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         Dark Secret
 
         At that, Victoria did yank her arm away, breaking his grip. ‘Rockley is no secret, and he is not the weak fool you make him out to be. You needn’t stand so close to me.’
 
         ‘Has he seen your vis bulla?’ Sebastian had not moved away, and his hand had shifted between them, below her breasts, to press flat over her shirtwaist against the trembling muscles of her stomach. ‘Does he know what it means?’
         
 
         She shoved against his shoulders and pushed him away. He moved, but barely stumbled backward. He was stronger than she realised.
 
         ‘Does he know that it means his love walks the streets at night? That she must mingle with those from the dark side to learn their secrets?’ Unruffled, nonplussed by her violent reaction, he spoke, his voice low and hypnotic. ‘That she kills every time she raises her weapon? That she has a strength he cannot hope to possess?’
 
         ‘He knows nothing.’ Victoria spoke from between clenched teeth. Sebastian had moved in toward her again, crowding her back against the wall, but he did not touch her.
 
         ‘Has he seen it, Victoria?’ The gentle roll of her name’s last syllables caused an odd wave in her middle. ‘Has he?’
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            With love to Steve (here it is!), 
 Holli and Tammy
            

         
 
         
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Prologue
 
            In Which Our Story Commences

         
 
         His footsteps were soundless, but Victoria felt him moving.
 
         She grasped the bark of the oak, pressing her body into the tree as if it could suck her into safety. But all she felt was unyielding roughness. She couldn’t stay here.
 
         Crouching, curling her fingers around a heavy stick, she eased from the safe shadow of the tree and into the liquid silver of moonlight. The sharp snap of a twig beneath her boot sent her bolting on now-silent feet into another nearby shadow …
 
         She could hear him breathing.
 
         And feel the reverberations of his heartbeat.
 
         It thumped loud, steady, strong, pumping into her ears, pulsing through her body as if it were her own organ.
 
         Victoria moved again, her skirts flapping around her ankles as she dashed away from the sound of her pursuer. She tore through the underbrush, dodging from tree to tree and leaping over fallen logs as though she were a mare given her head.
         
 
         His solid footfalls came closer and faster as she ran.
 
         A branch tore at her face. Brush snagged her skirts.
 
         She ran and ran and ran in the white moonlight, clutching her stick, and still he came, his heartbeat as steady as his tramping feet.
 
         Before she realised it, Victoria stumbled down a small incline and splashed into a creek. The prop of the stick kept her from falling as she slogged through the thigh-high water, her skirts becoming leaden, weighing her down, slowing her until she could barely take another step.
 
         A cry of rage from behind tore her attention as she staggered up the small incline on the other side of the creek.
 
         As she climbed out, she turned and saw him standing there on the opposite bank. She couldn’t see his face … but his eyes gleamed in the dark, and fury and frustration emanated from his body. But he did not follow her.
 
         He did not cross the running water.
 
         
             

         
 
         Victoria jolted awake, her heart thrumming madly in her chest.
 
         Sunlight, not moonbeams, blazed through the window.
 
         A dream. It had been a dream.
 
         She smoothed a hand over her face, damp with perspiration, and brushed away the tendrils of hair that had escaped her thick braid. 
         
 
         The fifth dream. It was time.
 
         Her bed was high off the floor, and her feet thumped onto the Aubusson rug as she launched herself from under the coverlet, in desperate need of the chamber pot. Heedless of immodesty, Victoria pulled her sweat-soaked chemise up and over her body and felt the relief of cool air on her clammy skin.
 
         Five dreams in less than a fortnight. That was the sign. She would go to Aunt Eustacia today.
 
         The remnants of the dream dissolved, replaced with a hum of anticipation and a tingle of apprehension. Victoria looked at herself in the tall, cloudy mirror. The warning had come.
 
         Today she would learn just what that warning portended.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One
 
            Miss Victoria Grantworth’s Two Debuts

         
 
         Vampires.
 
         The Gardellas were vampire hunters.
 
         Victoria was going to hunt vampires.
 
         ‘Victoria, dear …’ Lady Melisande’s gentle voice held the barest hint of reproach. ‘You may commence with pouring.’
 
         Victoria blinked and realised that her mother had been sitting with her hands folded perfectly in her lap, whilst their two guests waited with empty teacups. ‘Of course, Mother. I apologise for my wool-gathering,’ she added as she raised the ivory teapot. Her mother’s favourite, brought from Italy by her mother when she wed with Herbert, Lord of Prewitt Shore, was painted with images of Roman cathedrals.
         
 
         Fortunately, the two guests at hand were Lady Melly’s oldest and dearest friends, and they would not be offended by her daughter’s lack of attention.
         
 
         Three weeks ago, Victoria’s biggest concern had been which gown to wear to an evening’s event. Or whether – heaven forbid! – her dance card might not fill up.
 
         Or even whether she would land a suitable husband during her debut.
 
         But now … how on earth was she going hide a wooden stake on her person? One couldn’t just slip it into one’s glove! Or down one’s bodice!
 
         ‘Not to worry, my dear Melly. I’m sure the chit is just a bit distracted, with her coming-out in less than a fortnight.’ Lady Petronilla Fenworth smiled gently at Victoria as she retrieved her steaming cup. Of the three matrons, she bore the sweetest disposition; one that matched her delicate, angelic face and tiny frame. She reminded Victoria of a china doll. ‘After waiting in mourning for nearly two years, I am certain she is finally in raptures that she is to debut at last!’
 
         ‘Indeed she is,’ replied Victoria’s mother, the celebrated beauty of the trio. ‘I have great hopes for her on the mart, for though she is two years older than most of the others, she is certainly beautiful enough to catch the eye of a marquess … or even perhaps a duke!’ She looked fondly at her eldest daughter, who had replaced the teapot and now tried to appear interested in the ensuing conversation.
 
         Lady Winifred, who was the other of Melisande’s lifelong friends, leant forward to select a biscuit with plump fingers. She looked up, her eyes sparkling with excitement. ‘My sister by marriage tells me that Rockley will be seeking a wife this year at last!’
         
 
         ‘Rockley!’ The other two elder women repeated the name in unison, their tones bordering on a squeal, as if they were the eligible misses instead of Victoria. Since both ladies had been married for nigh on a quarter century (at least until Melisande had been widowed a year earlier), it was quite unnecessary and rather … earsplitting.
         
 
         ‘Victoria, did you hear what Winifred said?’ her mother repeated, grasping her hand. ‘The Marquess of Rockley is seeking a bride! We must ensure he is invited to your coming-out. Winnie, will your sister by marriage be attending?’
 
         ‘I shall see to it – and that she insist her husband bring Rockley. Nothing would please me more than to see our dear Victoria steal the heart – and purse – of the elusive Marquess of Rockley.’ Winifred, who had been widowed a decade earlier and was childless, had fairly adopted Victoria as her own. Betwixt Petronilla, Winifred, and, of course, Melisande, Victoria had three full-time mothers worrying about her marriage prospects.
 
         She was more worried about whether the small crucifix she sometimes wore about her neck would be enough to deter a salacious vampire.
 
