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For Linda and Sharon

TTT

Dad and Margaret
I look for you, and I sometimes find you in
a hypnotic sunset,
the fluttering of hummingbird wings,
in a child’s bright eyes,
melodic laughter,
or an orchestra’s crescendo,
but always in the simplest of kindnesses.
TTT

“ UNABLE ARE THE LOVED TO DIE ;
F O R L O V E I S I M M O RTA L I T Y. ”

—E M I LY D I C K I N S O N

CHAPTER ONE
TTT

T

he only thing worse than never waking up is waking up dead. My
eyes blinked open, and I expected to see the last thing I remembered.
But the bright specks that identified the magnetic fields within the
sun’s barren and crusty surface were gone. As, at first sight, were Tristan,
Bianca, and Raina, and I saw only a grim concreted catacomb. I listened for
the music I’d heard before, the melodic lilt of Beethoven’s Moonlight Sonata,
of Vivaldi’s L’estate, of the underlying bells pealing a sanguine yet haunting
melody from the Unity Village Tower. But I heard only a cryptic silence. I
ran my fingers over the wound Yesenia had inflicted, the once gaping tissue
now fused and like silk beneath my translucent fingers, and there was no
denying what I had become. Nor could I any longer deny Yesenia’s insalubrious obsession toward Tristan, a fixation that had endured centuries of
bloody battles, ecstasy and agony, angels and demons. Convinced I was to
blame for his waning interest, she wanted me dead. But when all the dust
had settled over her severed head, I was the one to claim victory. Rather than
kill me, separate me from Tristan forever, she had granted me the means to
remain with him for all eternity.
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I winced when a mouse skittered across the cement floor, the sound
oppressively loud, like a plow raking hard ground. Tristan stepped aside, revealing the harsh glow from a naked bulb, and I squeezed my eyes closed
and cursed him under my breath. Every sense augmented, the stimulus was
overwhelming, the sound of my heart thumping against my breast reminiscent of froth-mouthed competitors galloping around the track at Downton
Abbey.
The toe-curling pain took on a life of its own. I released a scream from
the depths of my soul, and I shuddered and squirmed, like a caterpillar attempting to escape its cocoon with no other recourse but to digest itself.
Memories of Nick’s horrifying screams during the early hours of his transition came to mind, as neurons awakened, firing chaotically and resulting in a
near paralyzing level of agony. If only Bianca and Tristan had left my body to
rot in the sun, allowed nature to take its course after Yesenia’s attack. Surely,
they understood I would never have chosen their form of immortality.
Their reckless selfishness guaranteed my damnation, and, blinded by
rage, I lunged toward the unyielding bars as Tristan drifted toward the cage,
his approach maddeningly slow and not the least bit reassuring. He whispered words from a sonnet that had never failed to move me, words he’d
first introduced as we made love on the cliffs above the Missouri River. His
tone was as comforting as a savior’s embrace. And I wanted nothing more
than to claw out his eyes and cram them down my mother’s throat. I snarled
past emergent canine teeth, barbed and sharp, and I flew in his direction and
smacked face-first into the metal bars. The anchor bolts, securing the cage to
the concrete, loosened and squealed as the cage continued to rock.
“Celeste,” Tristan pleaded, and he gripped the bars while his dark eyes
screamed in silence.
A hostile blade of twilight trespassed a tear in the velvety black draperies and instantly blistered my skin. A hiss escaped my cracked and bloodied
lips as I scampered toward the darkest recess of the cage. Overhead, a large
spider—a black mustache supported by eyelashes—scuttled across a gauzy
tightrope and, in a homicidal frenzy, injected its tangled prey.
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Landing inside the cage with a whoosh, Tristan whispered the words
again, beckoning me from the world I now inhabited, a place neither suitable for the living nor the undead. I tilted my head and widened my eyes, in
that way he’d never been able to resist, while I plotted an escape.
“The time is upon us, my love. Do not be afraid.” He gathered me to him
with hands that had both driven me to unimaginable ecstasy and consoled
me over the past year, then we floated through the metal bars of the cage
as if they were themselves an apparition. His eyes penetrated mine with an
intense stare that promised a perilous course with an auspicious outcome.
The pain increased, drowning erotic memories of our lovemaking,
memories now murky like priceless treasures awaiting rediscovery beneath
stagnant waters. Tristan, whom I had loved more than my twin brother Nick,
more than my biological or my adoptive parents, suddenly meant nothing
to me. He was a freak, an abomination, a repulsive reflection of what I’d become.
I blinked past the gauzy glaze disrupting my vision and attempted to
bring him into focus. Was the pain corrupting my eyesight or did my supernatural abilities now enable me to see him for what he really was? An
