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HUSBAND AND SON, AGAIN as they put up with all my writer's moods. This was a tough one to right, so far the toughest, the hardest. It required a bit of research and I spent hours at it, compiling everything into neat little folders on my laptop. And then one day, said laptop decided it was to have a headache or the technological equivalent of it, and I lost all that research, along with a few of the chapters I had already written. It was not a good sight, the expression on my face. So back to research again, back to trying to remember what I had already penned down, back to re-writing it all. Came out better, I think. I finished it and let it stew on its own while I worked on Book III, but as I was reaching the end of that one, I realised there were things in it that really belonged here, in this book. So back to it I came, revising, re-reading, re-writing it and fitting in those pieces at the appropriate places – more like creating those appropriate places!

It's done, now, finished, and I am so grateful for those who pushed me on and encouraged me, and am grateful above all to you, dear reader. I hope you enjoy the ride!
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Oakridge Falls, June 2012
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“Old Pat Logan’s house musta been sold,” The old man muttered as the mail-man handed his mail; mostly junk and bills. “Yes siree, I just seen painters and builders and scaffoldings all over the house. They be painting it grey, from what I seen.” 

Craig Milligan, local mail-man, looked politely and smiled. Old Mr. Bowman was the town’s best informant. There was nothing he didn’t get a whiff of, the man seemed to know everything about everyone, along with his wife, who ran the sewing club. So if he said the Logan house had been sold, it must be true, even if his own wife Jennifer, who was Oakridge Falls' only realtor had said nothing about it. 

“What your lady been telling ya, Mr. Milligan?” Mr. Bowman asked, and Craig realised the old man knew nothing for sure, was fishing for information. But the funny thing was his wife had kept mum about anything concerning the Logan property. 

It was a beautiful house, empty for at least a year, since old Pat had passed away. Pat’s son, Jackson Logan, had come from New York for the funeral, with his new wife who was at least fifteen years younger than him. The couple hadn’t even stayed the night, nor brought along Jackson’s only daughter from his first marriage. She hadn’t been seen around town since the whole family moved away in the 80’s to NY, leaving old Pat to come down to Maine for some spells during summer and fall. 

The old lady had ended up dying in her house, alone, on a summer afternoon. Even though the whole town had stood en masse at the cemetery for her funeral, her family seemed to have deserted her.

Pat had told her neighbours – of which the Bowmans were the closest – his son had divorced his first wife. A local girl herself, Linda Garrett, had been a beauty queen in her teens. Jack had left her to marry his secretary, and Pat made fun of her own son, stating how predictable it all had been, how small town of him to do that. His first wife Linda had moved to California with their daughter Julia. She’d later married someone of importance in the wine business of Napa Valley. 

Pat Logan used to spend winters with them instead of with her own son, and adored her granddaughter. Julia Logan had been sixteen when her parents decided to move to NY for her father’s career’s sake. She’d been about to start her senior year and had never been seen again in Oakridge Falls. According to Pat she’d gone on to college in NY, and later transferred to California. She’d gotten married at an early age with a slightly older guy from the wine industry, and they had a child. But Julia Logan had never returned, not even for her grandmother’s funeral. 

Craig Milligan hardly remembered Julia; she’d been younger than him, and not one of the popular girls. He remembered her as a small, chubby teen with braces and honey coloured hair. Very outspoken, used to hang around with Jenny Simmons, Jennifer Simmons Grace now, the smartest girl the town had produced and who’d moved on to be a clever lawyer in NYC and a probable U.S. senator on the rise. 

But Julia, he could hardly picture her at all. There seemed to be something at the back of his mind, about her and one of the Vance boys, the oldest one, Jimmy. Those people were four years younger than him and Jen so he didn’t quite remember them very well. Even though Angela, who was ten years their junior and one of his wife's cousins, was married to Tommy Vance, Jimmy’s little brother. The couple owned the local auto repair shop and garage. Angie was one of the family’s black sheep, and there were plenty of them, what with being part of the Devereaux clan, who made up for most of the town’s inhabitants. 

Of course the most notorious black sheep was Yvette. His eyes glazed a little as he pictured 28 year old Yvette Devereaux, small and lithe, with her mane of black hair styled in a Bettie Page do, always dressing up like she lived in the fifties. She was really something, curvaceous, sexy, and a pin-up model to top it all. 

There were pictures of her in pin-up magazines and websites. She had her own website, where by becoming a member and paying a hefty fee you could see Yvette in all of her naked glory, doing burlesque stunts for the camera, and striptease numbers. She was one of the most successful Devereaux in town, but seeing that she worked in the sex industry, had been shunned by most of her family. And the fact that she went around with a Rose didn’t help. 

He blinked his eyes, trying to get back to reality and forget about Yvette’s website of which he was a member, unbeknownst to his wife. He gave Mr. Bowman his mail and went along with his rounds, still wondering who on earth had bought old Pat Logan’s house, and how it had gone unnoticed by the town’s council members. A stranger was coming into their midst, and Oakridge Falls had no love for strangers. Craig looked apprehensively towards the seafront house now covered up with scaffolding. The Logans had been one of the town’s most influential families. Raymond  Logan, old Pat’s husband had lived a prosperous life, buying and selling property all over Maine. 

He’d extended his business to New York where his son later became a tycoon, with no interest in returning to Oakridge Falls. Ray Logan had died in the mid 80’s, leaving his widow the two family houses. The big one on the hill had belonged to old Pat's own family, the Montgomerys. The small seafront one had come years later. Pat had become his substitute in the town council, the head of his business as well, except for the New York branch. That, Ray had left to his son Jackson, who made his life of it. Jackson had  moved to New York four years after his father’s death, in 1989, after a disagreement with his mother. 

Old Pat still lived in the big house after her husband’s death. She had lived there with Jackson and his own family. She was very close to her daughter in law Linda, and to her granddaughter Julia and had been quite happy to have them share the mammoth of a house she lived in, only leaving it after Jackson moved to New York. Pat had then preferred the  smaller house by the seafront. 

As Craig Milligan saw it, whomever had bought the place must have done it through Jackson, for he was Pat’s only heir. All of a sudden he was worried for his wife’s job. Jen was a realtor who’d answered only to Pat Logan, working in fact for her, covering the area of Oakridge Falls, St. Martin’s Cove, St. Martin’s Island, South Thomaston and Thomaston. That was a lot of business. Jen had offices in Oakridge Falls where she employed at least 7 people, and South Thomaston, where she had about twelve people under her. It had been her success and the money she made that allowed them to move from St. Martin's Cove into Oakridge Falls proper, where houses were bigger and more expensive, and the status considerably higher. 

What would happen now Pat was no longer alive? Who had stayed ahead of the business? Jackson? Would he even consider selling the real estate offices to Jen? He picked up his mobile to called her, needing reassurance everything was gonna be alright. 

Craig Milligan had been the only child of a lower middle class couple who could not afford to live in the town’s elegant neighbourhoods. They’d still managed to send him to Oakridge High because of his achievements on the football field. He’d been the star of the team for three years in a row, scouts from every university coming to see him play. Being a good looking all American boy in his youth, with dark blond curls and riveting blue eyes, he’d been every schoolgirl’s dream. He had also managed to conquer the heart of the most popular girl in school, the lovely cheerleader Jennifer Devereaux Denton Anderson. 

Jen had been a sight, back in their high school days, with long, luscious dark brown hair and deep green eyes. She was captain of the cheer leading team and surrounded herself with the best looking girls in town, one of them the blonde Olivia Devereaux Bonnot, who’d later married Craig’s best friend Thomas Robertson. They had married young, Liv and Tommy, and had 5 children together, being one of them his own son’s best friend. 

Taylor Robertson and Andrew Milligan had been inseparable since kindergarten. If it hadn’t been for Jen’s business, with his mail-man’s salary there would have been no money to send Andy to St. Martin’s School, which Taylor had been attending since he was 6. It had taken them two more years to be on the safe side and guarantee Andy would be graduating from that school. Their eldest daughter Amanda had started there by the age of 10 and done exceedingly well. She loved the school, its academic world, and had plenty of friends. 

Though both Craig and Jen had attended public school, St. Martin’s had been around back when they were kids. Only it was much more expensive in those days, and much more elitist. Of his own generation, only a handful of Oakridge Falls residents had attended the place. Most had been Roses and Logans, also some Montgomerys and a few Devereaux. The majority of its rich students came from Thomaston and Rockland. This had changed considerably in the last 20 years, when Darren Rose had taken over the school. It was still rather elitist, but residents in Oakridge Falls, St. Martin’s Cove and St. Martins’ Island were given preference, as long as they could afford paying the stupidly high fees. 

Even though he had no love lost for Darren Rose or the rest of the Roses for that matter, Craig was of the same opinion as the rest of the town. The private school was much better than the public high school and those who graduated from St. Martin’s usually had a place on any of the Ivy League universities they might choose. So, most of the Devereaux and Logans who could afford those prices, swallowed their pride and sent their kids to Darren Rose’s school, who received them with a smile. Presently he heard his wife’s voice on the other end of the line, asking him if there’d been an accident. 

