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Part One

The Archangel Visits




One: St. Michel’s First Visit

8 MARCH 1822

London, England

 

St. Michel stood before Xavier in all his glory, with his sword in one hand and a stern look peering through the golden light flooding from behind. “Listen, Child of God, and obey. Go to Mont St. Michel. Go to the monastery and cathedral built to my legacy and to God’s glory. There I shall issue further instructions.” As St. Michel parted, his sword lashed across Xavier’s forehead.

Xavier cried out in his sleep, waking with blood dripping from his brow. The confines of his coffin never felt so claustrophobic.

He reached up to discover the gash from St. Michel’s sword already starting to heal. Why did that surprise him? Vampires healed almost instantly. But how could he imagine their magical healing powers could undo the wrath of an angel rained down in a dream?

The lid to the trunk-cum-coffin lifted and candlelight flooded Xavier’s face.

“What’s wrong?” Only when he heard Thomas’s alarmed voice and looked into his piercing dark brown eyes did Xavier realize his lover had already awakened for the night and no longer lay next to him.

“Nothing,” Xavier whispered.

“Nothing?” Thomas almost shouted. “You were screaming. And you bled. There’s an injury here.” Thomas reached down and touched Xavier’s forehead where St. Michel wounded him.

“It’s healed now.”

Thomas lifted Xavier out of the trunk and moved him to the nearby bed. He held Xavier in his strong arms and rocked back and forth. “What’s going on, abbé?” Thomas used his affectionate nickname for Xavier, from his human days as a priest. “Tell me.”

“You have to believe me. I know you don’t have the same faith, but this is real.”

“Talk to me.” Thomas clutched Xavier harder.

“We have to go to Mont St. Michel in France. Immediately. Tonight. St. Michel, the archangel himself, commanded it.”

Thomas frowned. “We arrived here to visit Anthony.”

“Anthony will understand.” Xavier trusted their closest friend, and the oldest vampire they knew, would accept their explanation for a hasty retreat.

“It was just a dream. Aren’t you overreacting?”

Xavier stifled his rising panic. He pointed to his coffin. “The blood. You saw it for yourself, on my forehead. He cut me as a warning. Please, you have to believe me. We have to go.” Xavier hated the desperation in his voice. It made him sound unhinged, almost as unstable as the time he disappeared during the French Revolution while human, lost in his drunkenness because he fled from Thomas’s love.

“Then we’ll go.” Thomas petted Xavier on the head, then leaned over and kissed his cheek.

“Do you think me mad?”

Thomas chuckled but squeezed Xavier in his arms. “Always. I never know if your visions are a flight of fancy or real. But they’re a part of you. Have I denied you anything since I converted you to a vampire? No. And I never will. So we’ll go.”

Thomas’s skepticism almost convinced Xavier to question what happened, until Xavier stood and saw the blood stain on the silk lining where he slept.

Moments later, Xavier and Thomas said goodbye to Anthony, who as expected, made no protest at their sudden departure. They crossed the English Channel by swimming at vampiric speed and approached Mont St. Michel.

The mere sight of the majestic place awed Xavier. On the northern tip of France sat a small island upon which stood a mystical cathedral, rising out of the clouds and reaching up to the heavens.

Built from the eleventh to fifteenth centuries, legend had it St. Michel visited St. Aubert, the bishop of Avranches, three times in a dream, commanding him to build a tribute to the saint atop the island rock. Enraged, the bishop had not heeded his call; on the third visit, St. Michel hammered the imprint of an anvil into the bishop’s head, so when he woke he would believe the saint visited his sleep. Impressed by St. Michel’s message, the bishop commenced the project, which took several centuries and various manifestations to complete.

The soaring cathedral built atop the island stretched into the night sky as the two vampires slowed their pace. Xavier and Thomas walked through the fields of grazing sheep toward the water, where they again would need to swim because of the high tide engulfing the island. The small city beneath the castle still acted as a medieval village, with gates and stone walls surrounding it for protection. The one road on the island wound up the steep hill, toward the abbey and monks’ quarters. Above the village, overlooking all of France, the church stood as a legacy to medieval architecture and its grand monuments to God and St. Michel.

St. Michel called Xavier to the shrine, the grandest of all memorials to him. Thomas and Xavier woke an innkeeper and rented an entire floor of his establishment for privacy. They then explored the small island’s shops, closed for the night, and last, the grand monastery perched atop. They took a few needed items from sleeping merchants, including an enormous traveling chest they could convert into their temporary coffin, but left behind twice the value of the objects they took.

Xavier and Thomas concealed themselves in their rooms inside the trunk. Xavier braced himself, as the sun rose, for another visit from St. Michel, but woke the next night well rested. With no further divine instructions, the vampires made love and decided to further explore the island.

Inside the cathedral, overlooking the channel, Xavier again talked to Thomas about why they came to Mont St. Michel.

“Did you ever think you’re worried about something else?” Thomas pulled Xavier into his arms. Xavier loved the feel of Thomas’s long, black hair against his cheek. “Maybe these visions mean something else. Archangels don’t really visit people.”

