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Letter from William, a Vampire

My name is William Cuyler Thorne, lately of Savannah. Once, a very, very long time ago, I was a husband…a father. A mortal who lived and loved without thought of the evil creatures abroad in the world.

Now I am one of those evil beings. A blood drinker.

A vampire.

Just recently, after these many centuries, I’ve been required to make good on my life’s promise of revenge. “Put up or shut up,” as my offspring Jack would say. Presented with the opportunity to kill my villainous sire, Reedrek, once and for all and to end my immortal existence in the bargain, I embraced the chance. In our world, however, just as in the mortal version, things don’t always go as planned. In my dash to annihilation I approached the finish line only to be pulled back to the unliving by Jack’s inscrutable logic.

He needed me.

Now I have discovered a name in an ancient book. A name etched into my overfull memory like a ragged scar. A name that will forever conjure love in my unbeating heart, existing next to the hatred there for the monster who took her from me.

The book is a genealogy of Strigori—of vampires.

The entry is Diana, England, 1528.

My wife’s image—Diana’s lovely face—fills my thoughts and for a moment I feel the tiniest hope that I might find her again. I’ve set Olivia to the task of tracking this undead Diana. Yet the thought of Reedrek making my guiltless love into a bereft creature like me twists my gut. He would have had to mate with her to complete the transformation. The very possibility brings a surge of nausea to my otherwise cast-iron constitution. I would have torn her tormentor limb from limb before allowing him to ravage her soul. It had been hard enough to watch him kill her.

It could not be so. By God, Reedrek couldn’t have so complete a victory over me and mine.

Of course, if it were true, God had nothing whatsoever to do with it.



Letter from Jack, a Vampire

My name is Jack McShane and I’m a master mechanic, a ladies’ man, a NASCAR fan, and a vampire—not necessarily in that order. Show me a car and I can fix it. Show me a woman, and I can seduce her. Show me a creature, human or not, that threatens my existence or the safety of my loved ones, and I will make sure it never leaves Savannah in one piece, at least not without that piece being chewed up and spit out. Literally.

They say you can’t teach an old dog new tricks, but this dog’s been kicking since the War Between the States and I’ve learned more about myself and my kind in the last few weeks than in all the time since I was made immortal. For example, all vampires are not created equal. Not all are peace-loving types like me and my sire, William Thorne. Mind you, I’d seen—and killed—my share of roving rogue vampires here and there, just to keep the peace. But I’d no idea there were whole packs of evil ones in Europe, and that some of them would be coming for us one day.

But it all came out in the wash, as they say, and my sire no longer tries to keep me in the dark about such matters to protect me. He can’t afford to. He needs me armed with the truth and ready to fight at his side if need be.

On the personal side, my love life was just getting interesting before all hell broke loose. I was smitten by a Mexican American beauty with eyes as black as onyx, hair like a skein of fine black silk, and a face that came to me in my dreams. I was on my way to cooking up something with her when I was given a task that would halfway break my heart. I tried to make a woman vampire and she died in the process, died “in the act,” as they say.

That event shattered me, not just for the loss of the young lady involved but because of what it could mean for me and my Latin lovely, Connie. See, she doesn’t know it, but Connie’s special. Really special. Like, not-so-human special. How do I know? I can feel it. I can feel her power from across a room, and when I’m holding her in my arms I can feel the vibrations of it. She thrums with the power of goodness and light. I don’t know where her power comes from, but it’s from a better and more wholesome place than the dark and unholy pit from which my own power slithers.

And since Connie isn’t human, I don’t know what would happen if or when we did the deed. I don’t know if I’m more afraid that she would be harmed like the woman I tried to make into a vampire, or if I just can’t stand the thought of the evil of my own nature tarnishing her.

But I want her. Make no mistake about that. I want her with every undead cell in my body. So I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.

In any case, I’m damned. But you knew that much already.


 
One

Savannah, Georgia
 January 2007

William

Eleanor whimpered from pleasure—not pain—as I tore away the leather laces of her corset. The smooth black material was warm from her skin. I unlaced the front and watched as the tight leather opened before me like a ripe pomegranate, spilling her breasts into my nimble hands. Any other night I would have suckled them, rolling the nipples with my tongue and nipping with my unnaturally sharp teeth. I would have followed the sinuous curve of the snake tattoo from breasts to belly with my thirsty mouth, then quenched my lust between her thighs. But on this night, rather than the sweet nectar of sex, I would be sucking blood. All her blood.

Tonight Eleanor would become a vampire, or die in the trying.

Ghostly voices whispered around us, alternately urging me on and begging me to stop. I could not stop. I’d given my word. Humans thought little enough of honor. The ability to follow through on promises or threats meant more to a vampire. At least it did to me. Broken promises had a tenacious way of following one around. Centuries ago, I was educated by my treacherous sire in the art of swearing without the intention or the means to follow through. Of course, becoming a blood drinker left little I could not do. Except perhaps defend the ones I loved.

Diana, my heart. If there had been some way to save you…

I’d set a task for Olivia, Alger’s precocious offspring, to further investigate the woman—the vampire—listed in her ancient book. Olivia had sworn on her honor she would not fail.

She had not failed. Not the one you seek…I swear it.

So I’d put away the horror and the hope that somehow, as Reedrek had claimed, my wife still lived, in a manner of speaking, as one of the undead. As one of us. Olivia’s pronouncement sent me back into reality. Lovely Diana died centuries ago and I had avenged her death. It was time to stop thinking about her and concentrate on Eleanor.