“No, hun, no accident,” he replied. 

“Then what is it? I’m already late for an open house in Rockland,” He sighed at her aggressiveness. She was the man of the house, and sometimes that did get on his nerves. But Craig had a lifestyle no other mail-man could afford, all thanks to Jen wearing the trousers around the house. 

“Pat Logan’s house has been sold.” He lowered his voice, although there wasn't a soul around to overhear him. 

“What?” his wife shouted in his ear. “How can it be?” she wanted to know, as if he could elucidate her on that matter. 

“So it didn’t go through you?” he asked, with as much caution as he could muster. 

Jen was quiet for a while and he thought she’d hung up. “No, it didn’t go through me,” she ended up replying. 

Her reply was enough to make Craig’s anxiety escalate, especially with the demure tone of her voice, so contrary to Jen.

“Pat left the house to her granddaughter, Julia. She lives in Cali, so maybe she decided to sell it. Probably her husband arranged it for her, isn’t he some sort of a wine tycoon? That’s why it didn’t go through me.” He heard, and did not feel any less worried for it. 

If Pat had left the business to Jackson it would be bad enough but there might still be some hope. If the old lady had left it to Julia and she in turn put everything in her husband’s hands, well, there was no knowing what might happen. 

Craig couldn’t envision a life lived back in their old neighbourhood at St. Martin’s Cove. Couldn’t envision going back to their 3 bedroom house in Purple Rd. Couldn’t envision a life where he wouldn’t have his membership card for the Oakridge Beach and Golf club, his little boat at the marina, his expensive scotch whisky. “Jen, what about the business?” he finally found the guts to ask. 

“Business? What business?” she sounded at a loss. 

“The real estate business, your business. What if she left it to the granddaughter? She’s bound to sell it.” 

*
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JEN CUT IN. “AS YOU said, my business. It is my business. Pat passed the Oakridge Falls office to me and sold me the Thomaston office three years ago. Said I was doing such a great job of it I deserved it better than her family, who’d shown no interest in it. There, you needn’t worry your pretty little head about money no more, babe,” she assured him, and hung up, speeding her car across town, headed for Rockland.

It was a wonder how easily she could read him. Jen knew deep down that as long as Craig had his luxurious house, his club membership, and gas on his tanks he’d be as good as gold, only ever straying as far as internet porn. But the news Pat Logan’s house had been sold left her off balance. 

That house was part of the town’s history and had been in the Logan family forever. Well, at least since 1920 when the first Logans settled at Oakridge Falls hailing from the Bar Harbour area, where there were still a few Logans to be found. 

Ebenezer Logan had brought his young bride Lucretia on a vacation. She’d fallen in love with St. Martin’s Cove, the Oakridge river, and decided she wanted to settle down in the area. They had practically founded the town, along with the first Devereaux, the Montgomerys and the Roses. Lucretia Logan had given birth to all of her four children in that house. Raymond had been the first in 1923, followed by Robert and finally the twins Marie and Ruth, both of whom had had tragic lives. Ebenezer Logan had later had a bigger, more fanciful house built for Lucretia and their family. 

Being the eldest, Ray Logan had kept both houses, while Robert moved to France to study art, where he later married to a French model. Marie lived with her brother Ray even after he married the beautiful Patricia Montgomery who’d been ten years his junior. Ruth Logan had been pressed into marrying Ray’s business rival Everett Wheeler, in order to join both businesses into one large company. Besides real estate, Everett had a big farm, and produced apples and pears in the orchards, potatoes in the fields. Ruth had been whisked off to the farm, but  disappeared along with Marie in 1951, both aged 24. Everett Wheeler had then dedicated his life to his two children, the twins Roger and Martha, and left his brother in law Raymond ahead of the real estate business. Raymond Logan had been the richest man in town by the time his two sisters had vanished along with the eldest Rose brother, Gerald. 

So by that time Ray was the only Logan in town, and had the big and the small houses all to himself. Ray had travelled a lot and spread his businesses all through the USA, as well as Europe with the help of his brother Robert, who had never returned to the U.S. but had sent his eldest and youngest boys, Stephan and Robert to study in the U.S. and they had stayed on. 

Stephan had brought his high school girlfriend from France, married her at an early. Robert had married an American girl he’d met in college. Both couples later settled at Oakridge Falls, but not on the big Logan house. Stephan had a house built nearer to the town’s centre. Robert being giving usage of the small seafront house until he himself bought one of his own. He’d joined their uncle in business, along with their cousin Jackson, Ray and Pat's only child. About that time, Ray had managed to fulfil Pat's long standing dream of buying her the huge Montgomery mansion where she’d grown up, and he’d moved there with wife and child. But he’d kept the small seafront place.

Now the house had been sold, and someone other than a Logan or a Montgomery was bound to live in it. Jen knew the town council, comprised of Logans, Devereaux and Montgomerys did not bode well with strangers settling down. She could still remember back in the late 70’s, that Chinese family, the Wus, wanting to settle down in town. The problem it had been and how they’d tried to send them away by all means possible. Until the moment they found out Mrs. Wu’s single name had been Rose. 

The family had left of their own accord in the mid 80’s, about the time old man Logan died. The rumour had it that the boy, she couldn’t remember his name, had something going on with Ray Logan’s grand-daughter. Ray sure didn’t want another Logan-Rose disaster in hands. So the Wus had packed their bags and left, never being heard of again. 

But what about Pat Logan’s house? Why had Jackson sold it, and why hadn’t he informed the rest of his family, his cousins, the town council? It didn’t seem like something he’d do. But then again Jackson had left town for good, never had contact with any of his family again. As if he wasn’t a Logan, nor a Montgomery,  as if he wanted nothing to do with Oakridge Falls. He’d divorced Linda Garret and remarried. From what Jen heard, he had a new family, a couple of kids, having disconnected himself from his eldest daughter Julia.   

Now there was someone she remembered well, Julia Montgomery Logan. Even though she was four years her junior. Julia Logan had been an only child, shy, introspective, who preferred the company of older boys to girls her own age. 

She remembered little Julia had gone around with Jen’s younger sister Kim until both girls reached puberty. They had been inseparable. Gravitating around them, Sue Ellen Rose Donovan and her cousin Daisy Rose Perkins; Jen and Kim’s own cousin Christine Langley; along with Julia’s cousins Bianca Preston and Veronica Dean. 

But by the time they reached puberty and turned twelve, both Julia and Daisy had been dropped as persona non grata, and Kim had become queen bee of that little group. Both Julia and Daisy had been too small, too childish at twelve. The other girls had so wanted to be popular and make it as cheerleaders, that as it will always happen in nature, they’d gotten rid of their weak. 

Daisy went on to be a problem child, a disturbed girl who’d fled home only three years later, at the tender age of fifteen. Julia had proved to be a studious girl, but with a wild streak. Boys considered her a tease, although good company. She was always with boys, and for three years her best friend had been the Wu boy, up until the time he’d left town, the summer before Julia had turned fifteen. Jen remembered it well because the couple of teenagers had been the talk of town for a while, always together, even though both had stated plenty of times being only friends. 

After the Wu boy left, Julia had met Jimmy Vance; bad boy Jimmy Vance who had a motorbike and drank whisky and played guitar. Julia and Jimmy had then become quite an item around town. With Jenny Simmons, who was the smartest kid Oakridge Falls had ever produced, but a bit of rebel girl, the talk of town back in those days, running around with Jimmy Vance’s best friend Ralph Montgomery. Ralph  was now married to a blond bombshell 14 years younger than him. The Logans had not been disturbed by Julia’s relationship with Jimmy, who’d been two years her senior. They’d been together for close on two years, up until the day Julia caught him making out with her cousin and once friend Veronica Dean. That summer Jackson Logan had moved to New York with his wife, and Julia had gone with her parents, her relationship with Jimmy by then over and forgotten. She’d never returned to Oakridge, not even for Pat’s funeral, and that was why Jen was not so sure the old lady had left the house to Julia. 

She decided a call was needed, to one of the councilmen, one who was related to her, preferably. So she called William Devereaux, the eldest son of her grandmother’s brother, and seen as the head of the entire Devereaux family. Uncle Willie, as she called him, knew nothing of any sales. His eldest son, Christian had been part of the consortium that acted as lawyers and legal advisors for Pat Logan. He’d mentioned the house, along with the Montgomery mansion and the estate around it had been left to Julia, but she’d never contacted them about wanting to sell. If she considered doing it, she would have to contact them; there were papers to sign, and legal procedures that would have to go through Christian’s firm. Had that happened, uncle Willie was pretty sure his own son would have told him all about it, in order to guarantee the house was sold to a local. 

She thanked uncle Willie and hung up. The only way she saw it was, that if the house was being repainted and done up, Julia was coming back to town. Whether to stay for good or to see that the house was sold, she couldn’t tell, but Julia was indeed coming back to town. From where Jen stood things were bound to get interesting soon. She’d just ran into Jimmy Vance earlier that day. And her best friend Henrietta Gillespie; who owned the inn at St. Martin’s Island; had just come over for tea and to tell her a reservation had been made in the name of Wu.
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Canada, July 2012
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The plane hit the south bank with a loud crash, exploding into flames that didn't seem to stretch out to the nearby vegetation. The water of the riverbank would take care of the fire. Whatever was inside would be burnt beyond recognition, and any DNA that might have been found, corrupted by the elements.