unholy entity. Should the latter be true, what a deceptive but effective façade
he and the others presented to the world! But my eyes were open now, and
I thought his nose, which I had once considered Romanesque, now more
beaklike and misshapen, as if plastered haphazardly above lips no longer
sensual or inviting but rather two deflated folds, somehow grayer than the
slack and mottled skin that surrounded them. His gaze held mine and I
fought to look away from his reptilian-like eyes, set too far apart, vacant yet
penetrating, and hooded as if long-suffering guilt and the promise of eternal
tedium were far too much weight to bear.
“Dear God, what have I done?” I heard Bianca sobbing from somewhere beyond.
I craned my neck in an effort to see my mother and prepared myself
for her true form. But her long auburn hair shone in the moonlight, her
dark eyes reflecting the love she held for me just as they always had. High
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cheekbones dominated her breathtaking oval face; a straight-edged nose
with a slightly upturned tip provided little shelter for the plump cupid-bow
lips beneath. I stole another glimpse of Tristan, expecting the ghoulish shell
I’d discovered just moments before. Instead, I saw only the man I’d loved
for as long as I could remember, his eyes like the Mediterranean Sea—alternately gentle and turbulent, intense; his lips soft and inviting, daring me to
discover how they moved in a kiss.
Bianca reached out, long artistic fingers skimming my forearm, and I
gasped. The pain had lessened. The sensation of molten lead sizzling every
organ, every vein, dissipated—a forest fire reduced to glowing embers, then
a transient spark, and finally a smoldering haze. She withdrew immediately,
as if that miniscule shred of familiarity augmented a sense of betrayal from
which she might never recover, and my pain reignited, neurons firing up and
down my spine, and I dug my fingernails into my flesh, while my scream
rattled the windows.
“Oh, my darling,” she sputtered, her hand quaking as she attempted to
conceal her trembling lips. “Please do not despair, I beg you! One of the Elders shall perform the Adaption, after which you will remain in the Hollow
Earth for as long as they deem necessary. Consider this but a pathway to
unimaginable reward.”
The Adaption! What a benign term for something so godless, something
so incredibly fucked up. In my current state, I was no longer human, yet
I wasn’t a full-fledged vampire. The Adaption transcended immortality—
particularly if performed by one of the Elders. Consuming the blood of an
ancient not only secured eternal time on earth but also fortified the fledging with unimaginable supernatural capabilities. And should they deny me,
should I refuse, an agonizing demise awaited, not so unlike the end of Yesenia, whose writhing body deflated before my eyes and disappeared entirely
amid a mound of smoldering ash.
If what they were offering, if the Adaption were the only alternative to
death, I didn’t want any part of it. I was ready to throw myself at God’s feet
and beg for mercy.
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“Why didn’t you give me the potion?” I demanded past frothing incisors, my mother’s image blurred by blinding rage. “How could you do this
to me? I will never forgive you!” I fell to my knees, fists hammering the pavement, and my bloody tears blemished the cement floor.
She clutched her heart and murmured my name. “Someday, it is my
hope you shall understand.”
Once again, my fingers flew to my throat. The wounds pulsated and
throbbed as if something living lay beneath, an unholy entity biding its time,
scheming, reveling in the calamity it intended to release upon the world.
I searched for Nick, looking over every dismal recess of the basement.
Over shelves mortals reserved for half-empty paint cans, assorted chemicals,
discarded toys, and glistening Christmas ornaments and assorted holiday
fare, shelves that stood abandoned and vacant within the Torok household
save for the skeletal remains of small rodents, decaying moths and beetles,
and layers of dust, shimmering beneath a blanket of mold.
I hiccupped a sob when I couldn’t find him, then threw back my head
and laughed. What possible help could my brother offer me? I was the one
who had always rescued him. Sharing a womb was the solitary thing we had
in common: Nick collected admirers. I collected neuroses. Nick defied danger. I avoided everything remotely resembling it. In the end, his blatant disregard for his own welfare sealed his fate. Nick in the pool. Lightning streaking across an ominous sky. My brother floating lifelessly. I chased away the
memory, choking on my hypocrisy. Did he resent me for insisting Tristan
grant him immortality? Did he lie awake, as I did, wondering why I hadn’t
insisted he take the potion in the months that followed? Did he hate me as I
now hated Tristan and Bianca?
I told Tristan as much as I hammered his chest with my fists. He loosened his grip when I jabbed a finger in his eye, and I tumbled from his arms,