And just now…Eleanor needed saving from me, although she thought not. In this vampire-making business, all my beautiful consort needed to hear was that she would live forever and be bound to me for the next two hundred years—bound to her teacher, her lover, her maker. Not in a marriage, or even a “relationship” in the human sense. Either of us could choose to have others. But she would always be my blood kin, could call on me in need, would defer to my wishes. In the time I’d known her, she’d accepted little advice, including warnings from Jack, Melaphia, or even me. She had her own plans for the future, and I had promised…and I needed her.

We were set to begin. Melaphia had prepared Eleanor, removing her street clothes, taking a sample of her un-tainted blood, cutting a lock of her long black hair.

I rested my cool hand over Eleanor’s living, beating heart. She arched her back and sighed, holding my gaze with her own.

“Are you sure?” I asked one final time.

“I am.”

I took up one of her hands, kissed it, then slid a loop made from the leather laces over her wrist. She sucked in a breath as I tied her right hand above her head. After capturing her left and repeating the process, I doubled the laces and secured her ankles. I did not want her thrashing about; I was determined to do her as little physical damage as possible.

I drew in the smell of her excitement. She didn’t know enough yet to be afraid. We’d played these kinds of games before, never going beyond symbolic bloodletting and good furious fucking. Thinking of those times, I lowered my hand between her spread thighs and teased her open. She was slick with desire.

I was hard with bad intention.

I would give her what she wanted but first she had to see me, truly see me for what I was, and see what she would become. Closing my eyes, I allowed my hunger to rise. Bloodlust tightened my jaw, made my hands tremble. The invisible voices around us gathered and babbled louder as I felt my savage teeth extend. I needed every thread of control to open my eyes and smile.

Eleanor gasped, her dark gypsy eyes going wide at the sight of me.

“Do you see your killer angel now?” I rasped in a voice I barely recognized.

Her “yes” came out on a puff of warm breath. Her voice shook. “Save me or kill me. I don’t care.”

At that point, neither did I.

Oh, how my sire Reedrek would have loved this. I could almost hear the echo of laughter from his silent, earth-bound tomb. His self-righteous offspring doing the abominable to an innocent human, out of love. On some level Reedrek would feel the change caused by the making of Eleanor, the tweak of his power. But he was buried too deep to enjoy the new energy source. It would give his maggoty mind something delicious to contemplate. We’d determined that a righteous killing was too good for my notorious sire. Better to have him completely powerless and alone in the constant dark—exactly what he’d planned for Alger, the closest I’d ever had to a brother, before Reedrek had been forced to kill him instead. Reedrek would remain awake but dead to this world. Buried under a constant supply of uncoerced blood—the new state-of-the-art blood bank we’d built with charitable contributions. Just thinking of his impotence sent a warm feeling through my otherwise hate-frozen heart.

And now, here was my Eleanor to think of, she who must be obeyed. It took a special kind of person to know what she wanted, and then to go about getting it. Eleanor wanted me. And as a woman used to giving orders, she also wanted absolute power over the men she’d had to please through the years. She was willing to face death for the opportunity to have both. My honor rested on not disappointing her. The future of my bloodline depended on increasing our number.

“Close your eyes,” I whispered, knowing somewhere in my blood-crazed mind that she would never forget this moment. Better to have merely pain to remember rather than betrayal by one she loved.

As though we were already connected, she did as I asked but answered my whisper with her own. “I love you.”

I sang a silent, dulcet song to her mind, calming, arousing, mesmerizing, as I lowered my face to within millimeters of her skin to draw in a long breath of her. She smelled of all things human: sun, heat, blood. I would miss those parts of her, but there were other things I would gain. My cool lips touched her fragrant skin in a farewell kiss. Then I bit down hard, like a lion taking down a gazelle.

The sound of her gurgling scream echoed through the room, accompanied by pitying voices of lost spirits. She was closer to them now than to me. Her spirit blinking in the dark, while her body writhed in my deadly embrace. As her hot heart’s blood rushed into my mouth I began to lose focus. It had been so long since I had been filled. In one last act of love I shoved my hand down between her thighs and felt her body buck in orgasm. Pleasure for the pain. For my sweet Eleanor…whose valiant heartbeat grew fainter, slower, until it stopped altogether.

Dead.

I kissed her pale cool lips before picking up a gold knife and cutting a vein in my wrist, using my own—our mingled—blood to make the sign of the four winds.

Eleanor…

Dear one, come back to me…now.

After an interminable few moments, she made a fearful, mewling sound. Something I would wager she had not done in waking life since childhood. I fought off a choking assault of guilt. She wanted this, had begged for this…

Wake up, Eleanor. You are mine now. Come back.

With a shudder, her body rose from the table, levitating upward, then floated before me. I grasped a handful of her dark fall of hair as it swung free and brought it to my face.

Eleanor, sweet. Wake up.

She moaned, my name on her lips. I pressed her downward until her back touched the table, then replaced her sigh of surprise with my bloody wrist.

Drink.

She opened her eyes wide, then ran a parched tongue along her lower lip before licking at the blood. Her lips and mouth knew what to do. The oh-so-familiar sound of her sucking sent waves of greedy hunger under my skin, transporting me back to other nights, other…pleasures. My cock stiffened to rock-hard attention and in another moment I was locked in my own unexpected, jaw-clenching orgasm. The sucking continued along with the pleasure as I strained to remain standing. We were both gasping by the time I managed to pull away before sliding to the floor.
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I opened my eyes to darkness, silence, and cold stone at my back. Melaphia’s familiar dark face floated above me lit by the candle in her hand. She looked concerned.