The couple stood in the distance, hidden by clusters of tall trees, watching the fire. They sat shoulder to shoulder, in perfect silence, as if words were unnecessary between them, such was the communion of their thoughts. When the flames began to die, they kissed with a smile. The woman turned her face towards the sun, now setting, the sky covered by dark plumes of black clouds released by the burning plane. Her skin was pale but covered in thoughtful make up, cheeks made rosy by a careful appliance of blush, and lips protected by lip balm. Her brown eyes were enhanced by a taupe eye shadow and layers of mascara, all looking quite natural and bare. 

She was not a beautiful woman, and had never been considered a beauty. Her face was square and bony, her cheekbones not very high. The lips were large but rather thin and her nose, long and pointed, slim, resembling a blade. But there was something to her. Some sort of appeal, elegance perhaps, that made her a very attractive woman, and she’d been known to turn heads whenever entering a room. 

The man by her side had been one of those many heads, years ago. He, on the other hand, was an attractive man. His skin was also pale but with a rosiness only too common amongst ginger-headed people. His hair was of a peculiar shade between very light brown and ginger. His three o'clock shadow of a beard was orangey, and light freckles covered his face, making him look younger at a distance. On closer look, there were lines around his eyes, deep green eyes, startling in their colour, with a hint of grey that made them even more appealing. They made up a striking pair, despite being covered in mud, dressed in khaki fatigues and carrying backpacks. 

They looked like experienced hikers out on a stroll. 

They couldn't have been further from that.

“Soon there’ll be people all around,” the man said, voice husky and warm. The woman turned eyes to him, a hint of amusement in their depths. “Perhaps we should get a move on?” he suggested, reaching a hand towards her.

“Yes,” she got up and cleaned the seat of her pants. “Let's get a move on. It’ll be dark soon.”

“Where do you want to go, now that we're free?”

She gazed upwards, taking in the scent of the vegetation surrounding them. There wasn't a sound, not a bird chirped next to them. It was as if all the wildlife could feel there were lives far wilder now in their midst. 

“There's only one place we can go, for now. New Orleans.”

She started trekking up the hill, the man following close behind her. He took one last look towards the plane, wondering if it was enough to keep them under the radar. There was a knot of pain in his chest, as the thought of all he’d given up crossed his mind, but it was a momentary feeling. He knew he'd regain it all back, and even more. He trusted her that much.

“What's in New Orleans, Francesca?” his inquiry sounded amused and cajoling, never suspicious or on his guard. The woman turned back and faced him.

“I’ve been promising to tell you my story for years, now. Guess this time is as good as any, Theo. Come on, let's keep moving and I'll tell you what's in Nola for us.”

He skipped up to her and they paced along at the same rhythm, while darkness began to fall around them, a blanket of dark blue velvet covering what little of the skies they could see. 

“I was born Marie Françoise de Landry, in Martinique 1767, on August thirteenth. I’m being very specific about this because there was a hurricane and an earthquake the day I was born, in Guadeloupe. A quadroon slave was born the very same day at a sugar plantation there. The plantation belonged to my cousin Martin de Landry Prideux, and the slave was one of his many children. He liked his Negro women, my cousin did. Well, that hurricane destroyed most of his lands and it was said to be the work of his mulatto mistress, who was an obeah woman, while giving birth to the child. Blanche de St. Patrice de Bonmot was the child’s name. St. Patrice de Bonmot was the name of my cousin's plantation. It was common to name the slave children after the plantation to which they’d been born to.”

“I thought you were telling me your story, not that of a quadroon slave.”

“Patience, Theo, our histories are deeply connected. As I was saying, my cousin was nearly ruined by this hurricane, as well as many others in the isle, and my father came to his rescue. They were close friends, had grown up as siblings and decided to leave France for the Antilles together. My father being a can de loup and my mother Fey, they wished for nothing but secrecy. So they ran off to Martinique, where they’d be left alone, and soon after my cousin came to join them, having made Guadeloupe his home. So my father helped him restore his plantation, and for the following years, things seemed to be going well. 

“My father was not one of the biggest planters in Martinique – remember, he wanted to lay as low as possible and not bring undue attention to himself – but he made good money. We lived comfortably, with a certain amount of luxury. My cousin Martin, he fared somewhat worse, never making as much money as my father, and falling prey to plagues and diseases spreading out in his lands. Still, he persevered, and his obeah woman was said to have worked her magic to help him thrive. Now, this obeah woman, she was Fey. I know, most Negroes tend to be either can de loup or witches, hardly ever Fey. Those are rare occurrences. But the fact is this woman; Olufemi, her name was, which means beloved of the gods in her mother's tongue; was a mulatto born to an African slave mother and a British father, a slave trader. She’d been sold at the age of fifteen, to my cousin Martin, who was entranced by her beauty. Suffice to say he did to her what all men did to the women unlucky enough to catch their eye and impotent of self defence. Not that Olufemi was impotent, she wasn’t, she entranced Martin and he never managed to be freed of her spell, not even after she died.”

Theo eyed her, trying to imagine the people in her story. He remembered having seen a portrait of her parents. Somehow thought he’d also seen one of that cousin Martin, a blue eyed man with a paunch and a permanent scowl. He found it amusing when Francesca started speaking of her past, her entire gait had changed; from the way she walked to the manner of speaking; reverting to some old fashioned form of speech.

“She died young, did she?” he asked, as Francesca smiled. “Birthing her child?”

“No, no. She had her little girl, her Blanche, who grew up to be as beautiful as her mother, if not more. Olufemi was a house slave. She, being a mulatto of lighter skin and light eyes, was placed in the kitchen, although my cousin's wife was dead-set against it. She knew Martin had place in his heart for that slave alone. Their marriage had been arranged, as most were back then, and she knew the slave girl was powerful. Lucie Sourmient de Prideux was a witch, and although she managed to protect herself from falling prey to the Fey's charm, she didn't manage to do the same for her husband. Martin had been entranced by Olufemi before he married Lucie. 

“Anyway, our lives were quite simple, filled with routine, everyday was much the same and every season as well. When I reached a certain age, my father began to procure me a husband. Both my parents knew what I was to become, of course, as well as Lucie de Prideux knew what Martin's child with the obeah slave was. I’d been healthy all my life, but was aware there would come a day when I’d die, only to rise again as a buveuse de sang. They wanted to make sure I was looked after. 

“Being a woman in those days, I would not inherit my father's estate, that was going to Martin. I, not having a brother, would only be able to rely on my husband. But I didn’t want to get married, and not being a beauty, I wasn’t made to. No man wanted me, and my father's estate was not big enough to attract certain types of attention. So single I remained, and my father entered an agreement with my cousin Martin where he was bound to take care of me if my father died before I married. The same applied to my mother, and Martin was not happy with this. But he went ahead and added his blood to the agreement, provided my father bought lands back in France so Martin could one day own property there. 

“As it happens, in 1785, when I was eighteen years old, my father's plantation fell under the curse of yellow fever. The household was the one to be most afflicted by it. Martin had had this plague in his lands before, and he’d survived it, as well as his wife and their children. Sadly, my parents both succumbed, and so did I, but... well, you know how it goes. I did exhale what was to be my last breath, but twenty four hours later, woke up again, ravenous with blood hunger, out of my mind, and dangerous. Thankfully, Martin having been warned my parents had perished and I lay in my deathbed, had sailed from Guadeloupe to Martinique with his obeah woman in tow. 

“She knew how to deal with the buveuses de sang, and being Fey, was safe around one. She helped me. Groomed and assailed my hunger. Taught me on the ways of the vampire, knowing she’d one day have to do the same for her own daughter; or if she was no longer around, I would be there to do it for her. It was quite providential, indeed. When I was myself again, or as close to being my former self as I was ever going to be, Martin sat down with me to discuss the matter of my father's estate.”

“You were to be left destitute?”

Francesca cocked an eyebrow as she looked up at Theo. “This was the eighteenth century, my dear, women did not inherit. I was single, had no sons of my own. So, yes, I was to be left destitute if it hadn't been for my father's managing things to make certain I had a roof over my head and food in my stomach. Not that he needed to have worried, I was quite capable of fending for myself, as I later came to realise. But as it was, Martin had a proposition for me. He wanted the Martinique plantation for himself. It produced a lot of sugar, while his own lands in Guadeloupe did not make much coffee, and not as much money as he longed for. So he suggested we trade places. 

“I would sail to Guadeloupe and take up care of St. Patrice de Bonmot, his coffee plantation; while Martin would move himself and his family to Bellevue de Mer, my father's sugar plantation. I said yes, what was I to do? Basse Terre, where Martin had his lands, was far less crowded and far less social than Martinique. I needed seclusion,  secrecy, being a buveuse de sang. You see, the witch trials of Salem were still very much in everyone's mind, despite the time elapsed. I wanted to keep under the radar as much as I could. Although I should have thought better at that time and known that it would be quite impossible for me to go by unnoticed, if I was made to run a plantation by myself. 

