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            Prologue

         
 
         The Holy Land, 1148 AD
 
         Gabriel, Count of Avignon, stood in the shadows of the mosque, watching carefully the carnage that was unfolding before him. The young knight had entered the mosque a few minutes before and had been battling his way toward the front ever since.
         
 
         Gabriel had been shadowing the knight, Jean, for days as he tracked down the rumors of a holy treasure. It served his purpose to let the knight be the one to find it and dispose of him later.
 
         Gabriel reached out with his mind, touched the mind of the knight. Jean truly believed himself on a holy quest; the fire of his faith burned bright in his heart and soul in a way that it did for few others.
 
         As he slaughtered a foe in front of him, another was sneaking up behind him, ready to behead him. Gabriel couldn’t allow that to happen just yet.
 
         Turn! Gabriel commanded silently, implanting the thought so intently in Jean’s mind that he knew the crusader would probably swear he’d heard someone speak out loud. Perhaps later he would attribute the word that saved his life to God. If he lived to think on it at all.
         
 
         Jean moved just in time to plunge his sword through the abdomen of his would-be killer. As the last man died, Jean dropped the body to the floor. He then turned back, approached the altar, and fell to his knees in reverence.
 
         Beneath Jean’s knees rivulets of blood coursed and pooled over the stones. Behind him lay the bodies of half a dozen who had stood between him and what he had long sought. Tears streaked down his face and he wiped at them with a bloody hand. He laid down his sword and grasped a silver cross that hung around his neck.
 
         Gabriel studied the cross. It looked like one that would belong to a woman; a token from the woman he loved, no doubt.
 
         Upon the altar there was a small box made of wood, ornately carved and decorated with a few small, glittering jewels. It was beautiful, the creation of some skilled craftsman for a wealthy patron. It was enough to turn any man’s head, but Gabriel knew that Jean didn’t care about the box, only about what he prayed was inside it.
 
         Gabriel could feel the hunger growing in him as the smell of blood filled the air. He would feed soon, but for now he watched the knight curiously. Centuries of practice had allowed him to control his instincts and urges in a way no mortal man could ever dream of. Jean had killed the men whose bodies littered the mosque’s cold stone floor without hesitation. He was not the most skilled warrior, but he had an intensity of purpose, a driving focus, that sustained him in battle. Yet the same hands that had taken life with such determination trembled when he lifted the box from the altar. The box covered the palm of Jean’s left hand and as he opened the lid with his right he closed his eyes.
 
         Gabriel risked moving closer then. He wanted to see if the rumors that had led them both there were true. What he saw inside the box surprised even him. He could feel Jean’s fear, his hesitation. He knew the young knight was desperately hoping he was right and that his long journey had been worth it.
 
         Open your eyes, Gabriel urged, and watched as Jean did. The surprise on his face mirrored what Gabriel felt. Was still feeling. After a few moments Jean recovered sufficiently to shut the lid and rise to his feet. He tucked the box inside his tunic and picked up his sword. Gabriel moved forward, and Jean spun around, eyes probing the shadows. Gabriel stepped farther into them and even though Jean stared right at him he did not see him.
         
 
         “I am for God, and I will protect with my life that which He has led me here to find,” the knight said, challenging the darkness with a statement that was half threat, half prayer. Gabriel allowed it to go unanswered and watched as Jean left the mosque. Gabriel stepped carefully around the bodies, not wishing to leave any evidence of his presence by so much as a boot print. He moved to the altar where the box had stood and touched it hesitantly.
 
         He closed his eyes and could swear he could feel some sort of warmth emanating from the place where it had been. Whatever doubts he had harbored vanished in a moment.
 
         “So many have searched for so long and it was found by a simple knight,” Gabriel mused out loud. It was God’s sense of humor, that was what Paul would say. What even Paul could not have anticipated, though, was that there were two relics instead of one.
 
         He turned and glided through the entrance of the church. Night cloaked him as he followed Jean, who left the city far behind before making camp for the night. When the young man finally fell asleep Gabriel considered taking the relics from him. It would have been a simple thing to retrieve the box without waking him, simpler still to retrieve after killing him. Instead he decided to wait. Paul would have said it was mercy that motivated him. There was something else, though. Something about the knight gave him pause. At any rate he knew where the relics were. He could afford to wait.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter One
 
            
               For the preaching of the cross is to them that perish foolishness; but unto us which are saved it is the power of God.
 
               —I Corinthians 1:18

            

         
 
         Prague, Present Day
 
         The cross. It’s all about the cross, David Trent thought as he sat numbly at the kitchen table in a house on the outskirts of Prague. He watched the two vampires in the living room pace back and forth like caged animals. There had to be somewhere they hadn’t searched yet, but none of them had thought of where. Susan Lambert sat silently on the couch, her arms wrapped around herself. If it hadn’t been for the tears still streaking down her face she might have looked like she was asleep.
         
 
         David was not crying. He was sitting, staring into space, reliving the whole thing over and over. There was nothing he could have done to stop it, he realized. He couldn’t have reached Wendy’s side any faster when the vampire had grabbed her outside the cathedral hours before.
 