“Are you all right, Captain?”

I felt much better than all right. My skin seemed hot enough to burst into flame. Then I remembered. Eleanor. I was filled with her blood, her life. The long forgotten ecstasy of being what I was created to be, a killer of humans, caused me to rise off the stone floor. Without effort I was standing.

“I’m well,” I answered, momentarily wondering how I must look to others—well fed, at the very least. Melaphia watched me with adoring eyes but made no further comment. I took the candle from her hand and approached the new coffin I’d had delivered. Eleanor lay inside, naked but less pale. She was sleeping. The snake tattoo undulated slightly as I touched the marks over her heart made by my teeth. Healing from the inside, the skin had already closed. Melaphia had cleaned away the blood I’d spilled.

“Jack helped me move her. He’s upstairs.”

I reached out to Jack’s mind briefly with my own and found worry. Not about Eleanor—about me.

“Thank you,” I said to Melaphia. “Please tell him to wait. I’ll be up in a few moments.”

Melaphia nodded before moving away. I heard her footsteps echo, then stop in the passageway, probably to attend her altars. There would be nothing more the orishas or anyone could do until Eleanor suffered through and, hopefully, survived her darkest night. I gently closed the coffin and locked it.

As for me, I felt hot and restless. There would be no sleep, yet very little suffering on my part—unless you count listening to one you…love endure being destroyed cell by cell and reborn. It couldn’t be helped or stopped at this point. Now I needed to clean up, to wash away Eleanor’s blood and the evidence of her strong sexual pull on my psyche. Perhaps I’d walk the streets or haunt the tunnels until she called me back.

With her screams.

Jack

William walked right by me, ignoring my hello.

“Let’s go,” he commanded.

I followed him out of the house and into the dark, my eyes dilating like the good night creature I was. The moonless night was just about as bright as I remember daylight being, only more shadowy around the edges. I still wasn’t used to the enhanced power of my senses. Of course I’d had my acute vampire senses ever since William had made me on a night much like this one in the middle of a bloody battlefield during the War Between the States. But it was only since I drank the older-than-dirt blood of the mambo priestess named Lalee that I felt like I had superpowers, even for a vampire.

And so much had happened to rock my world in the last couple of months that I felt I needed superpowers to take it all in. The eaglelike vision and the sense of smell a bloodhound would envy were the least of it. I’d come as near to being destroyed as I ever had in the century and a half of my existence, and that’ll get a boy’s attention. Not to mention the worldwide vampire politics I was about to get embroiled in. Hard to believe not long ago all I had to worry about was running my all-night garage and trying to remember not to call a girl by the wrong name at the wrong time, if you get my drift. Now my concerns were on a grander scale, much like my powers.

“Thanks in advance for handling this,” William said as we set off for River Street. “Since many of the details need to be taken care of during daylight hours, you can delegate some of the work to your friends at the garage as you see fit. And don’t forget to consult Eleanor often. I want her place to be built back exactly as she wants it. Damn the cost.”

“Sure, no problem. I know you’ve got a lot on your mind.”

“You’re the master of the understatement, Jack. As always.”

I wanted to ask him what else besides the obvious was bothering him, not that the obvious wasn’t enough. In the month or so since the famous Halloween retro-party—a party that had ended with a real bang, as William and his sire, Reedrek, faced off against each other—he’d been busy organizing scattered clans of North American vampires into a federation that could withstand an assault from a vicious band of European bloodsuckers. There was a good chance that Reedrek, who’d nearly killed us and had burned down Eleanor’s home and business in the bargain, had set us up for extermination.

Eleanor herself—who I suspected was the only woman William had loved in the last five hundred years—was teetering between death and living death even as William and I walked the few blocks to the site of her house. Locked in a coffin, she was about to enter a phase of her making so agonizing that most humans didn’t survive it. Especially female humans. If she did survive, she and William could spend eternity side by side. Or not. If she didn’t “make,” as we say in the vampire biz, she got a one-way E ticket to the everlasting flames of hell.

Yeah, you could say William had a lot on his mind.

But besides all this there was something else. My knack for reading William had improved along with my other senses, but he could still block my mind to a great extent, and he was doing it right now. I could tell, though, that the problem was serious, whatever it was. William and I were about as stubborn as a well-matched team of mules. He wouldn’t tell me what was wrong until he was good and ready.

We reached the site of the burned house and inspected how the demolition company I’d hired had cleared the site and the builder had poured concrete for the foundation of the new construction. William seemed pleased, always a good thing. After our recent…misunderstandings, I’d returned to my role as his right-hand man. It didn’t bother me as much as it used to. William was almost treating me as an equal. I tried to remember the last time he’d thanked me “in advance.” I couldn’t. It was a start.

“I thought we’d get some of the SCAD people to work on the design, at least for the exterior,” I said, taking a seat on one of the benches that lined the square. The students at the Savannah College of Art and Design are experts on restoring old buildings—or building new ones from scratch that strictly follow the authentic architecture of Savannah’s history. William was a big supporter of protecting the character, as he called it, of his city.

William sat on the other end of the bench and stared at nothing.

I continued, “…and then I thought we’d have some drunk Saint Patrick’s Day tourists come in and do the interior decorating. Maybe vomit green beer all over the place.”