“Still, I accepted Martin's offer and the exchange took place. I found myself lady of the house and lands, with a battalion of slaves to work for me, and a new overseer, as Martin had taken with him his trusted man. I had thought of bringing along my father's second in command, but Monsieur Charlier was getting on with age already. Martin paid up a considerable sum that allowed the man to retire back to his homeland. He hired Jacques Bonneville instead, and placed him as overseer in St. Patrice de Bonmot. I hated that man, you haven't the slightest idea how much I detested him. He was rather young and handsome, in his late twenties, with a head of dark, unruly hair and a pair of light, mischievous hazel eyes. But he was too full of himself, the sod, and resented being made to work for a woman. He was a chauvinist pig who’d married the daughter of a well to do tradesman from Port au Prince, a witch of a woman. 

“Not that she was actually a witch. She was as bad as her husband. Haughty and proud, thought herself better than the rest and believed she’d be brought up to the big house to pass her days in my company. Nothing could be farther from the truth. I despised her company and her presence, and had her once come over for tea only to be sure never to invite her back again. Now, as Martin had left for Martinique, he took Olufemi with him, to the chagrin of his wife, but left Blanche behind. We became fast friends, Blanche and I. 

“She had not been raised as a common slave. Although being to sleep in the slaves' quarters, mostly because of Martin's wife, she was well educated. Could read and write and do her sums, she even played the piano, far better than I, may I say. She was my cousin, even if on the wrong side of the bed, and I liked her wit and charm. A girl my age she was; skin resembling café au lait, golden eyes always sparkling, black hair long and wavy, not curly like the hair of most Negro slave women, but she was a quadroon. Very pretty, very charming. 

“I gave her a room in the big house, and had her wear adequate clothing to her now elevated statute of lady's maid. That set off Constance Bonneville, who resented the girl for my preference of her company. And brought Blanche to the attention of Jacques Bonneville. He made lurid proposals at her, would corner and touch her, grab at her breasts, he’d terrify the girl, but she kept silent. See, Blanche was well aware that despite being the daughter of the plantation owner, she was black and a slave. She was a lesser being, and because of that, she kept quiet for a while. 

“She was such an innocent girl, in those days. Unlike me, who’d had the pleasure of knowing men intimately in the figure of Monsieur Charlier's eldest son Philippe. Blanche was a virgin, and Bonneville scared her to death, to the point I one day came upon her sobbing her heart out in her room. I forced the truth out of her, and had words with Bonneville, who did not quite like it. The man had the gall to threaten me, saying I was merely a woman and had no place ordering him around. Said he responded to Martin alone, not to me, and ended up his tirade by letting me know he was aware of what I was. Made sure I knew he could make life a lot harder for me, if I didn’t step down and let him deal with the slaves and the plantation's business as he saw fit. 

“That did it, for me. If he was aware of what I was, I decided to throw caution to the wind and showed him what I was. The man went pale with fear, and it was my turn to grant him some piece of advice. That he was to obey my every order and request, he was to leave Blanche well alone. He ended up seeing reason in that course of action, but was never pleased with it, oh no. And that wife of his, peeved as she was I wanted nothing to do with her, spurred him on. He wrote to Martin  complaining of my dabbling in the plantation business and matters. Martin wrote back to say he was to defer to me in everything and obey my every order. 

“And so it was, Jacques Bonneville hated me with all his guts. But we paid him handsomely and he couldn't find any other placement that would bring him as much money as that did. He stayed on, and to keep his mind off things, took up drinking. When he drank, he got sour, but kept to his quarters every night and did not bother us. We were now in 1786, Blanche and I were known to go to the slaves' quarters whenever they needed us. We would tend to the sick and the wounded, made sure they were given enough food, we even learned from them. They had vegetable patches and taught me to plant the seeds. Blanche and I grew our vegetables in the kitchen's backyard and mighty proud of it we were. 

“The women taught us about their beliefs, about Vodoun. I was entranced by it, and longed to be present one night to attend a service and see with my eyes what went on. Blanche had related the ceremonies to me, and I wanted to see for myself. One evening I was allowed in. As a token of appreciation and respect for those people's culture, I sent them a dozen fowls that were to be cooked for the ceremony during the two previous days. On the appointed evening, Blanche made me wear a white gown. She herself was clad in similar attire, having wrapped a white scarf around her head. She looked formidable, in her wide skirts and the white gaulle. We entered the quarters unencumbered by Bonneville, and were received with some distance and formality, particularly me. 

“But then the service began and I was seated in the midst of the children. When the drums and the singing began, I was sent into a trance, head swaying from side to side, light and dizzy. I had to fight hard to regain control of myself. The last thing I wanted was to have my blood-lust awakened by the ceremonies, and I knew straight away that Fey blood was at work. Indeed, there was a Houngan whose eyes were focused on me, and I could see in his beauty the Fey blood coursing through his veins. That man was particularly handsome, and the moment I first gazed at him, I could no longer avert my eyes.”

Theo snorted, feeling irritated by her words and her admittance of having had others before him. Francesca ignored him, well aware that his possessiveness was short lived.

“This Houngan then led the praise to the loas. Some of the participants began dancing, spinning fast in the centre of the multitude of slaves gathered there. Blanche was one of them. If at first I couldn't keep my eyes from the Houngan, as soon as she began to spin; white skirts stretching out all around her, caramel skin covered up in tiny beads of sweat; my attention shifted to her. Something was bound to happen, I realised, and it did. 

“It was as if Blanche was possessed, she began speaking in creole, I could hardly understand a word of what she was saying, and she’d stopped her dancing. Her eyes rolled up in her head, teeth bared, a raspy voice; so unlike her normal one; came out of her and she pointed towards people around, focusing her sights on them, providing each one with a message. Finally she approached me, eyes blank, and mumbled something about my having to be careful and shielded from my enemies. Then she ran to the Houngan and spit out words I could not understand, and I saw him grow pale with what she said, and turn his gaze on me. He looked scared. But he also looked aroused. I could feel him undressing me with his eyes, the rest of the evening, and he had his attention on me at all moments, even during the service. 

“Blanche collapsed to the ground after she delivered the message from the loas to him, and the dancing and singing ensued, now broken by the food and drink. I found myself sitting with Blanche and sharing a chipped cup that had been filled with this drink the Negroes made out of the sugar canes. It was strong, and good, and despite my being a vampire, I could feel it going to my head. I still cannot stomach rum or cachaça to this day, had so much of it back then. 

“When the night turned into dawn, as I was preparing to leave, he came to me, this Houngan, and introduced himself. Essien, his name was, which meant sixth son. He was the youngest of six children born to his mother, and had been born a slave. His skin was dark brown and soft looking, eyes nearly black. He had very marked African features, the thick lips, the wide nose, and he was beautiful. I knew he was Fey, and making use of his Fey charm at that moment, so I called him on it. He laughed, I laughed, and then knew I’d been had already, and was under his spell. When he offered to walk me and Blanche back to the big house, I couldn't say no. 

“As my companion headed to her room so she could rest, I brought that slave in. I treated him as if he was a white man, offering a drink and having him seat on my expensive couches. Essien acted as if he’d been used to the lavish houses of the white people all his life. Through his very thick accent, he conversed with me, telling me he was Blanche's uncle. He mentioned how is sister Olufemi had spoken about me, that my presence in their lives had been forewarned and expected. He also praised me about the way I had changed the lives of the slaves. He complained about Bonneville, about his cruelty and the way he chased the young girls. I promised to have words with the man. 

“And as the moon started to disappear along the sky, I led him to my room and bedded him. Now, that was a thing to shock the whole world. A white lady and a Negro slave! Truth be told, it was rather common. I knew of plenty of white, pristine ladies who bedded their Negro slaves when their own husbands went down to the brothels. Essien and I became lovers that night, and I had him pulled out of the plantation work to have him serve nearer the house. 

“Bonneville was not happy about it. Essien was one of the few who managed to keep the other slaves in order and working duly, without need to have him resort to whippings and punishments that would later bring about my scoldings. But he also didn’t like Essien much because of the hold the man had over the slaves, and because he was a Houngan. The fact I’d brought him to work as coachman, accompanying me to town whenever the fancy took me, along with Blanche; aggravated Bonneville. He believed it was his wife's place and not that of a slave, to sit beside me inside the carriage and go into town with me to place orders at the stores, the dressmaker and whatnot. 

“I couldn't care less what he believed his wife's place to be, or his, and that was my mistake. Years went by, without much out of the ordinary happening in our lives. And then in 1789, when I and Blanche were about to celebrate our twenty second birthday, everything changed for us. One day, as I had Essien drive me around the wilder parts of the island, the uninhabited parts where we could be alone, I left Blanche behind. There was a slave about to have a baby and she wanted to be there to help, she’d learned from her mother how to deliver a child, she could be of help. As she was coming back from the slaves' quarters, already late in the evening, Bonneville lay in wait in the dark. She was still too far from the house, and although I was already home with Essien, we didn't hear her wild screams as he caught hold of her and dragged her into the plantation land proper. He then proceeded to rape her and beat the hell out of her, killing her.”

