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FUGITIVES TOGETHER


Ay me! For aught that I could ever read,


Could ever hear by tale or history,


The course of true love never did run smooth.


—A Midsummer Night’s Dream I, 1, 134–136




One


Victor Boudreaux followed the tall woman through the wrought-iron gate and up the steps to his townhouse. She wore a knit dress, short and backless. Wobbly from drinking, she stumbled. As Victor steadied her, he pressed his face against her bare back and inhaled the sweet metallic scent that oozed through her damp skin. Her blood aroused him as though it rushed from her veins to his crotch.


She jumped at the touch and then chuckled as if to apologize for the start. “God, Victor, you’re freezing.”


From behind, Victor brushed aside her hair and kissed her cheek. “Here, let me get the door.” He dug a ring of keys from the pocket of his leather pants, spotting the door key instantly, despite the faint porch light. Darkness only sharpens a vampire’s vision.


Inside, the unlit entry hall puzzled him. Where the hell was Paul? He wasn’t supposed to be out feeding on his own. They’d agreed that Victor would bring someone back from the club—someone for both of them to feed on. Paul’s new rebelliousness was growing tiresome.


“How beautiful,” the woman said when Victor clicked on the table lamp. She moved through the archway into the living room, where sconces glowed on either side of a life-size portrait above the fireplace. Victor followed her to the painting.


A Roman painter had finished the portrait of Paul just before their return from the Eternal City in April. Against the painting’s dark background, Paul nestled in a club chair, one lanky leg draped over the side, his arm crooked across the back, his head resting on his big hand. His hazel eyes gazed shyly at the viewer. An odd gap in his left eyebrow and a large nose marred otherwise classic good looks. But these flaws, along with long, sandy hair falling on broad shoulders, lent him an intense sensuality. He looked like the free-spirited artist that he was. His face and the patch of smooth chest exposed by his unbuttoned red shirt matched the cold marble of the mantle below the portrait. His complexion had grown paler and paler since the night of his transformation a month before the painting was begun, until it reached this pristine quality—like cloudy molten glass that had finally solidified into porcelain.


“Yes,” Victor said, with the pride of ownership. “He is beautiful.”


“Who is he?” The woman turned to him. Her features were large, but striking. Her slender throat seemed to throb audibly to Victor. She tugged at the purse strap on her shoulder and blinked at him drowsily, determined to maintain the coquettish air she believed had allured him. At the club she’d spread her fingers to display the rings she’d purchased at an antique store by the Georgetown canal. Victor’s breathing had quickened at the sight of the veins discernible beneath the soft skin of her hands. And her eyes had widened on registering his excitement.


“Can’t you tell?” Victor said. “It’s a painting of me.”


She flashed him a look of amused disbelief, then drew her lips into a pout. “Do you even remember my name?”


“Karen,” Victor said. He caught a whiff of Paul’s patchouli soap and glanced toward the entry hall. Paul had mastered the technique of moving through space at the speed of thought, evading even Victor’s seasoned perceptions. There was no sign of him now.


Karen smiled, flattered that Victor had paid attention to her name after all. “What a gorgeous place,” she said, glancing around the spacious room filled with custom designed Italian furniture in white leather, the walls raging with red and black swirls of the abstract paintings Victor had pillaged from the studio of a talented victim near the Piazza Navona. Paul confined his own art to the rooms on the second floor of the townhouse. He’d become protective of it since his transformation into a vampire, as his own creative vision also underwent transformation. “I don’t know where the work is heading,” he’d told Victor. He worried that it would reveal too much of what he was, at least to intelligent viewers. Victor humored him even though he found Paul’s fear baseless. Who could see the hand of a vampire in a painting?


“We both like it here just fine,” Victor said, nodding to the portrait.


“Oh, I see.” Karen smiled knowingly. “He’s your lover?”


“Yes.”


“You obviously have an open relationship.”


“I do what I want.” Victor caressed her throat. The pulsing flesh made his fangs begin to descend, and he drew back his hand. He wanted to feed upstairs, away from the large bay window that looked out on the dark Georgetown street of town-houses riddled with windows for potential voyeurs.