“Whatever you think best,” William agreed.

I stared at him until he finally came around. William is the strongest creature I’d ever known—not counting my granddaddy Reedrek, who was hopefully spinning in his grave. Savannah has its share of badass individuals, both human and not quite. William is the baddest of them all. But even he’d been shaken by recent events. It had to be a kick in the pants to be all ready to kiss the immortal world good-bye, then be talked out of dying by yours truly. Jack McShane, prodigal son, at your service.

“Sorry,” he said, and rubbed his eyes. Since he had just gorged himself on Eleanor’s lifeblood, William’s skin, ordinarily alabaster pale like mine, was almost ruddy. This must’ve been what he looked like when he was alive. I could just see him in my mind’s eye, riding through his fields in the English countryside five hundred years ago.

He sighed. “It’s just that in addition to everything else, there’s still so much I need to tell you.”

I said nothing. For more than a century, William had kept so many things secret about what it meant to be a vampire that I had no clue even what to ask. As a result, I’d nearly slid down the slippery slope of resentment smack into Reedrek’s power. It turned out that William had only been trying to protect me. But now that our survival was at stake, he’d decided an uneducated offspring was a luxury he couldn’t afford.

Finally I said, “Yeah, I could have used a lecture about the birds and the bees before I had sex with a female vampire. It wasn’t exactly the same experience as it is with a human woman.”

A hint of a smile played across William’s mouth and then evaporated. “I must admit I overheard your parting conversation with Olivia, and Melaphia filled in the blanks about your little tryst. Usually, a female vampire draws power from a male during sex. I take it the opposite occurred, and you sapped Olivia’s strength to a remarkable degree, increasing your own.”

“Yeah, you could say that. She was wrung out like a dishrag when we got through, and not in a good way. I guess I’m just a freak,” I said sheepishly. “I mean, I’m a freak to begin with since I’m a vampire. And now I’m a freak’s freak.”

William looked at me thoughtfully. “I’d say you’re…gifted.”

“Huh? I don’t feel gifted. I screwed up my only shot at making another vampire. Shari deserved better than being dumped on the dark side of nowhere because of me.”

“Yes, losing Shari was unfortunate. But, think about it, Jack. We always knew you were special. Your powers of communication with the dead of the lesser realms rival Melaphia’s when she’s working her best magic. And look at the way you were able to enthrall a human on your first try—a skill some vampires without voodoo blood never master no matter how hard they work at it. Add to that what happened between you and Olivia. It’s unprecedented.”

“Gee, don’t I feel special,” I groused. “Why do you think I’m different?” I tilted my head upward, sniffing the breeze. The bakery farther down the street had begun baking for the following day. Sometimes I miss regular food. The yeasty, buttery smell of warm bread would’ve made my mouth water when I was human. Now the only thing that can get a rise out of me is fresh blood. Or raw meat.

“You know the answer,” William continued. “What makes you different from any other vampire on earth?”

“How should I know? I’m not the only one with voodoo blood in his veins. There’s you and the other imported Eurovamps that you gave your own blood to.”

“But you’re the first who was born of the blood, Jack. You were the first to receive the voodoo blood as your initial animating force.”

“But what about Werm? You made him, too.”

“I made him when I was in a weakened state. I’d been burned and bled by Reedrek and the essence of the voodoo blood I had left was being used to heal me. There couldn’t have been much left over for Werm. He might have some special abilities we haven’t discovered yet, but I doubt they’re of much significance. Plus, he was such a pitiful specimen to begin with. Entirely unsuitable vampire material. Besides, you’re a first-generation child of the voodoo blood like me now, and Werm’s a level removed from that.”

“How do you figure?”

“Since you just received your own dose of Lalee’s life force right from the source, and since the ancient blood is now used up, there will only ever be the two of us. As a first-generation vampire of the mambo blood, I have certain abilities that others don’t possess, such as my way with the shells. Since you’re just beginning to spread your wings, as it were, there’s no predicting what additional powers you might discover for yourself. Your ability to draw strength from a female during mating and your communication skills could be just the beginning.”

I pondered that a minute. “The night of the shindig in October we gave about a drop of Lalee’s blood to each of the other vampires after the fight. What about that?”

“It was enough to heal their wounds, which were substantial, and I expect they’re somewhat stronger than they were before, but they’re not as strong as you were even before that night.”

My thoughts returned to the woman in the coffin back at William’s. “So what does that mean for Eleanor? She’s not first generation, but you’re back up to full strength now that you got another dose of the special blood. She’ll be at least as powerful as I was before I drank half that vial.”

William looked solemn again. “We won’t know what it means for her until the process is complete. If she survives the transition, then I’ll animate her with my power. For all I know, from now on sex between her and me could be—”

“Dynamite. Literally,” I finished for him.

He looked into the distance. “Yes.”

In a short time, William would be listening to the screams of the woman he loved as she writhed in agony in her coffin. He would sit there for hours in an obscene mimicry of a dutiful husband sitting by the side of the woman laboring to bear his child. Except the woman’s life-giving force was being taken away. Then there would be the violent mating ritual to seal the deal. If she made it to immortality, the first female vampire ever to be born of the voodoo blood would be loosed on us all.

Saints have mercy.

I was off into my own little worry party when William suddenly changed the subject. “Jack? Do you know why I hate Reedrek enough to burn along with him?”

“Because he’s an evil, smelly, scumsucking son of a bastard’s whore?” I ventured.

