. It was the craziest, most brilliant plan he’d ever heard.

“What’s with the necklace?” Mathias asked.

Nossy looked down. “I wasn’t given a choice this time. It seems that I am to rule for a while.”

“They made you king?”

“You want it?” Nossy asked.

“Hell, no.”

“Now, are you going to stay in bed all day, or are you going to give this bed to someone who needs it?”

“I can get out of here?”

“Yes! Now come on.”

Mathias jumped out of the bed and followed Nosferatu out of the infirmary. He hoped he would never have to visit it again.






  

















Chapter Seventeen





Six months later—

Mathias landed in hell. Specifically, he landed on the roof of Nic’s building, but he wanted Nic to know he was there. He hoped Nic was scared. He had his chance now. The Queen was no longer a problem. Her death had meant a great weight was lifted from his shoulders. Nic had been the one that set his new life into motion. Granted, he was thankful he had a life at all, but if it wasn’t for Nic, he wouldn’t have had to deal with the Queen, at least not so young.

And Lucretia, he couldn’t forget what Nic had done to her.

Without a sound, he leapt off the roof and landed in front of Nic’s front door. There was no need for theatrics. Mathias blinked open the lock and stepped inside. He could feel the pressure of Nic’s wards, but he brushed them off like one would brush away a fly. That’s what Nic was to him now— a fly.

He walked thought the dark rooms and down the passageway to Nic’s lair. Somehow, it wasn’t as big or as scary as the last time he’d been there. But then, he also wasn’t the same Mathias.

Before he stepped out into the open and into Nic’s room, Mathias said, “So, are you still looking for a vampire skull?”

Mathias could hear Nic’s heartbeat thump in his chest. He walked out into the open.

Nic stared from behind his work table and dropped the crystal he was holding. It shattered on the table. 

Mathias could see the man’s eyes widen, and then, it was almost as if Mathias felt magic touching him. It was a strange feeling, like a slight chill that was just light enough that it didn’t make him shiver. It seemed to probe, and yet, not do anything to him. 

Nic’s eyes darkened.

Then, Mathias felt the magic stop. Guess he got the information he wanted.

“You’re back,” Nic said.

Mathias smiled. “Now, my question is, did you plan for me to die?”

Nic started to speak.

“Don’t lie,” Mathias said.

Nic placed his hands on the table. “I needed a human sacrifice.”

“Ah, needed or wanted?”

“Wanted.”

Mathias nodded. He walked closer to Nic. “And did you know what would become of me?”

“I suspected.”

“You suspected what, exactly?”

Nic motioned at an old book on the table. “Well, you are a Drvar. Distant relative to Tepes himself.”

Mathias tapped a fang with his claw. “And what did you want with a vampire’s skull?”

“I have a spell.”

“A spell for what?” Mathias asked.

“Immortality.”

Mathias laughed. For someone so smart, this man was an idiot. “Of course. You can do everything but give yourself that. How ridiculous.”

Nic’s eyes narrowed. “And just how is it a ridiculous quest?”

“There is no true immortality old man.” Mathias grabbed Nic by the throat and lifted him several feet off the ground. “Everything can die.”

Nic clutched at Mathias’ hands. Mathias squeezed harder. Nic’s eyes bulged. Mathias did not stop squeezing until blood ran from Nic’s eyes. He dropped the body to the floor.

One by one, he gathered the ancient texts strewn about Nic’s workplace. When he had them in a manageable pile, he blinked them to Nossy. “The old bat will have a field day with those.”

Then, Mathias crept close to Nic. His blackened soul was still hovering over the body, not sure where to go. Mathias opened his mouth and sucked it in; the soul was swallowed and destroyed. He burped. “Ugh, Indigestion.”

 Mathias blinked the building clean of magic. Then he left the way he came. It was now just an old house, nothing special. Hell’s Kitchen was itself once more. Hell had left the building. He took one last look at the house and put the earbuds of his MP3 player into his ears. He cranked up the volume, cued the song and flew off into the night. 





The End






  







Author Biography





Danielle DeVor spent her early years fantasizing about vampires and watching “Salem’s Lot” way too many times. After living briefly in Baton Rouge, Louisiana, she moved back to her hometown, Morgantown, WV, to write. 

When not writing and reading about vampires, you will find her hanging out at the nearest coffee shop, enjoying a mocha frappuccino. 





Visit her at: www.danielledevor.wordpress.com











Thank you for purchasing this publication from Eirelander Publishing.

For other wonderful stories, please visit our website at:

www.eirelander-publishing.com.


  

images/calibre_cover.jpg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





