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            Prologue
 
            In Which Max Faces the Vampiress in Her Den

         
 
         The lair of the Queen of the Vampires was tucked away in the snowy mountain range of Muntii Făgăraş.
 
         The only reason Maximilian Pesaro had been able to find the hideaway was because of the two bite marks on his neck. Permanent ones left by Lilith herself.
 
         They burnt and tingled as he approached the entrance to the interior chamber. The throbbing never fully went away, but there were times when it ebbed enough that he could forget about the fact that he was permanently linked to the vampire queen.
 
         The back of his neck felt as though a brick of ice rested on it; but it was not because of the winter that blustered outside of the stone-cut chambers in the mountain. The howling winds and blinding snow that came much too early and stayed too long in these Romanian mountains had nothing to do with the chill that burnt his neck, and everything to do with the fact that there were vampires nearby. As he was a Venator, it was his way of sensing the presence of the undead.
         
 
         Coming here was foolish and brazen. Max was never foolish, although he had his brazen moments. But after what he’d been through in the last months, he was willing to accept the consequences of this visit. Even if it resulted in his death, he chanced it – because it could also result in his freedom.
 
         The only reason he’d made it so far into the bowels of Lilith’s refuge was the fact that he bore her markings. Her branding of him was an obscene protection from the undead that guarded her compound.
 
         Max passed yet another of Lilith’s Guardian vampires, ones that had eyes that burnt pale ruby and fangs that released a strong poison at will. She opened the heavy wooden door to Lilith’s private chamber and stepped back to allow him in.
 
         ‘Maximilian.’ Lilith’s voice was a purr, and her red-ringed blue eyes were avid as she cast her gaze over him. ‘I believe this is the first time you have ever come to me of your own accord. What a pleasure.’
         
 
         Carved in the deepest part of the mountain, Lilith’s sanctuary was as far as possible from the sunlight that would peel the skin from her body. Its interior was otherwise like any well-appointed house in the civilised world of London, Rome, or Budapest, with the exception of its lack of windows.
 
         Comfortable furnishings were arranged throughout the large, high-ceilinged room. Tables held lamps and sheaves of parchment; settees were covered with thick pillows and cushions. Thick Persian rugs warmed the cold stone floor. A large tapestry hung on the wall, depicting the immortalization of Judas Iscariot, the first true vampire. Another showed him slaying the first vampire hunter, Gardeleus the Venator.
         
 
         That was the first time a vampire had killed a Venator, and, Max thought grimly, it had not been the last. Fortunately there had been other vampire hunters born from Gardeleus’s blood over the ages – arising randomly from far-flung branches of the family tree. And then there had been a very few – like Max himself – who were not of Gardella blood, but had chosen the path of a vampire slayer and had passed the life-or-death test that allowed them to wear the holy empowering amulet of the Venators, the vis bulla.
         
 
         Nor were Venators protected from being turned by a vampire, although the power of the vis bulla made it more difficult for the vampire’s blood to take hold in the Venator and to make one undead. Max had always felt that Gardeleus’s fate of death was preferable to being turned into a vampire.
         
 
         The chamber was warm, and the lighting burnt low. A massive blaze roared in the fireplace, taking up the entirety of one long wall and casting black and red shadows into the room.
 
         Lilith herself was arranged casually on a long chaise, her filmy ice-blue gown draping from her hip to the floor, leaving her white feet and arms bare. Her red hair, so shiny and bright that it appeared to burn, poured over her fair skin in sensual coils that reminded Max of the locks of a copper-haired Medusa. Although she had been on the earth for more than a millennium, Lilith had the beautiful elfin face of a thirty-year-old, and a body that matched. Her pose appeared nonchalant, but a fleeting glance at her dangerous eyes told Max a different story.
         
 
         He was glad for at least the advantage of surprise.
 
         The doors closed behind him, and he stopped in the centre of the room. Wanting to keep what little leverage he had, he waited.
 
         ‘You’re not dead,’ Lilith said after the silence stretched. She followed suit and arched her long, lithe body as she drew herself into a seated position. One of control.
 
         ‘Then you’re aware that I’ve destroyed Akvan’s Obelisk. That I’ve kept my part of our agreement to stop your son, Nedas, from using its power.’ Lilith had raised Nedas, who was the son of one of her consorts from the tenth century, from an infant, and had turned him to an undead when he was twenty.
 
         She smiled. Her upper fangs glinted. ‘So that is why you have come.’
 
         Now she stood and moved towards him, bringing with her a renewed burning in the bites on his neck and the scent of roses. Max felt her presence as it seeped into him, cloying and close, and noticed the way his breathing became … heavier … controlled.
 
         Although he kept his eyes averted from hers, he felt the first hint of a muscle tremor deep beneath his skin.
 
         ‘You agreed to release me from your thrall if I succeeded.’ He drew in his breath slowly, keeping it steady with effort. ‘You didn’t expect me to.’
         
 
         Lilith tilted her head, turning her face away while keeping her gaze on him in a sly manner. ‘On the contrary, Maximilian. I was certain that you would succeed. I had no doubts. After all’ – she reached for him, brushing her long-nailed finger along one of his cheekbones – ‘those very characteristics attract me to you. Your strength, your determination, and your integrity.’
 
         Max didn’t flinch as the nail, death-sharp, cut a thin line into his skin. His heartbeat was still his own, and though his throat was dry, he was still steady. He wanted to step away, but he didn’t. He’d faced Lilith before; he’d face her this time.
 
         Now her hand had come to rest on one side of his chest, and they stood face-to-face, the vampire as tall as he, the weight of her hand burning through his shirtwaist. ‘Along with … this …’ she added, smoothing her palm over his firm pectoral. With her touch came the strength of her thrall, battling to capture his breathing, the race of his heart, the surge in his veins. His desire.
 
         ‘Will you not keep your word and release me?’ Max closed his eyes. He knew it had been foolish to come here, but he’d been willing to try. He had little to lose. He’d even told Victoria he never believed Lilith would release him.
 
         Both of her hands were on him now, flat palmed, sliding up and over his shoulders to cup the bare skin of his neck. Max felt the tiny, warm drip of blood from his cheek where she’d cut him, and the unbearable closeness when she leant forward and pressed an open-mouthed kiss to the edge of his jaw, over the trickle of blood.
         
 
         The flood of sensation staggered him. Her lips – one cool and firm, the other warm and soft – brushing against his skin set his fingers to trembling against the sides of his trousers. Her teeth were slick and smooth as they slid against his jaw, ending in a tiny nibble. His breath caught, and he drew it in sharply, deeply, and felt the beginnings of response simmering low inside him, behind the weakness in his knees, and his lips parted with a soft puff of air.
 
         When she kissed him he tasted his own blood, and he kissed her back, unwillingly, yet willingly.
 
         Then through the haze of desire that pummelled him, Max remembered who he still was, and managed to slide his hand up between them, brushing against her breasts as they pressed against his shirt. He tore at its ties and at last closed his fingers over the tiny silver cross that hung from his areola.
 
         Strength from the vis bulla surged through him, and he drew in his first clear breath since she’d stepped near him. He pulled his face away as she realised what had happened and stepped back. Her fingers tore at his shirt, pulling it open, and with a shriek of surprise, she jerked away.
         
 
         ‘So you have come armed.’ At first she could not look at him, could not look at the large silver cross that hung on a heavy chain around his neck. Hidden beneath his shirt, it was the only weapon he’d been able to bring into her presence aside from the tiny vis bulla. It wasn’t as effective as an ash stake, but it had produced the effect he’d desired.
         
 
         ‘I am not so foolish as to come to you unprepared,’ Max replied, his voice easier now, although his blood still leapt and his chest was tight. ‘A stake would have been preferable, but your Guardians would not allow me to pass with one. I tried.’
 
         ‘I would expect nothing less from you, Maximilian.’ She kept her distance, kept her eyes slightly averted, but was not the crumpled heap of weakness a lesser vampire would have been. The surprise had sent her spinning away, but the mere vision of the cross was not enough to frighten a vampire of her calibre for long. As one’s eyes became used to sudden light in darkness, so would she soon be able to look at him again.
 
         But the large cross would keep her from touching him – or touching him much. And the delicate silver vis bulla – blessed with holy water and forged of silver from the Holy Land – gave him his Venator speed, strength, and fast-healing capabilities. But neither would damage Lilith in any other way.
         
 
         Now, as she looked at him again, her eyes narrowed and seemed to focus on his half-bare chest. ‘That is not your vis bulla,’ she said suddenly, her eyes widening.
         
 
         Max looked at her.
 
         ‘You are surprised that I would have noticed. Why should you be, Maximilian? I notice everything about you.’ The purr was back in her voice again, and despite the hand-size cross hanging there, she stepped towards him. ‘This one is different. It is smaller.’
 
         ‘But no less powerful.’ It was true. He’d given his vis bulla to Victoria, then walked away from her on the streets of Roma a month ago. And later, when he’d decided to make this mad trip, he’d replaced it with this one, one that did not belong to him.
         
 
         ‘No, I would expect not. But still.’ Her eyes narrowed again, and she tried again to catch his gaze, but he would not play. ‘Not dead, and wearing someone else’s vis bulla,’ Lilith mused. ‘And demanding that I comply with your wishes. Maximilian, you absolutely fascinate me. Are you quite certain you do not wish to remain here with me? Forever?’
         