         I should have protected her. Her and the cross necklace she was wearing. There had to be a reason that the other vampires wanted it so badly. Was it just because it seemed to be even more effective against vampires than average crosses? All David knew about the cross was that it had belonged to an ancestor of Wendy and Susan’s named Jean who had fought during the Second Crusade. Their grandmother, who had died recently and insisted her funeral be here in Prague, had left it to Susan. She had also left a letter hinting that the cross contained a great secret but gave no clue as to what the secret was. If Susan had been wearing the cross instead of Wendy, would the vampire have taken her instead?
         
 
         David wondered if this was what going insane felt like. Just days ago he’d arrived in Prague for work. If he hadn’t met Wendy and Susan he’d be sitting at a desk, tapping on a keyboard right now. He’d be blissfully unaware that vampires even existed, let alone that they were at war and one of them, Richelieu, was building a formidable army of them. But he didn’t regret meeting Wendy. His only regret was that he couldn’t do anything now to help her.
 
         They knew the vampire with long blond hair who had taken Wendy worked for Pierre, her grandmother’s lawyer. Susan had had several dealings with him regarding aspects of their grandmother’s estate, but they’d had no idea until a few hours ago that he was a vampire. Not only that, it seemed his connection to their family went all the way back to when he was human. Eight hundred years ago, Pierre had been a magistrate in the Inquisition in France and had condemned his young wife, Carissa, to a fate worse than death. They had read about him in Carissa’s journal, never expecting he was still alive, let alone so close. They had also read about how it was Gabriel who had saved Carissa’s life. Susan had seen a portrait of Carissa and swore that Wendy looked just like her.
 
         Is that why Pierre had her kidnapped? David thought. Or did he want the cross?
         
 
         “At least Richelieu didn’t get his hands on the sudarium,” Susan said suddenly, making them all jump.
 
         David glanced at the document tube clutched in his right hand. Inside it was a relic, the Sudarium of Oviedo, a burial cloth that was purported to be stained with the blood of Christ. Yes, they had fought Richelieu and saved the cloth, but they had lost Wendy in the process.
 
         He felt a lump form in his throat. He had come to care for Wendy deeply in the short amount of time they’d known each other. “There has to be some way we can find her,” he ground out.
 
         “There’s nothing more we can do tonight. The sun will be rising soon,” Gabriel said, his voice eerily calm.
 
         David glared over at the two vampires. “You should have told us, warned us that Carissa’s husband was a vampire and here in Prague. How were we supposed to know who Pierre was?”
 
         Gabriel gave no sign of the earlier distress he’d expressed over hearing Pierre’s name. “We did not know he was in Prague,” he said simply.
 
         “I feel like there are secrets you’re both keeping from me,” Susan said, anger flashing across her face.
 
         Neither vampire responded to that. Instead there was silence for several minutes before Gabriel turned back to her. “We can do nothing now. We must wait for night. The sun is rising.”
 
         Raphael, the other vampire, was heading for the staircase, swaying slightly on his feet. David glanced out the kitchen window and could just see past the one curtain that it was, indeed, getting light outside.
 
         “I suggest we all get some sleep,” Gabriel said, moving to follow Raphael upstairs.
 
         Susan had reverted to staring vacantly, and he doubted she’d be getting any sleep for a while. She was in shock and he wished there was something he could do for her, but he didn’t even know what he could do to help himself.
 
         “We’ll find her, you know,” he said, his voice sounding hoarse as he choked back his own emotion.
 
         Susan nodded, and he was grateful that she didn’t ask the question that wouldn’t leave him alone. When we find her will it be too late?
         
 
         David forced himself to pry his fingers loose from the tube as he stood up. His body was battered. His fractured ribs were still incredibly painful and the fight with Richelieu had done more damage. He was exhausted and he needed to sleep, but how could he shut his eyes even for a second when Wendy was somewhere out there in the clutches of a monster?
 
         Europe, Present Day
 
         Wendy woke slowly, her mind muddled. She couldn’t remember where she was and when she was finally able to open her eyes and sit up she realized that was because she truly had no idea where she was. Overhead fluorescent lights gleamed down, illuminating the room.
 
         She looked slowly around her. She was lying on top of a bed that was in a corner of what appeared to be an unbelievably large studio apartment. Across the room was a massive, antique rolltop desk and some other worktables. In the center of the room was a kind of sitting area with a couch, a table, and some chairs. A covered silver platter on the table caught her eye.
 
         She stood slowly, continuing to look around. There were no windows anywhere. What appeared to be a short passageway past the office area led to a staircase. At the top there was a medieval-looking door with iron fittings. She ran up the stairs and tried the door, but it was locked. Moreover, it was so massive and solid that there was no way she could batter it down. There was a small rectangle at about eye height that looked like it could be opened, but not from her side.
 