         According to Aunt Eustacia, it would; but as Victoria had yet to come face-to-face with one of the creatures, she wasn’t completely convinced. In fact, that had become her biggest source of distraction in the last few days – when would she see her first vampire?
 
         Would one simply leap out of the woodwork one evening? Or would she have some kind of warning?
         
 
         A sharp rapping on the parlour door drew the tittering ladies’ attention from discussions of Rockley’s physique and his income. ‘Yes, Jimmons?’ asked Melisande when the butler peered into the room.
 
         ‘I am in receipt of a summons for Miss Victoria to Lady Eustacia Gardella’s home. Her ladyship’s carriage awaits the young miss, if she agrees to attend her aunt.’
 
         Victoria set down her teacup with a sharp clatter. More training. And a chance to ask more questions of her aunt.
 
         ‘Mother,’ she said as she rose rather more abruptly than she’d intended. Fiddlesticks. The last thing she wished to hear was a lecture regarding the smooth, graceful movements a lady must adopt.
         
 
         Especially since Aunt Eustacia’s assistant, a man named Kritanu, had spent the last two weeks teaching her to move with quick, precise actions. And how to fell a man with the perfect kick. How to take an attacker by surprise by dodging and leaping in a most unladylike manner. Her mother would expire on the spot if she had seen the way Victoria had learnt to strike with her arms, legs, and even her head. ‘I would attend Aunt Eustacia, if you will excuse me.’
 
         Melly looked up at her, her round face a version of Victoria’s own narrower, more elegant one. ‘You have grown quite attached to my aunt in these last weeks, my dear. I am sure it gives the elderly lady great pleasure to have your company. I do hope she does not feel slighted when the Season begins and you are dancing at balls or attending the theatre every night.’ 
         
 
         Dancing at balls, attending the theatre, stalking vampires.
 
         Without a doubt, Victoria was going to be an extraordinarily busy debutante.
 
         
             

         
 
         On the night of her debut – which, due first to the death of her grandfather, and then to the death of her father, had been delayed two years after she had attained the age of seventeen – Victoria sat at her dressing table looking every inch the proper young miss.
 
         Her ink-black hair, a mass of wild curls, had been piled high at the back of her head and pinned to within an inch of its life. It would not dare shift or sag, regardless of the alacrity with which its mistress might dance, curtsy, or otherwise hare about.
 
         Jet beads and the palest of pink pearls had been woven into her curls, and the black beads shone and sparkled when she turned her head, whilst the pearls glowed with the same pale hue of her gown. Matching gems hung from her ears, and a rose-colored necklace of pearls and quartz encircled her neck. Dangling from the front was, instead of a cameo brooch, a small silver crucifix.
 
         Victoria’s gown bore the faintest tinge of pink, and fell in diaphanous pleats from under her bosom to the tips of her shoes. The skirt was flowing and very nearly sheer; underneath she wore two more layers of translucent ivory. The dress’s low, square décolletage left a rather large expanse of creamy white skin exposed, from choker necklace to the very tops of her breasts. And her gloves, long and virginal white, went past her elbows, nearly touching the tiny puffed sleeves. 
         
 
         Indeed, Victoria appeared every bit the demure, ingenuous debutante that she was … except for the solid wooden stake she held in her hand.
 
         It was the circumference of two of her fingers and nearly the length of her arm from wrist to elbow. One end was sanded smooth, and the other whittled to a needle-sharp point It was too thick to weave into her coiffure, much too long to fit in the small bag that dangled from her wrist.
         
 
         ‘Under your skirts, my dear. Slip it into the knee garter under your skirts,’ Aunt Eustacia told her calmly. She had a face lined with age, but glowing with beauty and intelligence, as if every bit of happiness from all of her eighty-some years shone at one time. Her hair, still blue-black, she wore scraped back into an intricate mass of coils intertwined with seed pearls, white lace, and jet beads. It was a coiffure more appropriate for a girl Victoria’s age than for an aging woman. Yet Aunt Eustacia carried it well; as well as she wore her high-necked gown of blood-red taffeta.
         
 
         ‘Why do you think I gave you the garter? Be quick; your mother is bound to return at any moment!’
 
         ‘Under my skirts?’
 
         ‘You must be able to access it quickly and easily, Victoria. It will be well hidden, and with practice you will learn to slip it easily from underneath and have it in your hand when you need it. Now be quick!’ Aunt Eustacia did not wait for her to move; she twitched at Victoria’s skirts, exposing the ivory lace garter tied just below her knee, and watched as her niece slipped the stick betwixt lace and flesh. 
         
 
         No sooner had they finished than the door opened, and Lady Melisande burst in, followed by her two twittering companions. ‘’Tis time, Victoria! Come, come!’
 
         ‘You look lovely! Absolutely breathtaking!’ Petronilla gushed, peering at herself in the mirror from behind Victoria and fussing with an immovable curl of her own.
 
         ‘Rockley is below,’ crowed Winifred, bumping into Victoria’s elbow as she edged past her to reach for a papery-white clove of garlic that sat amid jewellery, scent bottles, and ornate combs. ‘What on earth is this?’ she asked, straightening to bring it close to her pince-nez as if to confirm that it was, indeed, garlic.
 
         Glancing at Eustacia in the mirror, Victoria forced a smile and leant conspiratorially toward Winifred and Petronilla. ‘Aunt Eustacia brought it for me,’ she said in a low voice. ‘She claims it will protect me from vampires.’ Deliberately, she drew one eyelid down in a slow wink, and, making a point of glancing over her shoulder as if to be sure her great-aunt wasn’t listening, she took the garlic from Winifred. ‘I’ll just leave it here.’
 
         Petronilla and Winifred nodded, wide-eyed with suppressed humour, and cast amused glances at Aunt Eustacia. Victoria was the only one who saw the elderly lady wink back at her.
 
         ‘I cannot wait to introduce you to Rockley!’ Lady Winnie burbled as they filed out of the room. ‘He’s danced with Lady Gwendolyn Starcasset more than once in the last week, but he hasn’t met our beautiful debutante yet! Wouldn’t it be a coup if you were to snatch him right from under her nose?’
         
 
         At the top of the long, curving staircase, Victoria stopped, standing out of sight of the party below. It was the goal of every matron to have such a crush; the ladies Melisande, Petronilla, and Winifred must be in raptures about the number of people crowding the Grantworth home. Despite the fact that Melly was Victoria’s mother, the other two had insisted on sponsoring her as well; and as Winifred was the Duchess of Farnham, her reputation sealed the bargain.
         
 
         Victoria stood alone, waiting to be announced, nervous and expectant. Tonight was more than her coming-out into Society … it was also her debut as the newest vampire hunter in the ancient Gardella family. Not only must she charm and delight the rich, handsome bachelors and gain the interest of the ton, but she must somehow find and stake her first vampire. Here. In the midst of her come-out.
         
 
         ‘Announcing … Miss Victoria Anastasia Gardella Bellissima Grantworth.’
 
         Victoria started down the stairs, slowly and regally, her gloved hand sliding along the smooth wooden banister.
 