William’s mouth quirked upward on one side, almost a smile. Then the dark mood settled over him again. “No, but that applies.” My sire switched his attention from the distance and onto me. “Because he killed my family. My wife.”

His words fired up the image I’d seen when I’d been chasing them, William and Reedrek, the morning after the party. I’d seen William’s family killed, a side effect of the voodoo blood, I guess.

“Her name was Diana…?” I managed. “I saw her in a vision.” Crap. It wasn’t too often old Jack McShane was at a loss for words, but this was one of those times.

William shook his head. His unnatural green eyes held me prisoner. “That last morning with Reedrek…He said she was alive and I called him a liar. He would have said anything to sway my purpose. Beyond that, I can’t ever remember a time when he willingly told me the truth. Whatever the case, I had to find out for myself.” He sighed. “I contacted Olivia and she says…” William paused for a moment. “The one in question is not my Diana.”

“That sucks,” I managed.

He looked away again. “Yes, I’m afraid it does. I’ve waited all these years for revenge, thinking it was the only reason to live. Then for a moment I had the smallest hope that I could find her again.”

“But now you have Eleanor.”

“Well, yes, and that would have presented a dilemma.”

I couldn’t imagine how having a hot female vamp at his beck and call until the end of time would be a problem. Especially since Eleanor was totally crazy about his brooding freakin’ highness.

“I have to say, I don’t see the problem. All right, so you loved your Diana. I thought you…cared about Eleanor.”

“I do and I will, but, had Diana still been alive, I’d already be on my way to find her.”

“Yeah, I see your point.” I thought of Connie and how she was different from any other female I’d known. “Eleanor’s not Diana.”

William

The chat rooms were busy at bloodygentry.com. Good. I wished to lose myself in business—push my concern for Eleanor into the background until she called for me. Jack and I had walked the streets until after midnight. Any later and we would have drawn undue attention from the few humans out at that hour on a Monday evening. And I wasn’t in the mood for the tunnels—the smell of death, the tomblike quiet. So I’d returned to my office, to my computer, and to my incoming mail. Once on the ether, I searched for gold amidst the straw.

From Tobias under the racing guise of the Dark Knight: We’ve had a meeting of minds on the West Coast—northern and southern. I’ll see you at the new moon. Plans are to do a little racing. I’ll be bringing a friend. Stay cool, man.

Cool indeed, I thought before hitting REPLY. Jack would be pleased to hear the news. I wrote, My kindred and I look forward to it.

From Gerard under the guise of G. Mendel: I have proxies from the Midwest and Montreal. Interesting progress on blood tests. I should have most results before I arrive.

After witnessing Jack’s transformation the night of the party—and nearly being exterminated in the melee—Gerard, ever the scientist, had taken a sample of Jack’s blood to explore the mutation and its possibilities. Even I had no idea how it worked, other than the obvious—Lalee and her voodoo blood had saved our immortal skins.

If Eleanor survived this night’s ordeal, I would send the samples of her blood and hair to Gerard as well.

I had yet to hear from anyone in the northeast or Texas, but they would come as I’d asked. They understood the consequences of ignoring a challenge from the old sires, if and when it came. Most still bore the scars from unnatural servitude to their makers. The list of horrors they’d endured was long, the past thick with blood, gore, and pain. They had helped form the Abductors, a secret intervention group to rescue tortured offspring, and we would fight off any attempt at recovery—tooth and nail. Fang and claw. After emancipation, there would be no going back to old-sire slavery.

Better to burn in hell.

But we had to organize quickly. Reedrek was buried deep in the ground, unable to communicate with his allies because an ocean lay between them, but they would search for him. They could already have their sights set on Savannah. If they came for him and incidentally for me, the other New World families must be prepared. I’d already set Jack and Werm to organize a watch on the harbor. My human employees would happily accept double-time pay to unknowingly guard us and the city.

I moved on to a missive from Olivia, who was back in England: The Bonaventures send greetings to you. I am the envy of all since I’ve met you in person. There are only a handful of us within easy distance but word is on the wind. I expect to have a respectable group by Candlemas. We are women; hear us roar.

Now, Olivia roaring, that I could imagine.

Or, rather not. Not yet. Our mouths are shut but we have ears and eyes open. Tell Jackie-boy I’m keeping his secret so far, and he owes me.

Yes, Olivia was not one to admit she’d been bested in any way by a New World upstart. Especially at sex.

After the meeting I may be out of touch for a few weeks. Traveling east to promote the cause, you know. It is a comfort to know you are there where we all need you to be. Ta-ta.

That was the problem with being a renegade. Others had come to depend on my talent for rebellion. After developing my hobby of smuggling persecuted offspring into the New World, I’d somehow become the leader in a second revolutionary war. This conflict, when it came, could turn out to be a much greater disaster for the West. No easy-to-shoot Redcoats, these. The demise of the Native American tribes had nothing on what would happen if a clan of old-sire vampires descended on this continent.

The humans that I walked among had no clue about their vulnerability. Only a coalition of undead former slaves stood between the New World and the rampaging hordes of the old. We had to be faster and smarter to turn back the wave and survive the bloodletting.

As I opened a message from Iban, I felt more than heard Eleanor’s first scream. A different type of dark business needed my attention.

Thank you for your offer of hospitality, I look forward to seeing you and your beautiful city once more. I will have you meet my assistant, S. We are in discussions for the next movie project. I believe you’ll be interested in the subject matter.

