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			Prologue

			Isaiah, the Beginning of the Alliance

			 New Orleans, 1993

			Memories of a first snow’s quietude caressed his mind. It lulled him. And Nikolai accepted this momentary respite. The winter’s cold possessed a serenity he craved, even now. He remembered. Watching from the hills, just above the horizon. Alexi’s childhood home. The soaring windows dancing with the fire of a fading sunset. Slowly obscured, made even more beautiful by each and every snowflake’s whimsical careless caress. 

			Thick tranquility whitewashed their vast Russian landscape, bathing his own childhood home with its ice blue brilliance. The precious few hours of winter daylight forced this stoic, unrelenting Russian world to slow. Early sunsets and long winter evenings still had the power to quicken his pulse. He closed his eyes, unaware of how his hands were reaching out for her. He longed to suffocate her with his love, his expectations, even his gentle criticisms. But most of all, he wished he had the power to smother her. Not with malice or the physicality of a man so much larger than his trusting fragile woman, but with a love that knew no bounds. Foolishly, it was this very protection that he, and no one else, had let slip away. He sighed. The bayou would never cast a magic that spoke to him like those fiercely quiet Russian winters had. He wiped away the sweat that had begun to sting his eyes. The bayou’s humidity did nothing to lighten his mood. It never had. It never would. Nonetheless, he was grateful for the refuge it had always laid willingly at his feet.

			Nikolai opened his eyes, forcing the past to take its place. The bayou glistened with its barely perceptible sexual vibe, so familiar after all these years. This undercurrent was like a slap across his face. Like a lover who would bring you to the brink and then sneer at your unrequited longing. Taunting. He glowered, as reality intruded on his fantasy of a cherished long ago and what he had thrown away. His fear that she was no longer his, really his, was getting the best of him. He turned his anger outward, mindful but not really caring of the consequences to those less powerful than he. And that unrelenting taunting. It just wouldn’t go away.

			Somewhere on the other side of the dilapidated structure, another man was succumbing, mired in his own self-pity. Wallowing in a very different regret, but with the same loathing of a past gone wrong.

			Nikolai, cut me a break. Really man, cut me a God… Damn….. break.

			Ulysses winced. His silent rant dissolved as he stared down at the blood dripping from his fingertips. Sudden pain forced Ulysses to relax the grip he had placed upon the rotting verandah’s banister. Jagged splinters were wedged deeply within his nail beds. Slowly, he extricated each shard of ancient wood, glistening with his essence. Concentrating on his task, he savored the momentary escape from his much bigger worries.

			God damn vampire, leave me alone.

			Another silent rant.

			He waited for any sign of intrusion into his mind. 

			Nothing. Hmm…..

			Ulysses shook his head, muttering to himself, “Watch your step.”  

			I can’t.  

			The thought throbbed with defeat. 

			And just a little bit of drama, for good measure.

			Again, he tried to caution himself.

			“He will READ you.”  

			I don’t care. 

			Reality oozed with a hint of truth.

			“Oh yes, you do…..”

			Ulysses turned his eyes heavenward, flicking the last blood-soaked splinter across the verandah. He hissed into the inky bayou, stilled by his unwelcome intrusion, “Murdering bane of my existence! I wish you had never found Isaiah. I wish someone could find a way to kill you. You don’t deserve her love or my loyalty….. You are the cause of Alexi’s loneliness. You are the reason your son never suckled at his mother’s breast, aching for her sweet release. God knows how much I hate you.”

			The spineless accusations fluttered into the stillness. Useless bravado found unwanted crazy laughter bubbling from somewhere deep within his fractured soul. Ulysses was appalled by his unexpected outburst. He had not meant for his thoughts to take flight. He had been helpless to halt their meaningless journey. He jumped as thunder crackled overhead. It was getting closer. His crazy laughter turned to sobs. Tatianya’s grief was suddenly too much to witness or just ignore. 

			Why does this stir me so?  What is different this year? Is it just that hurricane in the gulf? Or is it something else?

			Get a grip, NOW. 

			Ulysses’ thoughts wound their way back to his beautiful, miserable mistress.

			In years past, Ulysses had coolly shied away from Tatianya’s pain. This reaction was not so much from cowardice as from vexation. He had done nothing to cause this suffering. He resented having to deal with its aftermath. But pleading azure eyes surrounded by cascades of silken curls in disarray made his mind go places that were taboo. He had no real designs on his master’s mate, but her grieving held the key to any man’s virility. Her seductive femininity, so fragile, so alluring, cried out for someone to make it all go away. It made her even more gorgeous, downright intoxicating. He dreaded Mardi Gras in a way only a few could understand. 

			Just how has Alexi resisted all these years?

			Mind your own business. 

			And snap out of It, you moron.

			Bitterly, Ulysses struggled to quell his rising anger. And desire. He bristled. He knew Nikolai could READ each and every word, spoken or not. It made no difference. His thoughts had never truly been his own. 

			Go ahead, you son of a bitch, do your worst. I just don’t give a shit today.

			And there it was. Once again, Ulysses gripped the rotting banister as Nikolai probed, seeping into every crevice of his mind. He braced for the blinding, unrelenting agony that accompanied each Reading.

			He fought the rising hysteria but allowed a wicked smile. He smirked at the paradox with which he lived.