legs pumping madly as I ran toward the door leading to my mother’s rose
garden, beyond it the Olympic-sized swimming pool. Tristan soared overhead and blocked my path. Snarling, I lunged for him, canine daggers pricking his jugular.
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“Enough!” Bianca yelled. She flicked her wrist, and my feet left the
ground. The rafters brushed the top of my head, and I was unable to move.
“You must embrace this transition, Celeste. Can you not see that this is an
opportunity most rare? Seldom do the Elders set aside precious time to
teach a fledgling the secrets of the Ancients.”
I didn’t recognize my own laugh. Hollow. Evil. “I would rather be dead
than join your circus of freaks.”
Bianca buried her face in her hands and began to weep, and I plummeted to the floor. On only one other occasion had I seen her cry, her sensibilities eaten away over the years and steeled by centuries filled with loss, regret,
and betrayal. To say it didn’t affect me, if only for a moment, would be a lie.
But I quickly rallied.
“Go ahead! Cry! Because this is your fault. Look at me! Look what I’ve
become! Why didn’t you give me the goddamn potion?”
Tristan and Bianca shared a helpless expression. I had never seen either
of them display such vulnerability, and their weakness fueled my anger.
“I have never asked you for anything! If you genuinely love me, you’ll
spare me an existence that isn’t of my own choosing and put an end to this
horrific pain!” Bianca’s pleading eyes wandered to Tristan. “Don’t look at
him! This has nothing to do with him. It’s what I want.” She shook her head
and mouthed the words I cannot. “For God’s sake, Mom,” I screamed. “Give
it to me!”
“Is that really what you want?” Bianca stammered. “To never set eyes
on your brother again?”
Tristan glided across the room. Beneath his blank expression, I knew
a formidable adversary lay in wait, and I tempered my rage, bided my time.
“Don’t be a fool, Celeste. Should you consume the potion, you will be returned to the point of death.”
I swallowed past a lump; I understood the implications. The potion’s
main ingredient was the herb vernicadis, which counteracted immortality.
Tristan had discovered its antidotal properties centuries ago and had recently divulged his long-kept secret to my father. As a result, the potion proved
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an effective weapon in the Realm’s battle against renegade vampires known
as the Harvesters.
“Get your hands off of me, Tristan,” I said, tracking his face with sharp
fingernails. “Are you even listening to me? Are you both so narcissistic that
you actually believe I would trade my soul to stay here with you? I’m ready
to leave this life. Give me the potion!”
Bianca shot across the room and gripped Tristan’s forearm so tightly a
welt appeared and smoldered beneath her fingertips. She whispered, “Perhaps you should summon Nick.”
“Leave Nick out of this!” I screamed. “I want my brother to remember
me the way I was.”
They ignored me, and I balled my hands into fists and spit words in a
language unfamiliar. A murder of crows suddenly appeared and blanketed
the rafters. I repeated the phrase, and the birds swarmed them both, pecking
flesh and eyeballs.
“Ad infernum,” Bianca shrieked, and the flock fell, lifeless, and splatted
onto the concrete.
My father emerged suddenly from within a thick caustic fog. He and Bianca shared a quizzical expression, and I got the impression my summoning
of the crows was something extraordinary. He pulled me to him and held me
there, despite the dagger-like fingernails I sank into his putrid flesh.
“Dispel all fear, Celestine, for in this, too, you shall prevail. You have me
at my word.”
Gripping my shoulders, he took a step back, his gaze riveted on apparitions flocked together in a macabre sort of huddle. Had they been there all
along? The creatures, with their hawkish noses turned up in a show of defiance, swarmed me and formed a winged blockade. Velvety feathers, resembling more military weaponry than anything seraphic, muffled my screams
for Tristan.
“Give me a goddamn minute with her!” Nick shouted. “For shit’s sake,
it’s not like you don’t have all the time in the fucking world.” The creatures
parted and Nick tugged me close, held me as I trembled. “I know you’re
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scared, Celeste, but you’re the one who has always kept the faith, no matter
what.” He raised my chin, compelling me to look him in the eye. “Hasn’t it
ever occurred to you it was no accident that both our parents were at the
courthouse and killed that day? That the Toroks taking us in was our divine
destiny or some such shit?”
I didn’t respond. I’d always thought dumb luck responsible for our biological father’s whereabouts that day. Although it wasn’t that unusual for
a prosecuting attorney to request my dad’s testimony—he was a cop, after
all—the timing was unfortunate, nothing more, nothing less. As far as our
mother’s presence that day, she was a court reporter; in all likelihood, she
would have been in the courthouse regardless of the day of the week or the