But she grabbed his hand, kissed it, and started to kiss his mouth. He jerked away to keep her from the shock of the icy lips that marked all vampires and pulled her body to him. Her muscles relaxed in his embrace, her flesh softening and swelling as she pressed into him.


“So, where are the toys you told me about?” she whispered. “I’d love to play with you.”


“They’re upstairs.”


Victor had nothing but scorn for the thrills sought by the bored rich who patronized the private club he ran next door. Some craved only the occult, crowding around a table for drug-induced consultations with the dead. But most needed the S and M instruments he stored for their amusement in the basement of the club and in the guesthouse next to it. He kept his own selection in the shuttered room upstairs for the guests he selected to bring into his own home.


He could show them real torture, if it weren’t so dangerous to kill guests. He and Paul had both come close to pouncing in the excitement of S and M sessions. But they’d always saved their lust for later when they could spend it on a victim. There was nothing more exciting than passion that climaxed in feeding. And, for them, all passion concluded that way. Even in their own lovemaking, they tore at each other’s throats, teasing themselves with vampire blood—recycled from their victims and chilled into a life source for the undead—blood that could only whet their appetite without sating it.


Karen’s hand on his crotch snapped Victor out of his reverie, and he led his guest up the narrow stairs to the third floor. He unlocked a door and drew her into a dark room where he kissed her until she panted, mumbling something about his cold skin. Then he lit a candle. The shadowy outline of a bed appeared, chains dangling from the ceiling above it. On a kitchen-sized table next to it, the steel of sex toys glimmered in the candlelight. The room smelled musky, and the sound of their steps was muffled by carpeting and heavy drapes.


Without a cue, Karen slipped off her dress and proceeded to the bed. Victor disrobed and followed her.


For half an hour, he used implements from the table according to her pleasure—nipple clamps, handcuffs, a studded dildo. She moaned and swooned, while he fought his impulse to attack and have done with it. When he turned her over, he found a crucifix tattooed on her left buttock and recoiled.


“What is this?” he said, squeezing the tattoo.


“You like it?” she said, her voice muffled by the mattress. “I think it’s the supreme act of S and M.”


“I think you’re full of shit.”


“Don’t tell me you’re offended, Victor.”


“He was a political prisoner. The Roman government made an example of him. Like it did with thousands of other rebel Jews impaled along the highway. It didn’t excite him.”


Two thousand years ago, Victor had stood at Joshu’s bloody feet after the crucifixion—Joshu, his name for Jesus of Nazareth. He had stood there hating him for his mad rush to embrace a martyr’s death.


“Everyone gets off on it,” Karen said, reaching back to yank the engorged flesh bobbing over her.


Enraged at her, enraged at Joshu, he entered her from behind, the crucified Joshu flashing before his eyes. As he rammed her, he nuzzled her neck, inhaling her blood, and finally flipping her over for better access to her throat. Against her shuddering belly and warm breasts, he fought to remember his new rule: no draining to the point of death, only some blood from several victims, no corpses to dispose of and police investigations to circumvent. Losing only an ounce or two of blood, the victim lived—and forgot everything.


But Victor’s desire flared uncontrollably and his mouth sought the woman’s pulsing jugular. Then, just as his fangs descended, he heard Paul’s voice in his mind: Remember what you said, Victor. Remember our agreement. And then he felt Paul’s cold presence behind him, and thought, illogically in his state, that he’d teach him a lesson for his rebelliousness. As he thrust more deeply into Karen, Paul approached the bed. He touched Victor’s shoulder. He kissed Victor’s head.


“Who is that?” Karen blurted. “My God, you scared me. Are you the lover?”


Sensing a disturbance in Paul, Victor stopped pumping, now able to concentrate. “What’s the matter?” he said.


“Hey, boys, the more the merrier,” Karen said, squirming beneath Victor. The pungent scent of her aroused body hung heavily in the air. “It’s all right, lover boy.”


“Victor,” Paul whispered.


Victor climbed off Karen. He clutched Paul’s arms and tried to read his pained eyes, perfectly clear to him in the darkness.


“I fucked it up,” Paul said. “I went too far, and then I couldn’t finish him.”