			“Ah Nikolai, how is it that you crave the stain of blood upon your hands each night but abhor the taint of profanity upon your lips? How do you ever reconcile your need for propriety with your lust for human blood, their souls of no consequence to you? Please, do explain. Your humble servant is in desperate need of enlightenment. You must agree; your Old-World code of honor seems so out of place after all those stolen lives. I don’t know about you my lord, but I can’t help feeling your demand for decorum seems just a tad absurd.”

			He shook his head and mumbled into the slowly rising wind, “Wow, I am really losing it. Ulera is going to have my head.” Nikolai’s aristocratic Russian upbringing, his impeccable manners simply could not allow for swearing. But somehow, the basic instinct to cling to life had forced Nikolai to find a way to live with murder. 

			Ulysses knew he would again pay dearly but just couldn’t resist. 

			“Asshole.”

			The familiar pain descended right on cue. As he fell to his knees, he screamed into the hushed bayou, “It was worth it, you decorous murdering second-rate royal!” 

			Birds twittered nervously in the overhang, but his final stab at bluster went unanswered. Satisfied with his small victory, Ulysses’ mind returned to Nikolai’s only reason for existing. He ignored the pounding that reverberated in his skull. 

			Anywhere else, Tatianya managed to keep her sadness quietly tucked away. But not here. He wondered to himself, why was she so driven? Was there no better way for her to honor her dead? And why did this year feel so sinister?  He knew it wasn’t just the early spring hurricane. 

			Hurricanes came and went in the swamps of Louisiana, but this one was different. The timing was all wrong. It was way too early. The energy surging forward carried an intensity Ulysses didn’t recognize. Even the humidity seemed alive, vibrant with a secret loathing. Rounding a corner on the verandah, he studied the Spanish moss suspended in the overhang. It eerily swayed ever so gently in the thickening stillness. 

			Ulysses turned his back on the shadowy mangroves, the rising waters lapping at their roots. He thought of the resident vampires of New Orleans. Somewhere, out in the listless bayou, they too were watching Tatianya’s sordid exercise, mesmerized.

			Why does she do this to herself? 

			Ulysses turned condemned eyes heavenward. He shook a fist and again, threw caution to the wind. He shouted out his challenge, “If only you could save me, Jesus! Are you even out there? God, I hate you almost as much as I hate Nikolai!” His eyes darted around the shadowy bayou, ashamed. The time for honesty had slipped away a long time ago. 

			This is so messed up.

			Ulysses tried to calm himself and peered around the rotting mansion that should have been claimed by the kudzo long before his time. He wished the Union soldiers had burned it to the ground when they had had their chance. It was maddening. In silent protest, he kicked a loose wooden floorboard into the swirling muddy waters, watching it disappear. It baffled Ulysses that his master would willingly resign himself to this scenario year after year. Nikolai actually seemed to find a measure of solace among the bayou’s filth and decay.  

			Why? Nothing could change their past. Perhaps a form of penance?

			Ulysses sighed, surveying his dismal surroundings. He couldn’t wait to escape the bayou, blot out the ugliness these pilgrimages couldn’t help but resurrect. “Crazy old vampire,” he muttered, picking away at the veranda’s peeling paint. He thought of the lavish old home in the French Quarter that Nikolai had meticulously restored but never used. “What a waste,” Ulysses mumbled to the alligator circling a nearby mangrove. He watched it lunge at what could very well be its last meal.

			Ulysses trudged into the mansion’s darkened interior, seeking his own reason for living. Like he did each Mardi Gras, he petulantly groused to Ulera, “What good does this do Tatianya, Nikolai, even Alexi? All this wallowing in the past. Dredging up ancient history year after year is so useless, so stupid.…It won’t bring him back. Damn, I hate it here.”  

			He broke off a piece of glass from a shattered windowpane, careful not to draw any more blood while he waited for the scorching pain to return. It didn’t. A reprieve. His mystically gifted wife was so much better at accepting their path. She cautioned him to watch his thoughts, let alone put a voice to his resistance. Or his swearing. Her soft brown eyes were often rimmed with a panic he failed to see.

			Ulysses was a simple man. Not stupid, but simple. Everything to him was black and white. He had never totally grasped this very grey world his forefather Isaiah had accepted so long ago. 

			Right here in this very spot, in 1857, Isaiah had knowingly hurled himself and his descendants into a convoluted relationship that had no end. Ulysses was told he looked nothing like Isaiah, who had been tall, thin, and regal, a West African prince who had been dethroned by the flourishing slave trade. Destined for Charleston, South Carolina, another early spring hurricane had forced the slave traders to reroute. Fate had conspired to bring Isaiah and his insatiable bride, Kawanaa, to New Orleans. 

			Ulysses knew he favored his mother’s family. Stocky, strong, built for hard laborious work. Although college-educated, he had quickly reclaimed his place working side by side among the crew that tended to Nikolai’s precious Napa Valley vineyard. Ulysses couldn’t understand why Nikolai cared so much about education. Dutifully, he had gone to college and managed to pass. But it was clear to both of them that Ulysses would never relish discussing current affairs or foreign politics the way Nikolai loved to do. He simply had no interest.

			Ulera shook a graceful ebony finger at her spouse, “Ulysses, I don’t have time for this. Make yourself useful. And be careful, something is different this year. I can feel it. Something is very wrong. Please don’t make matters worse, if you can help yourself. Go.” Ulysses shuffled outside to watch the shifting waters and sulk. He was steeling himself to convince Nikolai that Ulera was right, something was wrong. And she wasn’t just referring to the advancing hurricane.