time of day. But leave it to Nick—the animated, reckless one, the one who
literally didn’t have sense enough to come in out of the rain and had the
lightning strike scars to prove it—to turn the tragedy into some preordained
melodrama.
“I think we both were destined for something far greater,” he insisted as
I gritted my teeth. “So, be brave, Celeste. If you ever needed to keep your shit
together, now’s the time.”
He drilled his lips into my forehead, then stepped aside. I cringed when
my captors once again encircled me, and I cried out for my mother. When
she didn’t intervene, I steeled myself for what lay ahead.
Within the mansion one minute, hurtling through a menacing sky the
next, I felt the air turn cold. Colder still with each mile we traversed, eventually becoming so thin I couldn’t catch my breath. Nearing exhaustion, I continued to kick and scream, battling both the creatures and the darkness—a
black abyss suffocating me within its unrelenting glassy grip. One of my
abductors tapped the tip of its wing against my forehead, and I welcomed
the warm sensation that always precedes sleep and surrendered to unconsciousness.
I woke when the hypnotizing chuff-chuff-chuff sound of wings suddenly
ebbed to a clatter. Ice began to form on the tips of their wings first, then
migrate toward the scapulae. No longer able to fly and losing the battle with
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gravity, my abductors and I pitched headlong toward earth. My mouth froze
in a scream as we tumbled through miles of inhospitable darkness. Just as the
wide swaths of farmland below no longer resembled a mossy ill-conceived
quilt, a ring of fire erupted, encircling my captors as if they were participants
in a shamanic ritual. Able to hover until the ice completely dissipated, they
soon continued on, billowy smoke emanating from wings now sounding an
impotent whip-crack, whip-crack.
Nearing the South Pole, a Symmes’s Hole twinkled ahead in the
vast darkness, like a haphazardly adorned ornamental orb. Propelling me
through the sprawling opening, my captors zigged then zagged around gargantuan trees, the tops too high to study despite my preternatural vision.
Several apes of gigantic proportions swung from the tree limbs and chorused to one another, the lush forest deadening the creatures’ fierce grunts
and alarm-barks.
Years ago, I’d listened to Nick’s description of the Hollow Earth and
assumed, like everything else that came out of his mouth, that he had made
it all up or, at the very least, exaggerated. For once, everything he had said
was true. A cavity in the earth did exist, as did an entirely separate galaxy, the
mountain of coal sparkling with diamonds, prehistoric and current lifeforms
of gigantic proportions, as well as the lakes, rivers, and tropical-like vegetation. It was like the Garden of Eden but on steroids.
The ground shook and, in its wake, a stegosaurus loped by. A common
cow heron the size of a Rottweiler bounced precariously on its back. The
prehistoric reptile graced us with a simple nod, one reptilian eye winking
as if a coconspirator in an enigmatic plot. I was stunned and wary. With all
the crazy phenomenal shit I had witnessed in the past year (vampires shapeshifting into griffins, chimeras, or gargoyles, even three-headed winged
dragons), I thought I was prepared for anything.
The atmosphere oozed humidity and covered everything with a punishing dew. Off to my right, fronds swayed. From within the vegetation, a
Camarasaurus appeared. With truck-sized feet, the dinosaur stood stockstill and studied me, keen eyes suggesting an advanced intellect and the
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means to protect itself. Up ahead, a snake measuring thirty feet slithered
along, five-hundred-fifty pounds crushing any vegetation beneath it.
Nearly colliding with a prehistoric bird, my captors soared higher, and
my feet dangled over the smaller treetops. The bird continued its descent,
enormous talons landing with a reverberating thud, a massive beak drilling the snake with hatchet-like jabs. My stomach lurched as bloody geysers
spewed from the wounds and colored the path red. The anaconda whipped
its tail side to side, contacting the bird with an echoing thwack. Feathers and
fibrous membranes peppered the surrounding foliage, and the serpent continued on its way.
The pain had become intolerable, every cell proliferating at breakneck
speed. Burning calcification attacked every bone and joint and elongated
every nerve ending, and my deafening screams pierced the euphonious
sounds of calling birds, hooting monkeys, and cascading waterfalls. To think
I often fantasized my parents not actually dead but instead vampires like
Razvan and Bianca, simply called away to assist the Realm, counting the
minutes until they might return to Nick and me. And now, suffering this
ungodly pain, this soul-gripping emptiness, I thanked God my parents had
never experienced this, that it was only a fantasy.
“Goddamn it, destroy me! I’m begging you!” I managed before everything went dark.
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TTT