 
         ‘I have no wish for immortality.’
 
         ‘But you did at one time.’
 
         ‘I did. Long ago.’ There was no glossing over it. Max had learnt to live with his choices.
 
         ‘Not that long ago. Merely fifteen, perhaps sixteen years ago. And this last year you spent living among the members of the Tutela did not raise that desire in you again?’
 
         The mark of the Tutela had first been burnt into the back of his shoulder when he was a young, naive man of sixteen and had foolishly joined them and their cause: to protect and serve the vampires in the hopes of attaining immortality and power. Now the tattoo of the writhing dog – for that was really what the Tutela were: mortals who acted as bitches and whores for the undead – seemed to itch on his skin.
 
         This last year when he’d lived among the Tutela again had been Hell on earth. Max had had to pretend not only to be one of them, desiring power and immortality while bowing and scraping to the vampire Nedas, but he had also carried on the charade of being engaged to Sarafina, the daughter of Conte Regalado, who had been the mortal leader of the Tutela.
         
 
         He replied to Lilith, ‘I did what you asked because of your promise to release me if I succeeded with the task you set me. Now I am here to collect on it.’
 
         ‘And what of the woman you love? You left her?’
 
         Max lifted an eyebrow in question, but did not speak.
 
         ‘The girl you were to marry? Shall I be jealous of her? Is that why you wish to be released?’
 
         His breathing smoothed. ‘I would not expect you to be jealous of a mere mortal.’
 
         ‘Her father is a vampire now, and he might well sire her in his footsteps.’
 
         ‘But she will be young and weak.’
 
         ‘True.’ Lilith looked at him, reached out her hand to touch his arm. ‘I cannot let you go, Maximilian, my Venator pet.’
 
         ‘You lied, then.’ He’d known it, known she would not release him. ‘I did your bidding and you never intended to do as you promised.’
 
         ‘Come, now, Maximilian. You are fully aware that the secrets I gave you, the knowledge you had that enabled you to see to the destruction of Akvan’s Obelisk, were just as much to your benefit – and that of your race – as they were to mine. I would not say you have come out of this so very badly.’
 
         Black bile burnt the back of his throat. Oh, but what he had been forced to do to carry out Lilith’s desires and to save Roma – and the world – from the malevolent power of Akvan’s Obelisk … executing Eustacia, accepting her willing sacrifice by swinging the sword himself in the presence of Nedas. It had been the only way to prove his loyalty to the Tutela, the only way to get close enough to destroy the obelisk.
         
 
         And Victoria. She’d seen it happen. She’d never forgive him.
 
         Yes, he’d done the right thing, the only thing … but it had been repugnant. Heartbreaking.
 
         And that was why he’d removed his vis bulla, walked away from Victoria and the rest of the Venators … and why he’d been reckless enough to come here.
         
 
         A hero he’d been, true, but a repulsive one at that.
 
         ‘Ah, Maximilian.’ Lilith was speaking again, touching him again. Her fingers wove into the hair that brushed his shoulders, sending little frissons of unease into his scalp. ‘I do like your hair long like this. It makes you look so much more … savage. You would be a magnificent vampire.’
 
         He closed his eyes. Waiting. Ignoring the leap in his veins, the obstinate awareness of her pull, the way his fingers trembled. The unbearable smell of roses from the hideous creature in front of him. The way his body responded to hers, and the knowledge that it wasn’t only because of the bites.
 
         ‘I’ll never drink your blood.’
 
         Lilith sighed against him, her breath not putrid, as one might expect from an undead … but tinged with the same floral scent that clung to the rest of her. But then, of course, she hadn’t just been feeding. ‘And that, my pet, is my greatest disappointment of the century. All right, Maximilian. I will allow you to be released from my thrall. Much as it will annoy me to do so.’
         
 
         She released him and he opened his eyes. Wary.
 
         Lilith stepped away, suddenly breezy in her demeanour. ‘I will release you. There is a salve, a balm you can apply to the bites … my bites,’ she added, her blue-red eyes narrowing. ‘It will heal them permanently. We will no longer be bound.’
 
         ‘And?’
 
         Her smile came all the way to her eyes, drawing them tight at the corners and tightening the tops of her cheeks. But it barely touched her lips. ‘And … with the dissolution of my markings on you it will also be the destruction of your Venatorial powers. The vis bulla will be useless to you. You will no longer sense those of my race.’
         
 
         But he’d chosen to be a Venator; he could choose it again. He’d willingly go through the life-or-death test to regain any powers he lost.
 
         As if reading his mind – perhaps it was as simple as her sensing the change in him – Lilith continued: ‘But, of course, since you are not of Gardella blood, my bites that you so disdain have tainted you and your blood. As such, you will not be able to pass the test to regain your lost powers. They would be gone from you forever. But never fear – along with the loss of your strength, you will be relieved of any memory of our times together, of your time as a Venator. It will all go away.’
 
         ‘I will recall nothing of the Venators, of the vampires?’
 
         ‘Nothing. Your ignorance will be your bliss.’ 
         
 
         He could forget what had happened. Live a normal life.
 
         ‘You’ve done your duty, Maximilian. Beyond your duty. You’ve done everything that’s been asked of you, and more. I would miss you, of course …’
 
         Then he understood. ‘And, of course, I would be ripe for your plucking.’
 
         ‘Oh, no, Maximilian. You would be just like any other mortal man. No longer a challenge. No longer exciting, a mixture of pleasure’ – she stroked a hand over his cheek – ‘and pain’ – and slipped her hand down under his shirt to brush against his vis bulla. And then she jerked away with the shock, and a breathless laugh. ‘I would have no further interest in you.’
         
 
         His heart thumped quietly. ‘Why?’
 
         Lilith placed both hands on his chest. ‘I would no longer have to contend with my greatest threat: you as a Venator.’
 
         He took her wrists – the first time he’d ever touched her of his own volition – and forced them away.
 
         ‘So what shall it be, Maximilian? A free, ignorant life … or the vis bulla and me?’
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One
 
            In Which Our Heroine Is Rearmed

         
 
         On the west bank of the Tiber, in Rome’s fourteenth rione, lay a small quarter known as the Borgo. Beyond its narrow streets, farther to the west, perched the Basilica of Saint Peter, and just to its east was the massive fortress of Castel Sant’Angelo. But within the small crisscross of borghi, a peaceful collection of hostels, shops, and churches attracted pilgrims from all over the world. Rosary makers, or coronari, had shops intermingled with osterie – the small eateries that offered meat and pastries – alongside the homes of artisans who worked at the Vatican.
         
 
         Down one of the narrow borghi, near enough to smell the unpleasant aroma of oiled silk from the umbrella makers, was situated the unassuming church of Santo Quirinus. Made of yellowing plaster with curved terracotta tiles for its hipped roof, it was barely large enough to be considered a church rather than a chapel. In the shadow of the brilliant St. Peter’s and the low but imposing presence of Santa Maria in Traspontina, Santo Quirinus attracted no more attention than might a Roman cockroach.
         
 
         But deep beneath this tiny, simple church was a large, circular room. In the centre of the secret subterranean chamber rumbled a fountain that spilt into a red-veined marble pool about the size of a bed. The water that tumbled from a slender column of pink marble was pure and clear and shimmered as though mixed with diamonds.
 
         The chamber itself was accessible through a well-hidden spiral staircase. It acted as the hub to other rooms and galleries, reached by hallways that shot off like spokes through arched entryways, each flanked by two columns of black-and grey-streaked white marble.
         
 
         Lady Victoria Gardella Grantworth de Lacy, who, back in her homeland of England, was also the Marchioness of Rockley, stood at the fountain. Two tiny silver crosses dangled from her fingertips. The silk skirt of her long navy-and-black gown brushed up against a table behind her, where a piece of parchment that tended to curl back into itself was kept open by the weight of an inkwell and a small book.
 
         She had not yet fully come to terms with the grief of losing her great-aunt Eustacia so horrifically a month ago, for it had happened only a year after her beloved husband, Phillip, had been turned into a vampire. It seemed sometimes too much for her to bear, to think about losing two people whom she’d loved so briefly, yet so deeply – two people who each understood a single side of her bilateral life.
         
 
         ‘Why do you not wear both of them?’
 
         ‘Wear two vis bullae?’ Victoria watched as the woman next to her trailed just the tip of her forefinger in the brilliant water. ‘Is that permissible?’
         
 
         Wayren, a tall, slender woman with hair the colour of wheat, pulled her dripping finger from the water. As she had been every time Victoria had seen her, she was dressed in a long, simple gown gathered loosely at the waist with a woven leather belt. Her sleeves, fitted tightly at the tops of her arms, flared into wide points and hung from her wrists nearly to the floor. She looked like a medieval chatelaine, and even though she was wearing fashions centuries older than the flounce-hemmed, ankle-length gown Victoria wore, she did not look out of place.
         
 
         ‘Permissible is an odd choice of word for the Gardella to use,’ Wayren replied with a beatific smile. With her customary ease and grace, she moved the leather-wrapped braid that fell from her temple back over her shoulder, where it merged with the rest of her long hair.
         
