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The Vampire’s War

The Realm of the Vampire Council, Book Five

Damian Serbu


To Elisabeth, for including me on your journey


Part One

Impending War


Chapter One

Confrontation

20 JANUARY 2019

Estes Park, Colorado

 

Jaret hugged himself as if to fend off the frigid air blowing across Lake Estes on a winter’s night. His long, brown curly hair blew into his face, blurring the image of the man sauntering away. The muscular hunk faded into the distance, his rock-solid body and sandy brown hair nothing but a memory.

Of course, Jaret wasn’t cold. A vampire’s body was immune to the elements, always a perfect temperature. He clutched his arms around his slight but powerful body to contain the emotion vying to burst out. The lust for Charon, a narcissistic vampire Jaret loved to flirt with, always made his head spin. The forbidden alure frazzled his mind because Jaret was completely loyal to Anthony, the most powerful and oldest vampire in the world.

More than desire confounded him at the moment, however. The dread of a looming vampire war, over five years in the making but brewing beneath the surface, had his emotions on edge. He had met Charon and started their flirtatious relationship because of the impending war, seeing the powerful warlock vampire as a needed ally. But Jaret felt guilty for courting Charon and his harem of hot men to join the cause without the Vampire Council’s knowledge.

Jaret, a strong vampire and even more powerful witch, feared little in terms of humans or other vampires. He felt certain of his own justification for defying the Council and even more confident he had never betrayed Anthony. But containing his rage and terror threatened to undo him.

It was becoming too much to balance outward obedience to the Council with his secret intentions about the war. Jaret’s magic pushed him to make his own plans to fight, despite the Council ordering him to stay out of the way.

Both conflicting agendas whirled in his head.

When another being materialized before him, as if dropped from heaven, Jaret launched himself twenty feet backward in one swift motion and took a defensive posture. Lost in his thoughts, he’d failed to sense the approaching danger.

Jaret remained rigid, even as the person before him stepped forward, transforming from an unknown threat into a very familiar vampire. The long blond hair. The bright blue eyes. The hot muscles. The height. Everything about Anthony’s appearance thrilled Jaret as much as during their first encounter along the shore of Lake Michigan when Anthony saved Jaret from a gang of football players wanting to rob and bash him.

Usually, Jaret would run into those inviting arms, but tonight the full moon shone down on the infuriated face Jaret never liked to see on his lover. The telltale thrum of a vein in Anthony’s forehead gave away the rage. Anthony pressed his lips together and glared.

Jaret’s body trembled. After losing his entire family when an enraged ghost had killed them, Anthony and his friends had saved Jaret. Jaret loathed the thought of losing his vampire family, but this episode would come of his own doing because, without a word being spoken, Jaret knew Anthony had caught him with Charon.

“How long has this been going on?” Anthony spoke in a measured tone, stepping forward with a slow, deliberate movement.

Jaret remained crouched in a defensive posture. “What?”

“Don’t play innocent,” Anthony sneered. “I didn’t want to believe my eyes. Even when confronted with the evidence. How long have you been cheating on me?”

Jaret shook his head. “Never. I never cheated on you.” His heart sank as he ignored all the questions except the accusation of infidelity. All the temptation, the repeated and earnest attempts by Charon to fuck Jaret, but he never betrayed his lover. Never.

Anthony rushed forward and grabbed Jaret’s crotch. He spat his words into Jaret’s ear. “Your erection says otherwise.”

“No.” Jaret whispered. “Nothing ever happened. I went to him for help. We need him.”

Anthony released Jaret’s cock and stepped away, facing the frozen lake with his back to Jaret. “Explain, or I leave.” Anthony stood straight as an arrow before taking two steps farther away from Jaret. “When I do, I’ll bring the full wrath of the Vampire Council down upon you. It will be as if you and I never fell in love.”

Jaret gasped out his despair. “Without knowing the truth, you’d throw me into the wind?” A blood tear trickled down his cheek.

Anthony turned and clutched Jaret’s arms in his fists before yanking him forward. He spoke in a whisper, his rigid façade evaporating in the cold night air. “Talk to me. Explain this before my world crumbles around me.”

Jaret leaned into Anthony and flung his arms around his waist. They embraced for several minutes before Jaret stopped shaking and looked into Anthony’s eyes.

“It’s not what you think.” His voice quaked. “I met him about four years ago. Right after we learned some renegade vampire was plotting a war against the Vampire Council and threatening to exterminate vampires. You know I disagreed with the Council’s caution. I discovered Charon through magic. He’s a vampire, yes, but his maker created him with a spell to conceal him from all other vampires, including the Vampire Council.”

“How is that possible?” Alarm sounded in Anthony’s voice. “What maker? Why?”

“I don’t know. But Charon’s also a witch. Like me. A vampire and a witch. Hidden from everyone. He created his own harem of vampire guys, and they live separate from other vampires. He’s not a threat. Charon only wants to live without interference. But his power and ability could help us. We have to plan for this war. We’ll need every force available.”

Anthony walked along the path circling the lake. He gripped Jaret’s hand as they continued, like a couple on a warm summer’s evening.