         She ground her teeth in frustration and turned to survey the rest of the room. There was art on the walls, some of it rare and valuable looking. There were curio cabinets displaying all sorts of knickknacks. She had missed seeing a small kitchenette earlier and after walking back downstairs she headed over to it. There was a refrigerator, a microwave, and a sink. She opened the refrigerator and stared at row after row of bags of blood like you’d find in a blood bank.
 
         She slammed the refrigerator shut and spun around. What was this place? A luxurious dungeon? A panic room for vampires?
 
         The possibilities were frightening. Her stomach growled and she realized she had no way of even telling what time of day it was, let alone what day.
 
         How long had she been here?
 
         She remembered running outside the church, holding on to the tube with the cloth in it, when a man had grabbed her and thrown her into a car. After that she didn’t remember much. Had she been drugged?
 
         But by who, and why would they bring her here?
 
         She thought of Susan and David and prayed that they were okay. They would have to be sick with worry over her. She wondered what had happened to them. Had they escaped Richelieu’s men and retrieved the sudarium?
 
         She knew Gabriel and Raphael were worried Richelieu had been trying to find a holy relic that had the blood of Christ on it so that he might ingest it. Blood was life, and power, and spirit, and when a vampire took the blood of another, he made that other person part of himself. They were afraid what would happen if a vampire tried to make the blood of Christ part of himself.
 
         She pressed shaking hands to her temples. It was all too much to take in.
 
         Can’t panic, just have to breathe and think.
         
 
         Her stomach rumbled again.
 
         And eat.
         
 
         Her eyes turned back to the table and the silver platter on it. She walked over hesitantly and put a hand on the lid. It was warm. She couldn’t help but think that when she lifted it she’d find something terrible, like a severed head or a human heart.
 
         She took a deep breath and yanked off the lid.
 
         Steak, mashed potatoes, and roasted vegetables. They were hot, too, with steam coming off them. It all smelled delicious.
 
         She sat down on the chair. The food was for her. There was no other explanation. The question was, why? It didn’t make sense for it to be poisoned. It would have been simple enough to kill her if that was her abductor’s plan.
 
         She picked up a fork that was sitting beside the plate and pushed it into the mashed potatoes. She gave it an experimental nibble and then wrinkled her nose when she realized that it was laced with garlic.
 
         And now she was even more confused. Was it a test to see if she was a vampire? There were better ways to go about that. Or was it meant to reassure her that she wasn’t about to get eaten by a vampire since garlic repelled them painfully?
 
         Either way she was too hungry to question. She prayed over the food, hoping God would protect her from whatever ill might come of it. Then she dug in and ate.
 
         She was hungrier than she had thought and a few minutes later she had cleaned the plate, including the steamed carrots, which she normally despised and which had also been laced with some sort of garlic powder.
 
         When she was done she grabbed some water from the sink and then got back to exploring her prison. The more she saw, the more she was convinced it had to be a shelter of some sort and not a dungeon. There were too many items of a personal nature and the artwork alone was clearly too valuable to use to decorate anything other than a private residence.
 
         So, a vampire must live there or use it as a sort of backup place. The question was, which one? She hardly thought it was Richelieu. It didn’t seem his style. Plus he’d been ready to kill her inside that cathedral. The only thing that had stopped him was—
 
         Her hand flew up to her throat and she was relieved to feel Susan’s cross still there. She searched the apartment for anything she could use to try to batter down the door but had no luck. Next she sat down at the desk and began looking at the collection of papers she found there, hoping to discover a clue to the identity of her captor.
 
         Finally she found a letter addressed to Pierre de Chauvere. She believed that was the attorney in Prague Susan had been in contact with. He had been at the cathedral to see the sudarium and he had remarked that she looked just like Carissa.
         
 
         “Pierre, what is it you want with me?” she said softly as she looked through the rest of the desk.
 
         There were literally dozens of cubbyholes in the desk, and it took time to go through them all. There were a lot of boring-looking legal documents, some of them seemingly quite old.
 
         And then she started yanking out drawers, dumping their contents. She hoped one of them had a false bottom. The third drawer granted her wish when she saw a piece of paper wedged into a crack toward the back. She retrieved a paperclip from the middle drawer, inserted it between the back of the drawer and the bottom, and yanked.
 
         The wood came up, and inside she found several very old parchment papers with fine, tiny handwriting on them. She felt excitement mounting within her.
 
         It was the same kind of parchment they had found stuck into Carissa’s diary. Gabriel had given the diary to Susan to read and they had eagerly devoured the story of their many-times great-aunt and all the tragedies that had befallen her.
 
         She picked up the pages and sat on the bed, leaning her back against the wall. She studied the writing more closely and realized that, like Carissa’s diary, these pages were in French.
 
         Wendy had studied the language in college and now she scanned the ancient papers eagerly, hoping for a sign of what they could be. Finally she saw the name Jean, Marquis de Bryas, and her heart nearly stopped. That was Carissa’s father, the one who had given her the cross that had been handed down for generations that Wendy herself was now wearing.
 