Xavier looked into Thomas’s brown eyes and ran his fingers through his hair. “You saw the blood.”

“There are a thousand explanations for that. Why go to ghosts and spirits?”

“Because he came to me.” Xavier put his head on Thomas’s chest, afraid Thomas thought him insane. Insanity would have been easier to confront than the actual visit from an archangel.

“And so we’re here. What now?” Thomas asked.

“We wait.” Xavier shrugged and pulled away. “We can tour this magnificent place.” Xavier twirled and motioned to the tapestries and view around them. “Here, come back to the courtyard. The view is magical.” He reached for Thomas’s hand and pulled him outside.

As they admired the water and saw the lambs sleeping on the mainland of France, Thomas came up behind Xavier and wrapped his arms around his waist. Soon, Thomas’s tongue lapped at Xavier’s ear and his hands wandered across his body. Xavier tensed with sexual passion, leaning into his lover, forgetting about the archangel for a moment.

“Someone will see,” Xavier said half-heartedly, at the same time reaching his head back to lock lips with Thomas. “Should we go to our rooms?”

“I can’t wait. It’s the middle of the night. No one is awake.”

They made passionate love to one another, right in the churchyard.

“Blasphemy,” Xavier said to his lover as they redressed. “In front of a church. I already have an angry archangel after me.” Xavier wondered how much he really meant. Did he think God would disapprove? Xavier felt sure God would dwell more on the power of their love for one another.

But what of St. Michel? Xavier doubted he had the same forgiveness as God. His legacy of violence against those whom he enlisted on his missions told a different story. Then again, Xavier felt certain last night St. Michel would come to him at once, either in their quarters or while Xavier slept through the day. Nothing. No vision. No sign.

“Leave the archangel to me. Nothing will harm you.” Thomas smiled at Xavier as they walked down the steep steps toward their inn. “You need to relax.”

“I am. I know I worry a lot. But not this time. He came to me. He really did.”

“Then we’ll wait. For as long as you need and as long as he doesn’t prohibit sex.”

“He might not want it in front of the sanctuary again.” Xavier grinned. Thomas’s penchant for blasphemy amused the former priest, despite certain irrational qualms about it. Thomas laughed and pulled Xavier close to him. They spent the remainder of the night in their quarters, with Xavier writing to his aging sister, Catherine, in Paris and Thomas organizing financial affairs.

Before the sun appeared, Xavier retired to their makeshift coffin. Exhausted, he soon fell asleep, before Thomas joined him.




Two: Second Visit

10 MARCH 1822

Mont St. Michel, France

 

That morning after Xavier drifted to sleep, St. Michel came to him for the second time. With his brow furrowed, he instructed Xavier that someone desperately needed him, and the archangel wanted Xavier to help the person, first by going to Notre Dame Cathedral. Though Xavier flinched at St. Michel’s outstretched hand, remembering the tales of pain he inflicted upon others and the gash on his forehead from two days before, nonetheless, he reached out. St. Michel took Xavier’s hand in his. It felt warm, human, and Xavier blushed at St. Michel’s perfectly formed and sculptured body.

“Come.” St. Michel tugged at Xavier’s hand to move him.

Though Xavier allowed St. Michel to pull him along, his body stayed behind. Up they went, through the cathedral’s steeple, into the clouds, and beyond. “Where are you taking me?” Xavier asked in a whisper, afraid his reluctance to obey the angel’s orders might result in his death.

“To what you want from God, perhaps more than anything.”

“What do you mean?” Xavier stammered. “What do I want?”

“Forgiveness.”

Before Xavier could respond, he stood in a blindingly bright space, with no defined floor, walls, or ceiling. Xavier squinted and spun around, but St. Michel had disappeared. As he began to panic and call out for Thomas, a figure approached. Xavier recognized the tall man at once, with his erect posture, stunning eyes, and French military uniform. It was his brother. “Michel?”

Xavier had envisioned his brother many times since he died during the French Revolution, attacked and killed by an angry mob as he attempted to protect a helpless captured group of priests. His sister’s awful lover, Marcel, had poisoned Michel, immobilizing him and allowing the crowd to take over. At the time, Xavier, drunk with despondence over his failed love with Thomas, acted too slowly. He blamed himself for his brother’s death. Even after sobering and finding happiness with Thomas, he never forgave himself for allowing Michel to die. Catherine told him a thousand times he was wrong, but he never believed her.

“Yes, it’s me.” With Xavier’s mind back in the clouded reality created by St. Michel, Xavier was snatched into a bear hug by his brother, Michel, who also kissed the top of his head. “A vampire?” Michel chuckled and held Xavier away from his chest. Michel looked radiant and at peace.

Michel read his mind. “And I am at peace. You, on the other hand, suffer too much guilt. Not that it surprises me.” Xavier burst into blood tears. All these years of wanting to see his brother came crashing down on him. Michel stood before him, happy. Safe.

