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  TRANSYLVANIA, PROVINCE OF THE HAPSBURG EMPIRE, SEPTEMBER 1820




  They ran their hands over his body. There were three of them. Their palms rubbed his chest, his hips and thighs, and the bulge of his biceps where his wrists were bound

  above his head. The nails scraped lightly, threatening. He knew what was to come. The stone bench on which he lay was hard against the bare flesh of his buttocks and shoulders, but the room was

  warm. They loved heat. It was a true luxury in the winter of the Carpathian Mountains. The only illumination came from the fire licking at the logs in the great stone arches. Above him, their faces

  were unreal in the flickering light. Their eyes glowed red. Now they would compel him. Their low moans filled the little room cut into the rocky heart of the monastery. He knew every crevice in its

  stone by now. This room held his torment and possibly his salvation.




  “Test him well, tonight, sisters,” one of them whispered. Her breasts brushed his belly.




  “Is he worthy of our father’s trust?” another breathed into his ear.




  He felt his loins throb, tight with a need he dared not indulge. He had no idea whether they compelled that need, or whether it belonged to him. A tongue found his nipple. He could not help

  but arch up into it. The chains clanked. A hand cupped his balls. He felt the scrape of canines at his throat. They wanted blood tonight. He waited for the pain. How would he bear their

  ministrations in the long hours ahead? Atonement. You deserve this, he told himself. A thousand years of torment would not atone for your crimes. You have one chance at redemption and

  they will help you to it.




  He breathed as they had taught him. He focused inward, searching for an island of control. His shoulders relaxed. All emotion drained slowly away. The piercing of his carotid was a fact of

  pain, no more. One of them sucked at his throat while the others kept him roused.




  But now he was ready for whatever they might do to him. He would become what was required. No matter the cost, he would atone.




  CHEDDAR GORGE, WILTSHIRE, MARCH 1822




  “I won’t live forever, Ann.” Her uncle Thaddeus frowned up under his white, beetling brows at her and folded his newspaper. “My heart isn’t

  good.”




  “Nonsense, Uncle. You are too cantankerous to die.” Ann Van Helsing sat in her personal chair and smiled at her uncle. He wasn’t cantankerous, but it always made him sputter

  when she told him that he was. Tonight she didn’t want to hear her uncle talk about dying, even though his skin looked like parchment these days, and his breath grew labored at the slightest

  provocation. Here in the library, the cheerful fire snapped, nearly drowning out the tap of branches against the window and the bluster of the wind. Persuasion, the latest novel by Miss

  Austen, lay open on a small table with delicately carved legs. Ann held her wooden page turner poised above it. She couldn’t touch the pages directly. Too many people had handled them at the

  lending library. But the library was comfortable. The moment should not be marred with talk of death.




  “Young lady, you will not put me off this time.” Her uncle put his paper aside and heaved his bulk out of the red leather wing chair across from her. “And I am not

  cantankerous.”




  Ann bit back her smile and looked up at his dear, worried face. He only had her best interests at heart. “Well, could we agree on . . . hmmm, ‘of indifferent temper’

  perhaps?”




  He wouldn’t return her teasing, though. “You know what very likely awaits you after I die.” His eyes darkened and his voice was tight with emotion. “You must be provided

  for.”




  “I am set up quite nicely. My father saw to that. I have money and property aplenty.” She said it lightly, as though that were what he meant. Indeed, Maitlands was her father’s

  gift to her. It had come to him with his marriage to her mother, and since it was not entailed to the Brockweir title he could dispose of it as he pleased. Her uncle, who held both the title and

  all the entailed lands, acted as her trustee, but that was in name only since she had come of age.




  “That is not what I meant.” Her uncle rocked on his heels and put his hands in the pockets of his trousers, his unruly brows creased in thought. Ann said nothing, hoping his thoughts

  would take a cheerier turn. Then he cleared his throat. “This young cousin of yours seems a pleasant chap.”




  Ann shot him an astonished look. “That eel? Too slippery by half, Uncle, to say nothing of the fact that he has jowls. You can’t deny he has jowls.”




  Her uncle wisely chose to avoid the issue of jowls. “You’re just not used to town bronze, Ann, locked up here in the country as you’ve been. He’s been on the Continent

  for the last six years. Nothing like a Grand Tour to give one town bronze.” He cleared his throat again. “He seems interested in you.”




  “Well, I am most definitely not interested in him.” She saw her uncle start to respond and lifted her brows. “You know you will only set up my back, Uncle,” she

  warned.




  He bit his lip. “People think you fragile because of your looks,” he muttered. “If they knew your willfulness . . .”




  She sat back in mock protest. “I am the very soul of meekness.” He did love her, no matter how much trouble she was. She smiled.




  “I’ve invited him to stay at the house,” her uncle said flatly.




  Her urge to smile evaporated. “You what?”




  “I . . . I think you should see more of each other.” He would not meet her gaze.




  “I do not want that smooth-mannered . . . dissembler roaming freely around Maitlands Abbey,” Ann sputtered.




  “He belongs at Maitlands. If your father had not settled it on you, Erich would have inherited it. He is the last of the Van Helsings. I suspect he has very little. Can you not share

  Maitlands with him just for a while?”




  When he put it like that . . . “You have more claim on Maitlands than he does. It is your home. And you can invite whoever you wish to stay.”




  “I do not want Maitlands,” her uncle said quietly. “I shall to Hampshire after I’ve seen you settled.”




  Settled? What was he thinking? “You’re not thinking we will make a match of it . . . You know I can never marry! After what happened to Mother?”




  “I know, Ann. I know.” He made shushing motions with his hands. But he had not given up. She could see it in his eyes. “But not all marriages are . . . physically

  intimate.”




  The hair on her arms rose. The very thought of physical intimacy with that fat flawn of a man with a fish mouth and protuberant eyes and an air of . . . of supercilious condescension underscored

  by something far less appetizing she could not name was more than she could contemplate.




  “He can stay, Uncle Thaddeus.” She couldn’t refuse. But there were limits. “But don’t think I’m going to be put on display for evaluation like the prize

  heifer at the village fair.” She shook a finger at him in mock warning. “I will never marry. Especially not Erich Van Helsing.”




  “Just be polite.”




  She chewed her lip. “You have no idea what you ask.” But she smiled at him. “Only for you. And in order to recruit my strength, I believe I shall retire.” She blew her

  uncle a kiss and headed out of the library. Erich Van Helsing under her roof and underfoot was going to be a trial. She trudged up the stairs to the fourth floor. There, under the eaves, was the

  nursery, the only place where she felt secure. She closed the door gently, so as not to make the knocker bang, and put her back to it as though that would keep out the fact that her uncle was

  indeed frail and that she was going to have a nightmare houseguest.