         She put the pages down on the bed and examined the room again. There truly was no way she could see to escape this place. Frustration filled her. There was nothing to do now but wait for her captor to make himself known or for the cavalry to come riding in to her rescue.
 
         She said another quick prayer for all of them, that they were all safe and might be swiftly reunited.
 
         The pages called to her and she could feel curiosity burning brightly inside her. Maybe they would reveal to her what the secret of the cross was.
 
         When had their lives gotten so fantastical? There were hints, whispers in the back of her mind that they had always been so. Susan and Wendy’s grandmother had been gifted, called upon by God to leave her home at all times of day and night to go and pray for friends and strangers alike. It had always fascinated and frightened Wendy, that amount of faith.
 
         There had also been the recent revelation that her grandmother knew of the existence of vampires and had even known Raphael. Wendy was still dying to know how all that had come about. But like so many other people in their family, her grandmother seemed to have taken her secrets with her to the grave. It was incredibly frustrating, but it also made sense. Who would have believed her? Wendy herself had only listened halfheartedly when her grandmother would talk about the magic and mystery of her hometown. She’d always put it up to a mixture of nostalgia and overactive imagination.
 
         Right there and then Wendy vowed that if she survived this and someday ever had kids she’d tell them all the important stuff before it was too late. God forgives everything. I’ll always love you. Vampires are real, watch out for them.
         
 
         She was going to have to make a list at this rate so that she didn’t forget anything. She got up and circled one last time. This time she focused on looking for anything she could use as a weapon. There wasn’t so much as a flashlight. Unless she threatened to bash someone over the head with a priceless work of art she didn’t see an escape plan that was remotely viable.
 
         Which meant there was nothing to do now but wait. Resolutely she picked up the pages and began to read.
 
         
            There are days when I hardly believe myself what has transpired in the last two years. How I dearly long to tell Marie about all of it, but I dare not. This secret is too great, too burdensome, and I would not risk her life with it. Still, if I should die the secret will be lost. So, however loathe I am to do so, I must make a record of what transpired in the Holy Land and upon my return home from there as well. For I fear that strange things are happening and I worry about the meaning of it all.
 
            The Templars are pressing me sharply to join their ranks and I fear their wrath if I continue to refuse. I do not know why they are so keenly interested in me in this manner. I fear it is because they guess at the truth, but how could they? From what lips would they have learned of it? For all who knew what I carried away from that mosque should have been silenced.
 
            And then there is him. I saw him again at the party that the king held. He spared my life, saved it, but he still terrifies me like no other could. Is it only a matter of time before he comes for me in the night? And if he spares Marie, what then shall she think?
 
            No, I must leave an account and I will seal it away so that none should find it unless I am dead.
 
            This then is how I, Jean, found a great and terrible treasure.…

         
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Two
 
            
               And as they came out, they found a man of Cyrene, Simon by name: him they compelled to bear his cross.
 
               —Matthew 27:32

            

         
 
         The Holy Land, 1148 AD
 
         Jerusalem itself was under the control of crusaders, but Jean could not trust them with something so precious as what was hidden inside the small box in his tunic. They would squabble over it just like the soldiers who had cast lots for Christ’s clothes. In his heart he knew that what he carried was a symbol of love and sacrifice, but he also knew that men’s hearts were corrupt and many would kill to get their hands on it.
         
 
         Once outside the city walls he kept a sharp eye out for the sentries that circled the city. He did not need to be challenged on his way. He saw one riding in the distance and he touched his heels to his mount’s flanks and his horse soon outdistanced any possible pursuit.
 
         Well clear of the city, Jean pulled his mount to a trot. As he rode he thought about the treasure he carried with him. There were two relics. He could present one to King Louis VII and the other to Pope Eugene III. Putting one piece in the hands of the king would be easy, but the pope would be a different matter. Jean wasn’t about to entrust the relic to a bishop. It had to go directly to the pope, but how?
 
         He was coming up on one of the camps of the German king and he took pains to avoid it. The crusade had made the kings allies, but like all political alliances, it was a fragile one. Jean had no doubts that if the German king or his nobles suspected that Jean carried anything of value, they would not hesitate to kill him for it, allies or no.
 
         He urged his horse on, searching the landscape for a safe place to make camp. A small stand of trees caught his attention and he made for them.
 
         As he ate some smoked meat and stale bread from his saddlebags he contemplated the stars overhead. He always felt small and awed by their presence. During his time in the Holy Land he had taken to staring up at the sky more often than he used to, wondering if Christ Himself had watched those same stars.
 
         His hand slipped to the box and stroked it for a moment, reassuring himself that it was real and that its contents were safe. The best choice, he had realized, was to give both relics to King Louis and allow the king to present one of them to the pope. Something about that seemed very right to him. The relic belonged in the hands of the church and was as fit a gift as a king could give.
 
         He slept fitfully, starting at every sound, and was up before dawn. He had a four-day ride still ahead of him before he would reach Damascus. He was on the road by the time the sun came up and he reveled in its warmth and marveled at its power to chase the shadows away, both the real ones and the ones in his mind. The Holy Land was not as he had imagined it would be. There was so much death, so much destruction, and it saddened him.
 