Mi casa es su casa, I wrote. And it was true. Iban had earned my respect and gratitude from the first day we’d met. I trusted him with my life, such as it was. Iban had a wealth of experience with the old sires. Hadn’t the Spanish Inquisition lasted for more than three hundred years? On arrival in the New World he’d been barely a collection of living bones. It had taken decades of care for him to recover—

Eleanor’s growing distress pulled at my thoughts. It had begun. I pushed SEND and shut the machine down.

I’m coming, Eleanor…

         

Eleanor pounded on the lid of the coffin like a wild thing. Between guttural curses and terrified screams she frantically called my name as if something were eating her alive—from the inside out.

And I was helpless.

I could only sit and wait. Answering her did no good. She was writhing in some other dark place that neither my voice nor my powerful mind could penetrate. There would be no comfort, no familiarity until it was over.

Had I made a terrible mistake? I’d reached out and banished Eleanor’s mortal soul. Did her permission make it any less heinous?

I shoved my hands through my hair and covered my ears. The screams led my long memory back, replaying the past like a broken record…Diana, Diana, Diana. I stood and began to pace, doing my damnedest to leave the past be. There had to be something I could do for Eleanor, some way to ease her terror.

Then I heard the ocean, the calming call of the shells. Whether because of my distress or the new dose of Lalee’s ancient blood I’d taken, I didn’t have to retrieve them; they came to me of their own accord. As quickly as my mind registered need, the bone box appeared, floating before me for the using. I knew the shells could transport my waking mind through time and space like a dream. But could they take me to the dark place where Eleanor lay trapped? And could I do anything once I got there? There was only one way to find out.

From one of Melaphia’s altars I took the long braided lock of hair she had cut from Eleanor. I tied the hair around my wrist, then plucked the box from the air and cast the shells.

Eleanor… Closing my eyes, I touched the soft strands of what remained mortal, and waited for the sight of her.

I was transported to unnatural darkness, but as a night creature, that is my element. I can discern shapes in the deepest caves of the earth and on the floor of the ocean, but this darkness wasn’t earthly. This was a suffocating, unnatural shadow, the total absence of light or even light’s memory.

Yet there were sounds. The slither of scales on rock, the slow sliding footsteps of bereft wandering creatures. With a low pitiful whine, something shivering cold brushed by me. Then a guttural growl came from the distance, followed by a shriek.

Was this an in-between dimension or had I been delivered to the dark side of hell?

Eleanor’s body in the coffin was screaming but if her suspended spirit had been banished to this dark place, how would I find her? “Eleanor?” I said aloud in case she was near and could hear my voice.

The sound echoed and set off a cacophony of reactions. The beings who inhabited this damned place closed in around me, speaking, entreating, threatening all at once. The din was beyond alarming.

Even a vampire knows when to step back. Yet somewhere in the chaos I heard the desperate whisper of Eleanor’s answer.

“William, I’m here. Don’t leave me—”

For the first time in my overlong existence, I needed light.

“Stand back,” I ordered those clustered around me, and drew myself into a killing posture, calling on any power the shells could provide.

Let there be light…

I felt the spirit of Lalee rise through me, toes to ears, like oil through a lantern wick. As my essence grew taller, a brilliant wash of illumination lit the area. It took several seconds to realize the luminescence emanated from my skin. It took half that long to regret my request for vision. Some things are better left to the dark.

Here there be dragons.

There have been poems written to the velvet sky, but this place had the total inky darkness and none of the stars. No light could penetrate the utter black above all who roamed beneath it.

As far as my borrowed power could penetrate the gloom there were beings—moving, searching, squirming in their dank bucket like mindless worms. Their howling moans set my teeth on edge. Gerard, ever the scientist, would have had a field day with this supernatural evolution run amok…from amorphous slugs leaving trails of slime to zombielike humans, wild-eyed and witless. A primal forest of teeth dripping blood, lolling tongues and blank, horrified eyes. This was a den of demons to give anyone pause, but I had other things to think about.

In the distance, Eleanor, or her essence, called to me, though ten thousand trapped souls stood between us. The closest demons had drawn back—driven away by the unfamiliar light. Then with a growl, one of the larger ones leaped toward me like an overgrown rabid dog, his yellow canines bared. I braced myself for the attack but, as Reedrek had on the Alabaster, the snarling attacker sailed through my insubstantial form, leaving behind an essence that smelled of ripe dead meat. The demons he inadvertently crashed into roared at his failure and proceeded to bite and rip his body until all that remained was blood and gore…and teeth. Bon appétit.

Then they all fell silent, whether from shock or fury I could not say. And I didn’t care. For the moment, I had become a lord of light instead of darkness, and I intended to use any advantage I could find. I waded into the demons and they fell back before me, covering their eyes like pilgrims in the desert who’ve discovered a flaming angel in their midst.

Hallelujah!

By the time I reached Eleanor, a press of demons silently at my heels, my large demonic attacker had been mostly reconstituted by whatever power reigned in that terrible place. He pushed his way through the others to get a better look. He only had one eye now. Failure had its consequences.

“William!” Eleanor flung herself at me, again with little result. The ripple of sensation caused by our joined spirits was a brief and mostly pleasant experience. She smelled alternately of magnolia and fear. I tried to comfort her, but without touch it was difficult. Our connection was rooted in the physical, in sex. We’d never taken time to discuss philosophy.

“I won’t let them harm you.” I moved toward her until she stood inside the circle of my light and our spirit forms overlapped slightly. She crossed her arms and hugged herself, perhaps imagining my not-so-human comfort.