Francesca stopped for a moment, catching her breath. It still made her sick to remember what had been done to Blanche. It still made her sick to think back and know for certain Bonneville had intended to do the same to her, if he’d known for sure he could have gotten away with it. Theo placed an arm around her waist, kissing her hair, as they kept walking, now in silence.

“It's not as if you're as helpless as Blanche was, darling,” he whispered, and she smiled back at him.

“No. I wasn't helpless back then and that’s why Bonneville didn't dare lay a finger on me. I'm sure he believed he could get away with what he did to Blanche, and I’d never be sure he’d done it, though I might suspect. Only he did not know what Blanche was, did not know what Martin and Olufemi were. There had been rumours about my parents, yes. The few people who were aware of the existence of a special kind of beings amongst them, they whispered around I was the child of the damned, of the cursed ones, the loup-garou and la fée. 

“I was la buveuse de sang au minuit, as some of them called me, but nobody knew Martin was a can de loup and Olufemi, being a slave, was disregarded. So, Bonneville had no inkling to what Blanche was, really. Anyway, Essien and I began to feel worried when night had fallen completely and Blanche had not yet returned. We feared the birthing was a tough one and she’d been detained, so we decided to go to the slaves' quarters and try to help how we could. I packed food and wine so Blanche could pause and feed herself, and we made our way in the dark, as I needed no lamps to light my way. The moon was covered by scattered clouds, and still I could see every inch of the road ahead of me. 

“But as we neared the compound where the slaves lived, I began to feel uneasy. I could scent blood in the air, recent, freshly dropped blood, and it was not animal blood what my nostrils caught hold of. My blood lust began to rise, and I made an effort to plug it down, warning Essien of what was happening. Being Fey, he was in no danger, I would sense the threat his blood meant to me and stay away from it. But I did not want to go into a frenzy and start attacking the slaves. All of a sudden, I could feel a more intense smell coming from my left, from amidst the coffee plants. I swerved back and entered the plantation grounds, Essien hot on my heels. 

“And there she was, only a thorn chemise covering her naked body, blood trickling down her legs, face a pulp, an expression of pure horror and fear in her features. I began to shake uncontrollably, and Essien had to hold me down so I wouldn't faint, shocked as he was to see the state his niece was left in. I managed to turn us away from the sight, but then remembered all Olufemi had taught me, all she’d told me about Blanche. I’d promised her I’d look after her child and  help her turn, when her time came. I couldn't leave Blanche there, couldn't let anyone see or know what had happened to her, for in the space of twenty four hours, she would rise again. 

“My mind running ahead of me, I tried to find a jute bag that was large enough to carry her. As soon as Essien realised what I was doing, he ran off to grab one. We managed to place Blanche's lifeless form inside it, carrying her back to the house. No one saw us, that night. But if they did, they’d only see Essien accompanying me back from the plantation grounds, carrying a large bag that must have held coffee beans inside, for no reason whatsoever. We took Blanche to her room, and I tried my best at cleaning her up, dressing her with a fresh nightgown, laying her inside her bed. 

“The next day, we made it known around the house Blanche had been taken ill with minor ladies' problems and was to be left alone, resting. Essien pretended to carry morsels of food from the kitchen into his niece's room, and I pretended to sit by her side and read while she rested. The women talked between them, that the birthing Blanche had helped with had been hard and tiresome, the girl had been far too hard worked and was now suffering for it. They couldn't have been further from the truth. That night, as the moon rose up in the sky, a bewildered, shocked, and dangerous Blanche rose from her death bed. I

“It was hell, calming her down, Theo. She was raging, and hungered, mind all addled up, she was like a lunatic. Finally, after we handed her a pitcher filled with chicken blood that she gulped down in no time, she was able to gather her thoughts. She first seemed to remember who Essien was. Then remembered me. And then she was jumping off bed and trying to hide, screaming, in hysterics, as we tried to calm and sooth her. I knew she was remembering her final moments, and those must have been horrid. We wanted to know who’d done that to her, though I was certain it had Bonneville's name all over it, but we dreaded forcing her to speak those words. 

“She managed to find the courage inside her to tell me what had happened to her, after I forced Essien out of her room. I won't describe what that bastard did to her. Suffice it to say I was in a blood rage with every word she reported back to me. I was ready to go out and drench that man in violence, death and fear, but Blanche stayed my hand. She begged me to allow her to take her pay from him, and I couldn't deny her that, now could I? Thinking she was going to storm out of the room and run off to kill Bonneville, I was completely amazed as she asked me if I could allow her a bath and a fresh set of night clothes. 

“I drilled her on what her intentions towards Bonneville were, as I myself drew her a bath with the help of Essien. And Theo, if you think me a cruel, vindictive woman, you must get acquainted with Blanche. Her plan was to show up the next day as if nothing had happened, and give Bonneville the scare of his life. Then, she would wait for nightfall and play with him, those were her words, she would play with him all night long. If he was dead in the morning, that would be his own luck, she said, as she’d keep up her play until he passed away. 

“And so it was to be, I would not have prevented her from doing it, not after what that sick fuck did to her. See, I believe the way we pass, the way we vampires meet our first death is quite preponderant to what we become once we turn. I died of a sickness, and when I turned, had no reason to  wake up in a rage. My mind was at peace, my body at peace, I was sane, mentally sane. Blanche was not. What he did to her, that bastard, made her what she is now, moulded her into what she now is, and she’s not like me. I'm cold, and calculating, yes, but I measure my risks and am careful. I’m ambitious and power hungry, but I find that most vampires are. 

“Blanche is... well, she's mean and evil and slightly alienated, she's strong and powerful and has built herself an army of very loyal vampires. Vampire Nation fear her. They don't interfere with her doings in Louisiana, they leave her well alone. Unless she did something really, really mad, that would force them to call her to attention. No one will think of looking for us there, and VN won't get word of us being there. As for the Maledectum, well, that's a different story, but I know damn well they've learned their lesson in crossing paths with Blanche. She has had plenty of their people killed just for spying on one of her vampires or her witches.”

Theo sucked in a breath. “She has witches?”

“Yes, darling, she has witches, blood witches, she has obeah women, voodoo people, you name it. She's the real deal, the vampire of lore and night-time stories. But let me continue. I said she wanted revenge, and she did. The next morning, Blanche joined me on a morning stroll through the grounds, and we made it a point of walking where we were sure to cross paths with Bonneville. Oh, the look on that man's face! He was white as a sheet, eyes falling on Blanche, her taking a curtsy before him and his wife. The man kept his silence, looking from one to the other, finally beginning to understand what he’d gotten himself into. Something about Blanche's colouring must have given away our secret, so he was forewarned, but to no avail. 

“When night fell, she went after him. Bonneville stayed cooped up inside his quarters, believing Blanche wouldn't dare break in with his wife sleeping in the same bed. Old theories about our kind are often wrong, as you well know, darling. Vampires not being able to enter a house without having been invited by its owner only applies to those who are not natural vampires. Blanche was the child of a Fey and a can de loup, so she was all natural. Had no problem walking in and hypnotizing both Monsieur and Madame Bonneville before they could sound an alarm. 

“She let herself go, that night. Inflicted torture and pain like nothing I could have thought of, and made it last all night long. Then, when the day dawned, she finally killed him. Drank his blood and let him die. I cannot imagine the horror that man must have gone through, and she did make a mess of it all. There was blood all over the place, his wife all bloodied up herself. When the woman came to, she was confronted with a sight from hell. She was the one sounding the alarm, telling left and right to whomever wanted to hear that I was to blame. 

“That I was a witch, that Blanche and I along with my black lover had done away with her poor husband because he knew what we did in the house, and had threatened to tell the authorities about our depravities. Things became... complicated, with my cousin coming over from Martinique to Guadeloupe to learn what was going on and measure the consequences. We had the eyes of everyone who mattered upon us. Although he loved Blanche as the daughter she was to him, as much as he loved her mother, there was only so much he could do. 

“We talked between ourselves and realised the only way was for me and Blanche to leave the islands, with Essien. I would travel as a wealthy noblewoman and they would be my retinue. But before we boarded the ship taking us to Italy, I took Blanche to see Madame Bonneville and had her show the woman what her dear husband had done to the girl. You know how to do it. There aren't many vampires who can do it, share visions of what they lived through with commoners or other preternaturals. An art that seems to be getting lost amongst the preternatural world. Some Fey know how to do it, can de loups have a hard time, witches can force it, though it's quite hard for them. Vampires used to only have to bite someone to know everything about the bitten person. And it took just one drop of a vampire's blood to share images of our lives with the person drinking it. But only a few vampires are able to do this, now.”

“It took me years to perfect it, and I still have a hard time with it,” Theo said, as they walked on.