 
         Wayren was not a Venator. She was … Victoria wasn’t ever exactly certain who or what Wayren was, except that her library of old books and scrolls seemed infinite, and she was the one to whom the Venators always turned when they needed information and advice. ‘A single vis bulla is forged specifically for each Venator as he or she is called. As it is created for each one individually, there are no two alike, and the amulet becomes an intimate part of them. When possible, the vis is always buried with the Venator, but of course this didn’t happen in the case of your aunt. I’ve not known a Venator to wear two vis bullae, but there has probably not been a time when one has had the opportunity to have two of them. It is not as if there are extras lying about. And as you are the new Gardella, there is no one who should say you nay.’
         
 
         ‘I can scarcely comprehend that less than two years after I had the dreams that led to my calling to be a Venator, I’m now the one to whom everyone will turn. Even those who have been Venators far longer than I.’ Victoria’s aunt had been eighty-one, one of the longest-living vampire hunters ever, when she died. As the only other person bearing the direct bloodline of the Gardella family, Victoria had inherited the title – and responsibility – of Illa Gardella: the Gardella.
         
 
         ‘You may be younger – in fact, you may be our youngest Venator,’ Wayren told her with that same smile, ‘but you are well deserving of your title. What you have accomplished in the last eighteen moons would have been a challenge for even your aunt when she was in her prime fighting years.’
 
         Victoria looked away from Wayren’s serene gaze, focusing on the spill of glittering holy water next to her. She hadn’t accomplished running off Lilith last year in London, or killing Nedas, the vampire queen’s son, a month ago, without Max’s help.
 
         Wayren was speaking again, perhaps in an effort to draw Victoria from her unpleasant thoughts. ‘The vis bullae are precious amulets. They cannot and should not be destroyed, and they are worth nothing to one who is not a Venator. Did your aunt tell you from whence they come?’
         
 
         ‘The crosses are forged from a silver vein under the hill at Golgotha, in the Holy Land,’ Victoria replied. ‘And they are held in holy water blessed by the pope’ – she gestured at the fountain – ‘until they are given to the Venator for whom they were intended. But … is not each vis bulla made for one particular person? Can another Venator wear one not made for herself?’
         
 
         Wayren was nodding. ‘Yes, one and only one vis bulla is forged for the person for whom it is intended. As you see, the one that belonged to your aunt Eustacia is different from the one that Max gave you. But as you are aware, the power of a vis bulla can strengthen any Venator.’
         
 
         Victoria didn’t need to look at the small crosses, each of which hung from its own silver hoop, to recall which was which. Aunt Eustacia’s had tiny bevelled edges, and the ends of each bar of the cross were pointed. Max’s was slightly thicker and sturdier, without any ornamentation. Both crosses were no larger than her thumbnail.
 
         Victoria’s own vis bulla had been torn from where she wore it pierced through her navel on the same night that Aunt Eustacia had died, during a fierce battle with Lilith’s undead son, Nedas. Hers had been slender, with delicate filigree along its edges, so minute she could not comprehend how anyone could have worked silver into such an intricate design. 
         
 
         ‘Well?’ asked Wayren after a moment. ‘Shall I ask Kritanu to prepare for two of them?’
 
         Victoria nodded slowly, wondering if wearing two amulets would make her feel any different. Would it make her twice as strong? Or would they cancel each other out? She made the decision; if there was a problem she could easily remove one of them. ‘Yes. I’ll wear them both.’
 
         During their conversation, the other members of the Consilium had been walking about the chambers, in and out and through, some pausing to dip their fingers in the fountain or to speak to another. They were all men of varying ages and appearance. Victoria was the only female Venator of the hundred in the world, and there were only two dozen Venators in Rome, at the Consilium, at any given time.
 
         ‘Then I shall inform Kritanu, and we will proceed in a few moments. I know you have missed being on the hunt this last month while your wound healed, and you were closing up your aunt’s properties in Venezia and Florence.’ Wayren gave her another soothing smile, then moved away in such a graceful manner that she appeared to glide.
 
         The reinserting of her vis bulla was brief and less painful than Victoria recalled the first piercing being. Perhaps it was because the pain of its being torn away was more prevalent in her memory than the quick, smooth piercing. Kritanu, the elderly man originally from India who had been Aunt Eustacia’s companion and Victoria’s trainer, was quick and efficient with the long, curved needle. Since Victoria had decided to wear the two amulets, Kritanu inserted them separately, so that they each hung from the top of her navel and brushed against each other as they settled into the small hollow below. The moment the first one slipped into place, Victoria felt a renewal of energy, a familiar surge tingle through her body.
         
 
         She felt as if she’d become whole again.
 
         And, now that she was wearing something from her aunt, perhaps she would not only have her aunt’s strength of spirit with her, but also begin to heal her grief.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Beheaded dogs and cats?’ Victoria said, looking from Ilias, the keeper of the Consilium and one of the eldest Venators, to Michalas, one of the Venators who lived permanently in Rome. It was nearly two months since Victoria had had the two vis bullae inserted, and although she’d been out several times after sundown searching for vampires, things had been relatively quiet.
         
 
         Michalas nodded, his russet curls so tight they moved but a whisper. With his fair skin and very blue eyes, he looked more like a young boy than a feral warrior, despite the fact that he was a decade older than Victoria. ‘A pile of them – perhaps three dozen. In various stages of decay, so it appears the pile was started some time ago, and has been added to. I saw it two weeks ago, but many of the carcasses had been there much longer. Perhaps two or three months.’
 
         ‘That doesn’t sound like vampires,’ she said, looking at Ilias for confirmation. ‘They prefer human blood, and certainly would have no reason to cut off the heads of their victims, at any rate.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, and it’s for that reason that I waited until today’s gathering to apprise you of it,’ Michalas said, glancing at Victoria and then back at Ilias. ‘There’s no urgency, nothing to indicate any connection to the undead or any other non-human threat.’
 
         The older man nodded his head in agreement. Ilias was well over fifty, perhaps approaching sixty, and had watery yet wise eyes that crinkled at the corners, matching the furrows on his forehead. When he was deep in thought, as now, he pinched the end of his sharp nose with his thumb and forefinger. ‘Vero, not vampires. But something unpleasant, to be sure. It could be as simple as the leftovers from a butcher shop – some of the Oriental pilgrims have unusual eating habits. This was two weeks ago? Has the pile grown?’
         
 
         Michalas smiled ruefully. ‘I confess, I didn’t deem it important enough to check on it again. With the city preparing for Carnevale, and all of the tourists arriving for the festivities, I’ve been busy in the more populous areas.’
         
 
         ‘Where did you find this?’
 
         ‘In the Esquiline,’ Michalas said. ‘I saw no undead in the area, but there were some about. I could sense them.’
 
         ‘The Esquiline. That’s near the Villa Palombara,’ Ilias said, his pale blue eyes suddenly sharp. Sometimes they appeared rheumy, but that affect seemed to disappear when something of interest presented itself.
 
         Victoria looked at both of the men, natives of Rome, and waited for an explanation. Having lived her first twenty years in England, she was at a disadvantage in this city, the home and birthplace of the Venators. Nevertheless, despite the fact that she was a woman, and much younger than either of them, they were respectful and forthcoming with whatever information she needed. She was the Gardella.
         
 
         ‘The Villa Palombara has been empty for a hundred and forty years, since its marchese disappeared under unusual circumstances. He was an alchemist, and had quite a popular salon with others of his inclination – trying to find the way to transmute any metal to gold, that process which, of course, is believed to be the source of immortality.’
         
 
         Victoria felt that it would be in poor taste to mention that one could easily achieve immortality by having a vampire turn one undead. Of course, there was the disadvantage of being damned for all eternity and being relegated to drinking human blood if one was turned. Instead, she said, ‘Perhaps we could go tonight and see if anything has changed. As well, I’m not familiar with that part of the city and would like to see it with someone who knows it well.’
 
         ‘That would be a pleasure,’ Michalas said with a genuine smile. ‘I would enjoy hunting with you.’
 
         They were interrupted from their conversation, which had taken place in one of the alcoves adjoining the fountain chamber, by a handsome man with red-gold hair. His arms were heavily muscled, a feature that Zavier tended to display by wearing unfashionable shirts with the sleeves cut off, much as he might have on the farm his father and brothers worked back in Scotland. It made him look slightly barbaric, and Victoria felt mildly embarrassed at all of his exposed skin.
         
 
         ‘Come, ye gabblers – Wayren is gathering us in the Gallery. Victoria, ‘tis good to see your bonny face again. Ilias, Michalas, come along with ye.’
 
         ‘Zavier.’ She turned towards him, smiling. ‘I knew you wouldn’t miss our celebration today! I can only imagine how delighted you’ll be to see Aunt Eustacia’s new portrait unveiled in the Gallery.’
 
         Though his brawny physique bespoke great strength, his blue eyes were kind and his smile warm, particularly when he was in Victoria’s presence – a fact that had not been lost on her. He’d left Rome just after Aunt Eustacia died to investigate rumours of vampire activity in Aberdeen. Wayren, with the use of the well-trained pigeons that clustered around Santo Quirinus, had learnt that Zavier was on his way back to Rome, but she hadn’t been certain he’d be there in time for the portrait unveiling, a bittersweet tradition that honoured each Venator after his or her death. But she should have known Zavier wouldn’t have missed the honour to the oldest Venator.
         