  At least she had the refuge of the nursery. She looked around. The single bed, covered with a colorful counterpane, was set under the dormered windows now being rattled by the wind. The small

  dresser held jars and brushes. Bookshelves from floor to ceiling along the inside wall insulated the room against the rest of the world. Two slightly careworn dolls sat on the windowsill. Her

  nurse, Malmsy, dead now, had hooked the rugs. Everything was familiar. She walked to the dolls and touched one, feeling only the wash of her own childhood. She missed her Malmsy, who had held her

  since she was an infant. Malmsy was the only one whose touch was not a torment to her, the only one who had ever hugged her. Of course, her nurse had died before the full effect of Ann’s

  affliction came on her. Would even Malmsy’s touch have been torture once Ann turned fifteen?




  The sense of loss that haunted the edges of her mind washed over her. Human contact was denied her. She sat heavily on the tiny stool in front of her dresser. It still almost fit her, though it

  was designed for a child. The face in the mirror looked as though she didn’t belong to this world. White-blonde hair floated around delicate features; straight nose if small, dainty lips. The

  gray eyes looked as though they saw ghosts, which, of course they did in a way, at least if she touched anything. The skin was pale, almost translucent. All in all, she looked too fragile for the

  world. Also true, as it happened.




  Her uncle was right about her future. No matter how she tried to hide her fear from her uncle with shrugs and smiles, things were bleak. Her curse, the curse of all her female line, was to know

  things about people from touching. Touching people brought on a shower of their past, and their emotions and the raw, contradictory core of their nature. The experience of touching shocked whoever

  she touched almost as much as it shook her. Even touching things yielded impressions of all the people who had handled that object in the course of its life. If she wasn’t careful, all the

  shouting information just overwhelmed her until she couldn’t think at all.




  That curse had driven her mother mad, and sooner or later it would close in on Ann’s mind as well. She was likely to end in a cell with chains around her neat ankles and dirty straw on the

  floor, screaming until she was too hoarse to croak.




  Her quiet life here, under her uncle’s protection, had staved off the inevitable. But if he died, Squire Fladgate would find a way to commit her. She was the stuff of nightmares for the

  village, the different one, the one who knew things no one should know. Everyone in town was sure their secrets were not safe as long as Ann was at Maitlands Abbey.




  And if she married? The madhouse for certain. She shuddered at the thought of a man touching her, showering kaleidoscope experience over her. Madness overtook her mother on the very night Ann

  was conceived. It was the first time her parents had tried to have conjugal relations. Her mother was found, naked and drooling, the next morning. She’d died in an asylum the following year,

  shortly after Ann was born. And her father had all but committed suicide in guilt. He volunteered for Wellington’s vanguard at Salamanca—a self-imposed death sentence certainly, but one

  that still allowed him to be buried in sanctified ground.




  No. Ann would not marry. She would never touch another man if she could help it. And the villagers were wrong. She didn’t want their secrets. Her uncle was wrong too. There was nothing

  Erich Van Helsing could do to “settle” her.




  Couldn’t she just live here with her uncle forever? A small voice inside her head whispered that it wasn’t fair to him that he must live here, away from his own home. But it

  wasn’t as if he had other family. He had not married, lest he conceive a girl child afflicted with the family curse. Better sterility and lonely death than to produce offspring like her.




  Ann grimaced. There was no avoiding it, someday she would be alone, friendless.




  She slipped off the dress she had made to tie in front. She had only four dresses old enough to be comfortable. It was too wearing to break in a new one, because the experience of the weaver who

  had made it and the shopgirl who had sold it would assault her until it was broken in and they faded. She unlaced the short corset she wore so she could extricate herself without the aid of a

  dresser. She took up an aged linen night shift and slid it over her head. Its soft folds enveloped her as she crawled under the counterpane quilt Malmsy had made for her. Tonight she would not

  think about the future.




  She only hoped she didn’t dream.




  LONDON, MARCH 1822




  Stephan Sincai sat alone in the coffee room of Claridge’s Hotel as the sun set, with half a dozen newspapers scattered over the table in front of him. The other

  denizens of the hotel were in the restaurant. He could hear the clatter of dishes and the din of convivial conversation. In the restaurant Stephan’s dour visage cast a silent pall over the

  room. Or perhaps it was the electric vibrations in the air that always accompanied one of his kind. Humans always sensed the energy. The coffee room was deserted by night, a better situation for

  his purpose altogether. The windows at his elbow had a view of the corner of Brook Street and Davies Street in the daylight. Now the night glass only cast back his reflection. It had not changed in

  . . . in forever; black eyes, black hair that curled to his shoulders, high cheekbones, and a full mouth with a set that had created harsh framing lines.




  It had been three days since the murder in Whitehall Lane. The London papers were still full of it. The authorities knew nothing of the perpetrator. “It was if he had disappeared into thin

  air,” they said.




  He had.




  But the English authorities would never guess that. What did they know of the powers conferred on him by the parasite in his blood, his Companion? He looked like any other man. Just as the

  Chancellor of the Exchequer looked like any other civil servant. They weren’t. They were vampires. Stephan was born to it, the Chancellor was made vampire by that renegade Kilkenny. It was

  all Stephan’s fault. He stared at the face reflected in the dark mirror of the window. He had murdered the Chancellor of the Exchequer because his mission was to make right what he had set

  loose upon the world, and eradicate the cell of made vampires that was threatening to take over the English government. He had twisted off the creature’s head and then called the power and

  disappeared into thin air as only his kind could.




  No one would ever know what he had done. His Companion was beyond their comprehension. It was the true vampire. It required that his kind drink human blood, and when the hunger was on them, they

  could not refuse it. But in return it granted the power of translocation and incredible strength, heightened senses. He could compel a weaker mind, and the parasite that shared his blood repaired

  its host endlessly. He was immortal to all intents and purposes. That made him evil incarnate to humans. Was he? He could not answer that tonight.




  He pressed down a memory of the horror he had committed. Killing was his task. He was the Harrier. He must complete the task in order to atone for his crimes against the Elders. And there would

  be more killing to come. He only hoped he was equal to it.




  Stephan jerked back to the papers and scanned the small articles, the news from the provinces. No, in England they were called “counties” and they all ended in “shire”

  but no one ever pronounced all the syllables; a lazy country, really. He must have read a hundred papers in the last three days. The boots brought him armloads of them every night.




  An itch ran up his veins. He would have to do something about that. It wouldn’t do to let himself get too hungry. Just a sip. Enough to steady himself and not enough to hurt whoever became

  his donor. His control still wasn’t perfect, and he needed to keep up his strength. He prayed his efforts would be enough. His sanity and the balance of the world depended on it.




  Stephan snapped a page of the paper and folded it back. He couldn’t even afford the fear that he might not succeed. He was allowed no emotion in his life now. He pushed his wine aside and

  spread out a regional news sheet from the cathedral town of Wells just south of Bath. He started at the back, scanning . . .




  There! His eyes snapped back to the tiny article. An animal attack, it said. The body of the unfortunate Mr. Marbury was drained of blood. He read it twice. Did they not talk of wounds? There

  should be two puncture wounds. They did not. Perhaps they didn’t want to frighten the local populace. The body had been found in Shepton Mallet to the west of Wells. It was the second death

  in the area. They were searching the woods for wolves.




