
    [image: ]

  
    
      [image: ]




    

  
    
      
[image: ]


Begin Reading
            

Table of Contents

Newsletters
            

Copyright Page
            



In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher constitute unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.





    

  
    
      
Chapter 1



Stand fast therefore in the liberty wherewith Christ hath made us free, and be not entangled again with the yoke of bondage.
            

—Galatians 5:1



Missouri, 1864

Freedom. It’s all about freedom. Baron Erik von Bayer stood on the field of battle, the familiar hilt of a sword gripped in his left hand and the less familiar butt of a gun gripped in his right. Not that he needed either, but he still had an audience, after all. It had been a while since he’d held a weapon that wasn’t a prop. The solid weight of the sword felt good. Night had fallen, and he was awake and ready to do what he could.
         

The men who stood around him called him simply Baron. The other side had given him the nickname the Baron of Death. It lacked poetry, would sound better in Italian as most things did, but it was accurate. More so than they realized.

This war had so many causes but only one meant something to him. No man deserved to be in chains, treated as an animal by those keeping him captive. He himself had spent years in a prison cell surrounded by men who were slowly reduced to animals. His own freedom had cost him everything, but in the end he had learned it was the greatest prize of all, worth any sacrifice.

He bowed his head for a moment in silent prayer that God would show His face of mercy and that all would know such freedom soon enough. That was worth killing for, worth dying for.

“Sing us a song, Baron,” one of the boys beside him said, his earnest face streaked with dirt caked on blood. Others chimed in, begging him for a song.

The night was far too quiet, considering how many men were about on both sides of the battlefield. The sun had gone down minutes before but light lingered in the sky, and the nearly full moon tonight would allow the fighting to continue past when it might have.

“Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord,” Erik began to sing, his voice strong and clear. He could feel his lungs swelling as he forced more air in and out of them. He closed his eyes, and just for a moment he could imagine himself back onstage at the Semperoper, the opera house in Dresden, Germany.

When this war in America ended, this bloody conflict that divided families as well as a nation, he would return to his home in Europe, where he would once again reinvent himself. A young French composer, Bizet, had recently premiered an opera called Les pêcheurs de perles—The Pearl Fishers. He had gone to Paris to see it, and though the critics didn’t care for it, when he heard the song “Je crois entendre encore,” he decided he must play the role of Nadir. There was also a lot of talk about Charles Gounod’s Faust, and Erik knew he was a perfect fit for the title role. But he would need to wait a few more years before emerging as a fresh, young talent, a new singer who would make his way to the pinnacle before disappearing as so many others had.
         

It was part of his curse.

He opened his eyes and forced himself to focus on the present. As he sang he felt the men around him stirring, their courage and faith renewed. The song was one of theirs, distinctly American. He remembered when the song had been known as “John Brown’s Body,” the lyrics coarse and focused on death. Julia Ward Howe had taken the tune and made it transcendent with new lyrics, lyrics guaranteed to move men to risk all in the service of God. Just as it was doing now.

He could smell fear drifting across the field and hear the urgent mutterings from the other side. The Baron of Death was as well known for his beautiful voice as his bloodthirsty ferocity in battle. No Confederate soldier had ever survived an encounter with him.

“As He died to make men holy let us die to make men free / Our God is marching on.” He finished the song. There was a moment of silence, poignant, as if the whole world was waiting with bated breath for what came next. “Let’s go boys,” he said.

They all leaped forward, and he forced himself to stay with the leaders instead of race ahead as he wanted to do. Everyone knew the Baron was fast, but they didn’t know how fast.

They reached the other soldiers with a mighty roar of men and steel and powder. Erik reminded himself to use the sword and the pistol instead of just ripping heads off.

The heat of battle crashed over them all, and everywhere he could smell death and blood. He grabbed a soldier and nearly ripped his throat out, but forced himself to be content with running him through with a sword.

The battle was short, brutal, and soon the surviving Confederate soldiers retreated, fleeing as fast as they could from the field of battle. Erik did not give chase. He only fought enemies that stood before him, but he would never again run one to ground. Chasing someone with the intent of killing him had changed his life forever.

He quit the field of battle before the smell of blood could completely undo him. He had worked hard to wean himself off human blood, but this war had done nothing for his resolve.

*  *  *


It was midmorning and the house was quiet. Jeanette Molay sat at her cousin’s husband’s writing desk composing letters to family at home in France and wondering how to answer the latest letter from one of her suitors. Monsieur Chauvere was nothing if not persistent. Truth be told, his attentions had been one of the reasons why she had accepted her cousin Marie’s invitation to come stay with her in America for a while. Jeanette had always longed to see more of the world. She knew she would need to marry soon, and this was a rare opportunity she would not likely have again. She had responded with grateful acceptance the very next day.

It really had been a godsend. Marie had been wonderful, her two little children delightful, and she had enjoyed telling them bedtime stories and spending time with the family. America was a country in crisis, but somehow it seemed easier to handle the crisis of a country at war than to handle the pressures of her family and suitors back home. The reprieve, however, had not brought her any closer to a decision on whom she would marry when she returned.