Victor stroked Paul’s cheek. “Why did you wait so long to tell me? Where is he?”


* * * *


They left Karen behind to find her own way out of the house. Paul lacked the concentration now to fly to the spot so they walked down Q Street, past Tudor Place, the Georgian mansion built by Washington’s granddaughter. They crossed quiet Wisconsin Avenue, where traffic had buzzed until two A.M.—an hour ago—and where shop lights still glowed in the Georgetown retail area. The muggy August air rose like a wall before them. To their keen senses, the nearby Potomac reeked of sewage and decayed fish.


They followed a cobbled section of P Street to the edge of the university. The familiar Gothic spire of Healy Hall jutted into the yellowish night sky painted by the city lights. Along the stone wall demarcating the campus, beneath an oak, the boy lay unconscious. Victor glanced up at the row houses across the street. The windows were all dark. He knelt down to examine the victim. His throat oozed, but he still breathed, as impossible as it seemed after losing so much blood. He was twenty or so, a pretty boy with white-blond bangs. His T-shirt, embossed with a decal of the rap singer Eminem, was sopping with blood.


“I followed him from a pub back to campus,” Paul said. “He’s probably a new freshman.”


“Why did you go this far?” Victor peered up at Paul, who stood against the tree, unable to look at the boy. He was dressed in a black tank top and black jeans, good camouflage in the night, but probably useless since his broad, bony shoulders were so white they seemed to glow.


Paul shook his head. “It felt like a seizure. Just like the old days. I lost control. I thought they were history, Victor. I thought you said…”


“I didn’t make any promises. What do I know about epileptics who become vampires?” Victor turned back to the boy. “Let’s finish the job.”


“I can’t. The seizure…”


“You can. Come on.” Victor grabbed Paul’s hand and pulled him down.


For a moment Paul squirmed. Then he seemed to gather strength. He stared serenely at the young face, as though it were a mountain spring, and stooped with Victor to drink from it. They alternated in siphoning the jugular, first Paul, then Victor. Hearing the boy’s heart slow to the danger point, they stopped.


“We don’t have a choice now,” Victor said, his lips stained with blood. “Here.” He lifted the boy’s wrist to Paul’s mouth. “Get the last trickle.”


Paul pierced the wrist, savoring it, then lapping contentedly while Victor sucked at the boy’s throat. Both stopped just short of the final dull beat of the boy’s heart. Blood from a corpse would poison them.


Hot and excited from feeding, they knelt over the body and kissed, their lips wet with blood.


“I guess we leave the body here,” Paul said, glancing around the dark street.


Victor nodded. “Moving it would be risky. We’d draw attention.”


“I’m sorry, Victor. I fucked up.”


Victor kissed him. “Let’s get out of here.”


They hurried down the dark sidewalk along the wall, crossing the street at an unlit corner. A lone car whizzed through the intersection, the bass of its stereo booming. Victor turned back to look at the driver, a man with some kind of cap. He seemed oblivious to them.


They didn’t talk until they’d cleared Wisconsin Avenue and turned down Q, their street, lined with trees and dotted with the charming streetlamps on all the residential streets of Georgetown.


“I don’t get it,” Paul said. “I thought with the transformation, the seizures were over. Especially after all these months.”


Victor shrugged. “We’re in new territory.”


“You don’t know anything?”


“How could I know anything? I’m not an epileptic. I only know what happened to me after the transformation.”


“You don’t get sick,” Paul shot back. “Your wounds heal instantly. What do you mean you don’t know? Vampires aren’t supposed to have seizures.”


Victor stopped walking and turned to Paul. “What happened?”


Paul shrugged. “I grabbed the boy. I covered his mouth and started feeding. These voices started, I don’t know, chanting or screaming, and I lost control.”


“Voices?”


“Voices. A whole chorus of voices. I couldn’t stop drinking. Then I froze. I couldn’t take in another drop. But I’d gone too far. If someone found him, he could regain consciousness long enough to talk.”


“Did you ever have seizures like that before the transformation?”


Paul shook his head. “No. But it felt the same as a seizure. Like I was outside my body or something.”