         She took her time, scanning the crowd of upturned faces, looking for ones she knew … and one that did not belong. Aunt Eustacia assured her that as part of the Legacy, as a Venator, Victoria harboured an innate sense and would recognise the presence of a vampire in normal human form.
 
         As she neared the bottom of the staircase, she felt it: the cool wisp of something over the back of her neck, a breeze, a chill … where there was nothing moving the air. Unable to control her reaction, she turned quickly to look over her left shoulder, behind the staircase … into the shadows where a cluster of guests stood, watching her.
         
 
         And then she was at the foot of the stairs, her mother slipping her hand into the crook of her arm and turning her to meet a group of distinguished men and women. The formidable Lady Jersey, the Duke and Duchess of Sliverton, the Earl and Countess of Wenthwren, and several others whose names were familiar to her. Victoria did her glowing mother justice: She curtsied and smiled and allowed her hand to be raised and kissed, all the while slipping her attention from the matters at hand and skimming it around the room.
 
         It was a vast area, the foyer of Grantworth House. Four ceiling-high triple-fold doors at the top of a five-step landing had been thrown open to the ballroom. Lamps and candles glinted in every corner, on every surface, from every sconce. The room’s pillars were surrounded by potted leafless saplings painted white and hung with glittering garlands. A six-piece orchestra was arranged in one corner of the ballroom, nearly hidden by a cluster of white trees; and a long table decorated with bowls of white roses held punch and other refreshments for the partygoers. Beyond the expanse of the gleaming pine dance floor, three sets of French doors opened onto the terrace. Late May’s welcome breeze filtered in, and would have carried the heady scent of lilacs and forsythia if the air hadn’t been heavy with French perfumes and floral waters.
 
         ‘Do you feel it?’ Aunt Eustacia had come from behind Victoria, and she hissed in her ear as she drew her from Melly’s side.
 
         ‘Yes. But how can I—’ 
         
 
         ‘You will. You will find a way to corner the creature. You are Chosen, cara. You are Chosen because you have the skills. All you must do is listen to them.’ Eustacia’s eyes glittered like the jet beads woven into Victoria’s hair. Her gaze was filled with intensity, certainty, and Victoria suddenly felt the heaviness of the weight she bore. Tonight was her first test. If she passed it, her aunt would reveal all to her.
         
 
         If she didn’t …
 
         That did not bear thinking about. She would succeed. She had spent the last four weeks learning how to move and strike at a vampire. She was as prepared as she could be.
 
         ‘Good evening, Miss Grantworth,’ said a dainty woman approximately her own age. ‘I am Lady Gwendolyn Starcasset, and I was hoping to make your acquaintance. I’d like to congratulate you on a lovely debut. The white-washed trees hung with silver garlands are a beautiful touch.’
         
 
         Gwendolyn was daintier and smaller than Victoria, with honey-blonde hair and golden eyes. A smattering of freckles were sprinkled over her shoulders and across her back; but the front of her bosom was lightly powdered so as to hide the ones there. She had a charming dimple that settled to the right of her mouth when she smiled, as now.
 
         ‘Good evening to you, Lady Gwendolyn. Thank you for your compliment; but I can take little credit for the decorations. That is my mother’s doing. She is much more comfortable with these sorts of things than am I.’
 
         Because Victoria had been in mourning for two years, after her grandfather’s and then her father’s deaths, and the Grantworth family had spent an inordinate amount of time in the country at their Prewitt Shore estate, she knew very few young ladies her age. Of course, that dearth in friendships could have had to do with the fact that Victoria preferred to spend time haring about the countryside – or at Regents Park – on her mare, or reading books instead of making calls and genteelly sipping tea. Regardless, she felt more than a little delighted to have the chance to converse with a girl her own age.
         
 
         Feeling a renewed shiver over the back of her neck, Victoria took a moment to look out over the crowded room. Where was he?
 
         ‘So now you can join the rest of us eligible misses and parade around at balls and the like, searching for a husband.’
 
         Victoria stopped scanning the room, surprised at her new acquaintance’s bluntness. ‘I do rather feel like a prime bit of horseflesh that is being trotted to and fro. I didn’t think any of the other debutantes would share such an opinion. Finding a husband is such an important task, or so my mother tells me.’
 
         ‘As does mine. And not to say that I wouldn’t like to marry and bear an heir; it’s just the manner in which we’re reviewed. Although there are several gentlemen whom I wouldn’t mind being reviewed by at all.’ Gwendolyn’s dimple appeared. ‘Rockley, for one. Or Gadlock, or Tutpenney – despite his unfortunate name.’
 
         ‘Tutpenney?’
 
         ‘Believe me, he looks much better than his name sounds.’ Gwendolyn sighed and added, ‘And I was greatly looking forward to dancing with the Viscount Quentworth before the tragedy.’
         
 
         ‘Tragedy?’
 
         ‘Did you not hear?’ Gwendolyn grasped her gloved arm, and Victoria looked down at her, surprised to see that the woman’s eyes had widened in worry. ‘He was found dead on the street near his home. It looked like he’d been attacked by some animal that nearly mauled his head from his neck. But there was a strange marking on his chest that couldn’t have been left by an animal.’
 
         Gwendolyn had Victoria’s full attention now. ‘What kind of markings? And how would you know of this? Surely your mama or father wouldn’t have told you this.’
 
         ‘No, of course you are right. But my brothers aren’t terribly prudent about their topics of conversation once they’ve had a few glasses of brandy, and I’m not so shy about listening in on their talks. That’s the only way I get to learn anything interesting.’ She looked at Victoria from under her sandy eyelashes as if to read her reaction.
 
         ‘If I had older brothers – or any brothers – I would likely do the same,’ Victoria told her with relish. ‘As it is, I must rely on my aunt Eustacia – whom most everyone believes is batty in the head, but who is really quite … enlightening. What kind of markings?’
 
         ‘Oh, yes … the markings were three Xs on his chest. And I don’t believe he was the first victim with this kind of mark—’ Gwendolyn likely would have continued, but she was interrupted.
 
         ‘Victoria,’ came a shrill voice laced with barely concealed excitement, ‘may I make an introduction?’
 
         ‘I’ll excuse myself for now, Miss Grantworth,’ Gwendolyn told her. ‘The Duchess of Farnham is heading this way to collect you, and there is Lord Tutpenney, looking ever so lonely. Enjoy the rest of your coming-out.’
         
 
         Victoria turned to see Lady Winifred beaming an expectant smile in her round, dimpled face. ‘May I present my sister by marriage, Lady Mardemere, her husband, Lord Mardemere … and his cousin, Lord Phillip de Lacy, Marquess of Rockley.’
 
         And suddenly, the persistent chill over the back of her neck eased. Victoria felt a sudden burst of warmth spread over her skin, from cheeks to neck to bosom. She held off the urge to look down and see if her skin had coloured darker than her gown.
 
         ‘My pleasure, Miss Grantworth,’ Lady Mardemere was saying. ‘What a lovely turnout for your debut! Your mother must be very pleased.’
 