         At midday he stopped to give his horse a rest and to stretch his legs. As he walked he couldn’t help but wonder who else had walked on the same earth he did. Jesus? The apostle Paul? He touched the box again and was warmed by its presence.
 
         Later in the day, he could see a caravan of soldiers in the distance, heading toward Damascus. The battle there should have just begun and Jean was curious how his brothers were faring. He started to move his horse to join the caravan since it was the best and safest way to travel but stopped short at the last moment.
 
         Until he had surrendered his prize he couldn’t trust anyone. So, he continued on, alone, riding until the sun had almost set. As he made camp he noted that his horse seemed restless, constantly gazing off into the dark and starting every time Jean moved. “I don’t blame you; I’m not going to relax until we see the king, either,” Jean told the horse, speaking in slow, soothing tones. “But then, God willing, it’s back to France for us. What do you say?”
 
         The horse looked at him, ears pricked forward, beginning to calm down. The sun had gone down and the darkness pressed in around them. He knew of the large striped dogs with humped backs that skulked about at night and the giant spotted cats that blended into the dappled shadows. Both hunted in the night and though they usually stayed away from large camps of soldiers, a lone tethered horse was an easy meal to them.
 
         “I used to hate the dark,” he confessed to the horse. The sound of his voice seemed to comfort the animal. “It seems I always have. My grandfather used to tell me terrible stories about witches and demons and monsters of all types. I would wake up screaming after hearing one of Grandfather’s stories. My father said they were nothing, that there were no monsters. He used to say, ‘If you can’t see it, it isn’t there.’ I didn’t believe him, though. Just because you can’t see something doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist. I asked him once what he believed about God since he couldn’t see Him. He whipped me so hard I could feel it for a week.”
 
         The horse nickered softly, and Jean couldn’t help but smile. “I’m guessing you know what it’s like to get a good whipping, too. Somehow I doubt yours have anything to do with matters of faith.”
 
         Somewhere in the darkness an animal screamed and Jean lunged to his feet, sword in hand. If the predator killed his horse or even injured one of its legs, Jean would be as good as dead. He cursed himself for having stared at the fire instead of letting his eyes adjust to the dark. He might as well have been blinded. Whatever was out there wasn’t, though. Whatever was out there could see perfectly fine.
 
         Whatever is out there can see me.
         
 
         Suddenly there was a crash in the nearby brush. He swung in that direction, sword raised and ready to strike. “I am for God,” he announced when nothing made an appearance. “What I carry I take to my king for the glory of God. I shall protect it with my life and curse you with my death.”
 
         Only silence greeted him. The hair on the back of his neck rose and he spun around. There, standing several feet away, was a man concealed in a cloak. Jean blinked and he was gone.
 
         He took a ragged breath. He didn’t know what had happened, but he sensed the withdrawal of whoever or whatever it was that had been watching him. Still he stood, alert, looking around warily.
 
         When his horse fell asleep and began to snore, Jean lowered his sword and found that he was shaking uncontrollably. He sat down and stretched his hands to the fire, but it was not the cold of the night that seemed to be affecting him. It was something far grimmer that had invaded his mind, brushing icy tendrils of fear and doubt across his soul. He began to pray, the words little more than a jumble as they tumbled from his lips.
 
         It was not humanly possible to reach Damascus without sleeping along the way. Still, he wished he could keep moving at night and sleep during the daytime. Whatever it was seemed to hunt him only from the shadows and he had no desire to lay down, as helpless as a sheep, and be slaughtered in his bed. The moon was dark, though, and it made the road impassable at night. He had to continue on, riding during the day, sleeping at night.
 
         He stopped praying and took a deep breath, trying to calm his senses. Then he listened. There were only the normal sounds of the night to be heard. He no longer felt as if he were being watched. Was that a bit of trickery or the truth? He didn’t know, but he had to trust in God.
 
         For the next two days he rode unchallenged and slept undisturbed. He almost wondered if his mind had been playing games with him, if he had really seen a figure made up of shadows. As he drew closer to Damascus, though, he turned his mind to a more pressing problem.
 
         He worried for the safety of the relics that he carried. He meant for the king to give one to the pope, but what if he didn’t? What if he decided to keep both for himself?
 
         On the final day of his journey he made his decision. He stopped his horse for a short rest and took out the box.
 
         He hesitated, praying that he was making the right choice. Then slowly, carefully, he opened the box, using a clean bit of cloth picked up one of the relics, careful not to touch it. He wrapped it up gently and then concealed it inside his tunic. He closed the box, sealing the remaining relic safely inside.
 
         If he was wrong it would be a simple enough matter to explain to the king. He could say he had hidden one along the way, so as not to risk losing both on the journey if he should be attacked.
 
         On the other hand, if he was right, it was far better that the king never know of the existence of the second one.
 
         Finished, he let his horse rest a few more minutes before he remounted. “We’re going to eat well and rest well tonight,” he promised the animal.
 