			Ulysses envied the Mardi Gras revelers, blissfully unaware that a very different world was lurking just beyond their drunken perimeters. As he got older, the past was becoming more of a noose around his neck. He could swear the sweltering humidity was like an executioner’s hand, tightening that noose a little more each time they came. He longed for the creature comforts and safety of their vineyard. He felt Ulera slipping her arms around his muscular mid-section. She breathed deeply of his musk, “Ulysses, relax. Soon we will be home. Soon you will feel the vineyard’s soil between your hands. But heed my warning, you can’t change the past. Theirs. Or ours. Try a little harder to accept what is.” She snuggled in a little closer, seductively nipping at his neck, “For my sake?”

			Ulera was his lifeline in this world he didn’t understand. She was so beautiful; he couldn’t figure out what she saw in a man so prone to doubts and regret. Her large brown eyes could coax him to do just about anything. He loved the sleekness of her skin as she writhed beneath him in their moonlit nights. He assumed her own mysterious gifts had paved the way for her to love him so. He was just grateful that a simple man such as himself had found this treasure. “Ulysses, don’t sell yourself short. It will be your downfall. Close your eyes and think of home.” Obediently, Ulysses blotted out the bayou. He could almost believe he was standing in their vineyard. She felt the tension in his shoulders yielding under her feathery caress.

			Ulysses loved Napa. Their lush, gently rolling vineyard sang with the aroma of wine hanging in the air at every turn. Those serenely undulating rows of grapes held no trace of the devastation they knew was ever poised to sabotage. Each spring, the sight of tiny vivid green leaves sprouting from the gnarled grey vines always made his heart take flight. He craved the feeling of the dry dusty dirt crumbling between his hands in the midsummer heat. He savored the wind rustling thru the valley. The delicious mist sailing in from the San Francisco Bay seemed to soothe all their battered souls. He loved to watch the fog bank rolling in, blanketing everything in its path as it shifted and swirled. 

			Ulera smiled, feeling her husband relax. “That’s right my love. Home is always with you.” 

			Ulysses adored being perched high above that Northern California valley floor. Their eagle’s eye view had kept them safe, so far. Their private way of existing and co-existing had remained obscured for the most part, until now. He cherished the façade of security the ancient stone walls surrounding their little sanctuary evoked. This fortress that Nikolai had surrounded them with kept the mildly curious at bay. Nightly forays deep into the vineyard provided fleeting assurance that their borders were secure. The cave system rambling beneath their vineyard provided further false assurance of protection. But Ulysses knew, just as Isaiah had known so long ago, nothing would ever truly shield them and their ugly secrets from those that held the knowledge. It was a burden that Nikolai shouldered and carried with him day in and day out, year in and year out, and now century after unending century. There was no choice.

			Nikolai, you brought this on yourself. Ulysses fought to keep the hopelessness at bay.

			He turned to face Ulera and cradled her face in his hands. He searched her eyes for their ethereal quality. It was like a drug to him. “I love Napa, the vineyard, but you are my home.” Ulera opened herself to her husband’s yearnings. She received the kiss he wished could lead to more. Just as quickly, she withdrew. She extricated herself, “Behave. Go. You are needed elsewhere.” She sauntered off, smirking. She had felt his hardness begging for her acceptance.

			Ulysses rounded a corner on the verandah that encircled the entire first floor of the once-stately plantation’s manor house. He stared for a moment, transfixed by the sight of his master tending to his grieving wife. He was mesmerized by the beauty of the demons his forefather Isaiah had forever chained him to. It amazed him how their kindness could survive unscathed alongside the boundless cruelty he had seen unleashed far too many times.

			Hesitantly, he approached the languid figures regally lazing on the dilapidated mansion’s once majestic verandah. It had seen so much, maybe too much. But today, the only vision was of Tatianya’s golden curls dancing brightly in the gathering breezes. Their carefree buoyancy belied her heaviness of heart. 

			God that woman is beautiful.

			Nervously, Ulysses rubbed the small scar on his wrist out of habit. 

			Almost a whisper, he managed a tentative plea, “Nikolai, it’s coming. We should go while there still is time.” Ulysses watched as Nikolai cautiously brushed a wayward tendril away from Tatianya’s large blue eyes, glittering with tears, ignoring his halting words. He saw Alexi tense out of the corner of his eye. It was in moments like this that no man, not even Alexi, was immune. The trio was unmoved by his paltry attempt. He could see they were being pulled to stay and witness the fury, participate in some unknown manner. Timidly, he waited for his master’s gaze to turn his way.

			Ulysses allowed a tattered smile. So like these demons he had come to love and hate, the bayou would be under siege in just a few hours. He scanned the Spanish moss hanging like a canopy over the swamp. Soon, daylight would be obliterated. The massive monster churning in the gulf was finally turning its eye north. Each hour it edged a little closer. The mangroves were already beginning to creak and moan in protest to the coming assault. The stinking, murky waters surged, all but strangling any thoughts of escape. The once-proud plantation’s allee had already been claimed. 

			Ulysses eyed the water lapping at the wide stairs leading up to where he stood. Swirling breezes were beginning to descend. He imagined the centuries-old canopy of Spanish moss being ripped from its moorings, flailing wildly in the coming chaos. Creatures of the swamp from all walks of life, both natural and unnatural, were bracing for its unwelcome arrival. 