  Now he read the rest of the paper carefully and found what he was looking for. An outbreak of what the report speculated was influenza was spreading in the area around Cheddar Gorge. It brought

  about a strange lassitude and made the sufferers unusually pale. The paper wondered if it was a result of insect bites. There was a preponderance of insects after flooding on the river Axe. The

  paper didn’t say why the authorities thought it was insect bites, but Stephan could guess. He was sure the sufferers would exhibit two puncture wounds.




  Deaths? Epidemics? Lord, Kilkenny’s creatures were not even being circumspect!




  Stephan snapped the paper shut and consulted a map he had purchased in Jermyn Street. He picked out Bath, Wells, Shepton Mallet, and Cheddar Gorge. Well enough. If they had a shred of sense they

  would kill farther from home, but they would be feeding closer to their nest. That meant Cheddar Gorge was his most likely target.




  He folded the map and rose, leaving scattered papers and the remnants of his meal. He must get word to Rubius. He’d scribble a note and let the Eldest know that he had found a nest of

  Kilkenny’s vampire army. He would have the note taken by courier with all possible speed to Horazu, where the villagers at Tirgu Korva would deliver it to Mirso Monastery. It would cost a

  fortune, but he did not care. He always had plenty of money. He was getting closer to his goal, and that of Rubius.




  First he would feed. Then he must get to a livery directly and see what could be had in the way of a horse. He was for Cheddar Gorge. With luck he would find Kilkenny there and at least a part

  of the army of vampires he was making. Kilkenny, the root of all evil. He dared not even indulge the hope that he could complete his task and return to Rubius and Mirso, for hope was an emotion,

  and he was not allowed those. Not anymore.
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  Two
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  Ann sat at one end of the long table in Maitlands’s principal dining room at her uncle’s right hand and across from her cousin. She had refused to entertain Van

  Helsing in the intimate parlor where she and her uncle usually dined. She didn’t want him spoiling it. The servants spent the day cheerfully removing dust covers from Maitlands’s grand

  dining hall and polishing everything in sight. A huge fireplace roaring at each end heated the hall. The skeleton crew at Maitlands these days deplored the fact that so much of the house was shut

  up. Well, the grand dining hall was being used tonight, though their three voices echoed and it took a hundred candles to light it. Ann glanced up to the disdainful glare of Brockweir ancestors

  hanging in their heavily wrought golden frames. If one looked closely enough, the eyes of some of the elegant women dressed in the style of bygone days glittered madly in the light of the crystal

  chandeliers. The room was all red walls and gleaming wood, silver service and sparkling goblets. She had brought her own silver, of course, and her own glass from the everyday dining parlor.




  Ann was uncomfortable. The chair she was sitting in had not been used in a long time. Still she could feel the whispers of other nights around her. The room had hosted crowds. The tinkle of

  women’s laughter and the boom of the gentlemen’s guffaws played themselves out for her ears alone. A man who thought he was very important had sat in this chair last. It had creaked

  with his weight. But there were other, fainter echoes here, even back to . . . her mother. Her mother had once sat here.




  Her attention was jerked to the present by the sound of Van Helsing’s voice.




  “What a fine example of Grinling Gibbons sterling,” he exclaimed, gesturing to the massive epergne at the center of the table. His pale blue, bulging eyes were practically toting up

  the value. His blond hair would soon thin and his chin was decidedly weak, almost lost in his jowls. His lips were fleshy rather than full, the opposite of sensuous. In some ways they seemed . . .

  flaccid. She imagined that his kisses would be overly wet, and shuddered at the thought. His ridiculously padded coat covered a waistcoat that looked as though the buttons would pop at any moment.

  But truth be told, it was not the fact that he was overweight, or that his face reminded Ann of a fish, that made her cousin so distasteful. It was his expression. She couldn’t quite put her

  finger on it, but there was something just not quite . . . right.




  “The Ambassador of India gave that to Ann’s father during the time he was secretary to Lord Woolsey,” her uncle noted, as he slurped the lobster soup noisily. His color

  wasn’t good tonight, but he was making a heroic effort to entertain their guest.




  “A valuable heirloom, then.” Van Helsing smiled. How could a smile look . . . greasy?




  Ann pushed the whispers of the chair into the background. “I have been thinking of relegating it to the closet,” she said with too much insouciance. “All those dreadful tigers

  pursuing the elephants . . . relatively bloodthirsty . . . and with the palms and monkeys and the flowers at the base it seems busy, altogether rather tasteless.” Ann sipped her soup, then

  glanced up to see she had discomfited Van Helsing by questioning his taste. Inside he wasn’t sure he belonged here. Good. He didn’t. Let him realize it on his own.




  Her glance stole to Polsham, standing ready to signal their lone remaining footman, Peters, and Mrs. Simpson, who had cooked the lovely dinner, and her helper, Alice, to bring the second remove.

  Polsham was suppressing a smile. He didn’t like Van Helsing either. She raised her brows. His face shut down to impassivity. That brought a twitch to her own lips. Her cousin had not endeared

  himself to the servants with his overbearing, self-important nature.




  “A shame, I’m sure,” Van Helsing murmured. Then, recovering, “I did not see any finer example of exotic themes in my travels through the capitals of Europe. Have you

  been, Ann?”




  A hit direct. He must know she couldn’t travel.




  “Ann has never been more than an afternoon’s ride away from Maitlands, Mr. Van Helsing,” her uncle said, motioning for Polsham.




  “Ah, well, there is much to be said for the country, of course.” He said it as though it were a lie, as indeed for him it was. Polsham, Peters, and Alice paraded through the door

  holding huge covered trays. Ann noticed Alice glancing fearfully at Van Helsing. Had she been crying? Van Helsing’s voice droned on. “Still, Venice, Paris, Vienna, Madrid . . . now that

  Old Boney has been clapped up, the Continent is England’s playground once again. You really should go, Miss Van Helsing.”




  “I have no desire to go traipsing around Europe,” she said dampingly. True, given her current circumstances. “My books give me a window on the world.” Polsham and Mrs.

  Simpson and Alice whipped the covers off the trays in unison, revealing pheasant, a butt of ham, and buttered crabs. Dear me, thought Ann, Mrs. Simpson does want to impress the little

  prig. Silence reigned as Mrs. Simpson retreated, only to reappear with a tray covered with various dishes of vegetables. She arrayed the dishes around Uncle Thaddeus, while Polsham poured

  claret for the men and ratafia for Ann. Alice had hurried away and had not reappeared.




  “I think his lordship will be especially partial to the parsnips tonight and the creamed leeks,” Mrs. Simpson murmured, before bowing herself out as Ann’s uncle chuffed his

  thanks.