         Prague, Present Day
 
         Gabriel awoke suddenly and lay for a second as the sleep paralysis lifted from him. He could hear footsteps heading upstairs. A shadow darkened the doorway: Susan looking in on the three vampires before she continued to the bedroom. That was good. She needed the sleep.
 
         He turned his head and glanced at Paul. His sire was still lying, immobile, his body turned the color of ash. The burns he had sustained when they tried to attack Richelieu’s stronghold were killing him, but they were doing so slowly. He wished he knew of some way to call the vampire monk back. Gabriel sat up and turned to look at Raphael. The younger vampire had a snarl twisting his lips and something about him at that moment reminded Gabriel of the first time he’d laid eyes on him.
         
 
         The Holy Land, 1148 AD
 
         For four days Gabriel followed just out of sight of the knight Jean as he headed for Damascus. When they finally arrived outside the city the knight headed straight for the encampment of the French king.
 
         Gabriel skirted the battlefield. The sweet, ironlike smell of burning wood mixed with blood filled the air. It was all around him, and Gabriel began to tremble. To the crusaders the Holy Land was being made holier by the blood being spilled upon it. All around him Christians and Muslims grappled together, engaged in terrible combat for the very ground upon which they stood.
 
         There is nothing holy about this land; it’s just dirt and grass and the things that grow in them, he thought.
         
 
         The crusaders were losing the battle for Damascus. He could see it in their pained faces, feel it in the surge of intensity from the infidels. Still, the French troops would not give ground easily. Gabriel noticed one knight in particular standing surrounded by dozens of bodies. As Gabriel watched the man turned and beheaded one of his comrades. He shook his head. Such was the tragedy of war. A moment later, though, he saw the same knight deliberately sink a knife into the chest of yet another crusader. Gabriel took a deep breath as anger rose inside him. Death didn’t distinguish between Christian and infidel, and clearly neither did the knight.
 
         Gabriel was close enough that he could hear the dying man gasp, “God forgive me.”
 
         “Better you should have prayed to me,” the knight said as he pulled his knife free.
 
         Gabriel narrowed his eyes. He turned aside and headed for one of the lords who was presiding over the battlefield. The man sat arrogantly astride his horse, a magnificent stallion that was clearly more eager to join the battle than his master.
 
         Gabriel rode up beside him, and the man inclined his head slightly. Gabriel indicated the knight he had just observed. “That man seems to have a taste for blood.”
 
         The other man grunted. “He likes to fight, that one.”
 
         “Who is he?”
 
         “Name’s Raphael. He hails from the Decazeville region.”
 
         “So, you are his lord.”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “You should watch your man; he doesn’t seem to care which side he’s on.”
 
         The lord cursed. “The devil take him,” he concluded.
 
         “You never know, he just might,” Gabriel said. He turned his horse and touched his heels to the beast’s sides. The horse jumped forward, and Gabriel quickly left the battlefield behind.
 
         The king was in an encampment eight miles away, where he spent his days negotiating with his allies—​​although bickering was a better way to describe it. While kings were busy quarreling with one another their armies were losing the battle. Rumors of retreat had begun to circulate, but Gabriel paid them little heed. Unlike the crusaders, he was there for a very particular purpose that had nothing to do with popes and kings.
         
 
         Gabriel arrived at the king’s camp on the heels of Jean. As he slid off his horse and tossed the reins to a servant he observed Jean dismount. The knight was stiff from the long ride but both he and his mount seemed to be in one piece. Gabriel slipped past him, unseen, into the tent of the king and took his customary place in the back corner to the left of Louis where he could observe all who came and went. Everyone in the room shifted a couple of steps away from him.
 
         Gabriel smiled as he usually did. They were afraid of him and yet they had no idea why. Some instinct prompted them to move out of his path, to not meet his eyes, and to speak about him but never to him. He came and went as he pleased with none to question him. He knew that they were happier when he was absent.
 
         Europe, Present Day
 
         Despite the fact that she was still a captive, Wendy was nearly breathless with excitement as she wondered what it could possibly be that Jean had found. A nail, a thorn? The parchment didn’t say. She couldn’t help but feel, though, that everything that had happened in the past and everything that was happening in the present were far more connected than all of them could guess.
 
         What is it they say about history? Those who don’t remember it are doomed to repeat it? She shuffled through the pages, her eyes scanning here and there, but nothing jumped out at her. She’d just have to keep reading from where she’d left off.
         
 
         The Holy Land, 1148 AD
 
         The king’s guard stopped Jean at the entrance to the tent and demanded to know his business.
 
         “I have found a holy relic; it is for the king’s hand alone,” Jean said.
 
         He was ushered into the tent. The floor of the tent was covered with rugs, many of which looked to have been picked up on the long journey to the Holy Land. The smell of perfume hung heavily in the air, making him slightly sick with its dizzying sweetness. It was cooler than outside and it felt good to the dry, cracked skin of his face and hands, which had been too long exposed to wind and sun and sand.
 