			Ulysses turned a sad eye back to Tatianya. For all the pain and destruction she herself had unfurled over the years, she still retained a quality of innocence, fragility. It beckoned protection, ridiculous as this was. She cast her spell wherever she went; her grief making those fathomless blue eyes swell with something only a mother could both understand and fear. Ulysses respected, even reluctantly supported the grieving that perpetuated these annual pilgrimages. He glared at Nikolai, not caring that his petty defiance was testing his master’s patience. The early spring hurricane was getting to them all. Under his breath, Ulysses muttered, “jackass,” and waited for the blinding pain to rise.

			Valiantly, Ulysses pushed aside the drumming in his head. It was nothing in comparison to Tatianya’s grief. He wiped away a useless tear.

			No one ever really gets over losing a child. Standing before the tiny grave, these yearly pilgrimages always brought Tatianya dangerously close to madness, the deep scar etched upon her life never more apparent. But with maternal devotion, she came year after year. In the quiet serenity among the graves, Tatianya’s own tranquility remained just out of reach. Her demonic essence did its best to rob her of the peace death bestows upon a mother’s tattered soul. For well over a hundred years now, she had been compelled to come and grieve. She would stand by her infant son’s grave in the crumbling, ancient cemetery. Lovingly, she would finger the time-worn lettering. Over and over, she would wind and unwind that same blue sash around her delicate fingers, causing Nikolai to cringe with shame. She would wail in agony, sending her grief sailing towards a heaven that had rebuked her soul. 

			In agitated desperation, Nikolai would pace the cemetery’s narrow alley. He agonized if this would be the year for Tatianya to finally slip thru his fingers. The otherwise confident aristocrat knew there was no one else to blame. Sacrilegiously, his oldest friend lazed against another granite monolith. “Alexi…..” Both knew there were no words.

			Most times Alexi merely shrugged his shoulders. If it became necessary, he would reluctantly shove off his perch to cradle Nikolai in his embrace. “You must gain control. You know countless immortals are watching for a chance to take you down.” He would kiss Nikolai’s tear-streaked face. His embrace would be just a little too endearing. His kiss would brim with intensity. He would then cruelly shove Nikolai aside, admonishing, “You look weak.” 

			Alexi would longingly eye Tatianya. “Even after everything you have inflicted, your wife is still by your side. Go. Be a husband. Or would you prefer another man step in?” Alexi’s sharp tongue would clear Nikolai’s mind. The two friends would exchange the whisper of a smile that spoke of loyalty from another time. Ulysses was forced to look away. This brotherhood was far too complicated for his simple view of life.

			Both Nikolai and Alexi knew there was nothing anyone could do. Nikolai knew he alone was the architect of Tatianya’s eternal devastation. His hand would hover just above the necropolis that cradled his infant son. Ulysses would watch year after year thinking to himself, “touch it, you crazy Russian son of a bitch, just once, touch it!” Then those dark, fire-filled eyes would turn their gaze upon Ulysses. Their hate would pierce the night, bringing Ulysses back to his senses. His short-lived bravado would crumble under the weight of this gaze. Ulysses’ own reality would suffocate the fury that burrowed deep within his soul. He was helpless to rail against the destiny Isaiah had accepted so long ago, forever chaining himself and now his descendants to Nikolai’s unyielding immortal grasp. 

			Alexi would intervene, “Nikolai, stop, none of this is Ulysses’ doing.”  

			It was the same scenario year after year. Alexi understood them both. He was more worldly than Ulysses but enjoyed a simpler view of life than Nikolai. He was sophisticated enough and cultured enough to fulfill everything Nikolai would ever need in a true friend. He could debate far into the night with Nikolai. He understood Nikolai’s complicated humor. And yet he found immeasurable peace in the solitude of tending to the vineyard. It was an oddity to Nikolai that his aristocratic friend would sweat and toil as a commoner. Alexi’s soft blond waves and clear grey eyes stood out among the Mexican and African families that coaxed the beautiful chardonnay, merlot, cabernet, and even a small lot of charbono grapes to produce those elegant rich flavors year after year. Alexi’s relaxed manner was of one who had known privilege. But he was strong and tall and craved the satisfaction of a day’s hard work. The other men pitied his need to soothe his soul like any mere mortal. They knew his immortal powers did nothing to dim his loneliness.

			Ulysses shook his head to clear his thoughts. Again, he took a chance, intruding on Nikolai’s dour mood, this time with more authority. “Nikolai, we should go while there still is time.” Ulysses understood his concern was unwelcome. He knew his demonic master would survive the coming onslaught, but it would spell disaster for his own family. 

			Waiting for Nikolai’s response, Ulysses found the twisted path fate had thrust upon his forefather Isaiah beckoning. He thought of the letter Nikolai had written to Tatianya’s father, the duke, confessing to his selfish, fateful misstep. This letter had been destroyed the night it had been written. But each generation ensured the next had it committed to memory. It helped to remember how far they had come, how things could have ended up so much worse. 

			Ulysses knew this was dangerous, but found himself powerless to halt the obsessive thoughts. Isaiah seemed to haunt him most when surrounded by the bayou’s gloom. He could see today would be no different. Foolishly he hoped Nikolai would not read him, see this forbidden path, the poignant letter’s confession coursing through his mind. Unable to dismiss these thoughts, Ulysses gave in, allowing his mind to walk among his long-dead ancestors. Looking for solace, he missed Nikolai quietly whispering, “Go. Take the jet. Alexi will also be staying behind.” Ulysses missed the careless waving of that dismissive aristocratic hand. He missed the warning in those dark piercing eyes. Nikolai shook his head in disgust. Ulysses would never measure up to Isaiah. For a moment it made Nikolai regret insisting Isaiah die a mortal death. 