“Yes, I know. Blanche never had any problems with mastering that particular art After the woman was made to see what her poor husband, as she called him, had done to Blanche, we were ready to leave the Caribbean. We set sail for Italy, or so we thought, but ended up in Boston. I wanted to find another ship that took us to Europe, but allowed myself to be talked into staying a few days, by both Blanche and Essien. We headed for Charleston, first, and we learned a valuable lesson along the way. Two vampires and a Fey are quite a force to contend, it was so bloody easy to charm and glamour people into doing what we wanted! 

“I played the part of the wealthy widow travelling with her personal slaves. We made our fortune by charming both men and women of wealth and having them part ways with their fortunes. I cannot deny we had fun, in those days. Charleston was particularly profitable. We took rooms in one of the best hotels, Essien always playing the part of my slave. Blanche being so light skinned as to be thought of as Latin, played the part of my companion to perfection. We attended parties, and balls, threw lavish dinners at the best restaurants in town, rubbed elbows with the highest of society. 

“But I wanted to go to Europe, wanted to see Italy and Spain, dreamt of visiting London and Edinburgh, longed to go to Vienna and Prague. Blanche would have none of it. When our presence in Charleston began to look too conspicuous, we packed up and headed back to Boston so we could board a ship that took us into Europe. This was early 1791. Blanche had agreed to our travelling if we would return in due time. So we took our livings first in Venice and Florence, then travelled through Spain with a retinue of servants. We passed through Portugal where Blanche fell prey to Sintra's enchantment, and ended up in London, en route to Edinburgh. 

“Blanche and Essien hated the United Kingdom, so we once more took to the road, headed to Prague, which was great fun, in those days. It was 1817, there were balls, music, culture, dancing, and there were other vampires. Vampire Nation was well established there, and we could sense their interest in us. Blanche felt trapped, so did Essien, who was now in his seventies, but managed to look like a man in his late fifties, early sixties. You know how Fey age faster than witches Not as fast as can de loups and still much slower than commoners, of course. But they aren’t like us vampires, nor like witches. They live a little over a commoner's normal life span, reaching a bit over their hundredth year, but not much longer than that. 

“As it was, it came a time in Prague when we felt spied upon and decided to leave. Blanche had been wanting to find her father's people. She wanted to know more about her genetics than what I could tell her. We made for France and while Essien and I stayed put at Clermont-Ferrand, where my family originated from, Blanche went about alone, trying to find her father's people. She came back a couple of months later, bringing in tow... well, some sort of relative on her paternal grandmother's side. 

“You’ll have ample opportunity to meet him in New Orleans. He’s one of the oldest natural vampires still around, and one neither VN or the Maledectum know much about. He’s rather delusional. I don't know much of his life's history except for snippets Blanche told me, but he was either tortured or the likes. Seems to have lost his mind along the way. With the lunatic in hand, we  decided to return to the United States as soon as possible, by way of Scotland first. See, we needed to find a way of getting the madman under some sort of control. We made our way to New Orleans, arriving there in the Spring of 1830, when the voodoo abounded and there were stories of witches and charmers and buveurs de sang. 

“Yes, Nola in those days was crawling with preternaturals of all types. The plantations had a healthy stock of can de loups or Fey, the town itself swimming in vampires and witches. We felt at home the moment we set foot in it. Again, we took rooms in one of the best hotels. Essien and I tried to get into the Vodoun community. Soon he established himself as a Houngan of might and wisdom, and his head now of white hair made him seem more respectable and wiser. Blanche began consorting with witches, trying to learn from them, diving herself into all sorts of crafts and arts, learning as much as she could. She had a retinue of obeah women and old lore witches. Some even real witches, you know, not just women who followed the old ways. 

“There were a few blood witches in her retinue, and soon they’d begun a coven of sorts. We were happy, there, for a while. Madame de LaLaurie was a pain in the butt, frankly, along with her daughters, but Blanche had a penchant for one of the girls. The woman herself was a racist cow. Knew Blanche was a quadroon as soon as she lay eyes on her. No matter how dressed up and bejelewed she was, the woman made it a point of humiliating Blanche and trying to shame her every step. 

“Blanche responded by bedding one of her daughters and flaunting their relationship openly. The girl was easy prey, really. Enthralled by Blanche the moment she lay eyes on her; and Essien and I found it funny to begin with. But when LaLaurie started making inquiries about our domestic routines, I worried. The woman was well known around New Orleans, part of its best society, we were newcomers and no one had heard of us before. She started making trouble for us. When people began spreading rumours I slept with my Negro voodoo priest and drank blood for sustenance, or that Blanche and I were lovers and she also a vampire, I immediately knew it was time for us to leave. 

“But she wouldn't have it, Blanche was in love with Nola, had just purchased a house in Vieux Carré, having far too good a time for her to want to leave. A veritable army of vampire thralls surrounded her already, people she’d bound to her but hadn’t yet turned into vampires. You know how VN likes to call certain humans their pets? Well, Blanche had pets, humans who served her for feeding and sexual purposes. But she had others who were much more than that. Others who were hooked on blood drinking, and already had some of the vampire traits, chained to her and having to do her bidding at all times. I think Blanche must have invented thralls, I don't know, can't remember another vampire who had them before her.”

“Dracula had thralls, according to Bram Stoker.” Theo stopped on his tracks, waiting for Francesca to catch up with him. “Although that might be only literary liberties on his part, I think there has to be some sort of truth behind it.”

“Perhaps you're right. Well, Blanche had an army of thralls, and when someone threatened or crossed her, those thralls would send a message. There were a lot of broken limbs all around, and maiming, but people began to fear and respect Blanche. A lot of curses and a lot of voodoo dolls as well. Know the thing about zombies? Some of her thralls were like zombies, actually. And she had her Voodoo priestesses raising the dead to do her bidding, or so the story went. 

“Marie Laveau was beginning to make a name for herself. Blanche became fascinated with the woman. She used to come over and do our hair, curling Blanche's hair in intricate patterns, helping her achieve the fame of the most beautiful woman around the Vieux Carré. Then Blanche would go out and hunt in the night, drinking blood to her heart's content, in the company of that mad vampire she’d brought from France. They spread fear all around. Essien was mad at her, most time. He always tried to reason with Blanche, to no avail, and she even came to the point of threatening him. 

“But when LaLaurie had Essien arrested on suspicion of theft, just to spite her, Blanche was there for her uncle. She had her lover take her into her mother's house, and saw what that woman did to her slaves, up in that attic. Well, I'm sure you’re somewhat familiar with the story, right? Turns out Madame LaLaurie's mother had been a witch, but the gift wasn’t passed down to her child. Still, LaLaurie believed she could attain some power if she did what she did. As soon as Blanche saw what went on in that attic, she knew she had a way to rid herself of LaLaurie and have New Orleans under her thumb. We had Essien released and police officers were sent to LaLaurie's house, to no avail. 

“They were more deferential to the woman than to Blanche, back then, although all that’s changed. So what she did was arrange with LaLaurie's daughter for the young woman to start a fire there so that the authorities were forced to go into the house. And what a sight they’re said to have found! I wasn't there at the moment, Essien and I busy with his Vodoun around Lake Pontchartrain. But we heard the stories first hand. Of how the mob was enraged with what was found in that attic, how they plundered the house, wanting to get a hold of LaLaurie and kill her. 

“She’s said to have fled, others believe she was killed by slaves. There are still some who’ll swear it was the workings of Blanche's Voodoo priestesses and zombies that put an end to LaLaurie's kingdom of terror. The truth is Blanche became the reigning queen of New Orleans, with both Marie Laveaus under her wings, along with her minions. I knew it was time for me to leave. Essien accompanied me to Italy, and there we stayed for a few years, until he passed away. 

“I was heartbroken and headed back to New Orleans in search of one who remembered him as well as I did. It was 1875 and I found Blanche going by the name of Bianca Buonomotte, then, pretending to be of Italian descent. She made use of my now Italianate name to fuel her story even more. I was Francesca Trovatore. Blanche welcomed me with words of comfort and sorrow. I stayed with her for a while, mourning the loss of her uncle, but she was too alive for the doom and gloom. Too fiery and sassy to be cooped in with a widow, as I was in those days. 

“She went about with her life, her army even bigger than it had been, and that’s when I was approached by both Vampire Nation and the Maledectum. Because of her, of course. VN accosted me one morning as I took an early stroll around Garden District. I loved those mansions, the cast iron wrought like lace, the heady scent of the flowers, the humidity... I digress. Well, they accosted me and after introducing themselves; Marissa Temperley and Jason Parker, they’re still part of the Circle's upper echelons; they invited me back to their hotel for some refreshments. 

“I accepted, and as we sat down to a proper tea, they explained who they were and why they were there. Made it known the way Bianca behaved herself was unacceptable and she’d be dealt with accordingly, relating to my ears the numerous times she’d crossed them. See, they’d tried to make her see sense before. Warned her about her conduct, her killings, her making of vampires, they’d tried to have her swear loyalty to them. She had their minions killed, every time VN sent a spy down her way. 

“It was such a strange way to become acquainted with them, with VN, such a strange way to join their numbers, but I did. I needed something, back then, a reason to go on, and they presented themselves as something of the kind. The thought of joining in in the breeding of natural vampires seduced me. The idea of going around the world trying to bring to our side can de loups and Fey had a charm about it that had me hooked from the start. But in order for me to be allowed in, I would have to deal with Blanche. They wanted her dead. They wanted me to kill her. I refused straight away, but promised to make her see sense and start behaving herself. It took me ages to talk reason into her, I had to let her know she’d be dead in less than a year, if she didn't change her ways. 