“P

oor little wretch,” someone afflicted with a heavy British accent and a sense of entitlement said, and I opened my eyes.
Effortlessly slipping from Greek to Italian to French and finally reverting to the English language, the woman, dressed in an emerald
floor-length velvet gown—her face oily and starkly white—smoothed her
golden-red hair beneath a crown drowning in rubies, emeralds, and sapphires. Clucking her tongue, she said, “Oh, how I remember the agonizing
pain. It was not so unlike finding oneself on the Duke of Exeter’s rack within
the Tower of London, would you not agree, Socrates?”
Socrates sniffed long, crinkling his nose. “Unarguably, a most barbaric device, Elizabeth.” He puffed his chest, muscular in appearance beneath
a plain floor-length ivory garment, and narrowed his eyes. “But leave it to
indolent Englishmen to resort to medieval torture, not content until the enemy is torn in two. Because, God knows, a philosophical approach requires
far too much commitment.”
Elizabeth stomped the frigid floor. “For heaven’s sake. Now is not the
time to quibble over our ancestral shortcomings. There’s much to be done.”
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Looking down his nose, Socrates scrutinized me from head to toe. “I
believe I have stated my opinion on the matter at hand. Granting a mortal
immortality is one thing; equipping a fledgling with our extraordinary powers is quite another.”
Elizabeth tipped her head toward a shoulder and sneered. “Hypocrite!
Am I mistaken, or did you not insist on accompanying us to collect the
girl? We have made our decision, so I suggest you either take your leave or,
from this moment forward, keep your self-indulgent opinions to yourself.”
She loomed over me, her alabaster skin a sharp contrast to cheeks caked
with rouge. She brushed my cheek with her hand, leaving behind a feathery
layer of dust. And just as when Bianca had touched me, most of my pain
subsided.
“Is this true that you are in agreement, Leonardo?” asked Socrates
when another vampire approached, tugging multicolored hosiery toward
his thighs.
Leonardo da Vinci’s exaggerated gaze swept the room. “As I do not see
Bianca or Razvan present, the task falls to one of us.” A prolonged smirk
stretched his lips. “We have discussed this in tedious detail. But perhaps the
passing centuries have rendered you absentminded. The deed done, do allow us to carry on.”
“My dear sir, was it not you who voiced the loudest objection when
Bianca and Razvan chose to adopt Celestine and Nicholas?”
Hands stationed at his hips, Leonardo smirked. “Ah, that you remember. It would appear your forgetfulness is most selective, Socrates. Do make
your point.”
“As I recall, it was you who said, ‘It is only a matter of time before the
Toroks petition their children’s immortality.’ And, if I’m not mistaken, you
flew into a rage, the likes of which scattered every enchanted creature deep
into the forest.”
Leonardo sighed and rolled his eyes. “Circumstances change. As I
see it, in a world brimming with calamity, we can use all the help we can
get.”
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“Agreed,” Socrates replied, “but why should we contribute our remarkable abilities? Let us appoint Bianca as Celestine’s Maker and be done with
it.”
Elizabeth puffed her cheeks and sliced the air with a bejeweled hand.
“You know very well that even though it was Yesenia who performed Bianca’s Adaption, she refused to bequeath every one of our extraordinary powers. Besides, I think it best those closest to Celestine keep their distance for
the time being. As Leonardo said, Socrates, the deed is done. Our predecessors have given the ceremony their blessing because, apparently, the Omniscients comprehend the benefits in granting a decorated detective such exceptional powers. Who are we to argue?” She cleared her throat and rattled
off something that sounded French, directing the remark to a curiously sedate man huddled over quill pen and paper in a far corner. “Michel de Nostredame.” When he didn’t respond, she crossed the room with a whoosh,
creating a transitory and unwelcome draft. “The time is at hand. Do set aside
your propensity to prophesize every little thing for a time more fitting.”
Queen Elizabeth I, Socrates, Nostradamus, Leonardo da Vinci! Is it possible? My head felt as if it might explode, growing anxiety making it nearly
impossible to catch a breath. Homicidal and suicidal urges competed with
equal fierceness, the bone-gnawing pain tempting me to rip sections from
my hair and gouge out my eyes. Those moments of unadulterated insanity
passed nearly as quickly as they began, only to return minutes later with increased severity and without warning.
Taking the infamous prophet by the hand, Elizabeth whizzed him
across the room with a dramatic flourish. Puffing an objection to the layers
of petticoats flying about his face, Nostradamus wiggled free, trailing indigo
ink.
Elizabeth straightened her skirts and wig with chalk-like hands. “After
much debate, Celestine, we have chosen Nostradamus as your benefactor.
Despite my disagreement, it seems Leonardo finds favor with the good physician’s ability to foresee future events in a timelier manner. Pfft. In my day,
soothsayers were a shilling a dozen, most motivated not by God’s whisper,