         ‘She is indeed,’ Victoria replied before turning to curtsy for Viscount Mardemere. ‘I have hardly had the chance to meet everyone myself.’ And then she was looking up into the deep-set, hooded eyes of the Marquess of Rockley.
 
         Lady Gwendolyn had not exaggerated. Well-turned did not begin to describe the man who stood before her, raising her gloved hand to his lips. He stood as tall as any man in the room, his rich brown hair gleaming with strands of gold as he tipped his head to press a kiss to the back of her hand. ‘If you have not yet greeted everyone, may I dare hope there might be a dance left on your card?’ His voice matched his looks – clean, calm, smooth – but his eyes carried a different cadence. Something that made her feel very warm. And … he seemed, familiar to her in some faint way. 
         
 
         ‘There is indeed, but it is one of the later ones. After supper, if you intend to stay so long.’ She looked at him from under her lashes. Victoria did not know where her boldness came from, but it did not appear to dismay the marquess.
 
         ‘I shall be at a loss to occupy myself until then,’ he replied with a meaningful look, ‘but wait I shall.’
 
         And then she felt the chill return to the back of her neck, and the weight of someone watching …
 
         Pulling her hand from Rockley’s grip, she turned abruptly to look, skimming her gaze over the crowds and pausing at a small cluster of people across the room.
 
         ‘Victoria?’ She dimly heard the surprise in Lady Winifred’s voice, echoed by a low rumble from Rockley: ‘Miss Grantworth? Is everything all right?’
 
         There. He was there … A dozen or so of the peerage stood under the downward curve of the staircase Victoria had descended, half-shadowed in the candlelight there, faces bent toward one another, talking, laughing, gesturing.
 
         And then she saw him. He was watching her even as he bent to talk to the slim blond woman next to him. Tall and dark, he exuded power with the mere inclination of his head as he smiled down at his companion. She beamed up at him, openly delighted with his attention, and smoothed her hand along his forearm – helpless and ignorant of the danger she faced.
 
         Just as ignorant as Victoria would have been only weeks ago.
 
         ‘Yes, yes,’ she forced herself to say brightly as she returned her attention to Rockley and then Lady Winifred. ‘I thought for a moment that I had seen my mother beckoning to me.’ A limp excuse, but since she had offered the apology, it would be accepted. ‘Please pardon my distraction, Lord Rockley,’ she said, smiling up at him, suddenly realising he was holding her hand again. ‘It has been my greatest pleasure to meet you. I will look forward to our dance later this evening.’
         
 
         He sent her a melting smile and a short bow. ‘I will be awaiting the pleasure with great impatience.’
 
         At that moment, Victoria felt rather than saw the tall, dark-haired man and his companion moving from their position under the staircase. The back of her bare neck was cold, and her fingers began to tingle. They were walking toward the doors that led to the terrace, the slim blond woman looking up at him with a soft, glowing smile. If they went outside …
 
         Victoria started across the room, weaving quickly betwixt and among the crush, slipping past people who wanted to stop and talk. ‘Pardon me,’ she said when a particularly formidable-looking matron attempted to block her path. ‘I must catch my … my aunt before she retires for the evening.’
 
         Because he towered above the rest of the partygoers, Victoria was able to track his movements as the couple wended toward the French doors. They were most certainly planning to step outside to catch a breath of air.
 
         Victoria slipped out onto the terrace, hoping her mother hadn’t noticed the beeline she’d made across the ballroom. It would be rather difficult to explain deserting her own debut to wander on the terrace.
 
         And even worse for that tiny blonde if Victoria did not intervene. 
         
 
         Hurrying on silent feet, she clung to the shadows of the noisy, well-lit house as she scurried across the brick terrace. Listening for the murmur of voices, she paused near a statue of Aphrodite, peering around its cold stone base to see if she could spot the man and his intended victim. She had to hurry; he wouldn’t waste any time for fear of being discovered.
 
         Then she remembered, and slipped her hand under the silky, flowing skirts to tug free the wooden stake she’d slipped into her garter. Gripping it the way Eustacia had taught her, Victoria left the protective shadow cast by the statue and hurried along the main path, listening intently.
 
         And then she heard a throaty murmur, followed by a husky laugh. Turning to the right, she moved silently toward them and at last came to the end of the path. The couple stood under the canopy of a branch heavy with lilac blooms. The blonde woman was looking up at the man, all innocence and delight; and he smiled down at her. Even though it was not directed at her, Victoria felt the power of his beckoning smile. She tightened her fingers on the stake and moved closer.
 
         She was near enough now that she could see the rise and fall of the woman’s bosom, and the sharp curve of her target’s high cheekbone. He looked like an arrogant aristocrat, standing tall and dark with his handsome face and square-jawed chin.
 
         What would it feel like to slam the stake into his chest? Would she have to shove it through clothing and bone? How hard would she have to push? Or because the heart was his weakness, was it unprotected and easy to penetrate? 
         
 
         She touched her crucifix, praying that she would have the strength. She would have only one good chance.
 
         She couldn’t wait any longer. He was smoothing his hands along the woman’s bare arms, and she was smiling up at him, curving toward his body. They looked as though they were about to kiss; but Victoria knew better. At any moment his face would change … his eyes would turn a burning red, and his canine fangs would grow, ready to sink into the pure white flesh of the woman.
 
         Now. She must move.
 
         Gripping the stake, Victoria launched herself from the shadows, arm high above her shoulder, her eyes focused on the broad chest of the vampire. And just as she moved, as she was ready to thrust that stake home, the woman’s mouth opened with a flash of white.
 
         Stunned, Victoria managed to pivot at the very last moment, whirling toward the tiny blonde, whose eyes glowed red and canines shone lethally. It happened so fast that the vampire did not have the chance to recover from her surprise. Using the force of her sudden change in direction, Victoria slammed the stake into the woman’s bosom.
 
         It drove into her skin with sickening ease. Victoria felt a minor resistance, a small pop, and then the weapon slid in. It was like shoving a wooden pike into a bowl of sand.
 
         The vampire froze, her mouth open in shock and pain … eyes wide and glowing red. And then, suddenly, with a small poof! the woman disintegrated. She crumpled into dust and was gone.
         
 
         Just like that. 
         
 
         Victoria stood, panting, staring at the place where the vile creature had been.
 
         She had done it.
 
         She had killed a vampire.
 
         Her knees wobbled. Her breath shook. She looked at her stake to see if there was any blood on it.
 
         It was clean.
 
         ‘You were going to stake me, weren’t you?’ came a chill voice.
 
         Victoria looked up and saw that the man was glaring down at her with a decidedly unkind expression. ‘I …’ What did one say to the victim one had just saved from being bitten by a vampire?
 
         ‘You thought I was a vampire.’
 
         Victoria forbore to point out that it was an honest mistake; with his gleaming black hair and sharp-planed face, he looked dangerous and untrustworthy. ‘One would think you would be a bit more gracious, since I just saved your life,’ she replied stiffly.
 
         His laugh was sardonic. ‘That would be a fine day … one that I needed a girl to save my life. From a vampire.’ He laughed harder.
 