The morning stillness was suddenly shattered by the sounds of gunfire. Jeanette lurched to her feet and flew to the window to see what was happening. It wasn’t unusual to hear shots in a simple dispute between two people or a drunkard firing at the sky. But this was a time of war. From upstairs she heard the sound of running footsteps, and a moment later Marie came flying down the stairs, her skirts trailing uncharacteristically on the steps behind her.

“Where are the boys?”

“Next door playing.”

“We should—”

More shots, closer, accompanied now by screaming. Jeanette backed away from the window.

“Something’s happening,” she said. She had the sudden urge to run. Her mother had told her from the time she was very young to always trust such instincts. She said that they were a special gift from God to the women in her family. It was an ability to sense evil, danger, to know when to run. Why her cousin wasn’t so blessed, Jeanette didn’t know, but Marie would—must—trust her. They were in danger.

She spun to Marie. “Quickly, we must go. Let us leave through the back,” she said.

Marie stared at her. “What? And go where?”

“Anywhere.”

There was no time to convince her, so Jeanette leaped forward, grabbed Marie’s hand, and dragged her toward the back of the house. With every step she took her heart pounded harder. And with a sudden, terrible sinking feeling she realized they weren’t going to make it.

She heard the front door crash open behind them. A man’s voice was shouting. There were pounding footsteps.

The back door flew open just as they reached it and a man stood there, sneering at them, gun leveled right between her eyes. Her mother had not prepared her for this.

*  *  *


When Erik arose the next night he walked through the camp, trying to get a feel for what might have happened during the day while he slept. Everywhere men greeted him, shared with him bits of gossip. Then, as he was looking toward the officer’s tents, Captain Jones stepped outside and signaled him over before retreating back inside.

Erik went over and walked inside, wondering what the captain wanted. As a volunteer from a foreign nation he was not part of the army, and he stood slightly apart from the chain of command. As a result, he was friends with all the men regardless of rank, and he moved freely when and where he pleased.

The man was seated behind his makeshift desk, dispatches cluttering its surface. The lanterns that were lighting the space cast strange shadows on the walls, and by their light Erik could see that the other man was white as a ghost and shaking.

“Captain?” Erik asked.

“A messenger arrived a few minutes ago.” The man’s voice was shaking as hard as his hands were. “It seems Quantrill’s Raiders staged another attack in Kansas.”

Erik pursed his lips. Quantrill led a group of bushwhackers who attacked Union troops and those who sympathized with them as often as possible. He wasn’t part of the Confederate army; he and his group operated outside of it. However, they did have an uneasy relationship, as well as the gratitude of some of the officers who were willing to turn a blind eye to their atrocities. Quantrill’s men were ruthless, many of them amoral, and their attacks were beyond savage.

“It appears to be another reprisal by Bloody Bill for the jailing of some of more of his relations.”

“Bloody Bill?” Erik asked.

“Bill Anderson. He’s one of Quantrill’s lieutenants, worse than most of the others and the driving force behind several attacks, including this one.”

Erik couldn’t help but think of the Lawrence, Kansas, massacre several months before, which had been the first such event. It had been an abomination, what had been done there. “How many dead?” he asked.

“Too many. Men, children,” Captain Jones shuddered. “And this time they took hostages, two women, and are demanding the release of some of their men that we’ve captured.”

Erik felt himself go very still. Two women in the clutches of those savages were as good as dead. If they were lucky. “What’s the army going to do about it?” he asked.

“There’s not a bloody thing we can do,” Captain Jones said. “A trade is out of the question, and we cannot spare the men to go after them right now. I would go myself, alone, but I’d have no chance against—”

“Why are you telling me this?” Erik interrupted.

Captain Jones looked down. “I’ve heard things about you...rumors. The men love you to a fault, but it hasn’t escaped anyone’s attention that when you enter a battlefield all enemy combatants are dead within minutes.”

“That’s more due to the men than me,” Erik said.

“That’s a lie, and don’t pretend otherwise with me. Not now.” The officer sighed heavily. “It has also not escaped my attention that you fight only at night.”

Erik remained silent. The man was leading up to something, and protesting at this point was just going to slow them down. He needed to know what Captain Jones knew or thought he knew and what he wanted to do about it.

“I don’t think of myself as a superstitious man,” Captain Jones continued, “but my wife’s cousin has told the children some fantastic stories, stories that would seem like complete fairy tales. I never gave these stories any thought until the day I met you.”

He looked up and met Erik’s eyes. “Are you...what I think you are?”

“Would it matter if I was?” Erik asked.

“At the moment, it would matter a great deal, because I have need of a man...a creature...capable of great and terrible things.”

Erik studied the man carefully. He could feel no malice coming from him. Around them the sounds of the camp were as they usually were, nothing seemed out of place. He made a quick decision.

“I believe the word you’re looking for is vampire.”
         