“Do you love him?”

Jaret laughed despite the situation. “No. He’s not very loveable. Not my type of personality.”

“But he is your type in terms of being in command, hot, and domineering. So maybe you fucked him for fun.”

Anthony’s bitter words wiped the smile from Jaret’s face. “No.” He shook his head. “I mean, I hear you. He’s hot. Like if a college-aged dude with long hair, full red lips, hazel eyes, and a slight build came running by right now.” Jaret pointed to himself. “You’d watch his tight ass run by and admire the beauty. You’d flirt like hell if he stopped to ask for directions. But you wouldn’t go seduce him, even if he came at you first. It’s the same for me. Yeah, he’s hot. I lust for him, but I love you. I would never betray you for a quick fuck with another man. I couldn’t survive losing you.” Jaret choked out a cry with the last words.

The silence between them as they sauntered over a bridge that crossed the Thompson River almost undid Jaret as Anthony considered his words. Anthony tightened his clutch on Jaret’s hand, causing Jaret to stumble at the signal Anthony may have believed him.

“I wouldn’t survive either.” Anthony released Jaret and wiped a tear from his face but his anger returned too soon. “That doesn’t explain your defiance of the Council. I have a duty to the vampire ethic, regardless of how my service to the Council affects you and me.”

Jaret sighed. Their same argument. “We’ve been over our disagreement a million times. The Council keeps me in the dark.” Jaret bit his lip before raging against the Vampire Council, an ancient entity with power to enforce vampiric laws. The members possessed a sorcery to detect defiance of their edicts, and they could punish those who disobeyed, including a death sentence. The Council spent most of its time regulating the one hundred or so vampires worldwide so that everyone kept their existence a secret from humanity. The possible war meant they needed to shift their focus, and their slow movement toward the battle infuriated Jaret, especially because he had no voice there, despite knowing all five members on an intimate level. “And I think you’re being too passive. The Council needs to act, fast. It’s been over four years since we learned about a possible war. We know the enemy’s getting ready to move.”

“You’re too powerful a witch. We’ve talked about your magic too. Trust the Council. We’re keeping abreast of the situation.”

“Magic, magic, magic. You throw my power in my face all the time. It’s a part of me, which you also knew as soon as you met me. So how about we get over my power already. Let me in on the meetings. I feel like a total dweeb—all my friends sit on the Council. You. Xavier. Thomas. Catherine. Harriet. All the important people in my life. But I sit on the outside like a fucking asshole because my jewels give me power. It’s fucking ridiculous.”

Anthony stopped and frowned at Jaret. “Maybe we keep you at a distance because you’re young and impetuous.”

The truth of Anthony’s words made Jaret laugh. “Okay. But maybe we need some of my spice to get the war going. To protect ourselves. Caution may very well kill us. Have you ever studied Europe’s reaction to Hitler in the 1930s?”

“Listen, Mr. Historian, I lived it.” Anthony continued along the path. “I understand your frustration.”

“Yeah, right.”

“I do.” Anthony gripped Jaret’s hand tighter to emphasize his point. “I’ve been worrying about the war for the same four years. Keeping informed. Trying to track the vampire down. Seeing the signs of a war but nothing concrete enough to enable action. Pouring over the magic at our disposal to find a way to win. Please, Jaret. Your working against us distracts us. Now I’m here investigating a rogue vampire you secretly meet with. Tell me about him so we can move on.”

Jaret stared at the power plant to his left, as if gray walls might provide a way to dodge Anthony’s request. “He’s an ace up my sleeve. I can’t tell you more. Even if you arrest me.”

“I’m afraid.” Anthony whispered, melting Jaret a bit. “This feels like the first war, so long ago. The war almost destroyed every vampire.” Jaret knew the rest before Anthony continued. “One sadistic vampire took on the Council, created a counter army, and hundreds died. I alone survived from the Council. He killed my lover.” Anthony stopped as tears streamed down his face.

“And you’re afraid I’ll be next.” Jaret leaned into Anthony. “But I won’t be. I can protect myself. And, unlike then, when he killed his maker and issued a surprise attack, we’ll be ready. You’re not the lone vampire on the Council anymore. Ever since you brought on Catherine, Thomas, Harriet, and Xavier, it’s not the same as before. This is different.”

They walked in silence, once again at a stalemate.

Jaret pressed on. “It’s not like you have the corner on the tragedy market. My family past has a fucked up elder who died when a lover murdered him before he immigrated to America. What’s he do? Henrik haunts his family, killing off the witch born to every generation because we’re all fags. I had to fight him, remember? Won, until he came back and killed my whole fucking family, not to mention my previous boyfriend. All of them. Dead.” Jaret trembled with rage at the memory.

Anthony stopped and snatched Jaret into his arms, then pressed his face into Jaret’s hair. “Why are we going down these roads again? We have each other. I believe you didn’t do anything with this vampire. We both have plenty of sorrow in our lives for every living creature combined. Let’s forget.”

Jaret nodded against Anthony’s chest. “Even Charon? Forget I know him?”