They found the front door unlocked when they arrived home. Karen was probably too angry or drunk to care about protecting their property. She’d printed a sloppy note in lipstick on the mirror above the entry hall table: “Let’s do it for real next time, boys.”


After inspecting the house to make sure she was gone, they unbolted the basement door and descended the stairs. The radiation of the approaching dawn tightened their skin and drained them of energy. They needed their tomb.


A single lightbulb dangled from the rafters. Around the brick walls stood metal cabinets filled with flowerpots and bags of potting soil. They had been left by the previous owner, an elderly woman with Alzheimer’s whose children had put her in a highdollar nursing home. They waited until she died to sell Victor the townhouse at the hefty price of 2.5 million. But what was money to someone who’d amassed a fortune from the victims of two millennia?


The old woman’s husband had built an oblong room in the cellar for wine. Brick walls and a steel door secured the store of vintage bottles and kept the temperature constant to preserve their flavors. Victor unlocked the door, and they entered the chamber without turning on the light. Even meager artificial light stung their sensitive skin as daylight approached. Side by side in the chamber rested two sarcophagi, the lids sculpted with the images of the noblemen who’d lain in them. Victor had hired thugs to steal them from the crypt of a medieval church in Florence, discarding the dusty remains. The ordeal in getting them shipped to the States was well worth the effort. The alternative was two modern coffins, whose accidental discovery by a curious guest would draw attention. No one would blink an eye at exotic collectibles imported by two rich fags. Besides, after centuries of sleeping in monastery crypts, Victor felt secure in the stone casket. And Paul didn’t know the difference.


Victor bolted the door. Then he took Paul in his arms. “Are you feeling better now?”


“Fine. Just the usual predawn jitters.”


“The seizure’s probably just residual. Something that has to work its way out of your system.”


Paul shrugged as though he didn’t doubt it for a moment.


“Why did you go off alone? After we agreed to feed together.”


“I couldn’t wait, I guess. I didn’t think it would be a big deal.”


Victor let the comment go, despite his irritation. Maybe this rebellious phase was part of the process. How would he know? He’d never had to assert his independence because he’d never lived with another vampire. The rules didn’t permit it. The rules they had broken.


“It’s been wonderful,” Paul said drowsily. “Everything you said it would be.”


“Georgetown?”


“This life. Everything.”


“The world’s at our feet.”


“I don’t want the world. Just you.”


With a vampire’s ease, they lifted the stone lids from the sarcophagi and hoisted them back over themselves once they’d crawled into the tombs. Victor pressed his hand against the side near Paul’s tomb and sensed Paul returning the gesture. Within moments, they both slipped into a sleep that carried them far beyond the fierce reach of dawn.




Two


Victor Decimus was his true name, too archaic for modern times. He came of age during the reign of Rome’s second emperor, Tiberius. Like all the males in his patrician family, he left his father’s villa outside Rome to perform military service in the provinces. He served first in Gaul, then in Judea, under the governor Pontius Pilate. He scorned the backward Judean province, as well as its fanatical Jewish subjects—with one exception. A Jew who claimed his heart high in the desert crags and who then haunted him for the next two thousand years.


That first encounter happened after a night of revelry. Victor had fled the squalor of Jerusalem in search of fresh air. He found the sinewy youth dancing naked and in rapture, his circumcised cock flapping like a rope. He watched the boy lustfully, waiting for the moment to take him, as he had just taken the whore in the city below. But that was not to be. It was never to be. For the boy, despite his own clear longings, pledged himself to a puny Jewish divinity. Joshu was his name for the boy, short for Joshua, his Hebrew name. His followers came to call him Jesus. And though Victor, with a ruthlessness perfected on the flesh of Romans and provincial subjects alike, might have forced open Joshu’s legs, he could not find the will. Joshu’s uncanny power over him had robbed him of it.


But it did not rob him of the rage he directed toward residents of Jerusalem. His rampage left a path of devastation through the city. However, the rapes and murders were not committed with impunity, despite his rank and family name. Pilate sought to apprehend him, and Victor fled to the lair of a seeress named Tiresia. Tiresia bestowed on him her own nocturnal existence, which she traded for a new, glorious existence in the Dark Kingdom. There, vampires may ascend after two hundred years of stalking the earth and after replacing themselves by transforming a willing human being into a predator of the night.