  Ann resolved to seek out Alice and see just what had been happening. She suspected the worst, even though her cousin had only been in the house for an afternoon. The men dished themselves huge

  helpings of everything. Van Helsing looked up. “Miss Van Helsing, are you not partaking of this feast? Let me help you to some pheasant.”




  Ann bore his ministrations to her plate with as much civility as she could for her uncle’s sake and wondered how she would stand the rest of the evening. At least the boor would probably

  lose himself in his food for the next half hour.




  Even such a slender respite was not to be.




  “Books . . .” he mused. “Hardly a substitute for reality. Still, many young ladies are fond of novels, and escape from reality is just the point of those sorts of books.”

  He smiled in condescension. “I’m sure you read novels, Miss Van Helsing.”




  “I read everything,” she said, stung. “Including novels.”




  “You mean everything fit for a young lady’s mind, do you not? Surely your uncle guards you from anything which might offend your sensibilities.”




  Her uncle waved a fork. “Not necessary, my good fellow. Ann reads what she wants, newspapers, London and Paris magazines, political tracts, war journals, sermons, philosophers, poets . . .

  The lot of ’em. Always asking Polsham to bring her some book or other from the lending library in Wells or Meyler’s in Bath. Writes letters even to the publishers in London. What I

  don’t pay for the delivery of the post! The poor fellow can hardly carry the load of parcels up to the door.”




  “A bluestocking, Cousin?” The expression on Van Hels-ing’s face could only be called a smirk. Ann so wanted to slap him.




  “Bluestocking? A term made up by insecure men to denigrate an educated woman. Surely you are not insecure, Mr. Van Helsing.” She made her voice deliberately sweet.




  It didn’t fool her uncle. “Now, Ann, don’t badger your cousin. Van Helsing—”




  “Excuse me for interrupting, but please call me Erich, both of you. I am family, after all.” Erich turned that greasy smile on both of them.




  Her uncle grinned back as though he didn’t see how insincere and cloying that smile was. “Very well, Erich, tell me where you got that showy chestnut you’ve been

  riding.”




  Don’t say anything more, Ann ordered herself, as the men talked horseflesh. You’ve already been rude. She even kept her opinion of Van Helsing’s showy chestnut to

  herself. She’d just bet this little toad had been after Alice. Her uncle kept him mercifully engaged through the meal and invited him to retire to the library after supper for some of the

  fine local cheese with his port.




  “Why don’t you join us in half an hour, Ann, my love?” her uncle said as he heaved himself out of his chair. He wobbled a bit.




  “Your cane, Uncle Thaddeus,” she whispered, though she could not hand it to him or take his arm to steady him.




  “Yes, yes, my dear. You worry too much.” But he grabbed his cane.




  Van Helsing took his arm in what he thought was an ingratiating way. He looked like a fat vulture. “Let me help you, sir.”




  They were gone. Ann sank back in her chair. She really must have a talk with her uncle. Family or not, “Erich” was insupportable. Would her uncle eject him once he had been invited?

  Unlikely. They were stuck with him. What if he was badgering Alice? Lord knew Alice was no better than she should be. Mrs. Simpson worried that she was cavorting with the boy who was the

  boots down at the Hammer and Anvil. But Ann didn’t like the look she had cast at Van Helsing. She’d have to find a way to protect Alice from him at the very least.




  Polsham brought her tea. She forced herself to calm and smoothed her dress over her lap. It was her best. Her uncle had insisted on it. In truth, she liked to dress up. She would have a hundred

  dresses, all the latest stare of fashion, if she could. This one had the big sleeves and slightly lowered waist in fashion a few years ago. It had been recut from a dress she had had since she was

  seventeen. Still, the silver toile brought out her eyes and set off her complexion. She wore it with the pearls her father had given her before his death nearly ten years ago.




  She smiled secretly and touched the pearls. No one thought she had traveled. But she knew the shop in Amsterdam where the pearls had been strung and the aqua-blue waters where a brown, naked boy

  had first cradled them in his hands after an afternoon of diving.




  She lifted herself out of her reverie as the long clock in the corner chimed the half hour. Time to face the lions in their den, or in this case, the library. Polsham and company began clearing

  the table even before the dining room door had closed behind her.




  The door to the library was open. She paused as she heard Van Helsing’s voice. Her uncle sat next to the fire, his back to the door. He was always cold these days. She couldn’t see

  Van Helsing. “I’ll make no bones about it, Erich, Ann’s an odd duck, and you should know it.”




  “Young females are strange creatures in general, I find.”




  Oh, do you? thought Ann. She was about to enter and stop this ridiculous conversation, when a dreadful premonition dawned. She stopped dead. Was her uncle going to tell her cousin about

  her? It was none of his business. She stood in the shadow of the door, just out of sight.




  “It’s more than that, I fear . . .” Uncle Thaddeus cleared his throat, but could not go on.




  “Don’t worry, my lord,” Van Helsing said. “I’ve heard what they say in the village.”




  “And what do they say?” Resignation laced her uncle’s voice. Ann wasn’t sure she could bear hearing what the villagers said about her.




  “That she’s a witch who knows what you’re thinking,” Van Helsing said calmly. “That she has a pact with the devil that allows her to see into a man’s soul.

  Nonsense, of course.”




  Her uncle got up and paced the room. Laugh, Ann pleaded. As though it were too outlandish to be true. That’s what I would do.




  “I told you Ann is special, Erich.”




  No! Don’t tell him!




  “And now you’ll say what the villagers think is true.” Van Helsing chuckled. “Well, whatever you want to put about. I understand. Beautiful girl, rich into the bargain.

  Of course you want to discourage fortune hunters.”




  “Ann can’t sustain the usual courting and the usual coarse relationship, Erich.” Her uncle’s voice was firm, commanding. “She . . . she doesn’t like to be

  touched.”




  “What woman does?” Van Helsing chuckled. “Not the way we men want to touch them.” There was something in his voice that was . . . threatening. “Men and women are

  cut from different cloth, Lord Brockweir.”




  “No, it’s more than that. Since she turned fifteen . . . well, she can’t abide touching.”




  There was a brief silence. Ann wished she could see Van Helsing’s face, then was glad she couldn’t. “I want only your permission to worship your niece, Lord Brockweir.”

  His voice dripped false sincerity. “From afar. She is an angel. Should I be fortunate enough to engage her affections, I would treat her like a delicate hothouse orchid, to be treasured and

  protected.”




  Don’t believe him, Uncle! I don’t even need to touch him to tell you everything about him is a lie. She saw her uncle raise his brandy glass in salute.




  “Then may your suit prosper, young man. I shall do what I can to forward it.”




  Uncle! Betrayed! She turned and ran upstairs. She’d been betrayed.




  Stephan rode through the night, south from Bath. Even though he was bundled to the eyes, the daylight had been difficult. But there was no time to be lost so he had ridden

  straight through. Now he was tiring in spite of his strength. His horse was fresh, though, having been changed out in Bath, and he cantered in long easy strides along the wide road under a moon

  playing hide-and-seek with the clouds of a coming storm. Stephan could smell rain.