         At that moment, Victoria noticed that he was holding something in his hand. Was that a … stake? ‘Who are you?’ she asked.
 
         ‘I am Maximilian Pesaro, master vampire executioner.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
 
            In Which a Piercing Commitment Is Made

         
 
         ‘It was merely a precaution, my dear,’ Eustacia said as she lowered her creaking joints and aching muscles into her favourite chair. Favourite, indeed, because of the well-padded seat and generous cushioning on the arms, and because of the small piecrust table next to it where she kept her spectacles, her cross, and a polished white hawthorn stake.
 
         Old habits died hard.
 
         Kritanu was putting Victoria through her paces here in the kalari, the well-curtained ballroom of the Gardella home, which had been outfitted as a practice arena. Some of her dark curls had fallen from their moorings, just as Eustacia’s had done when she had trained for her hunting activities … oh, decades ago. Victoria wore skirts during these training sessions, since, due to society’s dictates, that would most often be her attire. Eustacia knew that trousers made it much easier to spin and kick, but that would come later when she began to learn the Chinese martial-arts technique of qinggong in which she would fairly glide through the air, seeming to fly.
         
 
         Victoria’s porcelain skin was flushed dark pink, and her forehead and neck were damp with sweat, but the murderous expression on her face spoke volumes. Eustacia couldn’t blame her for being annoyed. Maximilian had chosen the worst possible way to notify her of his presence; but then, that was nothing more than Max’s character. Everything was perfectly black or white to Max, whereas most people, including Eustacia, were able to find different shades of grey. It made life more tolerable when one could recognise charcoal or a light mist colour.
 
         Victoria had shown excellent promise with Kritanu in her education and training, or kalaripayattu, in the month before her coming-out; but as she’d never faced down a real vampire, Eustacia had felt the need to have plans for contingency purposes at Victoria’s debut. It turned out those precautions had been needless; and indeed, perhaps had served to confuse the issue at the ball last night. But Eustacia would have done it again had she the chance.
         
 
         The pride of a new Venator was a poor price to pay for the safety of her guests.
 
         Kritanu watched with his sharp, dark eyes as Victoria took an offensive stance, then as she flew into action, pivoting, kicking, and whipping her foot into a stack of cushions next to Eustacia’s chair. The cushions went flying, and Victoria stopped whirling, hands on hips, right in front of her chair. ‘Aunt Eustacia, I nearly staked him! Though it would have served him right.’
         
 
         ‘Now, Victoria, that’s over and done with. You’ll need to learn to move on, to put your anger and frustration aside if you are going to be a fierce Venator. Focus and strength, quick thinking and bravery … these are all characteristics you possess, but you must refine them. Learn to use them.’
 
         As a Venator directly descended from the first Gardella, Victoria had been born with the innate fighting skills she would need to be a formidable vampire hunter. Agility, strength, and speed were already inherent in her; the purpose of Kritanu’s training her in various martial-arts forms was to refine and hone those skills … draw them forth and teach her how to use them. And the vis bulla she would receive would provide her with additional protection and strength.
         
 
         Victoria ducked and spun about to meet a rear attack from Kritanu, mumbling something like, ‘I’d like to refine him,’ but of course Eustacia wasn’t about to acknowledge that kind of talk.
 
         Instead, she allowed herself the pleasure of watching her lover and companion propel himself into smooth, lethal action as he dodged Victoria’s defence and sent her tumbling to the floor. Kritanu, a wiry, muscular Calcuttan nearing seventy-five years old, was a daunting opponent even at his age. He wore an amulet that differed from the vis bullae given to Venators, but which gave him additional strength; but even without that, he was still quick and strong.
         
 
         Nearly sixty years ago, he’d been sent to Eustacia to train her in kalaripayattu, the Indian martial-arts form favoured by Venators who fought the inhumanly strong vampires, and the Chinese qinggong. He’d remained at her side as her companion ever since. The fact that he also shared her bed was an item that they kept discreet; although Eustacia sensed that Max suspected the depth of their relationship. Kritanu’s nephew, Briyani, had been Max’s assistant for three years, and the trio of men spent much training time together.
         
 
         Eustacia looked at Victoria, who was pulling herself to her feet. Her hair straggled over her shoulders, but her face was set with determination. ‘Kritanu, I think she’s had enough for the day. Thank you.’
 
         He gave a gentle bow, his dark eyes soft and warm. ‘I will excuse myself, then.’
 
         Eustacia turned to her niece. ‘Set your pride aside for one moment, Victoria, dear. Max was there as a support to you and for safety in the event that something went wrong. You performed well, even after he revealed himself to you. You will make a fine Venator, cara’ she said. ‘And together we will put an end to Lilith the Dark.’
         
 
         The mention of Eustacia’s nemesis took the edge from Victoria’s eyes, and her annoyance seemed to collapse. ‘You promised to tell me more about Lilith the Dark after I executed my first vampire. And about my vis bulla.’
         
 
         ‘Indeed, and we will begin that as soon as you’ve had a chance to clean up a bit. Why don’t you – Ah, he is here already. Now, Victoria,’ Eustacia said with a warning look as Maximilian entered the room with a swish and an air of impatience. She hadn’t expected him so soon, and certainly wouldn’t have had him arrive while Victoria was in dishabille. She was going to have to speak to Charley – the cook and erstwhile butler when Kritanu was otherwise engaged – about that again. She suspected that would be a losing battle, as Charley couldn’t comprehend denying Maximilian anything, including the freedom to walk into any area of the house without being announced.
         
 
         ‘Signora,’ he said, squeezing her hand gently while he lifted it to his face and then released her fingers back into her lap. The sweetness of their homeland’s language still flavoured his words, and it sounded lovely to Eustacia. She missed Venice. ‘I apologise for my cursed punctuality.’ He turned to Victoria, and Eustacia watched in fascination as his aristocratic features froze into a mockery of a smile. ‘And Miss Grantworth. Our protégé. I bid you good evening. Apparently I have interrupted some training?’
         
 
         ‘Good evening,’ Victoria replied stiffly. She didn’t bother to hold out her hand, and Max didn’t appear to notice or care. ‘How does one address … the master of the vampire executioners? My lord? Your grace? Your Stakeness?’
 
         Eustacia intervened before he could reply. ‘Max, please take a seat. Victoria was just about to change out of her training gown. Victoria, go ahead. Charley will be along shortly with tea, or brandy if you wish.’
 
         ‘Brandy? Much as I’d like to indulge, signora, you know that I do not partake when I am going on the hunt.’
         
 
         Eustacia waited until Victoria had gone before she asked, ‘Any news?’
 
         He crossed his long legs and leant back into the seat he’d chosen on the settee next to her favourite chair. ‘Lilith is here for something called the Book of Anwarth. She has apparently located it somewhere in England. London, to be precise. She’s moved her entire entourage here.’
         
 
         ‘The Book of Anwarth,’ Eustacia repeated. A cold shiver curled at the base of her spine. ‘I knew there must be a reason for her to bring her court here. That alone frightens me, Max. For her to uproot herself and leave the safety of her haven in the mountains … I have never heard of such a book, but I will send for Wayren. If Lilith seeks it, it can bode no good for us. She’ll send Guardians for it, I’m sure. Imperials, too, perhaps.’
 
