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    Chapter 1




    1869




    I DECIDED TO WALK after partaking in an evening at the theater. The air held an unseasonable briskness, and recent rain further exacerbated the treacherous state of the public streets in Dublin, turning dirt to a layer of sludge. After dismissing my carriage, I headed on foot in the direction of the Carlisle Bridge, which would take me to my home on the north side of the city.




    It had been a rousing performance of Hamlet, and I had dawdled in conversation with other patrons. When I emerged from the theater, the unlit narrow streets were quiet and illuminated only by the moon throwing a ghostly silver light on the area. It leeched all color, leaving shadows of black and gray.




    The hypnotic sound of horse hooves clicking on cobbles in the distance echoed through the darkness. It lulled my mind to the point of distraction, and so I was surprised when a pair of hands wrenched me into an alley.




    The astounding strength of my assailant caught me unaware. At a virile twenty, I thought myself fit to best any man in a fight. My heart pounded brutally against my ribcage, and my lungs burned. I fought for every breath against the fingers wrapped around my throat.




    I fumbled for my pocket watch. Dublin had gained a reputation for violent robberies and the vast gulf that had developed between rich and poor. The rich wallowed in luxury while the poor—those who hadn’t already died or emigrated during The Great Hunger—starved. My family did their best to shelter me from such things, but my education in this city had been in more than academia. And I read the Evening Post. I thought myself a man of the world.




    “I don’t want your watch,” she snarled up to my face.




    A woman.




    I hadn’t noticed her feminine clothing or shape. She smelled of ripe fruit and flowers. Her breath was so sweet, it bordered on rancid, and something else I couldn’t place, almost as if she had been consuming dirt and sugar. Sugar was reserved for the rich.




    My leather gloves slipped over silken fabric as I attempted to find purchase. I pushed against her, convinced a woman, especially a lady of means, could not hold me there against my will.




    As if to demonstrate her strength once more, she slammed my body against the damp stonework, winding me. The edge of my vision began to darken. The fabric of my shirt collar pulled and ripped with a furious force. The wet grainy flesh of her tongue swirled in a circle on my neck above her fingers, and my own pulse beat heavily against it.




    The work of a devil!




    I reached into my pocket and touched the gold sovereigns and banknotes there with the intention of offering them in exchange for my life. It grew progressively harder to keep my eyes open or remain standing under my own strength.




    My family—my mother, my father, and my young sister came to mind. They would be horrified at the discovery of my lifeless body, if it were discovered at all. Perhaps the Post would report the story of a missing student, disappeared into the cold waters of the River Liffey after one too many liquid indulgences. At the memorial, mourners would weep over my absent body, never truly knowing what became of me.




    Something pointed scratched against my neck and then roughly and painfully pierced my skin. A dark guttural noise, more like that of a wild animal than a man, escaped my lips. Against every natural reaction in my body, I fought to stay quiet, biting so hard on the inside of my cheek that I tasted blood. In a flash of revelation, I knew blood was the scent I hadn’t been able to place. The woman smelled of blood…blood and sweetness, and death.




    With my last remaining strength, I pulled my hand from my pocket and pressed it to her neck to push her away. She screamed and flung herself backward, smashing into the opposite wall in a cloud of powdered mortar, howling in agony and grasping at her neck. My legs buckled, and I slid awkwardly to the ground, panting and lacking the will or strength to remain standing. I frantically tried to decipher what I saw before me. The woman had to be an agent of Satan, a demon we had read about in church.




    Now that I was free of her chokehold, my vision began to clear. Smoke and blood poured from between her fingers, down her slender, pale wrist, soaking into the lace cuff of her dress. More blood covered her jaw, dripping down her neck. I gagged on the cloying smell of charred flesh. I wanted to run, and yet my legs refused to cooperate. Wetness poured from the wound in my neck, and I knew at least some of the blood that covered her was mine.




    No one was coming to rescue me. Any person of sound mind would run in the opposite direction of the hissing, snarling creature before me.




    A lady, obviously of wealth and standing, drenched in blood and baying for more—how could such a thing exist? My stomach curled into a tight ball ready to evacuate everything I had consumed recently, and I tasted the burning acid on the back of my tongue. I swallowed down the nausea, refusing to emasculate myself further. If I was to die, I would do it as a man and not a sniveling, sickly wretch.




    A fleck of light caught my eye, and I glanced to my right. The bloodied silver money clip lay discarded on the ground beside me, still smoldering. It must have been in my hand when I pushed her away. I’d cut her.




    “I’m sorry; I can’t help myself.” She wept pitifully, with a slight hint of an accent I didn’t recognize.




    I looked across the small space, stunned to see the creature curled against the wall and weeping into her hands.