  His mind drifted. He had called Kilkenny the root of the evil he sought to rectify. But that wasn’t true. Stephan himself was the evil, because Kilkenny was made by Asharti, and Stephan

  was responsible for Asharti and the crimes she had perpetrated upon the world.




  It had started with Beatrix. He had found Beatrix, a beautiful natural-born vampire, haunting the streets of Amsterdam at seventeen, abandoned by her mother, with no knowledge of what she was or

  how to go on. She was ripping throats to get her blood. He had taken her in. What else could he do? A born vampire was rare and treasured. He made her his ward, tamed her, educated her, nurtured

  her. Perhaps even then he loved her, feral kitten that she was.




  And then he realized that with Beatrix he had a chance, perhaps his only chance, to do something about the injustice he believed was inherent in the Rules handed down by the Elders of his kind.

  The Rules said that vampires made by ingesting vampire blood must be killed. Rubius, the Eldest, said it was because the balance between vampire and human must be preserved. Of course, you

  couldn’t go about the world making vampires. But if a vampire was made by accident one shouldn’t let them die. That was murder in Stephan’s eyes. Rubius said that made vampires

  went mad because they were not born to the burden of eternal life and physical and mental power, and the need to drink blood to sustain their Companion.




  Stephan didn’t believe it, naïve as he was then. What he did believe was that if he could find a made vampire about the same age as Beatrix, he could nurture them both, and love them

  both, and prove that made and born could be equally valuable members of their society. Then Rubius would change the Rules.




  Fool! In so many ways.




  He’d found the second half of his experiment when he had chased off after Robert Le Bois on the first Crusade, trying to overtake him before he sacked Jerusalem. He had wanted to stop the

  carnage. Le Bois liked carnage . . .




  JERUSALEM, 1191




  “Do you want her, Sincai?” Robert Le Bois had his beefy fist wrapped in the long dark hair of a young Arab woman. She was the most beautiful creature

  Stephan had ever seen, long straight nose, wide, full lips, and dark eyes lined with kohl. Her body was perfect, and imperfectly concealed in diaphanous scraps of cloth that fell from her shoulders

  and were girdled at her hips with a beaded net. “I’ve tired of her, as have the men in my regiment.”




  “I hardly see how you’ve had time for carnal activity with all the killing you’ve been indulging in, Le Bois.” Stephan examined the girl closely. She smelled of

  cinnamon and ambergris and he could feel the slow vibrations that surrounded her. She was a newly made vampire, and the right age too. He glanced to Le Bois. The brute had infected her with the

  Companion from his blood and then followed that up by forcing her to drink more vampire blood to get immunity. Otherwise the infection of the Companion would have killed her.




  “These Jews and Infidels have no importance, Sincai. I rid Jerusalem of vermin, in the name of God.” Le Bois laughed and downed a goblet of mead even as he wound his fist more

  tightly in the girl’s hair.




  “Why did you make her?” Stephan asked, his voice tight. “You know the Rules.”




  “They last longer that way.” Le Bois tossed his metal cup across the room, where it careened across a game board, scattering dice and provoking a howl from the drunken players.

  “Don’t be an old woman, Sincai. I know the Rules. I’ll kill her when we finish with her.”




  “I don’t think the intent of the Rules was that it was acceptable to make vampires if you killed them later, Le Bois.” Stephan sipped warily from his own cup and glanced

  around the room. He had failed to overtake Le Bois. By the time he got to Jerusalem, it had fallen. He had found Le Bois and his inner command holed up in a mosque. The tiles of rich blue and green

  lining the walls were chipped where broadswords and pikes had been tossed carelessly aside. Any valuables had already been carried away. Outside, the streets were running with blood and echoing

  with the wails of the vanquished. He and his men were horrified. Twelve hundred Jews burned alive in a synagogue, men maimed, limbs severed, dying in their own blood. All in the name of Christ.

  Still, Le Bois had achieved the goal they had all crossed two thousand miles and fought countless battles to accomplish. Why could he not like the man for it?




  Le Bois narrowed his eyes. “Soft on made vampires, are you, Sincai? I heard that about you. You should be ashamed.”




  Stephan shrugged. “What do you care what I do with her?” The girl’s eyes were not frightened, they were dazed. He wondered how long these beasts had had her.




  Le Bois smirked and shoved the girl away. She fell on her knees at Stephan’s feet. “All your talk of Rules, you’d better obey them. Rubius wouldn’t like to find

  you’d let her live.”




  Stephan didn’t look at the girl. “I don’t need a nursemaid, Le Bois.” He leaned down, and without taking his eyes off Le Bois, he pulled the girl to her feet by her

  elbow, then he touched his temple with one finger in salute and turned his back on Le Bois’s belly laugh.




  That was how Asharti came into his life. God, what a simpleton he had been! He had thought Asharti was perfect for his experiment. Or his rebellion, as Rubius would have it.




  And what had come of that rebellion? He had tried to nurture them equally as his wards. He had tried to show them both that they were valued. But he had failed. Failed because he fell in love

  with Beatrix, and that pushed Asharti over the edge into jealousy and excess. One could call it madness. Evil shot across the world propelled by Asharti’s need for power until the universe

  had been nearly overset, all balance between human and vampire lost . . .




  When had he known what she was becoming?




  CASTLE SINCAI, TRANSYLVANIA, 1104




  He pushed into the chamber he had left so recently, angry at Asharti before he even got there. The steward of the castle had reluctantly reported that the boy who

  chopped wood for the cook had to be turned off. He had fainted in Asharti’s chamber, no doubt due to the wounds in his neck and the insides of his elbows, and had to be carried out.




  Stephan knew at whose door he should lay that blame. He told the steward, Rezentrov, to find the boy and care for him. It was Stephan’s job to confront Asharti. She had become

  increasingly wild and rebellious. She cared for none of the history of their kind he tried to teach her, and none of the Rules.




  The door to Asharti’s chamber burst open and banged against the wall.




  Stephan had no idea what he had expected, but certainly not the scene that met his eyes. She had another strong young man in the bed he had so recently vacated. The naked boy lay on his back.

  Asharti straddled his loins, moving in rhythm to his thrusting even as she sucked at his neck. Her hair cascaded in a curtain over her face, her rich brocaded robe concealed her lush body. The boy

  moaned, somewhere between anguish and ecstasy, as Asharti began to grunt with her release.




  “Asharti!” Stephan barked.




  She did not look back at him. But she did withdraw her fangs and sit back as her own release made her shudder. She took in a long, slow breath.




  “Stephan. How nice to see you twice in one night.”




  “Get off him.”




  She obliged, wrapping her dressing gown around herself and falling into the pillows on the great bed. The boy gasped for breath. There were ragged wounds at his groin. Stephan knew how they

  were made. Asharti was amusing herself by torturing this boy, just as she had amused herself with the cook’s assistant. Stephan strode to the bed and felt the boy’s throat for his

  pulse. It beat erratically.