			It was easy to understand why Isaiah had so readily entered into this alliance with Nikolai. In 1857, a slave accused of 3 murders in the Deep South accepted any protection afforded him. Isaiah’s path had intertwined with Nikolai’s out of necessity. The acceptance of both his protection and servitude was passed down from generation to generation. It was mired in a closely guarded history, housed only in the bloodlines that surged with heightened abilities, deadly knowledge, and shame. No written proof could ever be discovered. Giving the world confirmation of their hideous deceits would do no good. All their hands were stained by the unending river of stolen souls. It was simply wiser to perpetuate the aura of eccentricity that surrounded their genteel Napa Valley vineyard.

			Lightning sizzled overhead, causing Ulysses to shield his eyes. Looking down, he fixated on his scar. Anyone seeing the compact, almost surgical imperfection, would never guess just how deep it ran or what it signified. He surmised Isaiah’s scar must have looked no different. He knew the bondage; the subsequent enlightenment Isaiah had accepted had forever chained himself and then his descendants to this fearsome being. It was hard to find fault with Isaiah. But he had laid a heavy burden upon them all. Ulysses found himself wondering if Isaiah knew how his descendants’ lives had unfolded, that their chance for any freedom had remained forever just beyond their fingertips. Ulysses smiled wistfully. He knew his life in many ways was better than most. Nikolai’s vast wealth and generosity never failed to provide. Even though it came at an unimaginable price, none of them would ever want. But he couldn’t help lamenting how ironic it was that Isaiah had been reduced to trading one type of slavery for another.

			In 1857, just after Mardi Gras, Tatianya had discovered Isaiah wandering this very swamp, his mind clouded by fear, grief, hunger. Isaiah had narrowly escaped from a neighboring plantation that had also once bordered these sluggish tidal waters. Brutally snatched from their idyllic life on the African savannah, Isaiah’s striking wife Kawanaa had caused a stir standing in shackles on the docks of New Orleans. One man, in particular, could not tear his eyes away from the gentle fall of her breasts, the voluptuous curve of her hips visible beneath her threadbare tattered clothing. He wasted little time claiming Isaiah’s woman for his own. The once-proud prince found himself powerless to prevent these unwanted advances. 

			Night after night, Kawanaa endured depravities that a fragile, reluctant wife had been incapable of satisfying. A southern belle graced with a gentle soul, her sheltered upbringing and natural shyness had left Elizabeth ill-prepared for a loveless life overshadowed by sexual demands she didn’t understand. Despite the relief Elizabeth could not deny she felt as her husband turned his nightly attentions elsewhere, she also felt ashamed. She berated herself that she had brought this on, failing to fulfill her duties as a proper wife. It stung deeply that she was unable to satisfy her husband the way this stranger in her bed did night after night. This ultimate affront overwhelmed her delicate psyche. Those around her surmised any remaining ties to reality had been severed.

			As it became apparent that her husband was only becoming more obsessed with Kawanaa, Elizabeth sunk deeper and deeper into her abyss. Having been replaced in her own bedroom, she would sink against the door each night listening to her husband’s ecstasy. Unable to bear anymore, she would eventually wander the darkened halls. Without fail, Isaiah would stand in the moonlight, praying for the desecrations to end. Elizabeth came to dread the sight of Isaiah’s silent vigil. His tear-streaked face only served to mock her failure, as if she alone was the cause of all this pain. 

			One evening, as the floor above her head creaked with the rhythm of her husband’s exploits, Elizabeth found herself clutching a knife to her heaving chest. She was oblivious to the sharp blade slicing through her fingers, the blood running down her arms. Silently, she climbed the stairs, knowing freedom was finally within her reach. No longer afraid, she swung wide the bed chamber’s door. Her gaze lingered on each exquisite detail of what should have been her haven. She hesitated just a moment before she allowed her eyes to descend upon the sight of her handsome husband cupping the breast of that beautifully exotic, brown-skinned stranger.

			Giddy with her newfound courage, Elizabeth flew across the room. Laughing maniacally, she viciously slit her husband’s throat. She then turned her attention to Kawanaa and her laughter abruptly turned to silence. It was widely believed that in the farthest reaches of her soul, Elizabeth had known Kawanaa was not a willing party to this perversity. But in her twisted, tortured mind, Kawanaa had stolen her husband. Kawanaa’s large brown eyes searched Elizabeth’s, blazing with insanity, and knew her life was over. Elizabeth allowed herself a moment to savor her victory before plunging the knife within her broken heart. 

			News of the murder-suicide had spread like wildfire through the bayous and city of New Orleans. Isaiah had become the perfect scapegoat, his innocence of no concern to Elizabeth’s shame-riddled family. With nowhere to hide, Isaiah ran into the swamp, evading the snarling dogs snapping at his heels and the bullets whizzing past his head. As he propelled himself deeper into the swamp, his captors and their dogs pulled up short on the fringes of the darkness. The sounds of their pursuit faded into the stillness. Isaiah cursed their ineptitude at halting his footsteps. Or his misery.  

			Isaiah wandered the swamp for hours, crushed by an overwhelming loss. His mind could not release the gruesome image of his Kawanaa’s slender, eviscerated neck. 

			Overcome by his grief, Isaiah had been unaware of the elegantly attired, delicate creature perched among the mangroves. He failed to notice just how enraptured she had become with his human essence, beautifully pulsating with the lifeforce she could not help but crave. 