“And that’s why St. Michel brought you here, little brother.” Michel grabbed Xavier by the chin and kissed him again on the forehead. “Forgive yourself.” Xavier began to protest, but Michel silenced him with a finger to his lips. “No, listen to me. You live a good life. You care for people. You’re not to blame for all of this world’s ills, and your transgressions are no different from those of anyone else. Marcel and the mob killed me. I live here now, with Mother and Father, who send their love. I’m at peace. You should be too. Now, send my love to Catherine. Go to Paris, as St. Michel instructed. There you’ll see our sister, and you can give her a kiss from me after you enlist her help.”

“I love you.” Xavier stepped forward and wrapped his arms around Michel’s waist, feeling a cold medal pressed against his cheek as he clutched him.

“And I love you. Now go. To Paris. To Notre Dame Cathedral. And forgive yourself.”

“I believe you.” And he did. After all these years, Michel’s words convinced him of what Thomas and Catherine had spent years trying to convey. He could forgive himself for the loss of his older brother.

Xavier reached out again to hold his brother close and cried out, “I love you.”

He opened his eyes and, instead of Michel, saw Thomas standing outside the chest, looking down at him. “You had a nightmare again.” Thomas reached down and, without effort, picked Xavier up and carried him to the nearby bed. “What happened to your cheek?”

Xavier reached up to feel his face. He rubbed his fingers across the impression of Michel’s medal where it had pressed into his skin. As he massaged his face, the imprint disappeared.

“What’s going on?” Thomas looked at Xavier with concern on his wrinkled brow.

“I saw my brother. In heaven.”

“Is this about him?” Thomas sat beside Xavier and hugged him. “When will you forgive yourself for what you didn’t do?”

“I have.” Xavier kissed Thomas on the cheek.

Thomas raised an eyebrow. “So easily?”

Xavier told Thomas about St. Michel taking him to heaven to see his brother. “So yes, with relative ease.”

Yet after his visit, he still doubted St. Michel’s instructions. Xavier believed he had seen his brother, not a hallucination. Only Michel could forgive him, and so he had. So why did he remain again another night on Mont St. Michel? Why did he believe his brother about his death but not about going to Paris?




Three: Third and Final Visit

11 MARCH 1822

Mont St. Michel, France

 

Fire came from St. Michel’s outstretched palm as he frowned down at Xavier where he lay sleeping. Xavier awoke and tried to rear back as the heat, mere inches away, scorched at his face. Nothing but fire or the sun could kill a vampire, and Xavier—and apparently St. Michel—knew it. Yet Xavier could only whimper and squirm, for in the dream state, St. Michel held all the power. To Xavier’s relief, he pulled the fire away once he had Xavier’s attention.

“I’m asleep. It’s daylight. You’re not real.” Yet Xavier doubted the truth of his words.

“I’ve come to you two times, each time offering proof of my reality. Yet you don’t believe? Why are you here, at Mont St. Michel, except for my summoning you? Why do you defy my new order to go to Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris?”

Xavier wanted to escape the coffin because St. Michel held the fire in his palm, though not as close to Xavier as before.

“You aren’t answering me,” St. Michel growled as Xavier lay still. Where was Thomas? Already awake? “Why do you doubt me? Why are you here, instead of on your way to Notre Dame?”

Xavier remembered his first reservations, after they left London to travel here in one night. Nothing had happened. St. Michel stayed away as Xavier slept through the first day.

“But I came to you the second day,” St. Michel said, reading Xavier’s thoughts. “Despite your blasphemy in front of God’s house. I’ve come to you twice. Yet you defy me. Will you listen? Will you go to Notre Dame?”

Xavier wondered how to respond. Yes, he would listen—anything to remove the threat of fire. He believed the visions both times. Though he wanted to go to Notre Dame after St. Michel came to him on their second night on the island, he convinced himself his mind imagined St. Michel. So he stayed, afraid to leave and go about his life with Thomas, but not yet convinced to go to Paris.

St. Michel reiterated his order to go to Notre Dame Cathedral for further instructions. The fire flared higher in the archangel’s hand when Xavier thought of following his command. What was he demanding? An odd quest across Europe? Of course, he ignored these visions in his sleep. “What about the miracles I showed you? Why do you doubt me?” Xavier recalled each miracle, first the lash on his forehead in London, and then the trip to heaven.

“And you wonder what made me angry. You remembered for yourself your utter disobedience.” St. Michel pushed the fire again toward Xavier, who cried out in fear. But once again, he pulled the flame back and glared down at Xavier. “You respond only to the threat of annihilation. I tried simpler methods. Twice.”

After his visit in heaven with Michel, Xavier spent the night further exploring the island with Thomas and making love on the soft sands of the channel as the tide whirled around, enough to drown any human but exhilarating for the vampires tangled together. The icy March water, capable of killing a person, hardly affected them as Xavier told Thomas the entire story again. Though his lover doubted the truth of it and worried Xavier punished himself, he agreed to wait it out. “I’ll do anything to make you feel better again,” Thomas told him. At last, they both admitted the first visit from St. Michel spiraled Xavier into a deep melancholy.

Still Xavier resisted St. Michel’s call. He grappled between following his heart, which believed the archangel had come to him twice, and listening to Thomas, who protected him beyond all measure and would not risk Xavier’s safety if he believed the dream visions were true.