“Why am I here? This isn’t how you said it would be.” Her voice shook with growing horror. “Am I dead?”

She wanted to know if she’d been summarily sent to hell. I couldn’t set her spirit at ease without lying, since there’d always been the chance she might be lost.

I raised a hand and pushed glowing fingers along her cheek. She closed her eyes and sighed as if she could feel the touch. “Help me.”

“I’ll see you through it. I won’t leave you.” And as easily as that I’d made another promise. One that might be both end and bitter beginning. If Eleanor did not survive her making, then both of us would be caught in the dark.

A buzz and a hiss traveled through the throng. There was movement, a shifting on one side. “William…” I heard my name again and glanced down toward Eleanor. She had her gaze on the crowd, on the disturbance in the distance. A small glow seemed to be moving in our direction—the light was pinkish white. With much grumbling and growling the crowd parted and another angel stood before us. No, not an angel.

Shari. Jack’s first attempt at making a vampiress.

She looked very different from the last time I’d seen her. Her honey blond hair had turned silvery white; her warm amber eyes, a glimmering gray. Fey as the fabled Sidhe. Her burial clothes were torn at the sleeve and shredded at the hem; her bare feet were bloody.

“William,” she said again, as though she couldn’t believe her sight. “You’ve come to save me?” she breathed, awestruck.

I couldn’t bring myself to tell her otherwise. “I’ll do my best, girl.”

Then her gaze shifted from me to Eleanor. She moved forward and put out her hand as though we’d just arrived at a party and needed introductions. “I’m Shari,” she said.

Without releasing her contact with me, Eleanor made an effort to take Shari’s insubstantial hand. “I’m Eleanor.”

Then they both looked at me for what should come next. Where was Jack when I truly needed him? “Are you all right?” I asked, ridiculous as it might seem.

Shari seemed to shrink inside her pale glow, then nervously glanced around the circle of hideous onlookers. “They don’t bother me much, now that I have protection. The lady—Melaphia told me what to do when they try to scare me.”

“And what is that?”

Obediently, Shari bowed her head and began a low chant.

Jack

I had to go to William’s office at the harbor warehouse to help his foreman, Tarney Graham, work out a schedule of men to watch the harbor and waterfront for anything suspicious—like, say, a shipment of coffins and old dirt—that could indicate a vampire invasion.

As I left the building I felt a presence in the shadows: someone watching me. I acted as if I heard nothing, continuing down the boardwalk a ways. Someone behind me matched his steps to mine, thinking that the clatter of my cowboy boot heels would mask the noise of his own footsteps. I wheeled and with one blow caught my stalker in the chest, knocking him to the ground.

“I thought I told you never to try to sneak up on me,” I said, extending my fangs for show.

Lamar Nathan Von Werm, or just plain old Werm, as William and I referred to him, got to his feet and dusted himself off. “I was just practicing my vampire…sneaking skills, that’s all.”

A short time ago, Werm was nothing but a vampire wannabe. He was unique among the goth crowd he ran with in that he’d been clever enough to figure out that vampires really do exist. Werm had actually researched vampires and he made me for one fair and square when he witnessed my lack of reflection in a downtown shop window. He’d stalked me for a while until I caught him in the act. After that, he begged me to make him a vampire, which I of course refused to do.

It was only through sheer dumb luck, if that’s what you want to call it, that he happened to be in the wrong place at the right time and finally got his wish. Reedrek had forced William to make Werm a blood drinker. Werm hadn’t quite gotten over his romantic notions of vampirism or “the brotherhood of the blood,” as he liked to call it. He had a lot to learn, and, unfortunately, William had made it my job to teach him. Somebody had to. Anybody who would willingly choose this existence was too dumb to come in out of the sun.

“Vampire sneaking skills?” I hissed. “Listen here, junior, vampires don’t have to sneak.”

“How else do you surprise your victims so they don’t run away before you get a chance to bite their neck and suck their blood?” He shrugged his narrow shoulders. He’d been pale even before he vamped out. Now, with his white blond hair and punk outfit, he looked like some scaled-down version of Johnny Winter without the guitar.

I stared at him, disgusted. “If I ever catch you preying on an innocent human being, I’m going to drain you and leave your dry husk out in the sun to vaporize, you understand me? Where have you been getting your blood?”

“At the butcher shop, like you taught me,” Werm whined. “But no matter how much pig’s blood I drink, it’s almost like I’m…still hungry.”

“You’ll get used to it. Just remember, not killing humans without cause is what separates us from the old lords, the evil ones.”

He shivered. “Like Reedrek. I know. But can’t I bite an evildoer, some really nasty criminal?”

Werm knew that William and I dealt out vigilante justice from time to time. When there was a particularly evil human on a murder or rape spree in Savannah, we would not suffer that person to live. My sire and I didn’t have to concern ourselves with such niceties as due process, and there was no potential for mistaken identity because we could literally smell out evil. We served as judge, jury, and executioner.

“You don’t have the chops yet to make sure you’ve got the right bad guy. You might go hurting some good ol’ boy by mistake. Leave the justice-bringing to me and William.” I winced, realizing I sounded more like William every day—keeping Werm on a need-to-know basis.

“Then what do I have the chops to do?” Werm wailed. “I’m a vampire, for Pete’s sake. I want to do something…vampirey.” Werm held out his leather-clad arms and let them fall to his sides. “William promised to teach you more about being a vampire. Have you learned anything juicy?”