			As Isaiah slowly became aware of his surroundings, he found himself standing knee-deep in the murky waters of the swamp. The sun had all but disappeared below the horizon. Long shadows filled the silence. He forced his eyes to adjust, impatiently wiping away his tears. He fixated upon an erratic movement just below the muddy surface, careening in his direction. As an alligator surfaced, jaws gaping in anticipation, Isaiah made no move to evade. Overwhelming exhaustion crushed any thoughts of attempting another escape. He quietly made his peace, believing this world had nothing left to offer. He simply closed his eyes and thought of Kawanaa. 

			He braced for a decimation that never came. 

			A horrendous attack ensued with unearthly screeching, but Isaiah was not in the fray. He tore his eyes wide, recoiling in shock. A fragile-looking beauty was in a frenzy, ripping to shreds an animal that should have been her own demise. Her golden curls were flying, glittering in the fading light. The woman’s beautiful clothing was now soaked with the alligator’s blood. Torn between fascination and horror, Isaiah found himself perversely drawn to this enchantress, spellbound as she feasted on the animal’s blood. He searched her eyes for a sign of humanity but they were wild and unfocused. 

			Tatianya had mystified Isaiah. Simultaneously, she exuded the stench of death and the aroma of recent birth. He had never seen such large blue eyes. Her long golden tresses gently outlined the inviting curve of her rounded hips. Wispy tendrils surrounded those eyes. Even tainted by the alligator’s blood, he could see she was breathtaking. He was appalled as he found himself staring at her barely concealed heaving breasts. Aroused by curiosity and his recent neglect, he was ashamed by his desire to caress those creamy white treasures he knew were aching to release a mother’s milk.  

			He watched, captivated, as she flung the now limp carcass into the farthest reaches of the swamp. She then turned to face him. She bestowed the smile that had robbed many men, young and old, of their freedom. Just as Tatianya began her graceful advance, now lusting after his devastating essence, Isaiah caught a blur of movement out of the corner of his eye. He heard a masculine voice with an unfamiliar accent murmur, “Tatianya, please, not this one.” Hot wet breath on his neck made him shriek in horror.

			It was then that Isaiah first met Nikolai. In the growing shadows of the gathering dusk, Isaiah had faced the remnants of a man looming over him. Like a voyeur, Isaiah witnessed Nikolai wistfully gazing at his beautiful companion. Even as she stood there anointed in mud and blood, it was obvious she was his everything. By comparison, she barely acknowledged his existence. He gently, tenderly reached out to wipe away the faint trickle of blood staining her delicate chin. She stiffened and recoiled at this caress. Icily she sneered, “Yes, Nikolai, deprive me once again.” 

			Isaiah was stunned to see a silent tear escape from Nikolai, fingers running thru his lustrous black waves in frustration. Dark piercing eyes did nothing to hide his longing for this woman. Her retort only seemed to heighten his desire. But he struggled to accept her rejection.

			Isaiah could see this man was used to being in command. Isaiah was tall, yet this man towered over him. His aura was of power and there was strength in his physique. Isaiah was curious what had precipitated this docile acceptance of such harsh words. He wondered what had become of the newly birthed child.

			Isaiah was awed by this devotion, so freely given and yet so easily rebuffed. In that instant, Isaiah knew this demon still possessed a shred of decency. Silently, an alliance was born out of their failures. Neither man, human nor demonic, had been able to protect the women they adored. Isaiah realized at that moment he would rebuild his life with this creature. 

			He watched in fascination as Nikolai produced a thorn from a rose and deftly pierced his own wrist, allowing a trickle of blood to stain the murky waters. Curiously, Isaiah felt little fear. He found himself offering his wrist. Nikolai’s grasp was strong, masterful, compelling. He was intrigued by the inferno emanating from this touch.

			Nikolai quietly warned, doing his best to dim the fever in his caress. “If you accept my offer, there will be consequences and expectations. There will be no turning back, for you or your descendants.” Isaiah merely nodded, shocked at Nikolai’s nearly perfect command of his African dialect.

			As Nikolai drew blood with the thorn, Searing Isaiah’s wrist with what should have been excruciating pain, branding him, beckoning him into servitude; Isaiah felt nothing but relief. Standing in the shadow of this demonic creature who was also attempting to right his own universe, Isaiah understood. For a brief moment, as the blood-soaked thorn pierced his skin, mixing his blood with Nikolai’s, Isaiah caught a glimpse of this creature’s soul. He was seduced by the decency that had miraculously survived…..

			Shit

			A shadow fell, blocking what little moonlight remained, catapulting Ulysses out of the past. He felt that familiar, blinding pain and knew Nikolai had Read his thoughts. So consumed with self-pity, Ulysses had missed Nikolai’s arched eyebrow as he prepared to scan Ulysses’ mind. He had missed the slight dismissive flick of Nikolai’s aristocratic wrist. He had missed his cue to flee the coming onslaught as his mind had sunk deeper and deeper into thoughts of the past, of Isaiah, and the beginning of this unholy alliance. He had missed Nikolai’s eyes flashing with anger as thoughts of Isaiah forced memories Nikolai had no time for today.