“You know what happens if I must come to you a third time.” St. Michel said it matter-of-factly, though the scowl remained. Xavier knew. Violence. Pain. The archangel would not allow any ambiguity about his expectations. “Perhaps this will convince you of my seriousness.” St. Michel moved the fire from his palm to his index finger and seared it against the top of Xavier’s head.

Xavier lurched awake and shoved open the chest lid, screaming in agony. His head felt aflame. Seconds later, Thomas ran into the room. “Holy shit, what happened?” he asked as he grabbed a shirt from the floor and patted Xavier on the head until the fire went out. “Why did you set yourself on fire? What’s wrong? I wake up thirty minutes before you, and you accomplished this?” Thomas grabbed both sides of Xavier’s head and stared into his eyes, pleading for an answer.

“I didn’t do it to myself.” Xavier rubbed his head. It hurt, even as Xavier felt the healing power of his vampiric blood mending the spot. “It’s healed now.” Xavier looked at his lover to read his emotion and saw a horror on Thomas’s face he had not expected. Xavier’s heart fell. “What?”

“Bend your head over.” Without waiting for another response, Thomas grabbed Xavier by both ears and tilted his head down. Xavier stared at the blankets on the bed as Thomas’s finger ran along the top of his head.

“What is it?” The longer Thomas took to react, the more Xavier worried. “Tell me.”

“Your head. It healed from the fire but left a small bald spot on the very top.”

Xavier looked up and stared into Thomas’s eyes. He retraced the wound with his own finger and felt what Thomas described. At the very top, no more than an inch in circumference, Xavier had lost the hair which once grew there. The intense agony of the flame on his head came back to him. If he doubted before, St. Michel left an indelible message about the reality of his visit. They had to go to Paris.

“Tonight.” Xavier clutched Thomas with both hands and implored him with his eyes. “We have to go to Notre Dame.”

He met no resistance from Thomas, who nodded his head once and pulled Xavier into a hug. Thomas kissed the spot of the wound, and together they prepared to leave.




Four: Notre Dame Cathedral

13 MARCH 1822

Paris, France

 

By the time Thomas and he left Mont St. Michel and traveled the distance to Paris, even with vampiric speed, they arrived on time to get to their flat before Xavier escaped the rising sun. Thomas often remained outside longer, having a stronger resistance to the sun’s approach. He feared taking the day to sleep would allow St. Michel to return, angry Xavier failed again to go to Notre Dame Cathedral.

But nothing happened. The archangel understood, since he read all of Xavier’s other thoughts, the abbé had no intention of disobeying again. The transition to Paris, at least, went faster since he and Thomas owned a large apartment near Xavier’s childhood home. Because he often visited Catherine and cherished his home city, Xavier convinced Thomas they needed a permanent location, with their own coffin concealed as a trunk, and all the other amenities and staff that otherwise took a couple of weeks to establish.

Pierre, their young butler, had startled at the sudden appearance of his masters. Xavier and Thomas usually sent word well in advance of their approach but didn’t have time in the urgency of Xavier’s quest. Nonetheless, Pierre had done his job well, with everything in order and prepared for Thomas and Xavier despite their surprise arrival. Thomas kissed the young man on the cheek and doubled his salary for the due diligence and trust.

Xavier woke the next night to find Thomas waiting for him. “How are you? I think you need to feed before we go on this quest.” Thomas watched as Xavier pulled himself out of the coffin and went to dress.

Xavier turned around and smiled. “I’m fine.” Xavier crossed the distance between them and sat on Thomas’s lap. He laughed at Thomas’s expression. “Really, I am. These visits scared me at first. I didn’t understand them. Now I know they’re real, and God is calling me again.” Yet something lurked in the back of Xavier’s mind, a feeling that more hardship awaited, a challenge greater than facing St. Michel in his sleep. He kept his apprehension from Thomas, however, afraid to worry him further.

“I trust you.” Thomas kissed Xavier on the cheek. “But I think you invent these things to cope.”

“So I set myself on fire?”

“I didn’t say I have all the answers. Just a certain skepticism about your interpretations.”

Xavier ruffled Thomas’s hair and wrapped his head in a huge embrace. “Good. We need your doubt as much as my belief. Now, come with me.”

Xavier jumped up and yanked Thomas along. Before they went out the front door, Thomas pulled Xavier into his arms and drew him into a deep, passionate kiss. He held Xavier for a moment by the chin, then tapped his nose and opened the door. The vampires went into the darkness of the night and sauntered along the Seine, moving toward Notre Dame.

“You’re right. I might need all my strength for this. I should feed.”

“You don’t have to convince me.” Thomas wrapped his arm around Xavier and tickled him. “What’s on the menu for this evening? Murderers? Rapists?”

“Something fast. I can’t ignore St. Michel again.”

“You’re no fun. I don’t know if I like this quest or not. Will we get to have any entertainment on it?” Thomas pretended to pout, but it only made Xavier laugh.

“You’re a fool.”

“And you’re on a fool’s errand.” Thomas’s comment stung a bit, because Xavier couldn’t tell if he meant it to tease or as truth. Probably both. “There, how about that?” Thomas pointed to a group of men hiding beneath a bridge. “They can’t be doing charity work.”