Anthony pushed Jaret away so they could look in each other’s eyes but kept his hands around Jaret’s shoulders. “I’m not being flippant. Or too cautious. Or protective. Whatever label you want to place on my reactions to the upcoming war, I think you misread me. It isn’t about latent fear I could lose you or psychological damage from last time.” Anthony squeezed so hard the pressure hurt. “This war vibes exactly like the last one. The buzz in the air. How the circumstances have even confused the magic and its messages. This isn’t a false parallel I’ve drawn to the war of old. This war mimics the first one in every way. Every…single…way. Even the method used to conceal this vampire’s actions from us.”

The idea hit Jaret like a bomb. The vampire who made Charon, who was completely nuts and had invented a way to conceal Charon from the Council in order to provoke chaos. Charon said his maker seemed off and angry, a total loon bird. What if the impending war sparked alarms and danger mirroring the past because the same vampire was inducing the alarms? Charon’s creator told Charon he had survived the first war to seek revenge for a lost lover, but in truth he hid himself and spent centuries to complete the war he began.

“But I thought you killed him?” Jaret asked Anthony, hoping to hear something to refute his dread.

“Apparently not.” Anthony started walking along the path again. The serene mountains surrounding them seemed so out of touch with the bombshell news.

“What does this mean? What should we do? This is why I wanted to act much sooner!”

“And it’s why we kept you in the dark. It’s why the Council, and the Council alone, must decide what and where to fight him. His return is precisely why we need caution and deliberate action.”

“He might have made Charon.”

Anthony stopped. “Which explains the concealing magic. Another reason to keep you out of this. He may be manipulating your relationship with Charon.”

Jaret’s mind whirled in a thousand directions. The jab about keeping him in the dark infuriated him, as usual, not to mention the inference about being manipulated. Fear shot through his spine at the thought of such an old and powerful vampire coming for them. And his heart melted at Anthony’s concern. No matter what Anthony had said about knowing the difference between this time and last, Jaret knew the thought of losing another lover terrified him. Anthony still missed his first lover after centuries of mourning.

Jaret tilted toward sympathy instead of continuing the fight. “But you’ll include me at the right time? You won’t always push me to the side?”

Anthony paused. “We’ll all be involved, whether we want to be or not.”


Chapter Two

Savannah Party

25 JANUARY 2019

Savannah, GA

 

Jaret patted his dog on the head. He owned the only vampire dog in existence. After a deranged ghost murdered his entire family, spiraling him into despair, Xavier turned Darth so Jaret would never need to say goodbye to her.

“Darth, we need to talk.” She eyed him but appeared uninterested since Jaret made no move to leave or to give her a treat. “See, Anthony and I chatted last night. Agreed to keep me in the dark because, well, he and the Council want to, and I have no recourse. Right?”

She tilted her head. Except he was certain she wanted a treat or to go on a walk, not to commiserate about the Council cockblocking him.

“But, you know I disagree with their slow, passive response. I mean, they’re going to get us fucking killed!” Darth wagged her stub of a tail in agreement. “See, you get it. Murdered. Wiped out. So to keep Anthony happy, I had no choice but to agree to his secrecy. However, I never technically promised not to operate my own plans on the sly. With you in the know, of course.”

Darth leapt to her feet when Jaret reached for the treat jar. She still wanted her dog biscuits, even though, like a human vampire, she needed blood and nothing more. He threw one to her.

“We’re heading out for a little party, you and I. Charon and I need to talk. On the downlow.” He pointed a finger at Darth. “So zip it. No telling Anthony. Or anyone else on the Council. We can have secrets too.”

When Jaret grabbed Darth’s leash and headed for the door, she spun in excited circles. He almost never used the leash because she obeyed as a vampire dog and could never get lost from him. But sometimes he needed the leash to keep up appearances when around humans. They hit the street and headed out.

Before they both became vampires, Jaret and Darth jogged together almost every day. In their undead state, they continued the ritual but instead of a thirty-minute jaunt up and down a mountain or along the Chicago lake front, they sprinted thousands of miles in a matter of minutes. One second they were in a Chicago house, next they stood on a deserted street corner in Savannah, Georgia.

Savannah haunted Jaret with its old-world feel and charisma. The historic houses and layout of the central tourist area hinted of a bygone era, one of both wonder and horror. The scenery spoke of ancient rituals and exquisite clothes. But the aura also reflected through time on slavery, human cruelty, and unsettled spirits. Modern Savannah included a vibrant arts scene, a college atmosphere, and a lot of little touristy places, not to mention a ghost tour on every corner.

Jaret loved the atmosphere and its complications. But tonight, he had little time to act as a vacationer enjoying the sights and sounds because of his mission. He would rather meet Charon in a more formal setting, one-on-one and away from distractions. But, alas, Charon seldom agreed to anything professional or too staid. He reserved intimacy for the possibility of being laid, not for official business.