			Ulysses flinched as he found Nikolai towering over him, eyes black with anger. Seething, Nikolai managed to whisper, “I told you to go.” He had Read Ulysses, been confronted with the letter he had been forced to write the duke. The pain was as fresh today as it had been in 1857. He was beyond incensed, livid with Ulysses for reliving his past, his darkest hours. He felt betrayed by Ulysses, resurrecting the bitter memory of Tatianya’s rejection. “How dare you. I should rid myself of you. But you are the least of my concerns today. Thank the hurricane you fear for your life. Go before I change my mind.”

			Ulysses cursed his careless reverie. The events that had intertwined his ancestors’ path with that of this powerful, malevolent, and yet at times benevolent vampire dissipated into the uneasy silence. He bowed his head in subservience. He backed away from the demon who was trying his best not to lash out at a reality of his own creation.

			As Ulysses disappeared into the dilapidated mansion’s lightless interior, he missed the tears welling in his master’s eyes. 

			The thought of that letter…….. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One:  Nikolai

			Moscow, 1856

			Life in Moscow had been good to Nikolai Rozumovsky. His privileged birth in 19th century Russia had secured a privileged life. The family’s lineage was not close enough to the czar to bring unwanted expectations, but the perks of palace life were theirs for the asking.

			Despite having the best of everything, life had cruelly conspired to make Nikolai something less than a man, a true man. On the surface he had it all; looks, wealth, intelligence, privilege, breeding, it was all there. But none of this had been enough to turn that key.  His father could not deny that the elusive quality that sets a man apart had never truly taken hold in his only son. On those rare occasions when Nikolai allowed his father to search his eyes, peer into his soul, Daniil Rozumovsky could not deny that his son was adrift.  And it was killing him.

			Nikolai’s father relentlessly sought the counsel of his wife, “Xenia, how did I fail him?”  He hated being at odds with his only son. 

			“Maybe he just needs time Daniil.” They both knew this was a lie.

			“Time is the one thing I am running out of!  It is time my son fulfills his duties and provides me with an heir!” he would retort. 

			Xenia would become surly. “Time and patience are both escaping you.  And your civility I must add.”  Daniil’s rumination had taken on an irritating quality.  “Foolish man, Nikolai has never taken a chance on love because no one has ever been worth the gamble. There is nothing you can do to force his hand.”

			Nikolai was so like her. Lustrous dark waves that glistened in the moonlight, piercing eyes that tore through his resolve. They were both so direct, so volatile.   Daniil’s mellow gentility was no match to their high-spirited manipulations. It was difficult feeling like an outsider in his own home when they banded together. It was futile to berate this mother’s son. But the elder Rozumovsky was right; Nikolai could not seem to find his way.

			Daniil’s wife would soften, sensing his defeat. “My handsome guardian, love will not be rushed.  You have little choice but to be patient.”  Xenia brushed her full lush lips across his furrowed brow. “Pray your son will be as fortunate as you.”

			Alluring caresses stirred a desire for his vixen. Xenia accepted his advances. “Fear not my love, you display your dominance when I crave it most.  How is it that you fail to see restraint is your most potent weapon?”  She had coaxed a truce, but a new approach would need to be conceived.

			Nikolai’s father proposed he be educated abroad and use his boundless energy and intellect to further the family fortune. Daniil sensed change was in the air. He feared their way of life would one day come to a fragile crossroads. Subtle signs were everywhere if one chose to see them. Maybe not in his lifetime or even Nikolai’s, but he felt the Russian feudal system would one day give way. He wanted his family to be prepared. He was driven to do what he could to provide and protect, even if it meant reaching out from the grave. He secretly hoped this time away from Russia would somehow settle Nikolai’s restlessness; help him find his way, and just maybe, a wife.

			Reluctantly, Nikolai agreed.  Despite his initial reticence, he found himself enjoying the stimulation of academia.  He threw himself into his studies, just as Daniil had envisioned. He came back a changed man. His time away from Russia had served him well. He was more aware of the world and had developed a keen understanding of international business. Nikolai agreed with his father that their descendants would one day have to deal with a much different Russia. But that quality Nikolai’s father longed to see shining in his son’s eyes continued to remain elusive.

			Nikolai’s initial business ventures were shockingly successful and drawing uneasy attention. 

			It was considered vulgar for an aristocrat to toil. His father became concerned that the ruling family would not approve, not understand. The badgering resumed.

			Nikolai was more than encouraged by Daniil to take a wife from a highly respected family, more closely connected to the czar than they. But Nikolai had other ideas.  The last thing he had on his mind was finding a wife. His father was quick to point out that although several of his friends by now were married, nothing had really changed for them. The elder Rozumovsky’s pestering became obsessive, “I need an heir, a legitimate heir. This means you need a wife and an heir, preferably a son, one that will listen to reason. For God sake’s Nikolai, you are 30 years old!”

			Paternal pressure coupled with paternal respect capitulated Nikolai’s resolve and he finally relented. Word spread quickly that the handsome Nikolai was now searching for a wife. Many young ladies were enthralled with Nikolai and had set their caps for him.  He made half-hearted attempts at courting but soon grew weary of weak endeavors to ensnare him. He retreated from the process, exasperating everyone with his maddening reluctance. There was a tedium to the process and Nikolai found himself suffocating with the agony of overbearing expectation.  He desperately wanted to find a wife, marry her and get back to his life. But something in his heart beyond his control was preventing him from simply, blindly, marrying just anyone.

			At his father’s insistence, Nikolai had agreed to attend yet another ball at the home of a duke near St. Petersburg.  “Find a beautiful aristocrat! If she is pretty enough you will forget about the rest. It is time.”