Xavier and Thomas moved into action, separating from one another and sneaking up on the men from two sides. Xavier struck first, snatching the closest victim away without the others knowing. He heard the cries of rage, followed by wails of fear and anguish as Thomas took on the other three men. Xavier grabbed his man’s head by the hair while holding his body with the other arm. With his neck exposed, Xavier’s fangs descended, and he tore into the flesh and tasted the sweet blood as it moved over his tongue.

In seconds, Xavier knew the man met the vampire ethic’s criteria for death. Seeing his life in the blood as Xavier drank it, he saw the robberies, rapes, and other forms of terror inflicted upon the innocent by the idiot. Though after all these years as a vampire part of Xavier still trembled at being judge, jury, and executioner, he believed he saved people by doing so. Finished, he dropped the body to the ground and took the man’s knife. He stabbed him in the chest so it looked like a common fight gone bad, then went to see Thomas had done the same with his three dinner guests.

“Three to one. I always have to do more work.” Thomas had smashed one over the head with a brick and stabbed the other two.

“You’re always hungrier. How many did you feed from, anyway?”

“Two. I got full before the third one died.” Thomas came over and linked arms with Xavier. “Do you want any? It’s warm.”

“I must have fallen in love with your charm. Who else would tempt a lover with such a sumptuous feast of fat men.” They both laughed as Xavier turned them back to the quest, toward Notre Dame. Despite his light banter, Xavier felt an incredible weight on his shoulders. What would he learn at the cathedral?

They approached Notre Dame, lit with candles from within, despite the hour’s lateness. No one else walked in the middle of the night, even though the cathedral remained secure and safe. It loomed above them, with its gothic towers high above Paris. As they protected the church, the gargoyles adorning it seemed to move at night, watching Thomas and Xavier. Statues of other saints stared them down too. Outside the doors, Xavier stopped and looked up at the cathedral’s grandeur.

Thomas came up behind him without making a sound. “Do you want me to go with you?” He held Xavier and kissed him on the cheek.

“I need to go alone. Wait here. Promise?”

“Of course.”

Xavier pulled away from his lover and inched toward the entrance. He paused, knowing the huge doors of the main entrance were locked for the night. Instead, he sauntered around the side of the building and looked up high to the top of one tower. He glanced around to make sure no one watched him. Xavier crawled up the side of the building, and in seconds, stood on the walkway between the towers. The gargoyles that looked so tiny from below became life-sized, seeming to glower at Xavier.

As he began to lose his nerve, Xavier almost decided to jump over the side and run into Thomas’s arms, until he spotted St. Michel, standing upon the Cathedral’s roof with his sword handle raised high above his head but the spear pointing downward, to where he wanted Xavier to go. Yet he lost the fierce expression of his daytime visits, nodding his approval that he was there.

Xavier walked to the tower and went inside. He wound down the stairs without a sound, afraid to alert anyone to his presence. He met nothing but shadow and darkness until he got to the bottom and entered the main sanctuary, lit to God’s glory despite being abandoned during the night.

Xavier had loved the grandeur of it as a child, feeling the very presence of God in its ornate architecture, stained glass windows, and religious adornments. It lost its luster after he became a priest and learned of the church hierarchy in control of it, often by exploiting the people of Paris and the hard-toiling priests who never got to step foot in its confines.

Tonight, sent by a prominent saint and perhaps God Himself, Xavier regained his childhood awe as he walked to the altar, unafraid of being caught. Xavier admired the crucifix, intricately carved, with Jesus hanging upon it. He jumped back, however, when Jesus opened his eyes and looked at Xavier.

“Go to Anne, your friend.” Christ talked in a soothing voice, with none of the threat employed by St. Michel. “She lives but needs you. Under the bridge, the same one where she returned you to Catherine so long ago. Go help her.” Jesus closed his eyes, and the scene before Xavier returned to normal.

Xavier knew better than to question what happened. He paused for a moment, thinking of Anne, as he had so often after they had parted. Xavier became a vampire and had to leave his human life behind, right in the middle of the French Revolution. Xavier met Anne one day during a walk around his parish, launching an intimate friendship. Anne, of mixed ancestry with a white father and slave mother, came from Haiti by way of New Orleans. Her owner freed her and she opened a laundress business in Paris. Seldom would one see a Catholic priest and voodoo priestess mingling, but they respected each other.

When Xavier’s life spiraled out of control with the death of his brother, Michel, and then a horrendous fight with Thomas that left him injured, he fled to Anne, drunk with despair. Anne brought him round to understanding himself and convincing him to sober up and come home. Saying goodbye to her as he started his new life with Thomas had been as hard as watching Michel die in his arms, and as difficult as the day he killed his dear friend Maria or risk her suffering humiliation in front of other people. Anne lived, of course, but the pain of being ripped away from her still ached.

Xavier walked out the Notre Dame front entrance, leaving the door ajar. Despite his reverence for the place, he disdained the Catholic officials who governed here. Causing them a slight bit of fear someone invaded their protected space at least amused him.