Until recent years, Victor had no interest in taking his place in the Dark Kingdom, content to punish Joshu and his God by abusing the most dedicated of their adherents: holy monks. Since the inception of European monasteries before the Dark Ages, he had insinuated himself within sacred cloisters, posing as a monk to prey on the bodies and souls of his brothers. Every conquest was a blow against Joshu, who continued to haunt him in apparitions over the centuries, futilely begging him to accept his brand of salvation: submission to a frigid god to win a place in a static heaven.


At the same time, he could not choose the Dark Kingdom until he found the perfect lover, who would replace him on earth for two hundred years and then join him for eternity in a realm where they could thrive once again under a golden sun. He thought he had found such a lover in Paul. But Paul could not relinquish him, not even for so brief a span compared to eternity. And now two vampires lived side by side in violation of the incontrovertible laws of the Dark Kingdom.


Bold in this rebellion, Victor had conceived the idea of establishing his own perverse realm: a club called Dies Irae. In a way, he had picked the name back in the Roman monastery where he and Paul met. The monks of San Benedetto had hired Paul to illuminate a handwritten book of the Gospels. Late one night, Victor kept Paul company in the monastery’s scriptorium while Paul studied illuminations in an enormous medieval volume. He ran across the Latin phrase and asked Victor what Dice Ira meant. Victor, born in Rome during the reign of Augustus, laughed, correcting Paul’s pronunciation of his mother tongue: Dee-ez Ear-ray. Dies Irae, Day of Wrath. It was the Catholic Church’s term for the Last Judgment when God pitched randy sinners into the flames of hell. Victor joked that the phrase would be perfect for the name of a club that catered to the godless.


So after Paul’s transformation into a vampire a year ago, when they wanted a home for their new life together, he couldn’t resist the Georgetown property listed on the Internet. A church. A consecrated church. He’d turn it into a shrine to sin and decadence, and he’d call it Dies Irae. It would rise like a fist in the face of Joshu’s god. A perfect gesture for the perfect taunt: “We’ll see who’s in the judgment seat now.”


The club had already acquired a widespread reputation among wealthy S and M and occult devotees. Victor had culled patrons from both groups by infiltrating exclusive clubs in New York and enthralling them with his prodigious abilities as master of both human subjects and the black arts. Women and gay men succumbed to his fiercely handsome face, brawny physique, and commanding presence. Heterosexual men from the sex clubs liked to watch women submit to him. Heterosexual men from the occult clubs respected his conjuring powers, which he possessed as a vampire but attributed to years of study and practice.


Those who visited the club visited as nonpaying guests, there for Victor’s amusement. They stayed in a Victorian row house adjacent to the club, which matched the house on the opposite side where he and Paul lived. Victor had purchased both homes under the name Boudreaux, his Latin family name being too cumbersome. Since no money changed hands, the club was technically a private residence not subject to zoning laws. Police stayed away because guests confined their orgies and rituals to the thick brick walls. If neighbors guessed the activities inside, they wisely kept their guesses to themselves.


* * * *


“Do you know what today is, Victor?” Paul said. It was a Monday night. He lay naked on their mattress, his hands clasped behind his head, gazing up at the eight-foot bedposts. They spiraled like the Bernini columns of the baldacchino in St. Peter’s Basilica. The custom-made bed had recently arrived from Munich, along with a massive wardrobe and matching chests of drawers made of walnut from the Black Forest.


“Of course I know. Your anniversary.” Victor grinned and nosed Paul’s crotch. Paul’s penis remained half engorged after their lovemaking. It rested against his belly, content and sated, like a drowsy animal that could no longer hold up its head after eating its fill. Victor kissed it.


“One year ago tonight, on the steps of Basilica Julia,” Paul said.


“In the rubble of the Roman forum. I never thought anything good would come of that place again. Not after Rome fell to the damned Visigoths.” Four hundred years into his nocturnal existence, Victor had watched the Barbarian’s fiery raids from the Capitoline Hill above the Forum.