“Times were different, and people being aware of preternaturals was something we were starting to shudder at the idea of. We were becoming more secretive and careful, not wanting commoners to join in with us, merely using them for our purposes and benefits. Blanche made a spectacle of herself, with her lovers; both men and women ostentatiously flaunted half naked around town; and her army of vampires, her thralls and pets. I think VN realised she already had far too much power in her hands, and they wanted to put a plug to it. Blanche refused to abide by VN's laws, and they ended up setting her a trap. 

“I knew they’d do it, just didn't know how. They wanted her dead, and if I couldn't tame her and make her obey their rules, they would have her head, alright. They sent two Fey. A pair of twins, red headed and freckled, so obviously Fey it hurt, the scent of their tainted blood filling every room they walked into. They waited for the girl to be on her monthlies to send them, so the scent would be even more coying and stifling. Blanche saw them for what they were, understood what VN was doing. Despite being quite attracted to the twins, she had them killed and their bodies chopped up, delivered into Marissa’s and Jason's hotel rooms. Thinking she’d had the upper hand. 

“I thought so too, I figured VN had sent a couple of unprepared vampires who’d made a mess of it all, but was I wrong. The Fey twins were a decoy. The real danger lay in this pretty witch girl, a Slavic thing all eyes and long legs, hair as white as snow, eyes as black as the darkest night. Sounds poetic, doesn't it? Well, they sure knew Blanche was unable to resist a pair of dark eyes, and she fell for the girl,made her her lover as soon as she could. I didn't see her for what she was, not at first. But during my strolls around town in the company of either Marissa or Jason, seeing their smiles, their pleased with themselves looks, I began to feel uneasy, and suspicious. 

“One evening I was expected to accompany Jason to a certain ball, and having tried to convince Marissa to join us – I disliked being alone with Jason as he always tried to seduce and flirt with me – my suspicions rose to an extreme. As I was walking out of Blanche's mansion towards the coach awaiting me, I was hit by a sense of doom, my body doubling over as if someone had punched me in the stomach. I knew they were going to kill her that night, so I pretended to be indisposed  and told the coach to wait for me while I had one of my servants prepare me a tea and a remedy. 

“I ran back into the house and up the stairs to Blanche's room, where she was alone with her Slavic witch, both naked and all over each other, with only a bottle of wine to keep them company. I saw the ruse immediately. Blanche drinks rum, has always preferred rum. The red wine was the witch girl's idea, a good way of hiding poison, and I knew what sort of poison they were planning to use. The moment I stormed into the bedroom, Blanche flew at me in a rage, and the witch girl tried to get to the wine, seeing suspicion in my eyes. I pushed Blanche aside, dove for the witch, pulling her by the hair, forcing her away from the bottle where I was sure Fey blood had been mixed to the wine. 

“Blanche kept screaming at me, I had to shout even louder for her to hear me out, but in the end I managed to make my message clear: the witch was there to kill her. I took one sniff from the wine and couldn't find it, the Fey blood. Blanche sniffed too, couldn't scent it, becoming even more enraged with me, so I did what I could to prove myself right, I took one small swig from it. And sure as I'm here, the blood was there, its scent and presence disguised under some heavy spells the witch must have weaved. I began to shake and sweat profusely, my hold on the girl's hair slipping, and as soon as Blanche saw my lips turn purple, she knew I’d been right, and she was quick to act. 

“With one stroke, she opened a vein in the witch's neck, force fed her blood to me. I’d only taken the smallest sip from the poisoned wine, I’d been around Fey blood for a long time. My body was stronger in resisting it than most vampires are, although Essien and I were always careful with each other. Still, I was sick. Wouldn’t die, but was weak and sick for a couple of hours. If Blanche drank from that bottle, she would have died very quickly. As soon as I felt better she had me change into another dress, decked herself in her best attire, and drove us to the hotel where the members of Vampire Nation were staying. 

“We were sent into Marissa’s room, where Jason had joined her, a few other vampires were there too, as if some sort of bodyguards were needed to keep them safe from us. Or from Blanche. She stated her claims before them. New Orleans and Louisiana were hers, she’d join VN but keep her independence, she would abide by certain of their rules but be excused from others. She would not interfere in their business, would aid their needs and safety within Louisiana, but they would not cross her nor try to control or rule over her. Agreement was reached that evening, and I was welcomed into the branch of VN I longed to be part of. 

“I was to set sail back to Europe, to Germany where VN had a place safe and secluded, where they would train and groom me. I was eager to go, but had to stay on a couple weeks more as my supervisor took care of paperwork so I could travel. I think they wanted me to keep an eye on Blanche during those days as well, to see if she was true to her word. That's also when the Maledectum approached us and cajoled us into joining their ranks. We laughed them off, they left us alone. But then Blanche realised we were being followed and spied upon, and she contacted VN exposing the situation and asking what was she to do about them. VN gave her the go, and Blanche did what she does best, she killed them. Drank their blood, their lives and their knowledge. 

“And she’s been doing it for a while, now. Whenever the Maledectum send one of their operatives her way, as soon as she realises, has them killed, or at least tries to. They’ve kept their distance, lately. It was after the Second World War, I think, she’d just taken the name Lennox Bonmot, Lennox being the last name of her former lover, Martha Lennox, whom she ended up killing accidentally while drinking from her. She was miserable, back then, with this death. Still, that kind of thing does not last long where Blanche is concerned, and from the little I’ve heard of her, she's been doing fine. Haven’t seen her since the nineties.”

“And you're sure she’ll welcome you” Theo sounded doubtful, fearful even. 

Knowing Vampire Nation were swift in dealing their blows whenever rules were broken or bended, Francesca knew they’d put themselves in danger when deciding to keep Sasha Devereaux's true powers hidden. She’d known that as soon as Sasha's powers began to manifest, VN would question why they’d never heard of it before, they’d question Francesca's loyalty and motivation. And she’d known Sasha would soon fuck up. The girl had been a loose cannon who, despite Fran’s better efforts and Theo's willingness to control her mind and her nascent powers, was bound to explode in their faces. When Sasha had begun to pull free from Theo's control, moving to Dubai only to put as much distance as possible between herself and the man she believed to be her uncle, Francesca had known it was time to start preparing their future. 

She turned her face to Theo's, wondering why she’d stuck with him for so long, knowing she cared for him, yes, but not with passion, not as passionately as she’d cared for Essien, or other lovers after him.

“Blanche owes me her life. I saved her more than once, Theo, she owes me. And will want to keep us there, hidden, she loves doing this kind of thing to VN, as if she's claiming her independence all over again. I know for a fact she’s been giving sanctuary to certain members who prevaricated once or twice and are too scared too face the consequences of their actions. Nola’s the place to be, Theo, she’ll provide us with sanctuary, but also new documents and a new life. Don't fret, Blanche will welcome us there. We only have to be careful at not hinting at our purposes, and we’ll have to keep quiet about Sasha as well, at least for a while. You let me do all the talking, darling, and we’ll be fine.”

“Will you be changing my name?” he asked, eager for a bit of cloak and dagger in his otherwise uneventful life.

“Yours and mine. You could be, well, why not having you be a Montgomery? You cannot go into Nola naming yourself Theo Devereaux, nor Theodore Rose, or Hastings, it would attract unwanted attention. But if we're to have Sasha join us in the future, perhaps you should go for her mother's last name, Montgomery. I’ll be Mrs. Montgomery, Frances Montgomery, yes, and you could be Andrew? Andrew Montgomery. It will be easier, after all Sasha believes her father's name was Andre.”

“Andrew Montgomery, hmm, I like the sound of it, Mrs. Montgomery,” Theo’s voice became husky as he pulled Francesca into his arms and kissed her. 

She let herself go and embraced him. Theo was like a little boy, had always been, one who needed guidance and care, and she’d always been around to provide him what he needed. In return, he was a lover like no other she'd had before, he was fun and exciting to be around, enjoying life's pleasures and best things, a man so handsome and elegant, one who shared her love for luxury, culture and travel. He’d been the perfect companion all those years, and she had no thoughts of ridding herself of him, not when they still had so much to do and goals to reach.
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France, 1389
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She was running down to the river bend, hair trailing behind her, feet sending off little puffs of grass and dirt. Laughing under her breath, she took a quick peek behind, seeing them closing in. They’d end up catching her, alright, there was no way she could escape. They were on horseback, she on foot. The only thing left to see was who’d be the one to first reach her.

Mathieu Beaumont led the way. He was the middle son, the religious one, self righteous and obsessed. His eyes always sparkled with a glimmer of madness, but she had her doubts he quite understood God's commandments. Said to be cruel and with a love for torture, Mathieu was also the most attractive of the brothers. He had the Beaumont grey eyes, a head of dark blond curls, rosy cheeks and plump lips. His chin was perhaps a little too weak, and there was something definitely girlish about him, but every female around was known to swoon at the sight of Mathieu Beaumont passing by on his white stallion. 