Jaret sensed his way through the streets, following the magical trail of perception Charon had provided to find his location. Charon had promised a southern bacchanal. He gathered his little harem of vampire boys, added as many hot Southern men as they could entice in an evening, and put on a big bash. The occasion? Charon and his minions were bored and wanted “fresh meat,” as Charon charmingly described their desires to Jaret.

Despite Charon’s insisting the details were a huge secret, Jaret took little effort to figure out the right house. He could have located the revelry without any of Charon’s magic, because the “discreet” party rumbled through the walls of an old Georgian brick mansion right in the middle of town.

Jaret smiled at the view from across the street. Every light in the house illuminated the interior for passersby. The music and laughter burst out the open windows. And Jaret saw hot guys mingling, dancing, and sucking face. He would bet a shitload of money the one hanging out the window and waving to people was also getting fucked by the tall blond vampire mashed into him from behind, a former basketball player, Jaret recalled. A classic Charon party, indiscreet, full of sex, partying hard, and flaunting the fact the Vampire Council had no control over him. Jaret had already met Charon’s boys, the vampires in the crowd easy to spot as they acted human and embraced the festivities.

Jaret hesitated, needing to see Charon and continue to urge him into the war but not wanting to dive into a party scene. Introverted by nature, even with vampiric power and charisma, Jaret was self-conscious and nervous in large gatherings. Jaret leaned against a light pole, more comfortable as an observer than participant.

A couple minutes later Charon appeared in the front doorway, winking and laughing as he grabbed some guy’s ass. The human, tall but very slight, with all the looks of a college twink enraptured by Charon’s charm, smiled from ear to ear, hopped down the three steps off the porch, twirled around, and waved goodbye.

After blowing the young man a kiss, Charon spotted Jaret across the street and grinned. True, Jaret would never cheat on Anthony, but his loyalty never stopped his appreciation for someone so gorgeous, and Charon pushed every one of Jaret’s buttons. His was chiseled with spiked sandy blond hair, tall, confident, and oozed sex.

“You can’t get enough of me, can you?” Charon asked as he strode across the street. “Are you going to come in or gawk like some old troll?” Charon brushed his hand across Jaret’s cheek.

Jaret grabbed Charon’s hand and lowered it as Charon moved them toward the house. Ignoring Charon’s jabs, he redirected the conversation. “I see you wanted to try something new for a change. A party full of sex and drinking.”

Charon giggled. “My boys demanded nothing less.”

Jaret arched a brow. “I thought you were in charge of your little harem? You kidnapped them, converted them all into vampires, but with magic so you control their every move. Now you pretend they tell you what to do?”

“Ah!” Charon held a finger in the air. “They came of their own will to my harem, your words, not mine. And they chose to remain under the constrictions I implemented. But their continued compliance goes much better when I indulge them. Otherwise, they pout and bitch, which annoys me to no end. A castle full of whining fags becomes unpleasant rather fast.”

“So the sex and all those young men tonight have nothing to do with you? You’re a martyr here?”

Charon laughed. “Did you come as some puritanical preacher to scold me? Remember what I do to pastors who pontificate and annoy me.”

Jaret laughed, despite his disapproval for Charon’s reference. Charon had started an annual tradition at Christmastime of stalking a conservative antigay pastor and murdering him in his church. The nation dubbed him the Christmas Eve Serial Killer. “You know I don’t approve of your little serial killer game.” Yet his grin gave away how he did not lament losing an asshole or two every year.

“You think my serial killer side is sexy.” Charon licked his lips and grabbed Jaret’s ass. “Follow me. We need a beverage.” Charon guided them past a parlor full of naked men playing charades, through a dining room of chatting gents, and into a kitchen with every drink imaginable spread before them. “You better drink something or it’ll look funny.”

Jaret glanced around and eyed the wine. “What haven’t you spiked with a drug?”

Charon mocked offense. “Moi?”

Knowing better than to trust a thing coming out of his mouth, Jaret grabbed an unopened bottle of Pinot Noir, uncorked the wine, and poured himself and Charon a glass. He swirled and smelled the bouquet before taking a sip. “Very nice.”

“Of course it’s nice. I don’t serve shit. Now, tell me why you’re here.”

“Can we talk someplace private?”

Charon peered around the crowded kitchen, into the packed hallway, and toward the open back door to the throng of men there. “Private doesn’t exist here. Trust me, the bedrooms are full of naked men and reek of come. Your innocence wouldn’t be able to handle the fun. We can go outside and find a corner. If we whisper, we can hear each other, but no one will hear us.”

“Except all your vampires lurking about with their preternatural senses.”

Charon waved a dismissive hand in the air. “They’re much too busy getting drunk and laid to care about the very serious vampire who appears in their midst. He looks dour and frightened.”

Jaret smiled and punched Charon in the arm. “You’re an ass.”

“You just want to lick my ass. Come on.” Charon led them outside, past chatting men, a drinking game of some sort, and over to a magnolia tree in the corner.

Charon leaned against the trunk, while Jaret stood a few feet away from him, clutching his wine with two hands.