 
         Somehow, as he ushered her out of the alcove, he managed to place himself between her and Michalas and Ilias, drawing her back to walk behind them. ‘And you ken that I have been attemptin’ to wheedle out of Wayren whether the painting of Eustacia is one of her in her younger years or as we ken her.’
 
         Victoria slipped her hand into the tiny crook of his arm, aware of the unusual fact that her fingers were touching a man’s bare skin. He’d been the first of the Venators to befriend her when Aunt Eustacia brought her to the Consilium for the first time. Not that the rest of them had been stand-offish or looked down on her for being a woman – only Max had done that, and only until he’d seen her at her most vulnerable moment – for they were all well aware of the power and skill her aunt had wielded, and thus they held no prejudice against the female gender.
         
 
         ‘She hasn’t told me either,’ she replied, glancing at him.
 
         ‘Well, soon enough. Tell me, when will ye be having your vis bulla replaced, and be able to go out on the hunt?’
         
 
         ‘I have already done so, Zavier. Whilst you were gone back to Scotland.’
 
         ‘Och! And I meant to be there for it,’ he said, a gleam of humour in his cornflower eyes. ‘I would have offered to hold your hand.’
 
         Victoria couldn’t stay the blush – and, truly, it was mortifying for her, a Venator, to blush over something like this! – and she looked away.
 
         Despite the fact that every Venator wore his vis bulla somewhere on his body, pierced through the skin so that it became one with the being of the person, Victoria had not relished the thought of being surrounded by a group of men whilst her belly was bared and her navel poked. And along with that resolution, she’d also made it a point not to consider where Zavier – or any other Venator – wore his. She felt it was a private thing. 
         
 
         ‘Well, you were not, and Kritanu and Wayren were the only ones there. Just as I preferred.’
 
         Zavier chuckled. ‘Ye canna blame a man for tryin’ his best.’
 
         Victoria changed the subject as they wandered past the fountain and through the alcove that led to the Gallery where portraits of all of the Venators through the years were hung. ‘Did you dispatch the vampires in Aberdeen?’
 
         ‘Indeed I did. Five of the demmed leeches were living beneath the construction of the new Music Hall, coming out at night to feed on the locals. I never heard of any undead that far north before; I thought Scotland was too cold and rough for them.’
 
         Victoria smiled. ‘I’m certain it was pleasant to have a reason to visit home, after living here for several years. I’ve been in Italy for only six months, but already I do miss London. Have you had any more thought on the paintings? Perhaps the months away from them have given you a different theory.’
 
         ‘No matter how I look at it, and study the portraits in the Gallery, I can only come to the conclusion that they have all been painted by the same artist.’
 
         ‘Even though some of the paintings of the Venators are centuries old?’ Victoria let the humour into her voice. ‘It must be a family of painters, perhaps a father-to-son-to-grandson sort of talent … not so unlike that of the Venators.’
         
 
         ‘Ye are most likely correct, but I still canna get beyond the fact that they are so similar. And Wayren persists in being mysterious about it all. Ah, well, ‘tis nothing more than a legitimate opportunity for me to study our artefacts.’
         
 
         ‘Which is no hardship for you.’
 
         ‘Indeed not.’ He looked at her, his eyes suddenly warm enough to cause her face to heat. ‘Perhaps now that I am back we can hunt together some night. Carnevale begins in three days, and we will all need to be watchful during the festivities.’
         
 
         ‘So I hear,’ she replied. ‘I am looking forward to experiencing the great Roman Carnevale.’
         
 
         ‘Since I have been here these last five years, I have learnt to greatly enjoy it. Most especially the roasted chestnuts and brunetti, which they sell on every street corner.’
         
 
         With that, they entered the long, narrow portrait gallery, which was lined on each side with the pictures of every Venator from Gardeleus on. Most of them were men, but there were a few women in the ranks. Zavier, who was particularly interested in the female slayers, had told her that each of the women Venators were direct descendants of Gardeleus – as Victoria herself was, and her aunt before her, and unlike himself and Michalas, who were from other branches of the family. One of her favourite portraits depicted Catherine Gardella, whose laughing green eyes and brilliant red hair gave her a mischievous look that made Victoria wish she’d known her.
 
         Other Venators, like Zavier, were also from the Gardella family tree, but had sprung randomly from far-flung branches that often went for three or more generations without producing a potential Venator. 
         
 
         Ilias gathered their attention with three sharp claps of his large-knuckled hands. ‘Since I believe that Zavier is about to expire on the spot with curiosity, it is time to unveil and honour our beloved Eustacia Gardella, mistress of the Venators, gracious lady of the Gardellas.’
 
         With a quick flick of his wrist, he whipped the lush white covering from the large portrait, revealing a life-size painting.
         
 
         Victoria felt the sting of tears in her eyes as she looked on the beautiful, wise face of the woman who had mentored her through her first year as a Venator. The artist, who in keeping with his mystery did not sign a name to any of the portraits, had captured the liveliness in her eyes, the gentle crinkles at their corners, and the gleam of her black hair. Aunt Eustacia’s white forehead showed nary a wrinkle, despite the fact that the painting depicted her just as she had been before she died – eighty-one years old, and still beautiful and strong.
 
         Zavier bumped a handkerchief in front of Victoria’s hands and she took the wadded cotton, dabbing at her eyes hardly remembering the last time she’d wept. Her hand moved down over the front of the loose tunic and split skirt she’d taken to wearing now that her mother wasn’t nearby to insist upon more conventional garb, pressing through the material to the pair of vis bullae that hung from her navel. Aunt Eustacia’s was on the right, and Victoria closed her fingers around it for a moment … and missed her aunt.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
 
            Wherein Our Heroine is Privy to a Repulsive Discovery

         
 
         ‘I do believe Zavier is smitten with the new Illa Gardella,’ Michalas said to Victoria. He cast her a sly grin from under his hat brim as they walked quickly along the Via Merulana. ‘Perhaps I should have invited him to join us.’
         
 
         Victoria was glad it was dark, for she would have been mortified for him to see the warm flush on her cheeks. Although perhaps he would have written off the slight colour to the bite in the February air, for the tip of her nose was cold and likely just as red. ‘Perhaps you should have, although we’d likely be treated to a history lesson if you had.’
 
         Michalas chuckled softly, then gestured ahead. Fortunately the air wasn’t cold enough to show the puff of air from his laugh. ‘You’re likely quite correct.’ 
         
 
         Victoria was, of course, well aware of the interest the Scot had shown towards her, but she was a bit mortified that others had noticed as well. But why should it matter? Zavier was kind and gentle, and so very different from the easy propriety of her husband, Phillip … and the golden, overbearing charm of Sebastian.
 
         The thought of Sebastian, and how she’d let him seduce her last autumn in the carriage, made Victoria’s stomach squiggle, and so she picked up her pace as she walked along with Michalas.
 
         Sebastian was the great-great-great-(she didn’t know how many generations)-grandson of the legendary vampire Beauregard. Because Beauregard had been turned undead after he’d had his own son, there had been no vampire blood passed down through the generations. Sebastian was just as mortal as Victoria herself, but despite their intimacies, she didn’t and couldn’t fully trust him, for he seemed to come and go on a whim – usually when there were vampires or other danger about – and it was obvious his loyalties were divided.
 
         As such, Sebastian had spent the past year, since meeting Victoria, trying to balance his loyalty to his grandfather with his … how would he describe his relationship with Victoria? A fascination? Attraction? Game of cat and mouse?
 
         She suppressed a snort that would have sent her mother into spasms, if she’d been there to hear it. But she was safely back in London, undoubtedly being squired about by the smitten Lord Jellington and exchanging gossip with her two cronies, fondly known as Lady Nilly and Duchess Winnie.
         
 
         But what would Victoria call it – her relationship with Sebastian? A tryst gone bad? Or good … depending on how one looked at it. An affaire?
         
 
         She’d tried to give as little thought to him as he likely gave to her these days, now that his great-grandfather was stalking the streets of Rome, attacking and feeding where he would and taking great care not to get caught. Regardless of whatever her feelings were towards Sebastian, Victoria had a duty and a responsibility to hunt down Beauregard and slam a stake into his centuries-old chest.
 
         But Sebastian had apparently thought of her at least once since last autumn, for somehow he had obtained her Aunt Eustacia’s vis bulla after the horrific events of that long, bloody night and sent it to Victoria. How he’d obtained it she couldn’t guess, but the fact that he had sent it on to her was a miracle.
         
 
         And then there was Max, from whom she’d heard nothing since he handed her his own vis bulla and walked away. Almost four months ago.
         
 
         That vis, in combination with her aunt’s strength amulet, had given Victoria even greater strength and speed than her own single amulet. Instead of cancelling each other out or even maintaining her level of expertise, the dual vis bullae had made her faster, stronger, and healthier – if the training she’d been doing with Kritanu was any indication.
         
 
         Michalas stopped, drawing Victoria abruptly from her maze of thoughts. It was a good thing a vampire hadn’t leapt out in front of her, as she’d been distracted more than was prudent.
         