“The moon was full,” Paul said wistfully. “It was beautiful. Like a glowing stone. Then I drank from you.” He touched Victor’s left nipple, the source of the blood that had transformed him. The tender brown flesh lay like an island in a sea of dark hair on Victor’s chest.


“Do you have any regrets?”


Paul smiled. A soft stubble covered his cheeks and his hazel eyes looked sleepy still, although he and Victor had climbed up from their dark resting places over an hour ago.


“No more stretching out on the beach with the warmth of the sun on your skin.” Victor caressed Paul’s smooth chest.


“Like there are beaches in Kansas,” Paul said.


“Well, picnics then. With… your family.”


Victor could not bring himself to say the names of Paul’s mother, sister, and brother, typical representatives of the shabby American working class. It amused him that an artist of Paul’s sensibilities could emerge from such an unpolished family.


“I miss them,” Paul said. “It’s been two years since I’ve seen them.”


Victor shrugged. He got up, pulled a purple silk shirt from the wardrobe, and started dressing on the white bearskin rug next to the bed. “We’ve been abroad. They know we’ve been busy opening a club. They also know my sad, sad skin disease forces me to have a nocturnal schedule, and that I need you to run things during the day.”


“Will I ever see Kansas again?”


“Who’s stopping you?”


“Kansas by night. There’s a beautiful thought.” Paul quietly watched him dress. “What about the letters, Victor?”


“What about them?” Victor turned back the cuffs of his shirt.


“They keep coming.” Paul picked up a folded sheet of parchment paper from the nightstand. “This one came in the mail yesterday. No return address, of course.”


“So what? Ignore it, like all the rest.”


“They all say the same thing. I practically have the words memorized.” Paul unfolded the letter and tossed it on the sheet.


“Exactly.”


“What can these people do to us?” Paul drew up his lanky legs against his chest. His body was livid against the wine sheets and dark headboard.


“Nothing.” Victor combed his thick black mane without the benefit of the cheval mirror in the corner, a gift from the well-meaning furniture maker for the large order. He had not produced a reflection in two millennia.


“You don’t know that.”


“No, I know nothing of penalties for broken rules. I don’t know what the Dark Kingdom can or cannot do to vampires who threaten the goddamned eternal order. If such an order exists.”


“The Dark Kingdom is a realm created by the forces of the universe as an alternative heaven for vampires.” Paul assumed a formal British accent as he recited the words from heart. “On earth vampires are not allowed to associate because to do so would concentrate their destructive power. The reward for a solitary earthly existence of not less than two hundred years is an eternity of bliss.”


“Sensual bliss,” Victor corrected him.


“Yes.” Paul continued the recitation. “An eternity of sensual bliss. Upon creating his replacement, a vampire must immediately enter the Dark Kingdom. Violations of this law are not permitted. Violations will be corrected.”


“How many times have you read that tripe?”


“The letters keep coming. In the mail. Under the front door. Even e-mail.”


Victor laughed. The fussy letters reminded him of something a school librarian would send to students with overdue books. He had no idea what agency of the Dark Kingdom dispersed the typed boilerplate, but he imagined an office of ineffectual bureaucrats wringing their hands over Paul and him.


“You think it’s funny. But there must be some reason you’ve never encountered a vampire couple.”


That thought had often come to Victor since the letters started, and it always sobered him. What had happened to those who violated the rules? “We have our own territories,” he said. “We’re loners by nature. I just happened to fall in love.”


“And no vampire before you ever fell in love?”


Victor glared at Paul. And he could see that Paul knew why. Anger flashed in his eyes.


“I know. All right?” Paul said. “If someone falls in love, he makes the big sacrifice. Two hundred years of separation from the man who transformed him. And I’m too fucking weak to be away from you that long.”


Victor couldn’t bring himself to make his own admission: he could not stand the risk of losing Paul to some new love during the two-hundred-year absence. No law said that Paul would have to join him in the Dark Kingdom after the required period on earth, and he might just decline to do it if a replacement came along.