         The king was holding court at the far end of the tent, sitting on a throne. One of the guards approached the king and whispered in his ear. King Louis waved Jean forward.
 
         Jean willed himself to believe the best possible outcome as he knelt before his king.
 
         “What is it you have brought?” Louis asked.
 
         “A gift worthy of a king. I have brought something touched by the King of Kings, something Your Majesty could present to His Holiness.”
 
         “Let me see this gift,” Louis said.
 
         Jean pulled the small box from inside his tunic. He held it up toward the king.
 
         When he opened the box, he heard murmurs as people surged forward to look and then dropped to their knees in reverence. A chill touched him. Lord Avignon stared at him with intense, inscrutable eyes.
 
         Louis reached down and picked up the relic. Jean tried not to wince. It was divine, not for man’s touch, but kings could do as they willed.
 
         The king held up the object and smiled as he stared at it. Jean wondered if he could feel the power coming from it. As Jean saw the greed dancing in King Louis’s eyes he realized he had been right to keep back the second one. Louis had no intention of giving his prize to the pope. As the king held the relic Jean could feel tears stinging the backs of his eyes. If the king would not surrender it to the pope, then he would have to find another way.
 
         “Well done indeed,” the king said at last, breaking the silence.
 
         Those in the tent slowly stood, though they spoke only in whispers to one another.
 
         “Thank you, Majesty,” Jean said.
 
         “You shall, of course, be rewarded.”
 
         “I did not bring this to you in hopes of a reward,” Jean said, trying to hide the bitterness in his voice.
 
         “No, you brought it out of duty and nobility. Well, you shall find that while you sought no reward one shall yet be yours.”
 
         Jean took a deep breath. “The only reward I would seek is the privilege of removing this relic from this place of battle to the safety of Your Majesty’s palace in France.”
 
         The king looked thoughtful as he placed it back into the box that Jean still held and snapped shut the lid. “I will think on it. For now, since you have brought it safe this far, I entrust it to your keeping.”
 
         Jean bowed deeply. When he turned to leave the tent he saw Lord Avignon still staring at him. Jean shivered in fear as he met the other’s eyes. There was something about them that wasn’t right. The lord broke eye contact with him and walked silently to the king’s side and bent to whisper in his ear. He could still hear the man’s words.
 
         “I know of a knight who would be perfect to carry your prize safely home,” he purred. “His name is Raphael, and he is the fiercest of your warriors.”
 
         Once outside the king’s tent, Jean took charge of his horse and led the animal away to where he could unsaddle him and let him rest for the night. He had just finished rubbing down the horse when a squire approached him timidly.
 
         “What is it?” Jean asked.
 
         “You are to dine tonight with His Majesty,” the squire said.
 
         “I’m hardly dressed for it,” Jean said, wishing to stay with his horse in case he needed to take the relics and run.
 
         “There are fresh clothes waiting for you, my lord, in your tent.”
 
         “I don’t have a tent,” Jean said. While Jean was a knight, he was a poor one, with only a single horse to his name.
 
         “You do now.”
 
         Jean turned.
 
         “Please come with me,” the squire said, ducking his head.
 
         Jean patted his horse’s neck and then turned to follow as the squire led him to a small tent. Inside there was a new suit of clothes, finer than any he had ever owned. He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Are you sure we’re in the right place?” he asked.
 
         “Yes. I will wait for you and then escort you to His Majesty,” he said, backing out of the tent.
 
         There was a washbasin, and Jean moved to it gratefully and began to wash the blood and the dirt from his skin and hair. When he had finished he put on the new clothes and then emerged from the tent.
 
         Moments later he was sitting down to a feast. His stomach growled loudly at the sight of the food and he closed his eyes and inhaled the rich fragrances.
 
         Before they could start to eat the king called for silence and raised his goblet. “To our new Marquis de Bryas.”
 
         Jean glanced around, trying to figure out who had been named a marquis. It only took a moment for him to realize everyone else at the table was staring directly at him. He turned bewildered eyes back to King Louis. “For your faithful service in securing a most precious gift for the glory of France we honor you tonight, Lord Jean.”
 
         Dinner passed in a haze as he struggled to come to grips with what had just happened. He was a marquis. He wished more than anything that his beloved Marie was there. She would have reveled in the moment even as he felt conflicted. He would have rather been sent home with the relic than have all the titles in the world. Nothing had gone as he had envisioned since he had made his way to the king’s tent with the precious box.
 
         At the end of dinner the king returned to his throne, summoning his court around him. Once they were settled, a filthy man entered and knelt before the king. He must have come straight from the field of battle. He reeked of blood and death, and gore was caked onto his hands, clothes, and face.
 
         When the king called, Jean stepped forward. As he drew closer, he could feel evil coming off the man. This, he realized, was Raphael, the man to whom he would be asked to surrender the box and its precious cargo. Jean presented the box with the relic. Then he watched in disgust as Raphael pretended to pray. Jean fingered the cross that Marie had given him and wished he was riding home to be with her. He had left her as a knight, poor and ill prepared to provide for her. Now he was a marquis, an honor that he had not sought but would do his best to live up to. He would far rather switch places, though, with the ruffian who even now was taking possession of the box without feeling its power, its significance.
 