 
         ‘Eh, now, look here,’ he said. ‘This great stone wall encloses the Palombara estate. It reaches all along this block and then around in a sort of elongated pentagonal shape. We’re at the very rear, at the farthest point from the villa, which sits near the front, at the fifth corner of the wall. It’s just a bit up this street that I came upon the pile of animal carcasses.’
 
         The sun had just set, and the greying light in the sky allowed her to see the crumbling rock of the barrier. Along the top of the enclosure – which was half again as tall as she was – high, sharp stones had been set in the mortar so that their edges discouraged anyone from climbing over. But there were cracks, and one large one where an oak branch had grown against the wall and caused it to buckle, then split halfway down so it would be possible to climb through.
 
         Via Merulana was lined by narrow residences that appeared to be more well-kept than the Palombara estate, yet it wasn’t a busy thoroughfare. A few carriages drove by, and several pedestrians moved quickly along – heads bent against the chill, or in an effort to remain unseen and unnoticed. It was a bit eerie, made more so by the fact that she and Michalas didn’t carry a lantern as if in fear of attracting attention.
 
         ‘No one has lived here for more than one hundred and forty years,’ Michalas told her, examining the crevice where the tree trunk thrust through. ‘Apparently the marchese had a secret laboratory where he and some of his fellow alchemists conducted their experiments. He claimed he was about to unveil the secret of transmutation after two more nights of work in his workshop, but he disappeared that very night. The laboratory, which presumably contains the results and remnants of his experiments, has remained locked since his disappearance.’
         
 
         Victoria looked thoughtfully at the broken wall. ‘I don’t suppose he was turned into a vampire,’ she said, a note of humour in her voice.
 
         Before Michalas could reply, they both stilled. ‘Speaking of the bloody creatures,’ he murmured, sliding a stake from his belt. Victoria followed suit and they looked at each other, then waited.
 
         She felt the brush of cold air over the back of her neck, raising the prickles of awareness that always accompanied the presence of an undead. ‘It’s back there,’ she said, gesturing to the wall. ‘Behind the wall.’
 
         Michalas nodded, and they moved towards the crack in the enclosure. ‘First or last?’ he asked.
 
         ‘First,’ Victoria said, pleased he hadn’t tried to keep her behind. Some of the male Venators, particularly the younger ones who hadn’t fought beside Aunt Eustacia, still had to be reminded that she was as capable – more so, in fact, due to her dual vis and direct Gardella lineage – as they in defending herself.
         
 
         Despite that, Michalas had to help her through the crevice when her wide-legged trousers, designed to look like a skirt, got caught on a low branch. He followed behind her.
 
         The sensation at the back of her neck was getting stronger, so she knew they were going in the right direction. The sun’s last gasp of light was disappearing rather quickly, and it was too dark on the other side of the wall to see any details of the overgrown terrain. Tall, skeletal trees mingled with thick bushes, and the tangled brown-leaved vines and brush of a long-forgotten garden left little room to pass.
         
 
         Michalas pointed to the remnant of a pathway marked only by a smattering of stones. It was a pale streak in the dark, and nearly obstructed by tall grass that had fallen over it through the years. They were silent as they moved along the old trail. Victoria found herself peering ahead in the direction she expected the villa to lie, somehow assuming she’d see lights or other illumination, but knowing that there would be none. It was just odd to have a large estate in the middle of a city, empty and unused. This would never occur in London.
 
         The sensation at the back of her neck was growing stronger; Victoria knew they were close when they came upon a lower stone wall that appeared to bisect the estate, separating the back, with its more natural gardens, from the front, where the villa, stable, and more formal gardens would lie.
 
         She sensed three or four of the undead nearby, perhaps just on the other side of the wall. She and Michalas either needed to find a gate or another way over it.
 
         She silently grabbed Michalas’s arm to get his attention and showed him four fingers, now barely visible, backlit by an anaemic moon. He nodded and pointed to a large gap where the two walls should have connected – a space they could easily walk through.
         
 
         But as they moved towards it, Victoria heard the sound of rusty metal: a gate, opening and clinking back into place. She and Michalas waited for a moment, then began to creep silently towards the undead.
 
         Eight red eyes glowed in the darkness, and they appeared to be talking excitedly among themselves; probably planning where and when to stalk the victims for their evening feed. She hated to interrupt their dinner plans, but … she lunged from the covering of a pine tree, the needles brushing over her cheek, her stake raised.
 
         The element of surprise allowed her to stab one of the undead before the others realised they weren’t alone. When her stake plunged through to the creature’s heart, he froze, then poofed into the malignant pile of ash and dust that was the final result of a life of damned immortality. Michalas was just as quick with his weapon, and it was really too simple for both of them to dispatch the other three vampires with barely the flicker of an eyelash or a disruption of breath. They were easy targets – taken by surprise as they were, and, from the looks of them, had not been undead for very long.
 
         When she’d stabbed her second and final vampire, Victoria stopped, silent and still for a moment. The back of her neck was no longer cold and prickling, so she slipped her stake back into the deep pocket of her man’s coat. 
         
 
         ‘They came from this way,’ Michalas said, starting off into the darkness.
 
         Victoria was glad to follow. One could hardly call that brief skirmish a battle – she could have done it in full court dress, without Michalas. Perhaps they would find something more interesting if they continued.
 
         She finally saw the shape of the villa, rising wide and dark in front of them, just past the lower gated wall through which the vampires had come. It was dark as a tomb, large and black and quiet.
 
         ‘It must be here somewhere,’ Michalas said from the darkness. She realised he was walking along yet another wall, this one angling off from the shorter one and stretching into the darkness, towards the back corner of the villa.
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘La Porta Alchemica,’ he said as she joined him. ‘The Door of Alchemy – the door to Palombara’s laboratory. I’ve not seen it, but I’ve heard about it.’
         
 
         ‘It’s too dark,’ Victoria said, peering up at a particularly overbearing pine that obliterated every bit of residual light from the moon. ‘I don’t know how we’ll find it.’
 
         Michalas tsked. ‘If only we had some source of light … Why does Miro not invent something practical like that for us? How many times have I wished for something that I could turn on or inflame at a moment’s notice. We spend so much time in the dark and cannot see. All the fancy weapons he spends his time on – pah! An ash stake is all I need. Or perhaps a little bit of something that could be set to explode at will.’ His smile flashed at her.
         
 
         Privately, Victoria agreed with him that the best weapon was a stake, but since the Venator weapons master was working on a special garment for her, she felt it would be inappropriate to complain.
 
         ‘Eh, perhaps this is it. Feel here,’ Michalas said.
 
         She moved next to him and felt around the great stone lintel that framed a massive stone door set into the wall. The moon peeked out from behind the trees and clouds just enough to illuminate the smooth white door and the shadowy carvings on it and its frame.
 
         ‘It’s locked with three keys, and I understand it cannot be opened without all three of them,’ Michalas told her. ‘This must be it. Feel the round disk in the centre? And the carvings on it? There are more carvings on the lintel, and legend has it that the symbols and words there are taken directly from an alchemical journal that came into the possession of Palombara before he disappeared.’
 
         ‘Do these symbols contain the secrets to immortality, then?’ she asked in a wry voice, feeling the moss and dirt beneath her fingers as she felt the crevices of the carvings.
 
         Michalas was moving around in the dark behind her now, back in the direction from which they’d come. Suddenly she heard the unmistakable sound of him tripping and then the ‘Oof!’ when he fell.
 
         Even Venators, apparently, had moments of gracelessness. 
         
 
         ‘By the bloody rood,’ swore Michalas quietly.
 
         ‘What is it?’ she asked, coming towards him where he crouched not far from the gate through which the vampires had passed.
 
         ‘You … perhaps you don’t want to see this,’ he said, straightening and turning as if to block her view. ‘Eh, it is not a pleasant sight.’
 
         Remembering the carnage she’d seen at Bridge and Stokes, a private club in London, Victoria shook her head. ‘What is it?’
 
         She nearly stumbled over them herself in her effort to show she wasn’t hesitant. There were four of them. She could barely make out the details in the low light, but she could see enough.
 
         Still clothed. One in a dress. The other three in breeches and shirts.
 
         Humans.
 
         Headless.
 
         Just like Aunt Eustacia.
         
 
         The memory shot into her mind. Blood everywhere.
 
         Victoria took a deep breath, closed her eyes. Her heart was slamming hard. Her stomach roiled, but she managed to keep from losing control. She waited a moment, swallowing hard. ‘What are they doing? Why cut off their heads?’
 
         ‘They were taking them somewhere, probably out of the estate.’
 
         Victoria looked at Michalas. ‘No coincidence that there’s a pile of beheaded animal carcasses nearby. Let’s go see if … if there are other bodies there. But … we can’t leave them here.’ 
         
 
         ‘No … eh … shall we bring them somewhere outside these walls so they’ll be found? So perhaps they’ll be identified? I’ve not heard any reports in the city about finding headless corpses,’ Michalas added. ‘I’ve a cousin who works with the polizia, and he tells me of all the goings-on.’
         