“To hell with their rules.” Victor ran his fingers through Paul’s long sandy hair. “What can they do to us?”


* * * *


Victor left Paul to his painting and exited the house through the front door, climbing down the iron steps to the sidewalk. Up and down the lamplit street stood three-story Victorian row houses with dormers, bay windows, and turrets. A few less ornate houses from the Federal period punctuated the rows of painted brick, and an occasional columned mansion—heavily landscaped with wisteria, oaks, and magnolias—claimed large corner lots. Directly across the street was a brownstone apartment building covered in ivy, many of the windows glowing.


Next door to the townhouse, separated from it by a gated mews, Dies Irae loomed like a Gothic fortress among the charming residences. Giant towers with battlements flanked the stone façade, which rose to a lofty peak. The hefty oak doors were miter-shaped, as were the stained windows, including an enormous one in the center of the façade. Prickly shrubs skirted the building behind an iron fence with arrowlike palings—as if the foreboding walls of stone were not enough to discourage intruders. To the right of the Gothic structure, also separated from it by a gated mews, stood the townhouse designated for Dies Irae’s guests, with its steep, peaked roof.


Victor entered Dies Irae through the door in the left-hand tower. The square room inside served as a vestibule. Glowing candles in iron stands flanked the archway that opened into the central building, but the beams of the soaring ceiling were barely visible. From inside the club, a piped recording of Gregorian chant swelled. Then one voice screeched above the sweet tenors, accompanied by a frantic electric guitar and throbbing bass: You want it, don’t you? But you’ll pay a price. Can you pay it? Fuck! You’ve got to pay it. Victor passed beneath the arch.


Lurid in the glare of torches along the walls, the expansive stone space before him was webbed in oak dark with age. Oak columns supporting oak arches divided the nave into three unequal sections, the middle section taking up two-thirds of the space, the side sections forming aisles. The columns traveled up the wall to the roof where they met beams, connecting in the center of the pitched vault. Oak trim formed geometric designs on the vault and within the apex of each ceiling arch.


The long nave was divided into three seating areas. Near the entrance on the left side of the nave was a bar. High shelves behind it held liquor bottles and full wine racks. Arranged near it were a dozen heavy mahogany tables with high-backed chairs upholstered in scarlet damask. On the opposite side of the nave was another seating area arranged with horsehair sofas, overstuffed armchairs, and game tables draped in indigo velvet. Some fifty yards away, in the front of the nave near the apse, was a dining area with tables and chairs like those near the bar. They were arranged around a stage at the base of the high altar.


In the very center of the nave, glowing under a massive iron candelabra that hung from a beam, a grim fountain gushed. Rising from the center of the fountain was a painted statue of St. Sebastian, lashed to a pillar, his hands tied above his head. His handsome face was turned to heaven, as if he bravely offered his soul to Joshu’s God. He wore only a loincloth. Arrows pierced his white chest and belly and thighs. Water tinted to look like blood streamed from his wounds into a pool, where a stone nymph knelt in naked adoration before him, her head tilted back as she drank from one of the bloody streams.


Through the haze of incense, a reredos, riddled with niches of plaster statues, rose in the distant apse. A hundred candles glowed on the reredos. Lighting them required a lengthy ritual on ladders each evening. At the pinnacle hung a life-size crucifix, the corpus naked and bleeding, the genitals exposed, the face grimacing in pain. The crucifix was a declaration to Joshu: I can take any memory of you now because there is no blood in it. It is only dust.


Victor approached the bar, where a pair of bare-chested men necked. He made a little small talk with them while he admired the stocky new bartender, dressed in a monk’s robe—the Dies Irae uniform. He also greeted two newly referred heterosexual couples gathered around a Ouija board in the seating area across the nave. Then he traveled up the nave to greet two more such couples dining at the base of the high altar. Both of the women wore bright, jeweled necklaces instead of tops, and their full breasts glittered. The smell of the braised lamb sitting before them gagged Victor—most cooking odors did before he fed—and he excused himself, retreating once again to the vestibule where he ascended the staircase that led to his office in the church’s choir loft.