Charon smiled, then a laugh escaped. He reached out and pulled Jaret to within a couple inches of himself, which Jaret allowed, though the proximity intoxicated him. Charon wound a finger through Jaret’s hair. “Your man doesn’t deserve your devotion. I would make you my top lieutenant if you joined my harem, and you know you want me to fuck you.”

Jaret shook his head as he chuckled at Charon. “I’ve no interest in bowing down to you, nor is lust the same as devotion. Speaking of not deserving something, you already have a perfect number two. Jordan serves you to perfection and is more than happy in his role. So you and I will remain friends who give each other blue balls. Besides, you need someone in your life to tell you no.”

Charon roared a laugh and pinched Jaret on the cheek. “You enthrall me. So, what brings you on such serious business? Is this alleged war you’ve been carrying on about actually going to happen?”

“The war will start soon.” Jaret sighed, knowing he sounded ludicrous because he had enlisted Charon some time ago and nothing had ever come of his repeated dire warnings. “I sense a new urgency. You have to assist in the fight. The magic— I can’t explain how, but the air tingles with anticipation. Things have changed. Again, I have no concrete evidence, but everything in my magical ability portends cataclysmic war—a war between vampires to extinguish half our people.”

Jaret waited for Charon’s witty retort, about the language he used, about his seriousness, about nothing happening. Instead, Charon squinted his eyes and pressed his lips together before speaking. “I know.”

“You know?”

Charon nodded. “I feel the alarm for the first time. The magic communicated to me. I’m involved somehow, whether or not I want to be.”

“This started since we saw each other a few nights ago?” Jaret asked.

“Yes.” Charon nodded. “First in a dream, then as glimpses of magical electricity issuing a vague warning.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m not sure.” Charon shrugged then laughed to himself. “For a long time, I thought you were off your rocker or something strange. Cute. Smart. Seductive. With magical ability, but crazy. Scrambled paranoia in your head about wars and danger. Yet you were so convincing I loved keeping you around. And I do intend to fuck you someday.” Charon paused to gauge Jaret’s reaction but continued when nothing came of his flirtation but Jaret’s slight grin. “But now I have become the crazed shaman. The past day or so, I get visions. They tell me to watch out. A war to end all vampires commences. And—” He stopped to think.

“What?”

“I think my maker might have returned from the dead.”

Jaret stood in silence, considering how Charon’s theory matched what Anthony and he suspected. Charon became a vampire when his maker, Styx, created a contest to choose the ultimate narcissistic vampire: governed by his own desires, hidden from the Vampire Council by magic created by Styx, a vampire to prey on humans and bend the world to his will. He proclaimed himself Styx in response to Charon’s nickname. Charon, born Blade Haden, had earned the nickname “Charon” in college because the mythological figure paddled people across the River Styx, from the world of the living to the world of the dead. The Charon standing before Jaret had served as the ferryman of young men’s dreams of a relationship to the brutal reality of a one-night stand, all to benefit himself. Since Charon rowed people across the river Styx to their demise, Styx proclaimed himself the river, transporting Charon and his vampire life to its own brand of hedonism and conquest. Why did the history lesson blare through Jaret’s mind? Because Styx committed suicide after training Charon as a vampire, but Charon just said he thought Styx had returned. And the news confirmed that the one who created Charon was also the rogue vampire, and quite possibly the one who generated the first war.

Charon laughed after an awkward silence. “Right? Nuts. I sound like you.”

“You do, which convinces me we’re both right. Something is happening. If Styx plays a role, I’ve no idea. But maybe now you want to join me?”

“Maybe. I’m worried, though, because if Styx returns, what else might he do?”

Jaret squinted at Charon. “You’re afraid he might still have power over you?”

Charon pressed his lips together and gulped his entire glass of wine. His lack of an answer told Jaret a lot because Charon never admitted vulnerability. Jaret contemplated how to press his case when Jordan hurried over to them.

Jordan, Charon’s number two in command, was young and gorgeous. Right after Charon set off on his own as a vampire, he converted Jordan after finding him prostituting himself in Denver. With long, straight black hair, slight build, a pierced eyebrow, and tattoos of fire running up his arms, he commanded attention with his allure—his youth on full display when he talked. He was the perfect worker for Charon. Loyal to a fault, sex charged at every turn, and in love with a decadent life as much as Charon.

Tonight, however, Jordan’s wide eyes gave away his panic even before the blood tear trickled down his cheek. He glanced sideways at Jaret before licking his lips and taking a deep breath and staring hard at Charon. “Got to talk to you. Now. Alone. Now.”

Charon stepped toward Jordan. “What is it?”

“Bad. Very, very bad.” Again Jordan looked toward Jaret. “Private. Now.”

“Tell me.” Charon grabbed Jordan by both shoulders.

“Kevin’s dead.” Speaking the words prompted a flood of blood tears to stream down Jordan’s face.

Charon stared at Jordan in disbelief. “Vampires don’t die. How could he have died?”

“Take us to him,” Jaret instructed.

“You’re not one of us.” Jordan spat the words and glared but appeared more at a loss for what to do than angry at Jaret.

“No, but I can help.”