 
         ‘But why take off their heads? They’re vampires,’ Victoria asked again, if only to keep her mind from thinking about the morbid task at hand. They certainly couldn’t leave the bodies; Michalas was right.
 
         In the end they moved the four corpses and left them in a small courtyard several blocks away from the Palombara estate. Michalas would suggest to his cousin that he might wish to investigate that particular viuzza, and then the police could at least attempt to find the families of the victims.
         
 
         By the time they completed the task of moving the bodies, Victoria was filthy and bloody and quite nauseated, but she still wanted to see the pile of animal carcasses, so Michalas took her to where he’d found it, which was only two streets away from the broken wall of the estate.
 
         The pile was still there, in the darkest corner of an overgrown courtyard behind a half-burnt-out apartment. She had no idea how Michalas had ever come upon it.
 
         According to him, the pile was larger now. Rotted. The stench was stomach-turning. And it was composed only, as far as they could tell, of dogs and cats, perhaps a wolf or two.
 
         But it would be too much of a coincidence to believe that the four dead humans were not intended to be added to the pile.
         
 
         ‘Now we know there are undead involved,’ Victoria said as she and Michalas walked away from the dark courtyard, still on the alert for more undead. ‘But the question becomes: what are they doing with the heads?’ 

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Three
 
            In Which Victoria’s Idyll Is Invaded 

         
 
         Victoria and Michalas finished the night by patrolling the rest of the rione near Villa Palombara. They staked a measly three more vampires before returning to the Consilium at sunrise to report their findings to Ilias. They found him on his way to speak with Wayren.
         
 
         After their brief discussion, Ilias suggested that Victoria join him with Wayren in her private library. Michalas appeared relieved to be dismissed, saying with a crooked grin that he was ready to return home to his own bed.
 
         Victoria would have been pleased to do so herself, but of course she did not. She followed Ilias to the library. It smelt of old books – of paper and papyrus, of ink and leather. She had been there only once before – very briefly – so as she came into the dome-shaped room that was accessed by a locked door with hidden bolts, she took the opportunity to re-examine the chamber.
         
 
         The ceiling of the round room was high above her head, and rows of books sat on shelves that appeared to be carved into the circular walls. On closer look, however, she saw that the shelves were stone ledges, and carved with letters or symbols in a language Victoria didn’t recognise. She presumed the symbols were some sort of code by which the books, scrolls, and laced-together parchments were organised.
         
 
         Victoria stepped onto a thick white rug that covered half of the chamber floor and selected a straight-backed chair for her seat. In the centre of the room was a large piece of glass situated like a tabletop. Wayren sat behind the desk, her square spectacles resting neatly on a wooden tray next to a spread-eagled book. Ilias, who’d followed Victoria into the room, closed the door behind him and sank into the final seat.
 
         The room wasn’t as large as she would have imagined, knowing how many tomes Wayren had access to. A bevy of candles burnt from sconces on the walls and some of the lower shelves, and from stands with multiple tiers and holders placed throughout the room. Despite being a deep flight of stairs underground, the room was lit as if it were noon in July.
 
         Ilias glanced at Wayren. ‘Where is Ylito? Is he not joining us?’
 
         She bowed her head easily. ‘He is in the midst of a procedure. I have already spoken with him, and he urges us to continue without him.’ 
         
 
         ‘Ylito?’ Victoria was surprised at the unfamiliar name. She knew of all of the Venators by name, even if she hadn’t met them all, and the Comitators, their martial-arts trainers, but this was one she’d never heard mentioned.
 
         ‘He is not a Venator, but an herbalist and alchemist who studies the properties of plants and metals and is very talented with his work.’
 
         Victoria looked at Wayren. ‘Do you mean to say he’s a wizard?’
 
         The older woman looked pained for a moment, then smiled slightly. ‘He prefers to be called a hermetist, a sort of spiritual alchemist, which is a bit more palatable to him than the moniker of wizard or sorcerer.’ When Victoria continued to look at her with clear question in her eyes, she continued, ‘As powerful and daunting as our Venators may be, we’ve found over the years that someone like Ylito often provides skills beyond what a Venator can do: casting protections, creating infusions or distillations, and even drawing forth the energies and inherent powers of gold and silver – all for the purpose of annihilating the malevolence brought on this earth by Lilith and her kind.’
 
         ‘It is not surprising that you haven’t met Ylito, or perhaps even heard his name spoken,’ added Ilias. ‘He prefers to remain cloistered in his workshop unless needed. Which is why he’s chosen not to grace us with his presence at this time.’ He shifted in his seat and raised a hand to scratch his chin. ‘So let us get to the matter at hand, Victoria. We have vampires who are cutting the heads off small animals and now, apparently, humans.’ He looked at Wayren. ‘That would be behaviour more like that of a demon, so I am at a loss as to why the undead would do such a thing, particularly since they abhor demons.’
         
 
         ‘I shall have to study it,’ Wayren told them when they described in more detail the headless corpses. ‘But I would suggest that a visit to the Door of Alchemy – la Porta Alchemica – during the daylight would be in order. Perhaps we will find some evidence that you could not see in the dark.’
         
 
         Ilias turned to Victoria. ‘There are three keys that open the Magic Door, as it is also called. Each one must be inserted in its proper slot and, once inserted, cannot be retrieved until the door is open. Palombara had one of the keys, he secreted a second one somewhere in the villa, and the third one was given to Augmentin Gardella shortly before the marchese disappeared.’
         
 
         ‘A Venator.’ Victoria’s skin began to prickle.
 
         ‘Indeed. Unfortunately Augmentin wasn’t able to save Palombara from whatever befell him before he completed his quest. But he did keep the key. And passed it down through the family. Your aunt Eustacia was the last person to have it.’
 
         ‘It’s not here, and we’d best find it before the vampires do,’ Wayren said, looking at Victoria. ‘I believe your aunt wore it on her person. Do you recall a silver armband? It was made specifically to hold the key, which is quite small – not much larger than the first knuckle of your finger.’
 
         ‘She wore it high on her arm, and never took it off. That and her vis bulla.’ Victoria chewed on her lip, not liking where her thoughts were leading her. Not at all. Best to change the subject. ‘What’s behind the door that’s so important to the vampires? They already have immortality.’
         
 
         ‘The papers and journals of the alchemist must contain something of value to them. After Palombara disappeared, there was much activity about the door as the undead – and some of the mortal alchemists – tried to force their way in. But the only way in is with the three keys, and they were in possession of none of them, even, presumably, the one kept by the Marchese Palombara.’ Ilias was rubbing his nose again, pinching it between a thumb and forefinger.
         
 
         ‘They gave up after a time, and the Door of Alchemy has remained untouched and unbothered for a hundred and forty years. But now, with this undead activity in the area – as well as the death of your aunt and the possibility that the key might fall into the wrong hands – it’s imperative that we keep our attention on the door. In fact, the very great possibility is that somehow the key was removed from her person … after the events last autumn, and that it has already been put to use.’ Wayren’s face, unlined and ageless, was a pale moon of seriousness. ‘The fact that the undead want what’s behind the door is more than enough reason for us to be concerned.’
 
         ‘Yet another reason to visit the door, to see if any of the keys have been turned,’ Ilias said.
 
         ‘Yes. Ylito will want to accompany you,’ Wayren said, to Victoria’s surprise. ‘Perhaps you will be able to ascertain what is so important behind that door, or at least whether there is indeed anyone trying to get inside it.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Late that afternoon Oliver, Victoria’s driver and the bane of her maid’s existence, stopped the little barouche in front of the Gardella villa. As Victoria stepped out, she realised she hadn’t been home or slept since leaving yesterday morning for the portrait unveiling at the Consilium. She was bone-tired, yet energised with purpose in a way she hadn’t been for months. Her mind was racing down a myriad of avenues, and she felt as though she could barely keep up with it. At the same time she was still dirty and mussed from her evening of moving headless corpses with Michalas.
 
         But she had a task, and felt for the first time since Aunt Eustacia’s death that she was back in full form.
 
         Still, she wanted nothing more than to get into the quiet of her room and practice some of the meditation and breathing that Kritanu had taught her. Tomorrow she would meet the mysterious Ylito and they would go to examine la Porta Alchemica.
         
 
         The front door opened just as she reached it, Aunt Eustacia’s Italian butler looking slightly more harried than usual.
 
         ‘Grazie, Giorgio,’ Victoria said, walking in and directly towards the stairs as she pulled off her gloves and began to unhook the fastenings of her spencer. ‘Please ring for Verbena and ask that she wait upon me in my chamber.’ 
         
 
         ‘Si, milady,’ Giorgio said. ‘But perhaps you might wish to take a moment to visit the parlour?’
         
 
         ‘The parlour?’ Victoria, her hand on the newel post at the bottom of the steps, halted reluctantly – only a flight of stairs from the haven she sought. She glanced towards the parlour and saw that the door was closed.
 
         But before Giorgio could reply, the door in question opened. ‘Victoria!’ came a familiar shrill greeting. ‘Victoria, we have arrived!’
 
         Victoria couldn’t move. Her fingers froze like a cap over the stairwell post as she looked at her mother, Lady Melisande Gardella Grantworth, rushing towards her from the sitting room, skirts and ruffles and lace bouncing and flouncing in all directions.
 