    “I have tried to resist,” she sobbed, “but I’m so thirsty.” Her raven hair had been recently attended to; not a strand was out of place from the elaborate twist atop her head.




    My heart squeezed out an extra beat, and my breath caught in my throat. Do demons feel remorse? Surely not. Her quiet cries seemed to echo off the stone walls. Something deep within me warned not to approach; the sweet angel before me was a lie, and the monster of moments ago was the truth.




    I didn’t heed it.




    Her white gown was suitable for evening wear, and she wore it without a cloak or gloves. She may have come from the same performance I had. Perhaps she had followed me. Mud from the ground and scarlet blood stained the fabric. It brought my attention back to my neck, and I lifted my hand to assess the damage, fighting the rising panic.




    A frozen chill slithered down my spine, and my body trembled. Blood seeped from small punctures in my throat. I hadn’t imagined it. She had drunk my blood.




    “What manner of creature are you?” I demanded.




    “Please, don’t hurt me,” she pleaded, her face still in her hands.




    Sanity sank in, and I had an overwhelming desire to leave before the monster made itself known again. Her slim shoulders rattled, at first I thought from her tears, until the quiet musical sound of her laughter grew in volume. I scrambled to my feet with some effort and used the wall behind me for support, intent on running.




    In a flash, she was on me again, and this time my back was flat to the damp, freezing ground. The creature straddled my hips and trapped my wrists by my head. For the first time in my life, I wished I believed in heaven, as surely I would find myself there soon. I panted heavily, every breath forcing out a stream of fog from my lips, and wrestled against her to free myself. Her physical strength proved infinitely greater. She smiled down on me with black eyes threaded with red behind an angelically beautiful face. Yes, angelic. All these years I had been wrong to doubt my faith, for how could I doubt with the Angel of Death before me?




    “No pleading?” she asked softly, tilting her head to the left.




    I ceased my futile fighting and concentrated on calming the painfully hard beating of my heart. Terror burned through my entire body, but I refused to show her. Instinctively, I seemed to know this was a game to her. She wanted my fear as much as my blood. She might extract one by force, but I would never allow her the other.




    “Do with me what you will, demon. I will not succumb to you.”




    She laughed again, throwing back her head. The sound was mesmerizing and seeped into a deep part of me like fine tendrils strangling my desire to resist her.




    The skin of her slim throat had healed to a red scorch. When she looked back to me, her smile had transformed, turned predatory. My stomach twisted violently when she leaned forward, pressing her torso against mine. Her breath tickled over my jaw. I swallowed thickly as she hummed against the skin below my ear.




    “You are strong, and you are brave. You show no fear.” Smooth, cool lips brushed my ear, followed by moist flesh.




    “Kill me if you will, beast, but know this,” I warned her blackly. “I will find you again. I will find a way back to this life, and I will destroy you.”




    She pulled back again to look at me, her face mere inches from mine. I stared into dead eyes, irises tinged with red, the color more intense at the outer edge. Her lips pulled back, and I gasped at the sight of her glistening white teeth. Elongated, pointed canines pressed against plump, ruby flesh. The veins under her skin darkened and thickened.




    “Is that a threat?” She watched curiously. Her hips slid over mine, bunching her skirts up between us. Her long fingers readjusted at my wrist, loosening for the briefest moment, before tightening almost unbearably.




    I struggled to hold back the scream inching upward from my lungs. “That is an oath I swear to this night.” My voice sounded dark, foreign even to me. There was no question in my mind that I believed my words.




    “Well then—” she sighed “—we shall have to see to it that you will never leave this life.”


  




  

    Chapter 2




    2010




    MUSIC FLOATED through the warm, late evening air in Temple Bar as the bustling Dublin city center area transitioned from evening to night.




    I dropped a few coins into the empty guitar case of one of the buskers I passed. He had the disheveled clothing and greasy hair of a person who hadn’t had a bath in a while. The young man competed enthusiastically for the attention of tourists and locals that populated the bars, restaurants, and bijou shops off the square. He didn’t acknowledge the muffled clacking of metal on felt, not that I expected him to. I knew the peace that came with disappearing into a stream of musical notes until nothing else existed.




    The square overflowed with humans enjoying the nightlife and the final days of pleasant weather before autumn set in. Some were passing through the cobbled streets and narrow alleys, some sitting on the low steps of the concrete raised area, simply catching up with friends. All were looking for the same thing I wanted, to be part of life. A life I had been disconnected from for one hundred and forty years.




    Still, I came here day after day. Patience isn’t a virtue for my kind; it’s a curse. I waited.




    The vampire who had turned me had led me back here before she vanished, back to the city of my birth and damnation. Constance—she was always one step ahead of me, and it had been months since I’d picked up her trail. I lingered in the hope she might return one day soon, although I doubted she would.