@ 17 @

D. B. Woodling

but rather a pint or two of ale or a flask of canary wine. Nevertheless, let the
Adaption commence!”
“If I may have a word,” Nostradamus said and pulled the others aside.
As they huddled inches below the vaulted ceiling, my eyes scanned the
palatial room constructed entirely of crystalline ice. A large spaceship-inspired chandelier dominated the ceiling; jagged, reflective icicles served as
pendant lights. Smaller creatures of various species inhabited each dangling
ornament suspended from the glacier’s center, as if imprisoned in a ghastly
terrarium. The lush grass—more a dense, velvety green carpet—transiently recorded anything that contacted its surface. Dusk had long ago claimed
its grip and a brilliant but counterfeit constellation revealed itself—that of
Orion, which emerged through a sluggish progression of twinkling lights,
nearly blinding its observers as it reflected off the iced enclosure in a sporadic sequence. Fragrant scents of mint, mimosa, cinnamon, rose, violet, and
jasmine assaulted my nostrils—my sense of smell now heightened, but the
combination failed to mask the underlying and unpleasant odor of something strikingly similar to decay.
The majority of the palace was nearly identical to images I’d seen of
Hampton Court, the great hall higher than it was wide. Above it, a minstrel’s
gallery spanned the entire back section and a large stone fireplace sat idle
against an exterior wall. Weighty, blood-red drapes dressed floor-to-ceiling
mullioned windows. Snarling impish gargoyles, stationed on either side,
clasped the ends of braided golden ropes between jagged teeth and secured
the draperies in a partially open position.
The furnishings were sparse, a testament to the Elders’ pragmatic disposition. Other than a meticulously carved conference table and cathedral
chairs, and a high-backed chair—so large it dominated the room—the hall
lay empty. The palace was about as welcoming as a mausoleum. God, I wanted to go home.
For this to be a nightmare from which I would soon awaken, grateful for
my mundane life catching criminals, my biggest fear drawing my weapon,
my greatest fear squeezing the trigger.
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Elizabeth raised her voice. “How you drone on, dearest Nostredame.
But, yes, I suppose we should have told you. If you’re unwilling, do speak
your piece or allow us to proceed.”
I got the impression Nostradamus was previously unaware the others
had chosen him to perform my Adaption.
“Prior notification would have proved most courteous; however, I have
no objection,” Nostradamus replied with a wave of his hand.
The Elders floated from the ceiling, Elizabeth’s satin slippers kissing the
glacial floor with a soft rustle.
“We have decided against your destruction, as you most certainly are
aware, Celestine. Consider this a gift, one we can reclaim at a moment’s notice, should you fail to cooperate.” She gripped my wrist and brought her
nose within an inch of mine. “Need I elaborate?”
I swallowed past the lump in my throat and shook my head as I thought
of Nick. Neither Razvan nor Bianca was present for his Adaption. They’d
locked themselves behind my father’s study door, my mother’s quiet sobbing and their hushed angst-filled words often seeping into the marbled
hallway. Common sense convinced me that they weren’t nearly as worried
about the process itself as they were Nick’s ability to obey the Realm’s strict