Xavier found Thomas waiting around the corner, sitting on a ledge overlooking the Seine. “Watching the lovers?” Xavier hopped up next to Thomas, nervous. Another message had come to him inside the cathedral, something he dreaded perhaps more than another visit from St. Michel. He needed to send Thomas away. He could not explain why, but Jesus communicated to him, too, and without verbalizing a word he told him to leave Thomas.

“You mean the whores and their gentlemen clients?” Thomas smiled at Xavier. “How are you?”

“I’m well.” Xavier took Thomas’s hand and played with it. “It’s Anne. She needs me.”

“She sent you these messages?”

“I don’t know, except I have to go to her, tonight.”

Thomas grabbed Xavier’s hand. “You would violate the ethic. I don’t know if this is a good idea.”

“I have to go. It’s not a choice, ethic or no ethic. It’s not like you’ve always followed the letter of the law.”

“Then let’s go.” Thomas started to jump down but Xavier grabbed his arm and kept him there.

“I need to go alone. Besides, we promised to let Anthony know why we left so soon. Now we know it’s about Anne, so we should explain to him.”

Xavier hated the subterfuge. True, they promised Thomas’s maker and best friend, and also a member of the governing Vampire Council that enforced the vampiric ethic, they would explain their abrupt departure as soon as possible. But Xavier mentioned it to send Thomas away.

“I’ll send a letter.”

“No.” Xavier squirmed a bit. “It’s embarrassing. Will you please go see him? I’ll see Anne tonight and then Catherine tomorrow. You’ll be back before you know it. For me?”

Thomas frowned. “We haven’t been apart much. You know I hate it.”

“As do I.” Xavier nodded. “We also agreed you need time alone with Anthony, and I with Catherine.”

Thomas nodded but kept his brow creased. “What do you want me to tell him? The truth?”

“Whatever you feel is best, so he doesn’t think I’ve gone mad.”

Thomas stood up and lifted Xavier into his arms. “You won’t violate the ethic with whatever Anne wants, will you? Anthony tolerates a lot from me, from us, but I can’t allow you to put yourself at risk. You can’t interfere with humankind in a way to expose us. I’m not even sure you should go to her.”

“I know.” Xavier rolled his eyes at Thomas. “You’re the one who goes around testing the limits of the ethic all the time, not me.”

Thomas set Xavier on the ground in front of him but held to his shoulders. “Are you well? You don’t look right.”

“I’m worried about Anne. You know what she means to me.”

“Then go to her. I’ll hurry back. And say hello to Catherine.”

Thomas engulfed Xavier in another hug, and Xavier clutched back, trying to hold off the blood tears until Thomas left. Why did he send his lover away, when any other time he hated his absence? Was he going insane? He doubted it, and the bald spot on his head confirmed St. Michel sent him on the quest. But Xavier knew he would be away from his lover for a lot longer than two days, and the journey might very well require he violate the ethic and risk the Council’s, and Anthony’s, wrath.

Xavier wished he could summon St. Michel for clarification. If an archangel instigated the quest, did his order trump the vampire ethic? It hardly felt like it. His inner being told Xavier such was not the case: beings from heaven may send him on an errand that violated earthly laws without divine protection for doing so on behalf of God. Such had been the reality for much of Xavier’s life.

Before he left, Thomas and he kissed again, and their fingers lingered together until Xavier pulled away and insisted he had to get to Anne. He watched Thomas as he ran toward London too fast for a human eye to see. Away from Xavier.




Five: A Dying Friend

14 MARCH 1822

Paris, France

 

Xavier remembered the scene before him well: the unused bridge on the outskirts of Paris, the no-man’s land—created by Anne’s magic to ward off intruders—and the bright fire and living quarters underneath it, where he and Anne lived for a time after returning to Paris.

It took Xavier several minutes to compose himself after watching Thomas dart away before he came here. The sight looked as if nothing changed since the French Revolution, when he and Anne spent many good nights after Xavier reformed himself and prepared to return to Catherine and to find Thomas to profess his love.

Despite the warmth he still felt for the place, the atmosphere was disturbed. Anne had never let angry spirits or demons haunt her realm, but Xavier sensed them all around. He headed toward the fire and paused before it when he saw Anne. She lay upon a makeshift bed of straw with blankets piled upon her still form. Her body was not three feet from the fire, which threatened to set her bed ablaze.

“A little cold to be living under a bridge, isn’t it?” Xavier walked toward Anne, who grinned when she saw her visitor.

“I sensed your undead self coming my way. The spirits are already up in arms around here, sensing I can’t control them like before.” Xavier felt comfortable the moment he heard her dialect, a mixture of her Cajun upbringing with a French accent. She had a rhythm all her own.

“I’d retort, but you don’t look well. You’re awfully close to the fire.”

Anne rumbled with laughter under the blankets, which sent her into a fit of coughing. Her thin arm came out from underneath to wipe her mouth. She spoke when she calmed. “Well, then you don’t need to ask about my proximity to the fire, do you? A dying, old person needs warmth. Lots of it. Good thing a little spell here and there keeps my fire roaring without much effort.”