			Dutifully, Nikolai attended the ball but found no one caught his eye. He was frustrated and had lost interest in requesting dances or forcing small talk. Miserably, he dreaded going home. 

			Nikolai decided to slip out a side door and get some air. The pristine grounds sparkled in the late spring moonlight. He had left the ballroom with a crystal snifter of brandy in hand. Lazily he meandered up and down the rows of neatly trimmed hedges, swirling and sipping the brandy as he wandered further and further from the ball. He found himself drawn into a flower garden at the far end of the estate and was surrounded by the dizzying aroma of roses beginning to bloom. The magnificent palace was grand but in an understated manner. Nikolai found himself feeling strangely at home. 

			In a far corner of the garden was a gazebo partially hidden by cascading roses.  A settee inside the gazebo beckoned. As he approached, he saw an unescorted woman. At first, he thought she was a courtesan, waiting to meet a lover who had been unable to break away from a clinging wife. Nikolai envisioned a tryst in the beautiful rose garden with the mysterious woman.  He ran his fingers thru his lustrous dark waves. He felt his pulse quicken with anticipation.

			But as Nikolai drew near, delighting in this unexpected tryst, he heard the woman sobbing. So distraught, she was completely unaware of his presence. Upon hearing her anguish, Nikolai forgot his initial inclination for physicality. He felt it his duty to discover the cause of her distress. He would need to deliver her back to the palace. How had she gotten so far from the palace alone in the first place?

			As Nikolai entered the gazebo, he realized she was little more than a child. She was wearing a sweetly demure party dress. Her hair was done up with flowers surrounding a dazzling cascade of blond curls. In her hand was the end of the pale blue sash that encircled her tiny waist. She was rolling and unrolling the end of it around her delicate fingers. 

			She looked like an angel.  Her beauty, her innocence made him gasp. She looked up with a start.  The tears running down her alabaster skin only made her large blue eyes look like fathomless pools of water. These tears were like a current, pulling Nikolai under, drowning him with their caresses. Nikolai had to steady himself with the railing of the gazebo. No woman had ever affected him so and here was this gentle lamb effortlessly bringing him to his knees.

			The silence was broken between them as she sniffed and sighed. Nikolai was unable to speak. He knew he should not be alone with her; it would ruin her reputation. But they were far from the palace. He felt secure the gazebo would allow shelter long enough to discern the cause of her distress. 

			Finally, Nikolai was composed enough to speak, “My dear child, why are you so unhappy? You look beautiful.” 

			Without thinking, he swept her tears away with as gentle a touch as he could manage. As his hand caressed her cheek, he realized that she was devoid of paint. She had yet to be introduced to society. Just how old was she?

			As he touched her cheek, an electric shock tore thru his body, searing him with her magic. Again, he needed to steady himself. But there she sat, totally unaware of the effect she was having on him. She finally took a large breath and began to speak in a whisper, “I so wanted to dance tonight. But papa won’t permit it.” 

			She shot Nikolai an impudent look before once again lowering her gaze, “And I am not a child, I am almost 16.”  

			Nikolai smiled broadly. It was good her head was bent. He had no desire to further bruise her already hurt pride.  But Nikolai found himself completely incapable of keeping a ridiculous smile from spreading across his face. He felt like the world had just pulled the rug out from under his feet. This little angel was resonating with something deep within his soul. And it felt glorious.

			Nikolai tilted her fragile chin to look up at him. He knew he was treading on forbidden territory. But he was so entranced, he no longer cared. She was definitely still a child, but very much on the cusp of womanhood. He gallantly bowed and offered his hand. She looked puzzled. 

			“You wish to dance and your wish is my command.” 

			She smiled a smile that blinded him and he knew he was lost to this fragile flower. 

			The angel giggled and stood, responding with the curtsey of an aristocratic child. Her dress was a pale blue which only made the blue in her eyes glisten like oceans, sweeping him away. He didn’t care. In fact, he rather enjoyed this odd sensation of being out of control. 

			The music from the palace could be very faintly heard wafting across the manicured gardens. It was a waltz. Slowly they began to dance and Tatianya melted into Nikolai’s embrace. Innocence kept her from realizing she should maintain a proper distance between them.  Nikolai hoped he wouldn’t crush her. He found himself never wanting to let her go. Her juvenile gown hid the womanly figure she already possessed. As they danced together, he became acutely aware of her swelling bosom, the fullness of her hips. She would grow into a woman that would make any man drop to his knee. He found himself relieved she seemed unaware of the powers she had at her disposal.

			Nikolai realized he didn’t even know her name. After their dance was over, they sat on the settee. Her head was again bowed in sorrow. “Little angel, may I inquire, what is your name?”  

			Softly she replied, “Tatianya Yusopova”. 

			With a start, Nikolai realized she was the youngest daughter of his host for this grand ball. Duke Grigorii Yusopov was extremely protective of his three daughters. Rumor had it that the duke was especially irrational when it came to Tatianya, the youngest and most cherished.

			“Why are you out here unescorted? You know this is not proper. Your papa will be furious.”

			She bowed her head even more. Nikolai, unable to control his need to swim in those big blue eyes, dropped to his knee and peered into her downturned face.

			“I wanted so much to attend this ball. Papa had said yes, but at the last minute he changed his mind.”

			Tatianya defiantly stuck out her chin, asserting her disdain, “And I ran away.”

			Nikolai found himself smiling indulgently. She had run away to her backyard. Gently, gently he held her chin, another mistake. “Tatianya, I know why your father changed his mind.” 
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