“Not if he’s already dead. He’s dead. By another vampire. Stabbed in the heart with a stake that erupted into flames and burned out his chest. Right upstairs. Right in front of people. I got the witnesses out of there and closed the door to avoid total panic. And you don’t need to be involved.”

Charon stepped between them, wrapping an arm around each one and moving them toward the kitchen. “My place. My command. Jaret, go. I’ll fill you in. Jordan, take me to him. Now.”

The three vampires stormed through the first floor, but when Jaret turned to go upstairs with them, Charon waved for Jordan to proceed but halted and blocked Jaret with his hand. “You’ll only upset him more, and we already know what’s going on. Get out of here.” Charon turned and leapt up several steps.

Jaret obeyed, patting his leg for Darth to follow him after she had spent the entire time running around the yard and first floor sniffing everyone. Every part of his being wanted to see the scene firsthand in order to learn what had occurred and perhaps take evidence back to the Council to spur them into action. But his inkling about the war held as strong as the impulse to storm upstairs: his side needed Charon and his boys, without which they may lose. Jaret walked into the night, shocked and dismayed. Instead of portents and insinuations, instead of magical feelings and vague warnings, the first battle in the war had just occurred.


Chapter Three

The Vampire Council

28 JANUARY 2019

Chicago, Illinois

 

Jaret sat in the living room of the Boystown mansion Anthony and he kept in Chicago, twitching his leg as he waited for two of his friends to arrive. Anthony had gone, the previous night, to their home in the Cotswolds of England to gather information about the impending war, though he once again refused to tell Jaret any of the details. Jaret dismissed his annoyance at being left out because Anthony’s absence allowed Jaret to make his next move.

He was more anxious than ever before, after Charon confirmed through magical correspondence that another vampire had killed one of his boys during the party. Charon suspected it was Styx.

As for Anthony, Jaret knew he would never convince Anthony to follow his advice and engage the war, let alone enlist the assistance of Charon. And Anthony would never barrel into a conflict—the fact they had known for a few years about the impending war without taking action was because of Anthony’s caution more than anyone else’s on the Council. Jaret would take his argument to other people: one who listened to him all the time because of his deep sensitivity, and the other who represented the most impulsive of the Council members.

Edgy and impatient, Jaret jumped off the couch and landed in front of the window, his vampire power making the inhuman action effortless. Darth raised her head from where she was taking a nap nearby but went back to sleep when Jaret stood staring out the window.

Xavier and Thomas strolled down the street a few minutes later. How Jaret envied their relationship. The two had met during the French Revolution, when Thomas courted Xavier and won his heart, converting him and establishing their now two-plus centuries old marriage. He was jealous of them because they shared everything and appeared to read each other’s minds, nurturing and helping the other—doing what a perfect couple would do. Anthony and he were too new for the same level of intimacy, and Anthony’s fear of Jaret’s magic being too powerful to allow him on the Vampire Council kept a further distance between them.

Thomas roared a laugh at something Xavier had said, his long black hair flying all over the place when he tossed his head back. Even after a few years of knowing them, their beauty stunned Jaret. Xavier with his slight stature, short dark hair, and hazel eyes, about the same average height as Jaret, versus Thomas, tall and muscular with piercing brown eyes and long black hair. Everything about them soothed Jaret as they climbed the steps and entered without knocking.

After hugs and kisses on the cheek, the three vampires settled into the living room. Darth trotted over to greet the new arrivals, sitting next to Xavier because she had always been attached to him. He petted her as they talked about mundane matters for a couple minutes, as if nothing were amiss in the vampire world.

An awkward silence descended upon them. Jaret was afraid to continue despite summoning them. Ever polite, Xavier always waited for people to feel comfortable before he engaged.

Thomas flipped his hair over his shoulder and rolled his eyes. “You two drive me nuts. Out with it. Why are we here? We all love each other and will feel the same way even if we disagree. We’re vampires, it’s what we do, century after long century. But instead of making this one night feel like an entire century, tell us why we’re here.”

“Thomas, for God’s sake.” Xavier clutched Thomas’s knee and stared a warning at him, no doubt concerned about Thomas’s direct approach.

But Jaret laughed, relieved at Thomas moving them forward. “No, he’s right! I’d delay forever before getting on with why you’re here. Besides, you two know this is about the war.”

Xavier held up a hand to stop him. “Possible war. There isn’t a war yet.”

“Wait until you hear everything I have to say. Because the first battle has started, whether we want to admit the truth or not. We’re at war.”

“What happened?” Thomas asked.

“Since the signs of a threat to vampires began appearing,” Jaret explained, “the Council, and me separately, have monitored through magic and waited for a clear indication the rogue would start a war. I tried to use my spells to figure out who was plotting but failed. The Council said we shouldn’t alert the person as they might spot our magical trail. But the Council can’t find him either. Well, nice work with the caution. Because whoever is doing this struck the first blow. He killed a vampire.”

“Are you sure?” Xavier asked, stunned. “He never acted with bold force and the Council magic didn’t alert us.”