He sat in the leather desk chair, where he could peer through the wall of glass he had installed to separate the loft from the church below. It was one-way, the reverse side like a black sheet to guests gazing up. From their niches in the high altar, the plaster saints—all painted scarlet—stood at attention before him. The crucified Joshu awaited his cruel pleasures.


Checking his e-mail on his desk computer, he found several messages from people on the East Coast who’d heard about Dies Irae from friends and wanted to make reservations. A woman from New Jersey described her favorite sex acts in graphic detail. One routine involved a dog. Victor could see the woman was eager to shock. He deleted the note. He also found the usual spam from dealers in S and M and occult products. They’d been given his address by guests who wanted their favorite toys in the club’s stock. Victor quickly browsed through the catalogs.


He was scrolling through some accounts when the club manager, Mark Seepay, showed up for the usual nightly meeting to discuss staff, supplies, and guests.


“The woman we were expecting got in tonight from Europe,” Mark said, standing near an armchair facing the desk. He was Asian, in his late twenties, with high cheekbones and a bright, confident gaze. His monk’s robe, opened in a V over his smooth chest, accentuated his broad sloping shoulders. Victor had lured him from his night manager position at the Washington Hotel. He was quite competent, but malleable.


“A single woman?” Victor looked up from the account on the screen. Individual guests were rare at Dies Irae, self-sufficient orgy groups being the norm. No single woman had ever walked through the doors.


Mark nodded. “I had Horatio put her in the smallest room on the top floor.” Horatio Adams managed the guest rooms.


“And what did she list as her vice?”


Mark smiled. A trio of studs gleamed in both of his ears. “She gets off on playing goddess or something. Whipping men. Making them beg to fuck her.”


Victor liked the picture he was getting. He liked the prospect of turning a goddess into his slave.


“Her name’s Sonia Mesjke. She’s originally from Eastern Europe. Romania, I think. But she said she’s lived in Rome most of her life. Her voice gave me the chills. Maybe it was the accent.”


“Remind me how long she’s staying.”


“She said she’ll be in Washington indefinitely. Wanted to stay here as long as she could. I told her we have a one-week limit, so she reserved the room for a week. Said she’d make other arrangements for the rest of the time.”


“Fine.” Victor had little interest in the whims of eccentric world travelers—beyond the amusement they provided for him and the variety they brought to his feedings.


“And we’re all set for tonight’s performance. The stage is—” Mark hesitated. “Shit.”


Victor looked up and followed Mark’s gaze to the window. Downstairs, a man in a Roman collar and clerical shirt stood in the center of the nave staring at the two amorous men at the bar. He was husky, with a dark beard and long hair pulled back into a ponytail. Next to him stood an athletic young man of twenty-five or so, with a shock of blond hair. He also wore a Roman collar.


“I told him to stay the fuck away,” Mark said, “two times now.”


“Who is it?”


“Some Jesuit priest and his assistant. He says he has to talk to the owner of the club. He sounds pretty uptight and preachy. I told him this is a private residence and he’s trespassing. He dared me to call the police on him. Maybe we should.”


Victor continued to watch the pair. Clearly uncomfortable, the young priest glanced around the club. A woman in a low-cut dress and a bustier waved to him from the Ouija table, and he averted his eyes. “What’s the name of his church?”


“Saint Ignatius.”


“Of course,” Victor said, guessing that the church was named after the founder of the Jesuits, St. Ignatius of Loyola—a self-tortured soldier turned priest. Victor had endured recitations from the saint’s writings during many a monastic meal.


Victor typed in “St. Ignatius Church” and the location on the Google site and the church’s Web page popped up. The church was located just off Rhode Island Avenue in northeast Washington. The Web page indicated that Father Albert Gimello was the pastor and Father Kyle Durham the associate. Kyle—what a sweet name. Victor glanced up at Seepay and said, “Send them up.”


The employee disappeared without another word.


Victor got up and watched Seepay lead the pair of priests toward the vestibule. He stepped away from the window and sat in the center of a sectional leather sofa in the corner, his arms stretched along the back, his legs crossed. When Mark appeared at the door, Victor nodded to him by way of dismissal. Mark exited and the two priests stepped in.
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