The vampire ethic forbid interaction with humans a vampire knew in life not only because it threatened exposure, but to remove the temptation to cross them over in order to save them. Xavier wondered today, however, if it also protected their emotion. Other than Catherine, Xavier avoided the misery of seeing his dear and close friends grow old and die. Anthony allowed Xavier to continue seeing Catherine, at Thomas’s pleading. Saying the Vampire Council allowed it because of the “unique circumstances,” whatever that meant, Xavier continued to see her but no one else. Here Anne lay, too gaunt, freezing under a bridge amidst the winter’s snow and coughing because she laughed.

Xavier also knew she would refuse him even if he offered her eternal life. He already had as a last desperate attempt to avoid saying goodbye to her those twenty plus years ago. She had bent over laughing, telling him he already knew the answer, which he had.

“Does the spell keep your bed from catching fire?” Xavier kept a safe distance, always afraid of flames, more so since his visits from St. Michel.

Anne laughed again. “Get around here to the other side where those nasty flames won’t get you. Do you think I’d let this fire do any harm to you?”

“Of course not.”

“You look well, abbé.”

“I am. Or was, until you sent saints and Jesus after me. Did you send them to torture? It was hard enough saying goodbye to you the first time when I knew you were young and had a full life ahead of you.”

Anne reached over and patted him on the arm. “What is this talk of Jesus? You think he listens to me? Or that I command St. Michel?”

“Well, you know something. I didn’t say anything about the archangel’s visits. Or the scar he left atop my head.” Xavier bent his head to show Anne, who howled again with laughter.

“Not my doing. I swear. I called for you, but not through him. We can’t always control the gods with how we want things done, can we?”

“At least you find it funny.”

“I do. Nothing like a good archangel to scare you to death and get you going.” Anne coughed again.

“You’re dying.”

“Yes.” Anne nodded and closed her eyes. “And it’s about time. I lived a good, full life. Happy, mostly. Not bad for a black woman in a white world chased by the church for what I believed. Don’t go around feeling bad or moping because of me. It’s time, and I’m ready.” She reopened her eyes and wiped at a tear.

“Then why am I here? Or was I right, you couldn’t resist torturing me one more time?” Xavier smiled at his friend, whose eyes twinkled despite how she flinched in pain every time she moved.

“It was a way to return the favor of how much I worried about you, when you tried to drink yourself into oblivion, as I dragged you all over France. And for the fact you brought a vampire into my life. Then two, and finally yourself. I owe you a lot for those tricks, you know. You could repay me with the last rites if you’re still available as a priest.”

“You’re dying, and you’re in a lot of pain. And you want extreme unction? Even though you never did believe in my church?”

“A church you don’t believe in, either. It’s complicated, isn’t it? Dying, I mean. And faith?”

“It always was.” Xavier leaned over and touched his cheek to Anne’s. “Perhaps all of our long theological discussions taught me that more than anything else. We have to keep our minds open, don’t we? We never know how God will approach us.”

“How right you are, abbé. You’re a comfort to me.”

“But you didn’t bring me here to talk about theology. Or to administer the sacrament? What else?”

Anne’s eyes grew wide with fear. She clutched at Xavier’s hand with a power he thought had long since left her. Then she wept. “I didn’t know who else to call, where else to turn. I don’t have power anymore, or I could have done this myself. I hate asking this of you. I know you aren’t supposed to do it. But I need you.”

“What is it?” Xavier petted her hair. “Tell me.”

“I’ll show you.” Anne pointed to the fire.

The flames flared to the top of the bridge, causing Xavier to shrink back. Then they died down but left in their place a vision of another land Xavier had never seen. The image appeared as if from a dream. Xavier could tell the event occurred, despite the fact the people and buildings were blurred, not real and solid. The scene engulfed Xavier. He felt Anne reach over and grab his hand. Her presence and comforting voice surrounded him, though he could not see her. “I’m right here. It’s the only way I know to show you. I’ll bring you back once you know. You’re in New York City. In America.”

Buildings huddled close together, and dirt and grime covered everything. The stench of feces and garbage in the muddy streets offended his senses. It was night, with little light illuminating anything, though Xavier could see well because of either his vampiric vision or Anne’s magic. A strapping young man in his twenties came meandering around a corner, whistling a tune and tossing an empty bottle in the air, only to catch it again. “My grandson, Duncan,” Anne said.

“You have a grandson?” Xavier looked around for Anne in the vision but saw nothing but New York City. “I never knew.”

Anne chuckled. “This was my secret. I didn’t talk about them because I missed them too much. It was a painful memory. And continues to be. I was raped in New Orleans before we came to Europe. They took my baby away from me and hid her. I never met my child but learned through magic to watch her from afar. I cared for her from a distance the best I could, and then for her husband and son when they came around. Now stop talking to me. We haven’t much time and you need to see this. Memorize his face for me.”

Xavier glanced back to the young man, who almost caught up to where Xavier stood. Xavier burned the man’s image into his mind: the height, around six feet, the short-cropped hair. He was hit by the man’s beauty. He had a square jaw and chiseled face with the hint of a smile. His full lips enticed Xavier. Absent Thomas, Xavier thought he could fall in love with the man. Or, at least, lust.