         ‘I’ll visit the Chalice. Perhaps I can learn more …’
 
         ‘Yes, and Wayren will help.’ Eustacia gave him a warning look, effectively ending the conversation as Victoria walked in. ‘Ah, Victoria. That was quick. We were just about to begin reviewing the history of Lilith the Dark,’ Eustacia said briskly, rubbing her knobby hands together. ‘Max, I have told Victoria very little about her; I thought it would be best if you were here to assist in filling in the details from your vantage point.’
 
         ‘Indeed. Please, signora, you tell the tale. I will comment as necessary.’
         
 
         ‘Very well.’
 
         Victoria leant forward expectantly, and for just a moment Eustacia hesitated. Looking at the beautiful, innocent face of her great-niece, she felt a wondrous sense of pride. She had staked a vampire on her first try. She had taken amazingly well to her training and had accepted all of the darkness and evil that lurked on this earth with a worldly attitude – one that even Eustacia hadn’t initially had.
 
         It would be a difficult life. She would give up many of the things other girls her age took for granted. She would be in danger more often than a young woman should be.
         
 
         Yet, at the same time, Victoria would have a life of unparalleled excitement and adventure. She would face down the most evil creatures ever imagined, and know that she had the strength and cunning to best them. She would lose control of some part of her life, yet gain more freedom than a young woman even in this age could ever fathom.
 
         And it was foretold: Only one descended directly from the first Gardella could destroy Lilith.
 
         Max, as formidable and magnificent as he was, was one of the few Venators who did not carry Gardella blood; and that was a fact that made him perhaps even more effective, more determined a Venator.
 
         ‘Lilith the Dark is the daughter of Judas Iscariot,’ Eustacia began. She had told this tale only a dozen times in her lifetime. The first time had been to the pope.
 
         Perhaps this would be the last.
 
         ‘Judas Iscariot? The betrayer of Jesus Christ?’
 
         Eustacia nodded. ‘Indeed, the man who betrayed Jesus for thirty pieces of silver. He is known as the Betrayer; yet the Lord forgave him as he did all mankind. But Judas Iscariot did not accept the forgiveness, and he hanged himself, as you know. He was thus damned to eternal hell. The devil sold him back his corporeal being, and gave him the power to walk the earth in the body of an immortal, a type of demon, in a form we call undead. An undead is damned for eternity once he drinks the blood of a mortal. He cannot be saved.
 
         ‘In this damned state, caught between life and death, Judas lived in this world for centuries. While he was damned and walking this earth, he turned his daughter into a vampire. That daughter is known as Lilith the Dark. She feeds on human blood and human weakness. Lilith is now the queen of vampires, and she seeks revenge upon us. She lives on the blood of mortals.’
         
 
         ‘Because we – the world of Christendom – consider her father a betrayer?’ asked Victoria.
 
         ‘Indeed. There is no name in Christendom spoken with more malice than that of Judas Iscariot. Once a proud name, now it is spit upon, said with hatred and venom. Judas is gone, but Lilith roams the earth, and she builds her army of vampires. She intends to rule the world; her strength is always our weakness. It is our task, our legacy, to keep Lilith and her minions at bay.’
 
         ‘She and your great-aunt have been enemies for decades. Lilith knows that the only thing stopping her from taking over the world is Eustacia and her powers.’ Max’s face had deeper lines than usual, Eustacia thought. ‘When your aunt first came here from Venice, Lilith couldn’t find her. She tore apart Venice, and then Rome and Florence … She sent her people to Paris and Madrid and Cairo, and here to London. It was nearly two decades before she found your aunt. Eustacia’s people kept her well hidden, and well protected.’
 
         ‘You were the best of the lot, Max, young as you were.’ Young and determined, he’d been. Angry because he’d lost his beloved father and sister to a vampire; and bloodthirsty in his own way. He chose the path of Venator.
 
         ‘What is Lilith doing now? Do you know her plan?’ Victoria asked. Her hazel eyes were not worried or fearful, as Eustacia had feared. No, they were sharp and calculating. And intense. By God, the Legacy had chosen well.
         
 
         For the first time in years, Eustacia felt a glimmer of hope. With Victoria as her protégé, and, eventually, successor as the head of the Venators, perhaps Eustacia would soon be able to rest easy.
 
         ‘In order to succeed, Lilith must destroy your aunt,’ Max said. ‘At the same time, she has sent hordes of vampires and demons throughout the world to turn as many to their way as possible. In order to feed on their blood, they bite the neck of their victim – not the chest, as is commonly believed—’
 
         ‘But they leave a marking, don’t they?’ Victoria interrupted, comprehension dawning in her face. ‘Three Xs on the bosom of the victim, as found on the corpse of those men near the wharf. That was a vampire, wasn’t it?’
 
         ‘You are very well-informed for a young girl,’ Max commented.
 
         Eustacia hastened to step in. ‘Indeed, you are correct, Victoria; although I can’t imagine how you would know that. Three Xs representing the thirty pieces of silver Judas was paid for betraying Jesus.’
 
         ‘Which explains their fear of anything made from silver. That fool Quentworth was most definitely a victim of one of Lilith’s vampires, and we have worked very diligently to keep any hint of vampirism from being attached to his death. It was fortuitous for him that he wasn’t turned. As you likely are aware,’ Max said, looking down his long, straight nose at Victoria, ‘if a vampire feeds on a mortal, it is often deadly … but if he – or she – chooses, he may partake of the human’s blood, and offer his own blood back to the human in a kind of mating ritual. If that occurs, the human is sired, or turned into a vampire. So a vampire bite may kill a mortal, or may turn one to an undead. And there are occasions when neither happens, when the bite is not deep enough to kill. Our job—’
         
 
         Eustacia interrupted. ‘Our job is to destroy as many of them as possible while attempting to learn what Lilith is planning to do to seize power. We know that she has moved the bulk of her court to London; where she is hiding I do not know, and Max has not yet been able to ascertain. She is here not only because I am here, but because she seeks something called the Book of Anwarth, which we know nothing about as yet.’
 
         ‘We Venators have always stopped her in the past. Although in the past, we have not been forced to rely upon young girls newly out of strings,’ Max said with uncharacteristic nastiness. ‘I do hope you will find time betwixt filling your dance card and selecting your ball gowns to help us.’
 
         Her niece had risen from her seat and placed herself in front of Max, who’d refused to move from his lounging position on the settee. ‘Filling my dance cards? Lord Max, or whatever it is that I must call you, I’ll have you know that I left my debut – I missed a waltz with the Marquess of Rockley! – in order to protect you from a vampire attack. The status of my dance card remained forgotten as I followed you and your companion out-of-doors—’
 
         ‘Protect me? Yes, indeed, you were protecting me from my own sharp fangs, weren’t you?’
 
         ‘How was I to know you were a Venator? You did not see fit to divulge that information to me until you could crow with joy at my mistake. But the fact remains that I did what had to be done. And I will do what has to be done in the future.’
         