His face fell when I explained that William hadn’t really had a chance to start teaching me, what with making Eleanor and working on vampire politics. “I did learn one thing that’s pretty interesting, though,” I said.

“What?” Werm asked eagerly.

“Whatever traditional powers vampires usually have, we have ’em in spades and more besides.” I passed on William’s theory about how the voodoo blood made me, Werm, William, and Eleanor special. I skipped the part about how Werm probably got shorted in the skills department because he was such a weak specimen to begin with. There’s nothing more pitiful than a vampire with low self-esteem.

“So it’s just a matter of figuring out what your special talent is,” I continued.

“Cool. Maybe I’ve got X-ray vision.” Werm brightened at the thought.

I didn’t need X-ray vision to see the cogs of his little mind turning. He’d be at the beach bars on Tybee tomorrow night as soon as the sun went down, hoping to see through some wet T-shirts. Girl T-shirts, I hoped. At least that would keep him busy and out of my hair. “Yeah. Maybe so,” I told him.

“Hey, did you think to ask William if vampires can fly, like in Anne Rice novels?”

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t get hung up on those fictional vampires. Cool or not, those are just fairy tales.”

“Some of what shows up in her books and other movies is true, though,” Werm countered.

He had a point. Bram Stoker had picked up on the fact that a vampire had to travel with the soil of his homeland. Almost no literary vamps cast a reflection. I think some of the vampire writers through the years had some good and not-so-human sources to draw on. “So why don’t you climb up on the boathouse roof and see if you can catch an updraft,” I suggested. Our walk had pulled us even with William’s yacht launch. “If you don’t take off, you’ll land in the water and you won’t feel a thing.”

“And ruin this?” Werm ran his palms down the front of his black leather jacket.

“Hey, you don’t know until you try.”

“I guess you’re right,” he said, eyeing the roof.

He left his jacket with me and let me give him a boost onto the lowest edge of the roof. Then he gingerly made his way up the side as best he could in those sissified boots he wore. He crossed over to the side facing the water and teetered on the edge.

“Go ahead. Jump!” I shouted. “Concentrate!” Damned if the little devil didn’t flap his arms like a chicken when he jumped. It didn’t help. He landed in the river with a surprised yelp. I crossed over to give him a hand out of the drink. “It looks like you’re earthbound, my friend,” I observed. My young protégé looked like a drowned wharf rat.

“Your turn,” he sputtered.

“Oh, yeah. Right.”

“Hey. At least I had the guts to try.” Werm, still dripping river water, started flapping his elbows and clucking.

I had to laugh. “All right. You win. I’ll try it.”

I pulled off my boots and climbed onto the roof, feeling like a complete fool. As I made my way to the edge closest to the water, I hoped William wouldn’t come along and see me, ’cause I’d never live it down. But still, what if I could fly? William once got so mad at me—over a jacket of all things—that he grabbed me by the collar and levitated us both off the ground. If he could do that…

I stood on the edge, looking out toward the mouth of the river, and took a deep breath. I smelled the life all around me. The river creatures, the lush vegetation in the marshes, the sea itself. I thought about my place in the world and my overlong undead existence among the living. I was an unnatural being and still somehow I belonged here in this old port city, same as everything and everyone else. I closed my eyes, stepped into space, and waited for the water to come to me.

But it didn’t.

I opened my eyes again. I was hovering three feet over the water.

“Damn! Look at you!” Werm whooped.

I looked back at him, sending my concentration all to hell, and then I landed in the river feetfirst with a splash. I swam between the moored boats and Werm gave me a hand up onto the boardwalk. He laughed and did a little dance. “What was it like?” he asked, clearly awestruck.

“I don’t know. It only lasted a second.” I shook myself like a spaniel and sat down to put my boots back on. “It was weird. It was unreal.” I felt kind of stunned. I mean, how are you supposed to feel when you first realize you can defy gravity? Had I been able to do this all along? A guy just doesn’t go around jumping off things to see if he can fly. If it hadn’t been for William’s remarks about what the power of the voodoo blood might mean for us, I would never even have thought of trying it.

“You’ve got to practice,” Werm said firmly.

“Practice?”

“You know, learn to control it. Learn to use it.”

I leaned my head over to get the last of the water out of my ear. “I guess it could come in handy in a fight,” I said. “Or to get somewhere really fast, if I got good at it. But I’d have to be careful where and how I used it. I mean, I can’t very well have humans see me jetting through the air like the freakin’ Flying Nun.”

“Who?” Werm said.

“Never mind,” I said with a wave. “Before your time.”

Werm thought about this for a second. “I guess you’re right. What else did William teach you about us and the things we can do?”

I got to my feet and started walking back to where my ’Vette was parked. It was kind of embarrassing to think that William still had kept me in the dark about everything except the bare minimum I needed to know to survive. I decided that I was going to be straight with Werm from the beginning—tell him everything that I knew. Only problem was, I still didn’t know much.

I searched my mind for something I could tell Werm to help keep him out of trouble, because I had the sinking feeling that keeping Werm out of trouble was going to be a tall order. At the very least, I could tell him something interesting. I thought for a second and settled on a very important subject. And I sure could have used some guidance on the subject from William myself.

“I can tell you what I discovered on my own not long ago,” I told Werm. “Something very important.”

“What?” he asked eagerly.

I put one arm around his scrawny shoulder as we ambled down the walkway. “My boy, let me tell you about the birds and the bees—and the vampires.”
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