         ‘We?’ Victoria managed to ask, all thoughts of a quiet rest disintegrating along with the peacefulness of her home. No wonder Giorgio had looked out of sorts.
 
         ‘Indeed! Lady Nilly and Duchess Winnie and myself, we’re all here. Just in time for the week of Carnevale. And for you, you poor dear, of course. Poor darling, to have to handle all of this on your own. I am only sorry I couldn’t have arrived sooner.’ Lady Melly gathered Victoria into her maternal embrace even as her daughter desperately clutched the stairwell post.
         
 
         And as her mother’s two bosom friends spilt into the hall behind her, arms outstretched in greeting, high-pitched voices exclaiming over everything from Victoria’s simple hairstyle to her sunken cheeks to the mild Italian weather and how it was so warm for February, so why were her hands so cold and her gown – was that even a gown? – so dirty and mussed? My goodness! – had she been hurt? … she could do nothing but let them fuss and hug and pat and croon as they’d done since she was a little girl.
         
 
         With a weary glance over her shoulder, she told Giorgio, ‘Please tell Verbena I shall be a while.’
 
         A long while.
 
         
             

         
 
         Two hours later Victoria sank onto the stool in front of her dressing mirror. Two hours.
 
         All that time listening to her mother and the ladies Winnie and Nilly prattle on about the circles under her eyes, the gauntness of her cheeks (although Lady Nilly thought it wasn’t so terrible, she of the hollow cheeks herself), and the paleness of her skin. Not to mention the droopiness of her plain hairstyle and unfashionable clothing.
 
         And that wasn’t all. There were unveiled hints about her returning to London to find another husband. And how her dear friend Gwendolyn Starcasset was now the toast of the ton, with her new betrothal to an earl with more than fifty thousand a year, and how her brother, George, would be a perfect match for Victoria. (Victoria had had to bite her tongue particularly hard on that topic, for the last time she’d seen George Starcasset he’d been here in Rome with Nedas, as a member of the Tutela, and had been intent on ravishing her.)
 
         There had been Lady Melly’s grievances about the erstwhile Lord Jellington, who had, apparently, failed to meet her expectations of what a beau should do and be, and was thus the impetus for her visit to Italy.
 
         Then followed opinions on Italian biscuits (too dry and crusty), Italian streets (crowded and confusing and filled with pilgrims), and the beauty of the little fountain in front of the villa.
         
 
         She’d had to keep the ugly red calluses on her left hand – her tea-pouring and stake-wielding hand – hidden while playing hostess, for, of course, she wasn’t wearing the gloves she would have been wearing had she been home in London. Nor was she garbed in a proper gown, the lapse of which still had her mother in horrified raptures.
 
         The entire event had culminated in one big problem that led somewhere she wasn’t sure she wanted to go. She rested her head on the dressing table in her chamber.
 
         ‘Now, milady, no sense in lettin’ em make it any worse’n it already is. Ye have important things to attend to.’
 
         Victoria lifted her head to look in the mirror. All she saw at first were two puffs of orange-coloured hair on either side of her own dark head, and then her maid, Verbena, looked up from where she’d been unfastening the buttons of Victoria’s tunic. Her face bore pity, but also a glow of interest.
 
         ‘Did ye see that massive crucifix the duchess was wearing? I swear, even m’cousin Barth wouldn’t be wearin’ one that size, though he’s been known to drive vampires around himself. Pardon me for sayin’ so, but the duchess’s cross looks bigger than the pope’s.’
 
         As she spoke, Verbena drew the tunic up and over Victoria’s head, leaving her droopy-eyed mistress to sit at the table in merely her split-skirt and chemise. 
         
 
         Victoria sighed. ‘I cannot believe they’re here,’ she said wearily. ‘Without a word of warning Mother has arrived with them, and now I haven’t any idea how I’m going to get out at night without their knowing.’ Sundown – vampire-hunting time – was in a matter of hours, and Melly expected her to join them for dinner, and likely more conversation. Surely she would also expect Victoria to join them in other activities, both during the day and in the evening.
 
         In fact, the dearth of calling cards on the front table of the villa had sent Lady Melly into yet another soliloquy about how cloistered Victoria had allowed herself to become since Aunt Eustacia died, and how terrible it was that her social life had gone to null. And how glad Melly was to be here to set things right.
 
         But that was the least of Victoria’s worries.
 
         Verbena loosened Victoria’s hair from its casual mooring at the back of her head. ‘An’ ye’ll have to give more attention to your hairdressing and gowns, now that your mama is here. She won’t tolerate ye lookin’ less than a marchy-ness, now that ye finally got the title.’ She sounded magnificently pleased with this new development, which was no surprise, as Verbena lived for the opportunity to get creative with Victoria’s coiffure and toilette whilst finding ways to incorporate the tools her mistress Venator might need.
 
         Recently Victoria’s choice to wear the split skirt and long tunic favoured by Kritanu for both training and rest had nearly given Verbena fits. But since Victoria had rarely left the villa except late in the day to go to the Consilium and then to search the streets for vampires, it was her opinion that it mattered not what she wore. Since she knew few people in Rome, there were no social obligations requiring her attendance. And, quite honestly, Victoria preferred it that way.
         
 
         Her days of balls and soirees and musicales (thank goodness) were over. She was a Venator, and that was her life.
 
         But all that would change now that Lady Melly and her cohorts were here.
 
         ‘Mother’s horror at my choice of attire and coiffure was made abundantly clear, but at least the neglect was attributed to grief due to Aunt Eustacia dying.’ Victoria looked longingly towards her bed. Perhaps she would have two hours to rest, if she could keep the list of worries at bay. ‘However, sadly, that topic brought an even larger problem to mind.’ She looked in the mirror at her maid’s crystal blue eyes.
 
         ‘I’ve no fear ye can’t handle yer mama an’ her biddies. I heard her say ye should come back to London and rejoin Society … she wants ye to marry again so ye can give her some little bunnies in nappies.’
 
         Victoria was shaking her head. ‘No, no … that I can manage. I think. ‘Tis even a bigger problem.’ She closed her eyes for a moment, then rose to move towards her bed. ‘The silver armband that my aunt always wore … I must find it. As soon as my mother remembers it she’ll want it – but the bigger problem now is that the vampires are already looking for it, because it holds a special key.’
 
         Their gazes met again in the mirror, Verbena’s eyes rounding in her cherub face, and her mouth following suit.
         
 
         ‘That, my lady, is a bloody mess of a pro’lem.’
 
         ‘Indeed it is, since my mother believes Aunt Eustacia died in her sleep. Thus, she expects that the bracelet would have been on her arm, readily available for me to retrieve.’
 
         ‘Per’aps yer auntie gave it to Kritanu.’
 
         Victoria shook her head. ‘No, she did not, for he gave me all of her personal effects, and it was not there.’
 
         The apple-cheeked maid tsked, pity curving her lips down at the corners. Then they tilted up. ‘But, my lady, ye’ve forgotten someone did see th’ body after. He must’ve, in order to send ye her vis bulla. Perhaps—’
         
 
         ‘I know,’ Victoria said again, rising to go to the bed, her head suddenly aching. ‘That is the biggest part of the problem.’
 
         Not only would she have to keep the vampires from finding the keys and opening the Magic Door … but now it appeared she would have to find some way to contact Sebastian and ask for his help.
 
         Then he would, as usual, expect her to demonstrate some form of gratitude for said help.
 
         And, truth be told, she could think of worse things to do. Much worse.
 
         
             

         
 
         Victoria’s meeting with Ylito was delayed to just before noon on a rainy morning two days after her mother and friends arrived. Even so, it was pure luck that she’d actually been able to slip out of the villa that day, for Melly had planned to take her to see the Colosseum, but had developed a headache. Victoria had quickly seized upon a similar excuse, retreating to her room and instructing Verbena to allow no one to enter until the next morning.
         
 
         ‘This is the first day she’s not dragged me about shopping, viewing the sights, parading around the city,’ Victoria hissed as she slipped back down through the servants’ hall to the exit. ‘Pray God she has the headache all afternoon and misses dinner as well.’
 
         ‘Now, milady, ye shouldn’t wish such stuff on yer mama,’ Verbena cautioned. ‘She can’ help it if she jus’ wants t’ show ye off and dress ye pretty.’
 
         ‘Marry me off is rather more accurate,’ Victoria mumbled, tamping away the guilty feeling. She paused with her hand on the back door. ‘And for someone so concerned with propriety, the fact that it’s been only three months since Aunt Eustacia died and we’re not expected to be in mourning is surprising.’
         
 
         ‘’T might be so, milady, but close as ye were to her, she was still jus’ yer great-aunt. Not so long fer mournin’, even back in Lunnon, but ye’re in Rome now. An’ if Lady Melly was in mournin’ she wouldn’t be able t’ go to Carnevale this week.’ Verbena looked up at her, and Victoria saw sympathy in her cornflower eyes. ‘Ye’re still so young and pretty, milady. Yer mama jus’ wants ye to find happiness. She wants t’ erase that sadness in yer eyes.’
         
 
         Happiness. Victoria wasn’t sure it was possible.
 