  He scooped the boy up in his arms. “Rezentrov!” he called. The steward had been trailing him fearfully. Now he peered in through the doorway. “Take him down to the kitchen.

  Bind his wounds. Get him some wine and see if you can get him to eat something. I’ll be down shortly.” Rezentrov called for assistance. Stephan deposited the young man outside the door

  and closed it. He turned on Asharti.




  She was watching him, a smile hovering about her mouth. She was curled like a cat in the bedclothes.




  “What do you think you’re doing?” he snapped.




  “Amusing myself.” There was not a shred of remorse, not even consciousness of her sin, in her manner or her voice.




  Stephan clenched his fists. “You will not feed among the staff. I gave you specific orders. Do I not provide for you? I took you and Beatrix to feed only yesterday. And no one

  was hurt,” he added pointedly.




  “You provide as much as you can, Stephan.” She looked up at him from under her lashes. “But some of us have larger appetites than others.”




  “You could have killed him, or the cook’s boy.”




  “What is that to me?” She snuggled into the covers.




  “The Rules say—”




  “Outdated concepts for old men. Surely you aren’t one of them?” Her manner was insolent under the feigned concern. “Why, I thought you wanted to disprove the

  Rules.”




  “Those that are misguided, yes. But you know as well as I do that only our discretion preserves our anonymity. That anonymity prevents war between human and vampire. It preserves the

  balance. I won’t talk of morals since I’m sure that would not sway you. But toying with them is immoral.”




  “You are so timid, Stephan. They are nothing. We are powerful. We can take anything.”




  He took a breath. He had to believe she could be coaxed out of the . . . hardness that made her indifferent to suffering. “Taking is not the way to satisfaction, Asharti.”




  She narrowed her eyes. “Taking is the way of the world. As I know, to my cost. No one will ever take from me again, Stephan. It is I who take now.”




  He did not deny her pain. Had she not suffered? But she must not turn that experience into a compulsion to give pain as it had been meted out to her. Could he stop the cycle?




  “Just as you do,” she added, her eyes narrowing in spite. “You take from me while you worship Beatrix. From her you want love. From me? Sex. But I’m used to having

  that taken from me, so that works out nicely, doesn’t it?”




  “No, Asharti. It isn’t like that.” But it was. He did love Beatrix. He might want to love Asharti, but how could he when he could see so clearly the growing blackness

  in her soul?




  She laughed—that throaty, contralto laugh. “Lie to yourself, Stephan, but not to me.”




  Lying to himself was the one thing he could never do. His fault. His responsibility, that she had run amok, spreading evil and made vampires across the world in a vain quest

  for power so that no one could hurt her ever again. He had not killed her, even when he knew what she was. He had spared her twice, once in Transylvania, and once in a Paris cathedral. So he was

  doubly cursed with the blame for her sins. If he was lucky, he could atone and gain the peace of taking the Vow of abstinence at Mirso. If not, then this hell of guilt would go on forever.




  Stephan turned his horse into the tavern yard of the village of Cheddar Gorge in the pouring rain. The creature’s coat steamed in the night air. Both he and Stephan streamed water. Stephan

  dismounted and handed the reins to the lone ostler who darted out from the portico. Then he unstrapped his valise from the saddle and turned into the inn. He refused to be tired.




  Conversation stopped as he stamped his feet and shook his dripping locks in the doorway. He looked up and found the locals, men and women, staring at him. The tankards the serving girls carried

  dripped foam onto the scrubbed floorboards. He stared back and eyes around the room glanced away. The landlord cleared his throat and moved forward, rubbing his hands together nervously. Low

  conversation started again, though it had a self-conscious tone.




  “Can I be of service, sir?” The man had gray, curling locks that hung about his ears.




  “A room,” Stephan muttered. “And some dinner.”




  “Yes, yes, of course. Molly, show the gentleman up to the room vacated by Mr. Van Helsing.” He beckoned to a slatternly girl with a squint.




  “No need. Just take up my bag.” Stephan handed his valise to the boots and unfastened his cloak.




  “And have you eaten?”




  “I’ll dine in that parlor.” Stephan nodded toward a doorway as he shook out his cloak.




  “Very good, sir.” The landlord obviously recognized the quality of the cloak or the cut of the coat beneath it. Or maybe it was the gold signet ring. “I’ll send Molly in

  to stir up the fire. Some hot ale for a cold night?”




  “Brandy,” Stephan said shortly, and strode through to the private parlor. He lounged in front of the fireplace as the girl poked up the logs. A boy of twelve or so brought in the

  brandy, bowing. The occupants of the coffee room made freer with their conversation with Stephan locked in the parlor. They couldn’t know he still heard them so clearly.




  He chose a venison steak and roasted potatoes from the bill of fare. The brandy warmed him, and he settled down to listen. He thought the town would be talking about the epidemic of

  “influenza,” but that was not what was on their minds.




  “So, young Van Helsing’s makin’ headway,” a man’s voice said, with a cackle.




  “Moved in under the very roof,” another agreed. “I calls that progress.”




  “ ’E’s welcome to that one,” a woman guffawed.




  “Think ’e knows what she is?” the first voice queried.




  “Think ’e cares? The money, woman, the money’s the thing.”




  “I wouldn’t be foolin’ with no witch,” the woman said.




  “She ain’t no witch. She’s a loon, pure and simple. It’s them eyes of hers and that white hair that makes you call her a witch. But that’s just . . .

  sooperstitious, that’s what.”




  “An’ there’s the little matter of knowin’ things she cain’t know,” the woman returned. “That’s witch, that is. I wouldn’t have a wife like

  that.”




  “I would,” the first voice chortled, “if she came with that kinda land and money. Husband would have it all. Once he’s in, he just commits ’er.”




  “Shoulda been locked up a long time ago, I sez. We’d all be safer.”




  The landlord served Stephan’s meal himself. The clatter of trays overwhelmed the conversation in the taproom. When the landlord bowed himself out, Stephan shut out the closer conversation

  and listened for others, fainter but still discernible. A discussion of cows. The curate at Winscombe was going to marry.




  There . . . “My cousin’s man, over to Shipham, come down with that influenza. Can’t seem to get on his feet.” This might bear fruit.




  “Whiskey with lemon, I alays say.”




  “Now his sister’s laid up. Nasty-looking bites, she has, in the neck, just here. Doctor says as how it’s insects, but they look more like rat bites to me.”




  “I ain’t heard of no influenza what starts with rat bites,” someone warned.




  There was a pause. “Could we be talkin’, you know . . . plague?” the first whispered.




  Stephan knew it wasn’t influenza. It wasn’t insects or rats. No. You might call it a plague, though. He was on the right trail. They were here somewhere. They would need a secluded

  place. With the number of afflicted victims, there was more than one. Three or four, perhaps. He ate his dinner mechanically. The joy of food was long gone, diminished by his awful purpose into

  merely the necessity of sustenance.