 
         ‘Victoria. Max. Please. We cannot allow ourselves to be divided at this time. Victoria, you must understand. Before you, there have been only three other female Venators in the last century of battle against Lilith. Two of them died hideous deaths shortly after they were inducted into the Legacy and received their vis bullae.’
         
 
         ‘And the third is sitting here with us as we speak.’ Max inclined his head toward Eustacia. ‘There are none who could or will hold a candle to you, signora – or, if I may say – a stake. You are truly the Chosen one, the Gardella who will unite us and lead us to Lilith’s downfall.’
         
 
         Victoria turned to Eustacia in astonishment. ‘You are a vampire hunter? A Venator?’
 
         Max snorted. ‘No, of course not. Lilith the Dark fears your aunt because she sits at home and has her hair dressed daily. Of course she is a Venator.’
 
         Eustacia had to give Victoria credit: she did not give a flicker of indication that she had heard Max’s derisive comments. ‘I didn’t realise, Aunt. I believed you were a teacher of sorts, a guide. Like Kritanu. I did not know you hunted vampires.’
 
         ‘Indeed. And you, my dear, are the next of my direct bloodline, that of the first Gardella Venator, who has been Chosen – and who has accepted the burden.’
 
         ‘And that,’ Max said as he rose to his feet, ‘is the precise reason Lilith the Dark has been so determined to find this Book of Anwarth quickly, before you finish your training.’ His tone suggested that he didn’t understand why Lilith would find Victoria any great threat. ‘I must excuse myself now, signora. The moonlit streets await.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll get my stake,’ said Victoria.
 
         Max drew himself to his imposing height and looked down his long, narrow nose. He truly was magnificent, Eustacia thought fondly. ‘Your offer of assistance is appreciated, Miss Grantworth, but I believe I will be able to handle three vampires without putting you at the risk of tearing your skirt or losing your bonnet. And, alas, it would be no virtue if you mistakenly staked a night watchman or a – what is the name – a Runner.’ He drew on his cloak and from its depths pulled out a wicked-looking black stake. ‘When you’ve had a little more practice, and received your vis amulet, I am sure you will find yourself on your own patrols.’
         
 
         With that, he gave a little bow and swept from the room.
 
         Eustacia was almost dreading turning back to her niece – knowing exactly what she would see on her face and in her posture. What had gotten into Max? He wasn’t one to mince words, true, and from the expression on his face, he was worried about more than three unexceptional vampires … yet he had been more acerbic than usual with Victoria.
 
         It was almost as if he wanted to discourage her from pursuing the work.
 
         Perhaps that was it. Perhaps he didn’t feel she was prepared for her role.
 
         Eustacia reached absently to stroke Victoria’s shiny black hair. She felt the same hesitation about exposing her beloved niece to the evil in the world … but at this time, she didn’t have any choice.
         
 
         Victoria had been Chosen, and she’d accepted her fate.
 
         Now they would have to trust that she would succeed.
 
         
             

         
 
         Two days after Maximilian swept from the room, setting off to fight vampires, Victoria had contrived an excuse to miss an afternoon of making calls in favour of visiting her great-aunt.
 
         Today was a most important day: she had passed her test by staking her first vampire, and she was to receive her vis bulla.
         
 
         Now here she was, about to take the last step toward her destiny. Victoria and her aunt were in a small room on the first floor of the Gardella home. The windows were draped with heavy curtains, and the furnishings were spare and simple, except for a tall cupboard at one end of the room. It was as high as Victoria’s forehead, bearing ornate carvings along the edges of the two doors that shuttered its contents.
 
         Candles burnt about the room, and small pots resting above the heat of the flames simmered herbs and water, releasing the scents of verbena and myrrh into the air. A large crucifix hung on one wall, simple yet commanding. It was made of two long pieces of wood fitted together, but with no other ornamentation. A long table held haphazard stacks of old books along with some jars and pots of herbs, oils, and other items Victoria could not identify.
 
         ‘The vis bulla is the most critical tool to a Venator’s success,’ Aunt Eustacia told her as she sat in her large, cushioned chair. It was the only piece of furniture that looked comfortable. ‘Today, as you accept yours, you also accept your destiny of belonging to the Gardella Legacy. You devote your life to the work of eliminating the evil of the undead from this earth, protecting mortals from the persistent creep of Satan and his followers. Upon your acceptance, Victoria, you must understand – there is no turning back.’
         
 
         ‘What would happen if I decided not to accept the vis bulla?’
         
 
         Eustacia stilled, looking at her with sudden, sharp eyes. ‘Is that what you wish?’
 
         ‘No, Aunt. I have made my decision. I will accept the Legacy. But I wondered what would happen.’
 
         Her aunt seemed to relax. ‘If you chose not to go further, you would undergo a ritual in which your mind would be wiped clean of all knowledge you’ve received heretofore, and you would lose any and all innate skill or sensitivities you have for being a Venator – skills that you were born with, that merely remained dormant until the dreams came. Those skills and inherent sensations would be given to another.’
 
         ‘Has anyone ever done such a thing?’
 
         ‘Indeed, yes. Many times over the years a young man – and in a few cases, a young woman – chose to return to a life of ignorance.’
 
         ‘And they know nothing about this? Nothing they would see or hear would trigger their mind and make them remember?’
 
         ‘Nothing. It is to protect them as well as to protect us.’ 
         
 
         ‘Is there … is there anyone I know who was Chosen, but did not accept the vis bulla?’
         
 
         ‘Yes, Victoria. Your mother was one such person. And because she chose not to fulfil the Legacy, her powers were passed on to you.’
 
         ‘My mother?’
 
         Eustacia nodded. ‘Si. She had met your father and had fallen in love with him during her debut season when the dreams began to come. When the time came for her to make her choice, she chose your father.’
         
 
         ‘Are there any … repercussions for one who is Chosen and does not accept the Legacy?’
 
         Eustacia took Victoria’s hands in her frail, cool ones. ‘The only consequence is lost knowledge, and the fact that the powers and instincts will pass on to a descendent. And the powers passed on will be multiplied by the number of generations who have chosen to deny the Legacy. In your case, you are the third in a line of people who have not accepted the Legacy, so it is probable that you have great skill and instinct within you.’
 
         ‘The third generation? My mother and who else? Who ignored the Legacy and allowed it to be passed to Mother?’
 
         ‘My brother. Your mother’s father, Renald. I was already Chosen when Renald had the dreams. It was very unusual for two people so closely related to be called at the same time. But my brother chose not to accept the task, and then your mother did the same. And so now we are here. You and I, Victoria. The only Gardellas who are directly of the Gardella line. The rest are from far-flung branches of the family. Their powers are more diluted than ours. And there are even some Venators who are not blood-related to us and have chosen at their peril to be Venators.
         
 
         ‘Those who are not Chosen by divine order, as we of the Gardella family are, but who choose, must complete great and dangerous tasks … and even then there is no certainty that they will be able to accept a vis bulla. But once they acquire their vis amulets, they are just as powerful as we are. It doesn’t make them any less skilled than we are, but since we are of the original family, we carry the heaviest burden.’
         