         Perhaps not happiness, then, but contentment. Or at least satisfaction that her place on earth was as more than merely one half of a marriage, a womb to bear an heir, or a showpiece for her mother to flaunt.
         
 
         Victoria had a more important, more difficult role than most women – or men – could imagine. If she could find the same satisfaction and peace her aunt had as Illa Gardella, Victoria could ask for little more.
         
 
         Because her mother delayed her, Victoria was late meeting Ylito at what was left of the Villa Palombara. Despite the early February chill and dampness, she had Oliver drive a circuitous route in the city in order to make certain no one was following her from Aunt Eustacia’s villa. When the barouche stopped in front of the crumbling wall shaded by the old oak that had grown through it, Oliver turned to look at her.
 
         ‘This the meeting place?’ He looked at her questioningly. Not only was his driving gentler than that of Barth back in London, but his care for her safety was as well. Unlike Barth, Oliver wasn’t as keen on leaving a woman alone on the streets, particularly in areas that could be considered dangerous.
 
         Of course, unlike Barth, Oliver had never seen Victoria fight vampires.
 
         ‘Yes, you may let me off here and return to the villa.’
 
         She’d never seen a person with such dark skin as Ylito. Even Kritanu, who had the mahogany skin and sleek dark hair of his Indian heritage, had lighter colouring than the hermetist.
 
         ‘So, you are the new Illa Gardella,’ he said, looking at her soberly. Victoria was surprised at his low, smooth voice; for some reason she’d expected him to sound as exotic as he looked, with his walnut skin and hair that spun out in tight, finger-length coils all over his head. His family was originally from Egypt, Wayren had told her, but Ylito’s grandfather had left the land of the pyramids and come to study with the Venators in Rome nearly a century ago.
         
 
         ‘And you are the mysterious Ylito,’ she replied, and felt compelled to make a brief bow to him. ‘I am delighted to meet you, particularly since I understand you rarely venture out.’
 
         He looked as if he was at least two decades, or more, older than her own twenty-one years. He was dressed in boots and breeches and a coat and shirtwaist, as any other man of the times would be, but with his dark skin and regal bearing, he still looked exotic. He gave her a formal bow in return. ‘Come, let us look at this strange door.’
 
         Now, in the daylight, Victoria could really see the deep split in the wall. It was caused by a low branch of the large oak growing through what had likely been a small crack at one time, but as the oak’s branch and trunk filled out, it had opened the wall. The shadow of the large tree, along with a mess of leafless vines, had helped to camouflage the opening.
 
         With Ylito’s help, Victoria climbed through the crack, turning sideways so she could slip through the wet stone. She couldn’t help but think it was best that Zavier wasn’t there, for he would never have fit his bulky muscles through the slender opening. As soon as Ylito stepped both feet on the ground, they started off, Victoria leading the way.
 
         The ground was wet and muddy, seeping into Victoria’s slippers, and the budding leaves had begun to shoot into green furls that would soon thicken the view even more.
         
 
         Ylito made a disgusted comment under his breath as he paused to wipe mud from the side of his boot, but then he followed behind Victoria as they traipsed through thigh-high grass towards an awkward-looking grey-brick building. What must have been the main part of the villa loomed high behind it, and was made of the yellowish stone most common in Rome.
 
         As Victoria trudged along, she turned her mind from the chill of her cold, wet gown to something nearly as uncomfortable: how to find Sebastian.
 
         In London she had been able to go to his pub, the Silver Chalice, to contact him, but it had been destroyed. The last time she’d seen him was here in Rome, when, with his usual talent, he’d simply shown up when she didn’t necessarily want him to. Short of putting a notice in the newspaper, there was little she could do to find him.
 
         But then a thought struck her. Sebastian had introduced her to two young women, twins named Portiera and Placidia. Perhaps if she called on them she might be able to learn how to find Sebastian in this city.
 
         Not to mention the fact that her mother would love to see her interested in making social calls.
 
         Since Lady Melly had arrived, Victoria had spent the last two nights at home with her aunt and friends, playing whist, catching up on gossip, and generally doing the things she thought she’d left behind when she married and moved from her mother’s home. Even as a marchioness she was expected to have social obligations – but at least they would be under her own terms.
         
 
         ‘There it is,’ Victoria said, gesturing to the wall made of slim grey stones stacked atop one another as she and Ylito passed through the same gate that the vampires had used two nights before. Off to the right was the smooth white lintel framing a solid stone door.
 
         ‘La Porta Alchemica,’ said Ylito, stepping towards it.
         
 
         Victoria’s sodden skirt brushed against him as she too moved towards the door. It was not a particularly large one, now that she saw it in full daylight. Just an average size, low enough that someone as tall as Max might have to duck to cross the threshold.
 
         She watched as Ylito smoothed his dark hand over the white marble as though reading with his fingertips the symbols carved there. Above the door was a large circle carving, within which were two triangles superimposed on each other, one pointing up and the other pointing down, and a cross stamped on top of them.
 
         ‘Jupiter … tin … diameter sphaerae thau … circli … non orbis prosunt … Venus … copper …’ murmured Ylito, moving his hand down the right side of the doorway.
         
 
         ‘What does it say?’
 
         ‘Alchemical symbols – this is for the planet Jupiter,’ he said, showing her the top carving that looked like a cross with an arrow pointing to the right, ‘and represents the metal tin. Below it, the symbol of feminity, or Venus, the circle with the cross below it. There is Mercury and Mars …’ he added, gesturing to the other side.
         
 
         ‘What does it all mean?’
 
         Again Ylito flashed his white teeth. ‘I do not know, and apparently neither did Palombara. As the story goes, he found the papers of an alchemist who came to Rome searching for a mysterious herb. After the alchemist disappeared, Palombara studied his journals and had some of the content engraved on the door. For example, under the Jupiter symbol it says, ‘the sphere’s diameter, the circle’s tau, and the globe’s cross are of no use to the blind.’ It simply means one might have the tools, but if one doesn’t know how to put them to use, they’re worthless.’
 
         Victoria, looking at the odd symbols, couldn’t agree more.
 
         A large dial was set into the stone of the portal, covering about the centre half of the entrance. The round disk, which was flush with its setting, was formed of a different colour stone and had the shape of a triangle carved into its face. At each of the three corners was a small rectangular notch, no more than two fingers wide and one thumb-length long. Victoria could see that the dirt and moss had been scraped away from the bottom right-hand notch, as though someone had recently slipped something into the hole.
 
         She pushed her fingers in, examining the stone around the opening of what must be one of the keyholes, though it looked nothing like any keyhole she’d ever seen. Which made her realise that the key was perhaps not a long metal one with notches carved on one side, but something different. More of a small tab that would slide into the small opening. ‘Ylito, look at this.’
         
 
         He crouched next to her with a faint pop in one of his knees and thrust his fingers sideways into the notch. They disappeared up to his second knuckles, and his dark eyes lit up with interest. ‘The key. One of the keys has been found.’ He looked up at her, more animation in his face than she’d seen yet today. Obviously this was a fascination to him. ‘Si, that slot has the key slid in, unable to be retrieved until the door is opened. It has been fitted into place, and there it will stay. Each key fits in its slot and lifts the insides of the lock, and thus allows the disk to turn. That will open the door.’
         
 
         Victoria nodded, her heart filling her chest. Was the missing key the one that had been given to Augmentin Gardella and then passed down to Aunt Eustacia? How could they know? Had the others been found?
 
         Then she noticed that the moss and dirt had been cleaned off just above the notch, and that there was a faint carving on it.
 
         Ylito was already looking at the etched lettering, his quick, dark hands passing over it as if it would help him to read it. ‘That is the name of the key. Deus et homo, God and man. And see, there: its symbol – a large circle with rays like the sun, with a smaller circle inside it, resting at the bottom. It will be carved on the key itself, so that the user knows where it fits.’
         
 
         ‘And the other two?’ Victoria crouched so she could look at the bottom left corner of the triangle, using her nails to scrape away the moss, feeling the grit of moist dirt. ‘They’re named as well?’
         
 
         ‘They are all noted here, in this symbol above the door,’ Ylito said, drawing her attention to the large circle above the door. ‘See, it names the keys – “tri sunt mirabilia: Deus et homo, mater et virgo, trinus et unus,” – that means “three are the wonders: God and man, mother and virgin, the one and three.” The wonders are represented by the three keys that will give access to this secret laboratory.’
         
 
         Victoria saw the words carved around the circle, and bent back down to the lower left key slot, scraping the dirt away. She uncovered enough to see that it was the mater et virgo – mother and virgin – key, and then sat back on her heels, heedless of the wet grass bleeding into her thighs and rump, her heart thumping hard in her chest. ‘And this?’ she asked, relief beginning to creep through her muscles.
         
 
         ‘This is the slot for the mater et virgo key,’ he said easily, tracing the symbols. ‘A slender crescent moon to the left, representing the virgin, curving away from and touching the full, ripe circle of the mother.’ He looked up. ‘It’s two parts of a common ancient symbol of the three goddesses: virgin, mother, crone.’
         
 
         ‘Aunt Eustacia’s armband is marked with that very same symbol of mother and virgin. They haven’t found her key yet.’
 
         Ylito’s face settled into a smooth mask. ‘But we see here evidence that someone is looking for it now.’
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