  He might not be up to four. But if he tried to pick them off one by one, at the first death the others would scatter and he would lose his chance. He had no choice. He must find them together.

  But first he must find them.




  Abandoned houses. Or . . . wasn’t this area known for its caves? Uncomfortable, but who knew how uncouth these vampires were? Perhaps they liked caves. He pushed back his plate and rose.

  Tomorrow he would see an estate agent about abandoned houses in the area. He could comb the properties in the early evening and search the caves by himself in the wee hours.




  There was still time tonight. The ostler would know about the local caves. And he would tell Stephan about them whether he wanted to or not, under compulsion. The vampires would be out hunting

  tonight, but he would know their lair if he found it. Perhaps it was best if he located it while they were away. Then, when they came back in daylight, he would be waiting for them . . .




  Stephan pushed back the fatigue of a long ride. Time to begin the hunt, while he still had eight hours of darkness left to him.
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  Three
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  Ann paced her nursery, her heart thumping in her chest. She couldn’t blame her uncle. He was trying to provide for her future, however misguided he was. But she could

  blame her cousin. Van Helsing could have no love for her. She had not seen him above half a dozen times. That meant he wanted what she had, not who she was. He’d have heard tales growing up

  of the money sunk in the Funds. Twelve thousand a year and no mortgages. The fact that she and her uncle lived so modestly only meant the land was in good repair, the latest improvements made to

  her tenants’ houses, and most of the income ploughed back into the Funds. Oh, she might be called comely, if one could get beyond the look she had of not being quite connected to the world,

  and the eyes. But her appearance was simply more of what she had, not who she was. Actually, her eyes were the feature of her appearance most “who she was.” That was probably why Van

  Helsing was uneasy meeting them.




  It didn’t matter. She could not marry. She could not even touch a man, let alone take a husband. Surely her uncle didn’t believe Van Helsing would be content with a marriage without

  a conjugal relationship! She’d . . . she’d talk to her uncle tomorrow, have him send Van Helsing away whether it was good breeding or not to do so.




  She caught her breath. She was actually panting. She felt out of control, as insane as people all thought her. There was only one remedy for that. She needed calm.




  Ann grabbed a knitted shawl and a candle and turned to the ornate fireplace. She ran her hand over the intricate carving of the right panel. The panel clicked and opened silently onto darkness.

  Ann breathed. Here was the antidote to the dinner and Van Helsing’s conversation with her uncle. She ducked into the dark passage she knew so well. Down through the walls of the house she

  tiptoed on the old stone stairs, careful not to touch the narrow walls of the passage or brush against the entrances to several other rooms at Maitlands as she passed. No one used this passage

  anymore. No one but her even knew of it. At last the floor leveled out. A stone arch with a jagged-toothed design in the Romanesque style signaled the end of the tunnel.




  She stepped out into the immensity of the stone crypt that underlay the original abbey. The smell of old stone and damp earth and the dust of centuries enveloped her. The darkness was hardly

  dispelled by her tiny candle. The nearest round arches that held up the ceiling loomed above her. She had explored every corner of this hidden sanctuary when she was little. So she knew that if her

  light reached far enough, it would reveal the stone coffins, some with effigies carved in their lids, that lined the edges, and the side chapels where the walls had caved in and the earth fell into

  fans of wet loam. Several great fireplaces lined the walls. She had no idea whether they were there for heat, or whether they had once served some more sinister purpose. There were altars in the

  two small chapels that remained and carved fonts for anointing the dead. Nothing here held terror for her.




  This was her secret place. Above her the ruined arches of the abbey when it had been taken by Henry VIII were Gothic because they were newer than this crypt. The standing walls aboveground were

  still attached to the part of Maitlands Abbey that was occupied, as if in silent reminder that all on this earth was transitory. The Brockweirs had no need to build a Gothic folly on the grounds to

  evoke tristesse and passing time. The building carried its own ruins. The intact portion had been transformed many times, its Gothic stone softened into comfort by succeeding generations who forgot

  about the crypts below the ruins. Ann only found them because of the secret passage.




  Her footsteps echoed in the immensity as she crossed to the stairs that led to another narrow passage. Now she was creeping along under the knot garden, toward the wilder part of the estate.

  After what always seemed an eternity, she saw the stairs to the stone door in the monument that stood beyond the cultivated gardens of the estate, out past the meadow, next to the woods. She

  climbed and pushed against the door. On spring hinges it opened to her touch as though it were new and not hundreds of years old. She stepped into the night. The stars spread out in twinkling chaos

  after the rain as they wheeled above her, the constellations only an artificially imposed order. Behind the stars was the cloud of the Milky Way.




  Calm. How could you not be calm in the face of such implacable immensity? She looked back at the impassive stone men in robes looming above her. Were they priests? Their inscription had been

  lost to time and weather. The door to the passage was in the base of their statue. They understood immensity. But she did not reach out to touch them. Their stone had been carved by human

  hands.




  She turned to the woods marching up the slope to the Gorge. The Gorge was filled with trees and stones that had never been touched. Trees held only the passing of seasons, the occasional trauma

  of storm or fire, but no emotion; no betrayal or dismay or anger. There was a faint . . . satisfaction in trees, the almost imperceptible joy of growth. But up there, hidden in the sheer stone

  above the river, was her very favorite place. A place of stone. The stone of caves was even quieter than trees.




  She started through the woods.




  Stephan Sincai strode up through the forest behind the town toward the gorge that cut sheer sides through the Mendip Hills. They were more than hills really and the road that

  followed the gorge sloped up steeply. Best to keep off the road if possible. He struck out through the trees. The forest was mixed with deciduous trees and conifers, unlike his native lands in

  Transylvania. The night was nearly moonless and shadows of deep and deeper black were all that revealed the presence of the trees and boulders. But Stephen walked surely through the maze. The night

  was his time. The smell of rotted leaves and the green spice of needles filled the damp air.




  The ostler said the hills were filled with caves, most without an entrance to the outside. Not promising. But there was one larger cave, discovered long ago, with many branches and side

  passages. Stephan would start there. He strode through the darkness, stiff with purpose. He would not think of the horrific job to come. It was the price. The price he longed to pay to expiate his

  crimes. Asharti was his fault, her evil laid at his door. He might have turned her toward goodness if it hadn’t been for loving Beatrix.




  Beatrix . . . for a while he thought she loved him in return. He began to see life as more than an endless series of jaded encounters with human cupidity and cruelty. He’d found that the

  world held possibility when he saw it through her young eyes. Then came the realization.




  CASTLE SINCAI, TRANSYLVANIAN ALPS, 1105




  In the darkness of the barn, with the breathing of the animals all around, Stephan opened his eyes as Beatrix approached. The green smell of new-cut hay mingled with

  the aroma of horses. And beneath that, the musky scent of their lovemaking in the stall. As he sat, the blanket fell to his waist, exposing his bare chest and shoulders. When had she left him? He

  must have fallen into exhausted sleep. There was a hard core of despair in his belly. Beatrix thought he did not love her because he had tried to love Asharti. Asharti hated him because she knew in

  his heart he loved only Beatrix. Making love to Beatrix had not erased her hurt.