    Beneath my calm exterior, the ever-present desire for blood clawed at my insides, angry talons constantly tormenting me. I stamped it down and took a seat at one of the chrome tables outside a small café I frequented, pulling my rolled up newspaper from my pocket.




    Another tourist killing. There were other vampires in the city, demons who stalked the streets with little regard for exposing themselves or the rest of us. Their disregard had progressed to blatant sloppiness. Maybe they were young and unaware of the possible consequences, or maybe they were so old they didn’t care anymore. Any other part of the world, and I wouldn’t care either. I kept to myself. I stayed away from them for the most part, and they stayed away from me. This recent spate of killings grated on my nerves. Dublin would always be my home, my territory.




    “Hi.”




    “Hello,” I said, looking up to the young woman who worked here.




    She smiled graciously, flicking the ponytail of her long, dark brown hair over her shoulder. She clicked a pen several times in the brief moment I took to look her over. A nervous habit, I guessed.




    “I’ll have—”




    “Let me guess.” She raised an eyebrow. “You’ll have a hot black coffee that you won’t drink, and a cinnamon pastry that you won’t eat.”




    I wasn’t aware she took notice, since I generally took the pastry and passed it on to one of the many needy on my way home. However, her challenging blue eyes and observation told me she did.




    “You know, there is a minimum order, but I think we can make an exception since you are a regular,” she offered, leaning closer, perhaps so the people at the next table couldn’t hear. I caught the scent of cocoa and ground coffee.




    “Thank you,” I responded, making great effort not to shift away too obviously. “I’ll have a black coffee and a cinnamon pastry, please.” I shuffled my paper and returned to it, essentially cutting off the conversation, or so I thought.




    Her pen clicked again, and I heard a short sigh before she dropped into the seat opposite me. I looked up, shocked. Over the three months I’d been coming to this café, we had barely exchanged more than a please and thank you. I preferred it that way. I wasn’t good at small talk with humans.




    “I don’t mean to pry…” She pressed the fingers of one hand against her temple as though stemming a headache.




    “Then please don’t.”




    She huffed at my remark, apparently unmindful of her intrusion, or of breaking the invisible line between customer and acquaintance. Keeping my head tilted to the broadsheet in my hands, I looked up from under my eyelashes to see her scrutinizing me with narrowed eyes. Not something I was used to. Humans didn’t like to look too closely, and this human had never given me cause to believe she was any different.




    Her eyes remained fixed on me as she placed the notepad on the table between us and laid the pen across the center, clearly with no intention of leaving. She leaned forward as if preparing to speak in confidence again, then hesitated and grimaced, pressing her lips together tightly and sitting back once more.




    “Can I help you with something?” I asked.




    “Yes.” She smiled, and I couldn’t put my finger on why it made me uncomfortable. The girl was beautiful in a non-obvious way, and American, given her accent. The light from the café interior and the square reflected off her shiny hair, and her eyes gleamed with health. I guessed her age at around twenty, and judging by the toned upper arms and shoulders revealed by her tank top, she kept herself in shape.




    Despite her calm outward appearance, her heartbeat picked up pace and the color rose in her cheeks, indicating a rise in body temperature. Her pupils dilated infinitesimally when her gaze flickered to my mouth and back to my eyes, fixing me with look I recognized as hunger. A human male wouldn’t consciously pick up on such markers, but then, I wasn’t a human male.




    She was physically attracted to me, but her determined focus indicated it was more than carnal desire. She wanted something else from me. Something she appeared to believe only I could give her. Every cell in my body reacted to that need, shattering the monotony of my nightly routine.




    Contrary to my usual disposition, I wanted to hear what she had to say. I closed my newspaper, flattening and folding it three times and then placing it on the table beside her notepad. The table became neutral territory between us.




    “You are always impeccably dressed. The whole shabby jeans casual look you have going on here is clearly intentional.” She waved her hand up and down my body, and I wasn’t entirely sure if she was trying to be insulting or complementary. “I’ve never see you anything but clean shaven, and you have a manicure.” She inclined her body again placing her forearms on the table and interlacing her fingers.




    Her eyes stayed defiantly on mine as if she was silently challenging me to look away first.




    “Every day you come here, and you always leave a big tip. That, and your clothes, tell me money isn’t an issue for you.”




    I had no idea where she was going with this, but I was intrigued to find out, so I moved closer to the table, mirroring her. I was over six feet tall, so my arms were longer than hers, and when I interlaced my fingers, it brought our knuckles only inches apart. A challenge of my own, but she didn’t pull away. In fact, she inched closer, and I could almost feel the heat from her skin. The hairs along my arms prickled, and I drew back.