         Lord, make him worthy of carrying that which You once carried, he prayed.
         
 
         As Raphael walked past him on his way out of the tent and King Louis looked smug, Jean pledged his life to keeping the second relic safe.
 
         He shivered suddenly and was not surprised to see Lord Avignon, the tall man with dark hair and blazing eyes. As a count, there were many in the tent who outranked Lord Avignon, but there was still something terrifying about the nobleman. Jean watched as others moved instinctively out of his way. He was dressed in black, but there was a further darkness about him, as if no light touched him. When he had knelt before the relic earlier, though, there had been real fear in his eyes. As much as Jean disliked him, he found himself still wishing that it was Lord Avignon, and not Raphael, who was safeguarding the box on its way to France.
 
         “And now, Jean, I have a special task for you,” Louis said suddenly, interrupting his train of thought.
 
         “Your Highness,” Jean said, stepping forward.
 
         “The battle here is lost, curse that German fool. We are withdrawing to Jerusalem.”
 
         “How may I assist?”
 
         The king leaned forward and smiled as though losing the battle mattered nothing to him. “I want you to find me something.”
 
         What more could any man want than what he had just brought him? He glanced after Raphael. “But, Your Highness, I’ve already found you…everything.”
         
 
         Louis smirked. “Yes, well, now I want you to find me everything else.”
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Three
 
            
               Blotting out the handwriting of ordinances that was against us, which was contrary to us, and took it out of the way, nailing it to his cross.
 
               —Colossians 2:14

            

         
 
         Prague, Present Day
 
         Susan lay on the bed in her room upstairs, unable to fall asleep. She had left David downstairs. He was working on the computer, running Internet searches, hoping to figure out where Pierre might have taken Wendy. He had been doing property title searches to see if he could discover any other buildings owned by the vampire, since he wasn’t to be found at his home or office in the city. She had offered to help, but there was nothing she could do and he had insisted that at least one of them try to get some sleep.
         
 
         David was a computer programmer who had been transferred to Prague from his home back in the United States for a three-month assignment. His injuries had kept him from reporting to his new job. She was guessing it was only a matter of days, perhaps less, before he was finally fired. Somehow, though, she had the impression that this was the last thing that he cared about.
 
         What he did care about was Wendy. Her vivacious cousin had often been the object of men’s affections, but never in such a dangerous, explosive way. Their first night in Prague Wendy had been nearly killed by a vampire and things had just gone downhill from there.
 
         And another vampire might have killed her already.
         
 
         Susan thought of the times she had been in Pierre’s office and sensed, known, that there was something wrong. He’d had a large portrait of her grandmother as a young woman on one of his walls and he’d been very eager to find the cross necklace her grandmother had given her, which Susan had taken pains to conceal from him. Of course that didn’t matter much now that he had the necklace along with Wendy.
         
 
         She squeezed her eyes shut, angry with herself for not having been able to figure out that he was a vampire. It seemed so obvious now that it was almost laughable. And it was a sad, terrible thing that in all the hours they’d spent reading their ancestress Carissa’s diary never once had she mentioned the name of the man who’d tried to have her killed. Had they read the name Pierre in that diary maybe they would have been suspicious in time.
 
         The diary itself now sat untouched downstairs. It was in medieval French and neither Susan nor David could read it. Wendy had been their translator. Susan felt more anger and frustration bubbling up in her. She knew there was more the diary could tell them, not just about Carissa and what fate ultimately befell her, but also about things in the present. Because their present seemed completely intertwined with that past.
 
         Maybe she had the vampires to thank for that. Her thoughts slid to the three in the other room. She had sent up many prayers in the last couple of days while sitting at the bedside of the vampire monk. But Paul hadn’t gotten any better, only worse. Now what was left of him was the color of ash and she worried that the slightest touch would cause his body to disintegrate. God Himself had to be keeping the vampire alive because no one else had any other possible explanations for how he could have sustained such massive burns and not crumbled instantly into dust.
 
         Even though she’d learned much about Gabriel from Carissa’s diary, the vampire was still largely a mystery to her and terrified her. She could tell he frightened Paul and Raphael as well.
 
         Raphael.
 
         She felt her heart give a little leap at the thought of him. He was dark and dangerous but struggling so hard to be good. It had been him who had saved Wendy before and she had to believe he would save her again. She thought of the way he had held her when she cried. He had been so tender, so gentle. It was a different side to him and it had made her care for him even more than she already did. And that, of course, was dangerous and stupid because nothing could change the fact that he was a vampire.
 
         After a couple of hours lying there unable to sleep she went downstairs. David, it seemed, had finally passed out on the couch. She tiptoed quietly to the computer and looked at some of the websites and documents that he had up. He had typed in a few addresses in a document file and put several question marks after them. She felt her heart lift at the sight. Maybe he had found something important.
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