Except for her. 

His brothers were neck to neck, in pursuit. François,the eldest, heir to the title and most of the lands, had recently married the daughter of a Marquis, but wasn’t averse to give chase to local girls. The spitting image of his father, François wore his strawberry blond hair considerably shorter than both his younger brothers and had a slight pouch to his stomach. Known to appreciate good food and drinking, he was a man who moved about court as if at home, and that had been how he’d managed to marry into high aristocracy. He wouldn't do, not for her plans. 

She wanted Charles, the youngest one. He’d be around eighteen, nineteen years old, his father's notorious favourite, allowed to get his way from an early age. The same grey eyes were the best feature in Charles Beaumont's face, brooding eyes, moody like a stormy sky. He was not deemed as handsome as Mathieu, not with his Roman nose and head of copper curls, his wide, cruel lips and sharpened tongue. But Charles was the adventurous one, the curious, studious one. There was talk about him, around the nearest villages, of what he got up to in the woods, with his band of friends, what he’d gotten himself involved with while travelling through Europe. She knew if any of those three men was ever to understand her, and what she was, it would be Charles. And she had seen the way he looked at her, whenever they crossed paths.

Feeling a tug to her long auburn brown hair, she tripped on her feet and fell face down on the muddy ground.

“Ne la touche pas,” Charles' voice echoed through the fields. “Elle est a moi!”

Turning herself around, she saw it had been Mathieu who’d caught up with her, forced her down, but he’d moved away. Charles was already jumping from his horse, running to where she lay on the ground, not bothering to move. As Charles approached her, they both smiled knowingly at one another, as he lowered his body on top of hers and lifted her skirts up.

“We both know how this is going to end,” she said, voice smooth  like running water.

“The way I want it to end,” Charles replied, as he tried to unfasten his breeches. She merely laughed, and brought her hands down to his private parts. Feeling the limp member soft and flaccid, she swallowed her giggles.

“How do you plan on it, like this?” 

Charles Beaumont's face darkened, turned red with shame, but she lifted her head and planted her lips over his. He was quick to kiss her back. “I will have you, Angélique Devereaux.”

“You will, but not like this. Never like this.”

They fumbled around, Charles' brothers still keeping their distance, while the couple kissed and Charles felt his way around her rounded thighs, into her under breeches. His fingers were deft in bringing her pleasure, and Angélique groaned and writhed against him, until she climaxed. “Go, now. I'll send my father to yours, later today. You know what kind of compensation he’ll demand.”

“But you're still as pure and untainted as you were before,” Charles responded, with no real anger. “Why should I be made to wed you?”

Once more, she let out her soft giggles. “Because you want to.”

He let go of her, then. Getting up, Charles rearranged his clothes and mounted his steed. With a flick of his head, signalled his brothers off, and speeding through the high grass, they left, hooves galloping into the distance.

Angélique got up and composed herself, a smile still lingering on her lips. Walking down to the river as she’d previously intended to, she picked up the herbs she had need of, and hiding them in a pocket on her cloak, ran back home, letting her hair loose from the braid she’d weaved earlier. 

Her face was red and tears streaked down her cheeks. She’d loosened her corset, blouse ripped at the shoulders and breasts. Her skirt was askew, and the stockings falling down her legs, pooling at her ankles. As she reached her father's house, she looked the image of despair and misery. It wasn’t hard, to convince him the Beaumont boys were to blame for the state his daughter was in, it wasn’t hard to convince him Charles Beaumont had been the one staining the honour of his only daughter. 

The Devereaux patriarch left in a hurry and a rage, taking with him his eldest son, intended on having his own honour restored. As his children were left alone, Angélique made for her bedroom, so she could be by herself. Her twin brother followed suit, hot on her heels, knowing her far too well to believe a word she said.

“What happened at the river?” he asked. Grabbing her wrist, Raphaël Devereaux pulled Angélique into the crook of his arms, kissing her. She responded in eagerness and lust, pulling the coat from his arms. “What did he really do to you?”

They’d been playing around with each other for the past year or so. To Raphaël and Angélique there was nothing strange in their lust for one another, their attraction. Oh, yes, they knew how sinful it was, brother and sister claiming to be in love, exchanging kisses in the dark of the woods, groping at each other's meat, playing with each other, pleasuring one another as best they could and knew how. They’d never gone beyond the caresses, the touches, the kisses. They knew how wrongfully the world at large would regard them if they were found out.

“Nothing happened,” Angélique sighed. “Charles Beaumont couldn't even get it up, can you believe it?”

“But father thinks you...”

“Indeed. And Charles will not deny it.”

“He wants to marry you,” Raphaël sounded surprised. More than surprised, he sounded shocked.

“Of course. And I will marry him.”

Her brother looked as if hit by a mace. Heart sunk in his chest,  breath fled him and did not return. Of course he knew his feelings for his sister were regarded as a sin, an anomaly; of course he knew they could never hope to be together, as husband and wife, and yet he’d believed that, like him, Angélique would never marry and they’d grow old side by side, siblings in the eyes of the world, lovers in the intimacy of their home.

“What if his father demands you be tested?”

Angélique winced and Raphaël rejoiced. If Beaumont the father demanded proper testing, everyone would know Angélique was still a virgin, pure and untouched. Charles would be sent away and she, forbidden to wed him.

“I must not be pure any more, then, in case that happens,” she took one step closer to her brother, and pulled him to her arms. “We’ve delayed this long enough, Raphaël.”

“But still you want to marry him.”

“Oh,” she let go of him, exasperated and angry. “Do you not understand? Charles will make a proper husband. I cannot marry you, can I? But that doesn't mean we can’t be together, like we’ve always been. You foolish boy,” she cajoled, now returning to his embrace. “It is you I love, you I lust after. Raphaël, it is you alone. But we can’t be wed, you know this well. Father will want me to have a proper husband, you know he will. I might as well have one that’s pleasing on the eye. Charles Beaumont is the one I want, and if you love me, you should stand beside me, and support me on this. Even help me. You will like it, Raphaël,” she pouted, lips puckered and stretched out to him. Raphaël bent down and kissed her, untying her corset and blouse.

They fell down on the bed, this time not restraining their bodies and desires from taking them where they wanted to go. It was the first time for both, and as it would be, was messy and painful and confusing, but in the end, Raphaël fell down over his sister's body, shaking and panting, and she smiled with the certainty she was about to have all she’d ever wanted.   

In less than two months, she was marrying Charles Beaumont at his family estate's chapel.

*
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BLANCHE'S HANDS STROKED his curls and her voice cooed softly, drowned by his dry sobs and screams. Another nightmare, of the many that kept haunting him, but it had always been like that, ever since first finding him in that cabin in the woods, locked inside that cage, living like a wild beast. It had broken her heart, seeing anyone forced to live like that, reduced to the lowest possible condition, dressed in filthy rags, hair and beard matted and dirty, lice crawling over him, the stench making her gag. She’d taken him out of the old witches' hands, and glad they'd been of it. They had no idea how to deal with him. Neither had she, but anything would be better than living the way he’d been forced to live. 

The hags had told her they kept him locked for his own safety, hinting at the madness that overruled him, but Blanche had understood how they’d used him through the centuries, a vampire at their disposal to impregnate witches with his seed. That was how they’d kept their lineage going, each time a witch came into age, she'd bed the vampire, no matter if he was her sire. She felt sick at the thought, no wonder he was riddled by nightmares.

“Hush, mon petit,” she cooed again. “Blanche is here.” 

Curling up in bed next to him, she knew the soft mound of warm, pulsating flesh waiting for her in her own bed would have to wait for her to taste it. There was no chance of leaving Raphaël's side, now, not until he settled, and she knew the best way for it was to lead him into her and take his mind off his demons with the humid warmth of her love

.  Although she preferred her girls, for they were softer, and warmer, she was not averse to male lovers, once in a while. She was not averse to Raphaël, above all others, as she kept up hope of having his seed quicken inside her, so she could bring forth a child of her own, with a lineage as glorious as that. The child of a natural vampire and a vampire blood witch, what would that child be, once it came into its powers? 

Were she to have such a child and later on control such a preternatural being, she'd be safe. No more dreading VN would change their minds about her and have her cut off from her position of power, no more looking over her shoulder in fear the Maledectum were there, plotting her downfall. No more abiding to anyone's rules but her own, and no more fear, never. If she were to brand such a weapon as that, she would be safe. Forever. And Raphaël would be safe with her.
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Oakridge Falls, August 2011
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Madison looked out the window in awe. The blue sky was clear and interspersed by the tops of very green trees. It was early August, the weather perfect, and if she didn’t close her eyes she could almost forget it’d been a little over a year since her father died without warning. It was also a year since she’d moved with her mother to Paris, and had their names changed. 

She was now Madison Montgomery, and her mother Julia Montgomery. Logan–Hill had been scraped from all their documents, Julia explaining, in the midst of many tears, it had been at Madison’s dad’s request, that he’d had enemies who got him killed, and those enemies might come after them. 
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