Jaret took a deep breath, already annoyed with Xavier’s cautious approach, predicting more delays, more pondering, and nothing assertive. But if Jaret wanted to move the Council toward action, he needed both these men on his side.

Jaret took a moment to decide where to begin. Part of the story started with the long-ago war, when a renegade vampire acquired magic and struck at the Vampire Council. After he annihilated thousands of fellow vampires, including everyone on the Council except Anthony, Anthony defeated him and restored order. The distant echo of the first war sounded here because the ancient Council, too, noticed disturbances in the magic and worried about a problem.

But because Xavier and Thomas already knew the tale, they remained unconvinced.

Jaret thought about stressing to them how the Council and Jaret had been alerted to the current problem almost five years ago because of magical alarms. When the Council kept insisting on a slow, methodical approach, Jaret had stalked and begun his enlistment of Charon. While Jaret concluded Charon was not the perpetrator, he learned Charon possessed strong magic and would be an asset in the upcoming war. But no doubt anthony had filled Xavier and Thomas in on this news too.

“Hello?” Thomas waved his arms in the air toward Jaret. “Where did you go? Did aliens abduct your brain?”

“Sorry. I was thinking. The war will be here soon. I went to visit Charon in Savannah. He was having a huge party—nothing out of the ordinary for him. His boys and he gathered a gazillion hot, young men for a gigantic orgy. While I was there, one of them was killed. And after I departed, the magical warning shot through my head as never before. The Bachmann jewels I carried almost burned through my clothes from the heat of their alarm.”

“What were you doing there?” Xavier asked.

Thomas grinned. “Were you participating in an orgy?”

Jaret stifled a grin because he did not want to add levity to the seriousness of the moment. “No.” But he smiled anyway. “What they were doing isn’t the point. I was visiting Charon. But you were supposed to focus on the death of a vampire. Only another vampire could execute a vampire. Charon thinks his maker, Styx, committed the murder.”

Xavier shook his head. “Humans have murdered us in the past with magic, so how do we know this vampire did it? People have accomplished a killing with nothing but fire. And your presence there matters because you were again trying to get Charon to fight, weren’t you? You were orchestrating behind the Council’s back. Which is also why you wanted to meet with Thomas and me while Anthony was away. Because he wouldn’t approve of this venture. Jaret, we’re on this. We’re studying the threat and preparing to combat whoever initiates the fight. But we don’t want to stab in the dark at nothing. Our studying is vital, and Anthony is working to prepare for the fight. We can’t lash out against unseen enemies and give away our plans when we don’t know who to strike. You have to be patient. Sometimes caution is the best approach, no matter how frustrating.”

Jaret sighed. “Have any of you ever listened to Anthony’s story from the first war? As I recall, the Council stuck their head in the sand until the rogue struck, wiped most of them out, and almost succeeded. So this time you think we should wait again? Fucking brilliant.”

Xavier grimaced at Jaret’s outburst, but Thomas grinned, then exploded in laughter. He held up a hand in surrender when Jaret frowned at him. “I know. Nothing you said is funny. And I believe you. Jaret, you know I make your argument to the Council all the time? I hear you. Your point of view has merit. Anthony and this one,” Thomas jabbed his thumb toward Xavier, “would want to chat about whether or not to fight if a vampire had them in a headlock as he thrust a torch down their throats. I get you. But what would you have us do? If a vampire or some other being plans to attack us to bring about vampire genocide, we have no idea who’s behind the plot. We would use Council spells all over the world and hope they reveal a source, but the enemy could divert someplace else with ease. The Council’s magic, like yours, has warned about the seriousness of the threat. We’re lost. We should fight, Jaret. You’re right. Caution is bullshit. But we still don’t know what to do. We can’t locate a target. I know you don’t believe us, but we’ve looked. We’re searching. If Styx is behind this, if he has started the war, we must be careful because of his power.”

During his monologue, Jaret and Xavier took turns shooting Thomas looks of bewilderment and annoyance as he had pleased neither of them. In reaction, Thomas laughed again. “I see I have enchanted the entire room with my brilliance.”

“What about the killing? A vampire died. So we’re going to dance around with caution because we’re lost?” Jaret remembered the pain in Jordan’s voice as he told Charon about the murder.

“The Council can’t help with a dead vampire concealed from our authority, can we?” Xavier shot back. “Charon wants his own fiefdom, so Charon will have to handle the situation on his own.”

Jaret hated when the other side had a point, though scoring one failed to appease Jaret. “The next victim might not be one of Charon’s boys.”

Thomas began to answer when the front door bashed open, surprising them as they looked over to see Catherine and Harriet storm into the room. Catherine, Xavier’s sister, wore her long blonde hair in a bun as her piercing blue eyes stared in terror. She began to speak but choked on the words, so Harriet stepped forward. Harriet composed herself but a slight twitch in one brown eye gave away her nervousness.

“Thomas, Xavier, follow us. Urgent Council business.” Harriet spun around and grabbed Catherine’s arm, pulling her toward the front door.

“What is it?” Xavier stood and walked toward them.

Without a word, Harriet continued walking and pointed toward the door.