Just as he almost lost himself in the fantasy, two horses came storming from an alley. The white riders snarled as they raced through the streets, then one took out a club and swung it over his head. Xavier ducked before remembering none of it was real. Duncan whipped around in surprise and then terror when he heard the horses behind him. Xavier saw the club smash into the young man’s head. Duncan fell to the ground.

The two men reared up their horses and jumped down. As Duncan tried to gain his senses and lurch away, one of the men punched him. Blood poured down Duncan’s face as he yelped and tried to get away to no avail. They hit him again and heaved him over one of the horses.

Xavier almost threw up. He had run over to help Duncan, to intervene, screaming at the men to stop. Of course he knew they heard nothing. But he screeched again in anger when both got back on their horses, the one with Duncan again hitting the man over the head with the handle of his revolver. At that, the scene went black and Xavier stumbled back into reality.

Xavier had fallen beside Anne’s bed with the blood tears streaming down his face. “That happened?”

“It did.” Anne wheezed more than before, Xavier assumed from the exertion of showing him the image. “I can’t see him anymore. They took him. I’ve looked and looked and asked spirits I dare not ask for help. Nothing.”

“How long ago did this happen?” Xavier got up, wiped his eyes, and returned to Anne’s side.

“Not long. I have one more thing to tell you, and then to ask for my favor.” Anne coughed and trembled, barely able to whisper. “I went to dark places after they took him. This body,” she motioned down herself, “was fine not one week ago. Healthy as a horse. Until I went to the black magic to find him. I pleaded with the demon to take me and free Duncan, but he laughed in my face. He cackled, saying I was of no use to him. These things happened, he told me. I offered him my soul. But he laughed again, saying no one wanted it. Imagine, a demon telling you your soul’s worthless. Then his eyes turned fire red and his nostrils flared. ‘I’ll tell you what happened. That’s it. If you’ll release the spirits you captured from me, and then agree to die. Soon.’”

The story sent shivers down Xavier’s spine.

“Oh, my friend, was I stupid.” Anne coughed. “I should have known a desperate person gets tricked by the demon. Happens every time. I need to save Duncan so badly. I said yes.” She shook her head in dismay. “I said yes. The minute I uttered the word, the spirits I saved from the black realm soared away, crying in agony as the demon took possession of them. I screamed at him to uphold his part of the bargain. He stalked back to me, black as night except for those burning eyes, and smirked. ‘Slavery. They took him to slavery. He’s safe and sound now in the South.’

“And he disappeared. I screamed again at him. I sought to get him back. But we made a bargain, and like a fool I accepted it. All these years, I refused the black magic. In one stupid moment of desperation, I let it all get away from me. Gone were the spirits I protected, and I glanced down to see this emaciated body. He kept his promise to tell me what happened, but it did me no good. It meant nothing.” Anne stopped talking as she labored to breathe, sweating from the painful memories.

“So you called for me.” Xavier sat beside his friend, who nodded her head.

“I’m so sorry,” Anne whispered. “I don’t expect you to do it. I don’t need repayment for anything I ever did for you, it’s not about that. It’s…” Anne drifted off, crying.

“You were desperate,” Xavier finished for her. Anne nodded her agreement. “And friends never abandon each other. Ever. I’ll find him.”

As if at last hearing what she needed, Anne’s hand went limp in Xavier’s. Her open eyes stared into the vacant night, and the fire went out. A chilled breeze blew under the bridge, carrying with it the unsavory smell of death.

“I’ll find him,” Xavier said again, knowing Anne’s spirit hovered nearby.

Numb, Xavier moved into action. Without comprehending how he gained the knowledge, Xavier knew what he had to do. He constructed a funeral pyre and then leaped atop it with Anne in his arms. Setting her on the structure, he kissed her cheek softly and administered the last rites, as she requested. Once on the ground, he rebuilt the fire. Slowly, so as not to burn himself, he reconstructed the roaring conflagration. The priest in him took over as he said a funeral mass while Anne’s body burned to nothing.

It embarrassed Xavier he spent so much time with her and never knew about that part of her life. In the vision, he sensed the agony it caused her but also felt the deep bond of love she had for her daughter and grandson. As he gathered Anne’s things and heaped them on the fire to follow her into the afterlife, he discovered recent letters between her and Duncan. She had reached out to her grandson, and he rejoiced at finding his grandmother when he always believed he would know nothing more about his family. These, Xavier tucked away in his coat pocket.

So that was the quest St. Michel commanded. Perhaps Anne would never require such a thing of him, but the archangel expected as much. Besides, Xavier did not need the divine command to spur him into action. Anne had saved him. When drunk and despondent, Xavier ran to her for help. She pulled him into her grasp and led him throughout France, letting him decide for himself to become sober, waiting at the seaside while he had a brief romance with the sailor who helped him to understand his sexual longings, and then back to Paris and reconciliation with Catherine. Anne nurtured him until he went to Thomas, his true love, and began eternal life with the man of his dreams. He could never repay her.
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