code afterward. Nick had never been able to control his urges. We all worried he’d slip out and exsanguinate every mortal he could lay his hands on.
Because Tristan had granted Nick immortality, he was the one most agitated. He paced the hall outside my father’s study, with his head in his hands, as
he mumbled incoherently; if Nick failed to obey the code, it meant the end
of them both. Surely, if Nick could resist temptation, so could I.
I felt a tickle inside my head, like a feather swish-swish-swishing over
the nerve endings, and from my experiences living with Bianca, I knew one
of the Elders was either intruding on my thoughts or instilling a few of their
own.
Unable to resist the intrusion, I surrendered to memories of Nick and
me, hand-in-hand, as we roamed the Torok mansion. I closed my eyes,
cherishing Nick’s crooked smile beneath sapphire eyes glowing giddy
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anticipation as he sought mischief around every eerie corner, undaunted by
the ill-tempered vampires we’d often encounter—piss-yellow eyes gliding
over us coolly as if our very existence were a scourge requiring decimation.
Nor was Nick afraid of the ghoulish apparitions, whose long spidery fingers
snagged our ankles and wrists and tested our courage. My brother was part
of me, despite the occasional denouncement or our disparate convictions
that often bubbled to the surface and somehow fortified our connection. I
often wondered what it would be like, my growing older, Nick never aging.
As much as I resisted my current circumstance, a smile tugged my lips when
I realized, maybe for the first time, that now he and I would always be young,
and together forever.
“Celestine,” Elizabeth bellowed, yanking me back to the present. “We
may as well tell her before we continue,” she said to the others. “Because
should she not consent, I see no reason to proceed. Which will most certainly break Bianca’s heart,” she added under her breath.
My eyebrows twitched as they knitted together. What else could they possibly have in store? I cringed when considering the possibilities. My heart was
already in my throat. Up until Yesenia’s attack, I had thought I had nerves of
steel. No more.
I was on the brink of a nervous breakdown.
She blew out a long breath. “While it is true that the Omniscients
agreed to your Adaption, that agreement comes with a few strings attached.”
“I don’t understand.”
Her lips strained against a tight smile. “Oh, I think you do. You’re a very
astute young woman. But while you will not be permitted to grant immortality willy-nilly, due to the growing number of our enemy, it is imperative
we fortify our ranks. Which means if and when the occasion presents itself—”
“Wait. You’re saying you expect me—”
“You know precisely what we expect. You are to grant those dying and
deserving the gift of rebirth.”
I pitched forward, shaking my head and failing to rein in a snarl.

@ 20 @

THE IMMORTAL DETECTIVE

Just when I nearly had my head wrapped around accepting their idea of
immortality, she had changed the rules. “I can’t agree to that,” I said, choking
on the words. “I won’t.”
Leonardo materialized directly before me. “I pray you reconsider. Either that or prepare to carry your severed head into the afterlife . . . should
one even exist for our kind.”
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and the possible wrath of the Elders.
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