Xavier hurried after them, motioning for Thomas to follow, so Jaret got up too. “I’m coming,” Jaret announced.

Outside the front door, without stopping, Harriet commanded him. “You are not coming. This is Council business.”

Before Jaret could protest, the four vampires vanished. He could attempt to follow but they would scold him, order him away, and never change their mind about excluding him. Something big had happened, and while the Council dealt with a number of matters all the time, Jaret sensed the war had pushed them into action. Pissed at being ignored and certain of his own plot, Jaret determined a drastic step was needed—he had to get someone else on his side. He picked up his cell phone and dialed his best friend, Brady.

“Hello, Van Helsing residence. Do you have a vampire problem?” No matter the circumstances, Brady always made Jaret laugh.

“You wish I was coming to drink your blood.”

“Nah, I know you seek my come.”

Jaret laughed out loud. “Stop. I’m calling about something serious.”

“You sound serious. What’s up?”

“Do you remember our last conversation, after we had too much to drink and it loosened my tongue? I told you what I wanted to do?”

Brady paused a long moment before answering. “Yeah.”

“And you were interested?”

Another delay. “Correct. What about the ethic thing?”

“The vampire ethic can go fuck itself. This is urgent.”

“Shouldn’t we talk? Like, this isn’t the same as deciding to meet at a bar for a drink.”

“We can talk, but in person. Tomorrow night. Your place.” Jaret hung up on Brady, knowing his friend’s concern would attempt to talk him out of his latest plot. Jaret knew he could persuade Brady in person and was tired of all the caution and doing the right thing.

If the Council wanted to piss him off, he’d return the favor.

Jaret woke the next evening on fire about the Vampire Council. Fuck them. Fuck their rules. And fuck Anthony, too, since he never responded to Jaret after he had sent both a text and then magical communication to see if Anthony had returned to Chicago along with the other Council members who had been at Jaret’s last night.

Tonight, Jaret was going rogue to start living a little more like Charon. The Council could try to stop him if they wanted, but Jaret’s witchcraft gave him a potent weapon. Time to please himself, which started with trying to get more vampire friends on his side. He reached for his phone to call Brady when a magical tingling surrounded him before an orange orb floated before his face. Fuck. A Council summons. He grabbed an emerald bracelet from his magical jewels and swiped at the glowing ball in front of him to dismiss the request.

A text came through from Xavier:

Did you get the message from the Council?

Jaret first typed Fuck You but felt bad because Xavier deserved better than his petulance. So instead, he typed:

Yes, but I’m not coming. Very busy on Jaret business.

You don’t have a choice.

“Oh, yeah?” Jaret called for Darth and headed for the front door when an unseen force grabbed hold of him and pulled him into the air. Darth barked and ran in circles around him as he floated out an open window and above the trees.

Jaret felt for his gems and began to counter the spell when he sensed the Council’s magic and realized they had captured him. Fuckers. He decided to comply and go along for the ride without trying to counter their magic. He sailed over Chicago like a bird, wondering how all their caution about human discovery allowed for a flying vampire over the city at a slow speed. Maybe they had made him invisible?

A moment later, he was set down on the sprawling estate Thomas and Xavier kept in the Chicago suburbs. He walked up the front path as if arriving for a dinner party, entered the front door, and found Thomas, Xavier, Catherine, and Harriet assembled in the parlor. And he could cut the tension with a knife.

“I see the Politbüro awaits my arrival,” Jaret said, but not even Thomas grinned. Did their annoying magic alert them to his plans for tonight? Were they there to sentence him for crimes against vampires? He prepared to use his jewels in case of a problem and wondered why Anthony wasn’t there.

He sat in an armchair. The Council had assembled in a circle of chairs. Jaret rubbed his hands on his legs, looked around the room to avoid eye contact, and wondered if any of them would speak.

As was often the case, Harriet, who could state things in a matter-of-fact way without seeming cold or uncaring, began. “Before I tell you the news, you must promise to remain calm and listen to us. This will try you as never before. It’s essential. Do you understand?” Jaret wondered if her life as a slave in the American South prior to her conversion gave her an ability to deal with harsh truths instead of dancing around them like her peers on the Council.

Jaret’s alarm skyrocketed. “Tell me,” he demanded.

Harriet took a breath. “Last night, the second strike in the war came.” She pressed her lips together and stared hard at Jaret. “Anthony was kidnapped.”

Impossible. Jaret sat frozen, unable to marshal a response. No one could capture Anthony. The oldest living vampire. A member of the Vampire Council with all its magic at his disposal. Of all the news he may have anticipated, Jaret never would have thought Anthony could be a victim. Jaret shook his head in answer.

Xavier jumped out of his seat and raced to Jaret, kneeling before him and grabbing both his hands. “The Council has a plan.”

At last, Jaret reacted by yanking his hands away and standing. He smirked in disbelief. “You think you should act now, do you? No more caution? Too bad you didn’t take the situation with such earnest action say, oh, two or three or five years ago. I wish someone had warned you to fight and not sit around thinking all was well.”
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