  There was no happy exit from this tangled experiment he had made. Now Beatrix would leave him. Asharti, too. That did not matter. What he cared about was Beatrix. He looked at her dark,

  innocent eyes, now drenched in pain and decision.




  And it came to him—an epiphany that wrote the story of a bleak future in his heart with acid ink. Beatrix was bound to go. She was an innocent, who loved him when her view of the

  world was narrow, and he could fill all her ideas of love. But first loves didn’t last. She had outgrown him.




  Beatrix stood in the doorway, mustering her courage to tell him. She did not yet know that she was bound to stop loving him, even though he would never stop loving her. “We’re

  leaving, Stephan. Both of us. I just came to let you know.”




  He nodded. “I understand.” He held himself tight against the pain. There was hope for peace in her heart, if not in his. He had to try to help her to that peace. “You will

  come to hate me before you forgive me. At least I hope you can forgive me. But first, be sure to forgive yourself.”




  “She has nothing to forgive herself.” Asharti’s sharp voice came from behind them. Beatrix turned abruptly. Asharti was dressed for traveling.




  “You didn’t trust me to say good-bye?” Beatrix asked.




  “I didn’t trust him, sister.” She motioned to Stephan. “Let us go now.”




  “Be your own person, Beatrix,” Stephan whispered. “If you need me, I’ll come.”




  “Bea will not need you.” Asharti sneered. “I’ll teach her what she needs to know.”




  Beatrix stood, paralyzed, staring at him. Her eyes filled.




  “Come, sister,” Asharti barked. Beatrix turned. Time stopped. Stephan wanted to stop her, but what use? She didn’t love him. He had no right to ask her to love him. He was

  old and soiled. She was fresh, with a thousand lifetimes ahead of her to experience the love she did not share with him.




  Asharti stretched out her hand. Already her eyes were reddening. Beatrix walked to her. Asharti grasped her hand. Beatrix took a long breath. Stephan could see her call her Companion. Bile

  surged into his throat. He had no right to sully Beatrix with his love. She had outgrown him.




  A whirling darkness enveloped the two young women. And then they were gone.




  Stephan looked around him, not sure where he was or how he had gotten here. The town lights winked through the trees directly below him. Love was not for him. He had loved

  Beatrix for what? Seven hundred years? Give or take. Long after she had forgotten him. And eleven years ago he had pardoned Asharti for her crime of trying to take over the world through Napoleon

  when Beatrix asked it of him. But he had exiled Asharti inadvertently to the one place she could get the power she craved. That was his crime. During her exile, she had made an army of vampires and

  taken over North Africa. It was by luck alone that she was stopped before she could rule the world and turn humans into cattle, bred for their blood.




  Now, perhaps, he could atone for his crimes. He had trained to become Rubius’s killer, And he would kill Asharti’s leavings if he could. He might die. He did not care except that

  then his failure would leave the world infected with made vampires making other vampires, until there were no humans left to slake a vampire’s thirst. But if he accomplished his task, then .

  . .




  A woman’s scream cut the night. It came from nearby. He knew what might provoke such a scream. Stephan slid quickly through the trees toward the sound.




  It was still nearly a mile up to her cave. Ann moved quietly through the darkness. This part of the path wound up behind the village. The lights of the tavern were directly

  below her. She was never afraid, alone at night in the woods. Not anymore. The townspeople gave her a wide berth. There were no wolves this far south, and the scurry of small creatures did not

  frighten her. She had far more to be frightened of than a rabbit or a roebuck.




  So she hardly noticed the stealthy rustle in the bushes beside the path until, coming round a corner, she was on them. She stopped stock-still. A figure in a rough peasant skirt and blouse lay

  sprawled on the wet leaf floor of the forest. It was a woman, her breast white and shuddering with hardly won breath. A figure crouched over her, his face nuzzled in her neck, a man by the bulk of

  him. For a split second Ann thought she was witnessing a lover’s tryst, but something about the woman’s staring eyes and the way her limbs were all askew told of something far less

  natural afoot.




  The man lifted his head.




  Ann gasped. The man’s eyes glowed . . . red. It was not reflected light, for where was the source on such a dark night? He had red eyes and his canines were elongated. His mouth

  dripped with darkness. Ann recognized the smell of blood. She put her hand to her mouth.




  The man lunged up, straight at her. Ann screamed. She couldn’t let such a creature touch her! Fear washed over her. She turned and ran, feeling him reach out for her. She picked up her

  skirts and tore down the path, praying to God she would not fall. She could hear him behind her, feel his breath. It was as if he trembled in the air around her, vibrating in her chest along with

  her fear. She heard a growl and a heavy thud. A tree root grabbed her foot. She went down, turning in her fall to face the expected attacker.




  There was no one there. But some way behind her, two men rose from the forest floor facing each other in a crouch, half attack, half defense. One was the man she had seen. His eyes were no

  longer red. No canines showed as he drew back his lips in a snarl. His skin was pale, his hair a light, straight brown. He was lean. The muscles on his forearms revealed by his rolled shirtsleeves

  were stringy. But he was still a monster. He hissed at his opponent.




  Where had that one come from? He must have tackled the monster who pursued her. The man straightened and she saw that he was big, his shoulders broad, his hair a dark mass curling to his

  shoulders. Well dressed. His eyes looked black in the darkness. At least they were not red. Some part of her realized that he was handsome, perhaps classically so at first glance, but then one had

  to reevaluate. His cheekbones were high. His nose was a little prominent beneath a broad forehead, his lips . . . Ahhh, lips said so much about a man. These were full, but drawn down in a grim

  line. The commas etched around them made him look hard. Those deep lines kept his face from being the kind you would see upon a statue. All this was an impression in a single moment of fright and

  relief.




  “What do you want?” her attacker hissed to the tall man.




  “You know what.” The voice of her savior was a deep rumble in his chest. He spoke with a faintly guttural accent, but it wasn’t German. Could he be a match for the monster?




  “You are the Harrier.” The man hurled it as an accusation. What did he mean?




  At that, the tall man stood straight. He did not confirm or deny the charge. “I am your destiny,” he said. His voice was implacable, his demeanor sure.




  Ann shuddered. Such words should be nothing more than melodramatic. But Ann could not imagine anything colder or more certain. If the monster could be dispatched, this man would do it.

  But then the big man’s gaze strayed from his enemy to her, riveted itself upon her face in the shadows.




  “Not tonight, you aren’t,” the monster crowed, even as a darkness whirled up from the forest floor and engulfed him. Her rescuer jerked his attention back to his enemy and

  lunged. But it was too late. The darkness dissipated and the creature was . . . gone. Nothing. No trace. She stood, paralyzed in shock, mouth half open and eyes wide.
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