 
         ‘Are we the only Venators?’
 
         ‘Throughout the entire world, there are perhaps one hundred Venators, and at this time, you and I are the only living women Venators. And there are thousands upon thousands of undead, and their numbers grow every day, at will. We can never take our ease in this battle, for once we relax our guard, they will surge into strength and power. That is why I called Max here from Venice, for with London being Lilith’s stronghold now, I knew we needed more support. The other Venator who had been here in England was killed three months ago.’
 
         ‘Is Max a Gardella? Is he a real Venator?’
 
         Eustacia speared her with her eyes so sharp that Victoria nearly stepped backward. She had never seen such a fierce expression on her aunt’s face. ‘Max is more of a Venator than you are, Victoria. He chose this path at great peril, and he is at this time the most powerful of the Venators … after myself. Yes, I am called Illa Gardella, and you will be too someday when I am gone. But I … my arthritis and age keep me slow. It is only his lack of Gardella blood that keeps him from being the Chosen one, the head of the Venators – the most powerful one of us all. Someday it will fall to you, Victoria.’
         
 
         Her face gentled. ‘Now, my dear, if you have had enough of your curiosity assuaged, perhaps you would bring me the book from the cabinet.’ Her perpetually curling finger, the one part of her body that visibly betrayed its age, jabbed toward the mahogany cabinet standing against one wall in her private salon.
 
         Victoria went to the slick breakfront and carefully fit in the tiny key that her aunt usually wore on a strong gold chain about her neck. Click click, clunk … the key turned and the lock tumbled open.
         
 
         She had never gone to the cabinet on her own before, and had certainly never been given the key to unlock it. She realised she was holding her breath when she pulled both doors open as if she were the butler, sweeping a clique of guests through a set of French doors into the dining room for dinner.
 
         Inside the cabinet, on its gently inclining display, rested an old book. The Holy Bible.
 
         It was heavy, with gilt-edged pages that shone stubbornly despite its age. The leather corners were creased and bumped, but the spine was true, and three faded silk bookmarks fell lifelessly from their places.
 
         Victoria brought it to Aunt Eustacia and placed it on her lap so that the older woman could read it.
 
         ‘If you fulfil your destiny, Victoria, you will be victorious for us all.’ She laughed softly. ‘You are aptly named, my dear. Perhaps that is yet another sign.’
 
         She opened the front cover and pointed to the words written in ink of varying shades of black, brown, and sepia. ‘These are the names of the Gardellas who have accepted the Legacy,’ she said, tracing across the lines with her curling fingers. ‘The original pages of this Bible were given to the family during the Middle Ages. Six hundred years ago.’ She looked up, her dark eyes sharp. ‘You understand, there have been Venators in the Gardella family since Judas Iscariot hanged himself and was brought back to earth by Satan. But we had no place to record our history until a Gardella monk scribed this book in the twelfth century. The pages have been bound and rebound, and we have added more pages as the decades have gone by.’
         
 
         As her aunt carefully turned the crisp brown sheets, they crackled like a gentle fire. Victoria saw images on some of them; and on others fading script, line after line. Ornate lettering, patterns, and illustrations in faded colours decorated the first letters of each book of the Bible. She saw the way hers and Aunt Eustacia’s lines in the family tree fell directly beneath that of the first Gardella, and how other Venators appeared randomly throughout other branches.
 
         ‘This book holds not only the word of God, but also the secrets of the Gardella family, including the prayers and incantations that will empower your vis bulla. So now, my dear, are you ready to begin?’
         
 
         Victoria’s heart pounded, but she nodded without hesitation.
 
         ‘Good,’ Eustacia said. ‘I will call the others.’ At Victoria’s look of surprise, she continued, ‘The power behind your vis is not one that can be conducted only through me. Others who know of this matter and who, though not Venators, are nevertheless skilled and knowledgeable, await in the parlour. Victoria, you must lie on that lounge there. You are already garbed appropriately. Come, lie down. I will call the others.’
         
 
         Victoria did as she was told, and settled herself on the long half chair that propped her back at a low angle and allowed her to extend her legs. She looked down at the training gown she wore. It was loose-fitting and buttoned from neckline to ankle.
 
         After that, things happened both quickly and infinitesimally slowly. Aunt Eustacia moved about the room, which had suddenly become much dimmer; lit only by candlelight. The other participants stayed in the shadows, but Victoria recognised Kritanu and Maximilian, as well as Briyani, Kritanu’s nephew, who also remained near the perimeter. Something sweet burnt in the air, and Victoria felt relaxed and expectant.
 
         ‘Now we will begin by calling to mind the purpose for which we gather.’ Eustacia began to speak in some language that it took Victoria a moment to identify. Latin. The others joined in and it continued. The smells in the room became stronger, and then Eustacia moved to stand next to Victoria.
 
         Her stomach shrank back toward her spine when she felt Eustacia’s warm, curling hands touch it. Then there was coolness as one, then another button was undone. The cloth of her gown was pulled apart just over her belly, and from her angle Victoria could see the oblong patch of skin that included part of her abdomen and exposed her navel.
 
         ‘Forged from silver in the land of the most holy of places,’ said Eustacia, ‘this vis bulla will provide you uncommon strength and healing, Victoria Gardella. It will give you clarity and power when you need them the most, as you fight against the forces of evil that threaten our world.’
         
 
         Victoria watched as Kritanu pushed a small table next to her aunt, and she took a small jar filled with a clear liquid. Something glinted in the bottom of the jar. ‘This holy article, stored in holy water from the Vatican, taken from the Holy Land, will be your strength.’ Dipping her fingers in, she pulled out the small silver item: the vis bulla.
         
 
         Though the light was low, Victoria could easily see the small silver cross that dangled from a thin silver hoop. The hoop was narrower than the size of a ring she might wear on her smallest finger.
 
         As Victoria watched, Kritanu picked up a thin silver wand, perhaps the length of one’s palm and as slender as a needle. It curved gently, making a semicircle. Kritanu’s hands were warm on her abdomen, and Victoria felt her breath become more ragged. He was gentle and quick, and with one swift, neat movement, he dipped the needle into and through the top lip of skin at her navel. Eustacia handed him the vis bulla and, with a quick pinch, he slipped it into place.
         
 
         The silver cross felt cold resting in her navel, but the pain from the piercing was already waning. Aunt Eustacia made the sign of the cross over Victoria’s belly, and then she buttoned up her gown. The other participants said one more prayer, and then they filed out of the room, silent, leaving Eustacia and Victoria alone. 
         
 
         ‘There,’ her aunt said. ‘This gift is given you in recompense for your life of dedication and the sacrifices you will make. As long as this amulet of strength touches your skin, you will be physically strong and quick to heal; your movements will be swift and powerful; your mind will be sharp and clear. It does not make you invincible, nor does it make you immortal.’
 
         She helped Victoria to sit up and drew her into her arms, embracing her with surprising strength. ‘Wear it well, Victoria, and go with God as you do this work.’
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