If it was possible Captain Jones turned even whiter. “It’s true, then?” he whispered.

“What is it you want?”

“The two women who were kidnapped. One was my. . .is my wife, Marie Jones. The other is her cousin, Jeanette Molay. I want them back, and I want the men that took them dead.”

“Did you say Molay?” Erik asked.

“Yes, it’s French. My wife is French, and her cousin came to stay with us about a year ago. Please, will you help?”

Erik nodded slowly. “Yes,” he whispered.

“Thank you,” Captain Jones breathed. “I’ll see to it that you have the fastest horse—”

Erik raised his hand. “I can travel faster on foot.”

For a moment it looked as though the captain was going to argue, but then he nodded his head. “Very well. Is there anything you need from me?”

“Descriptions of both women and the location where they were last seen.”

*  *  *


It did not prove too difficult to pick up the trail. The Raiders had the reputation of being able to disappear, taking a dozen paths and changing horses so that they couldn’t be followed. That was true, but they were not alone in their efforts. There were people who saw the routes they took, knew where they kept their horses. All Erik had to do was find a couple of those people. One talked willingly when Erik flashed his fangs at him. The other required more persuasion, which Erik was happy to provide.

He discovered that the Raiders were taking the women back to Texas where the larger group had been since just after the raid on Lawrenceville. He also learned that “Bloody Bill” Anderson had seemed to tire of his secondary position in the organization. He had managed to get Quantrill arrested, although the latter had escaped. The guerillas were fighting among themselves. That was the best news the Union could hope for. However, without the quasi-legitimacy provided by Quantrill’s uneasy ties to the Confederate army, Erik feared that the savagery and lawlessness of the group would just escalate.

It was one more reason to find the women quickly.

*  *  *


Jeanette Molay vowed that if she made it through this alive she would return straight home to France, no matter how difficult her personal life was back there. Her wrists were bound to the horn of the saddle on which she was sitting. Even if she could find a way to break free of her captor she would never be able to steer her horse to a place of safety. She had never before ridden astride, like a man. The position pulled her skirts indecently high, but at least it kept her in the saddle better than if she was riding sidesaddle.

Her cousin Marie rode beside her, eyes glassy with pain and fear. She knew that Marie was terrified for her two young children. She wanted to reassure her, to tell her that the children would be fine with the neighbors, but she didn’t want to draw attention to their existence lest the barbarians turn around and go back to capture them as well.

She also wanted to tell Marie not to worry, that surely her handsome, dashing, captain husband would be coming after them. She didn’t want to antagonize or encourage the men riding beside them, though. She had overheard a couple of them talking, and she was fairly certain that they had been taken because Marie was the wife of a Union officer.
         

Her body ached, and the terrain was difficult. There were several times where the only thing that kept her in the saddle were her bound wrists. Twice she had nearly fallen only to have to haul herself upright. The ropes had cut deeply into her wrists, which were now covered in blood. She had hoped that the lubrication might help her slide them free, but she had struggled to no avail.

As they rode she prayed that God would protect them, the children, and her cousin’s husband. Above all she prayed that God would see her safely back to France. She should never have left.

The longer they traveled the more men joined their little group. When they’d been taken from the town they’d had only three escorts. Now they were up to at least fifteen. Two of the men had given her such a look it had made her skin crawl, and she prayed they would leave again.

“What do you want with us?” Marie asked suddenly.

Jeanette winced, convinced that engaging these men on any level was a bad idea.

A couple of coarse laughs greeted her question. The man who had been riding next to Marie the entire time, though, turned to look at her with angry eyes. He had wild hair and a long, straight nose. Something about him made her feel sick just to look at him.

“Retribution,” he said shortly.

“For what?” Marie asked.

“For the imprisonment of my sisters and the subsequent death of one of them.”

Please don’t say anything more, Jeanette silently prayed.
         

“So, you intend to imprison us?” Marie asked.

“Only briefly,” he said, his voice dangerous, his tone meaningful.

He plans to kill us, Jeanette translated. Please God, save us.
         

They rode until just after nightfall when they seemed to reach some sort of camp. Four others were already waiting for them there, and Jeanette shivered when she saw them.

They looked similar, like they were related, probably brothers. There was something seriously wrong with them, though. All of them had incredibly pale skin and an unnatural stillness about them. She could feel evil rolling off of them, and they frightened her more than anything ever had in her entire life. She was brought to mind of all the stories her mother used to tell her about monsters and demons who preyed upon the souls of the innocent.

One of them turned and looked at her, and began to smile. She shrunk away from him and her horse danced underneath her, nearly unseating her. The man who had been leading her horse dismounted and began to roughly untie her hands. Her mind began to race, planning how she could escape. She glanced over at Marie. Her cousin was still in shock and would be less than useless to her. There was no way she could leave her behind, though.

“All right, get down,” the man said gruffly once her hands were free.

She shook out her wrists, made as if she was going to dismount, then kicked him in the face. She grabbed her horse’s reins, jerked his head around, and pressed him in the ribs with her heels.
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