    The girl was observant and not altogether wrong. Money wasn’t a consideration for me. She was right about that, and my appearance too. I preferred to dress casually, but it didn’t mean I couldn’t appreciate quality. She was mistaken about my nails. It’s wasn’t a manicure; my smooth rounded nails were a side effect of my affliction.




    “I wondered if you are ill, because you’re always so pale.” She paused. I imagined she was waiting for confirmation, which I didn’t give.




    Yes, I was sick, but not in the sense she meant. When I didn’t respond, her tongue peeked out and swept across her top lip quickly, followed by a brief pout. The corner of my mouth twitched. I couldn’t help being amused by this girl, even though I shouldn’t encourage her.




    “Your eyes are very distinctive.”




    I instinctively averted my gaze, although my eyes were their usual dark brown, an uninteresting shade of mud.




    There was one night some weeks ago when a fight broke out in the square while I was paying this waitress for my coffee. Some young men were scrapping over nothing after having too much to drink. Blood was spilled, and my true vampire nature emerged for the briefest instant. My eyes turned black tinged with red. It’d been too long since I’d fed. I reeled myself in and left. At the time, I’d had no idea she noticed my physical reaction. I was unprepared, then and now.




    I had to force myself to remain when every compulsion told me to take her away from here and deal with her. There was a reason vampires didn’t expose ourselves to humanity. The hunter would become the hunted, and we would be forced to defend ourselves. Humans outnumbered vampires because humans were food and only an imbecile would obliterate their own food supply by killing or turning them in any great numbers. Suspicions of our existence were one thing, but knowledge, anything that couldn’t be written off as fantasy or delusion, was usually a death sentence.




    “It’s a rare genetic abnormality,” I explained quickly and coolly.




    “Ari!” another young woman—blond and far too thin—called from the door of the café, catching my companion’s attention.




    I’d never taken note of her name before.




    Ari’s head whipped around to the other woman, exposing a long, slender neck the color of pale golden caramel. I swallowed thickly when my eyes were drawn to the pulsing below the smooth skin. I felt the sting of my teeth biting into the flesh at the back of my lips. My control was instantaneous. Although I knew this young human alone couldn’t be a threat to me, my body automatically reacted otherwise.




    “I’ll be there in a second,” Ari answered. The café was busy as always, and yet she appeared in no hurry to attend to other customers. “So, where were we?” she started brightly, as if we were old friends, when she turned her attention back to me. “Oh yeah, you were saying you have a rare genetic abnormality?”




    I nodded once swiftly, recognizing that the most prudent course for her sake would be to leave immediately and never return. Something about the girl I had never noted before held me there. The way she looked at me as if she were staring right through all my pretenses was both riveting and very dangerous.




    She sighed again, this time accompanied by a confused expression that caused her brow to crinkle and then smooth. For some reason I was sure it was bogus.




    “How rare exactly?” She pursed her lips. I recognized a test when I saw it.




    She knew I was lying. A tingle raced up my spine, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood, because she’d been watching closer than I’d given her credit for. Perhaps she wanted me to deny what she’d already guessed—that I was something other than human. Why confront me now? What had prompted this bold step? How rare exactly? I was all too abruptly aware of her reasons for questioning me. She’d seen others.




    “How many?” I asked, cutting through the shit. Did she have any idea of the dangerous path she walked? Self-preservation was a powerful instinct. Those others might have slaughtered her just for looking too close. Very few of my kind had the restraint I possessed, and even I had killed.




    She flinched at my tone but didn’t retreat or ask me to clarify, confirming my suspicion. Vampires had been feeding in the area, and I couldn’t help wondering what game these demons were playing.




    “A man,” she said plainly. “It was hard to tell, but he looked older than us. He approached me early this morning when I was closing up.”




    “Really?” I raised my eyebrows in surprise.




    She sat back then, and her eyes flickered around us nervously, almost as if she expected him to be here watching her now. If he was, I couldn’t sense him.




    “He asked my name. There was something about him.” She stopped, and her whole body shivered. When Ari looked down, I noted the blush across her collarbone, blossoming up to her cheeks. “He reminded me of you. Except, you’ve never made me feel that way. I’m not scared of you.”




    “You should be.” I stood, compelling myself to do it at a speed that wouldn’t attract undue attention.




    “But you haven’t had your coffee yet,” she argued, standing too. A couple at the next table turned to look at us. I wanted to know I could return and take care of this situation if I needed to. Openly having a spat with Ari in front of customers would make that difficult.




    “Please,” she went on. “It’s on the house. Forget I said anything.” She reached out, planting her hand on my lukewarm forearm. It was an intimate gesture, too intimate for strangers. Far too intimate for a human to purposely initiate.




    I tensed at the contact. I may have led them to her. If I weren’t such a creature of habit, I wouldn’t have come here night after night. It was the most likely reason she had caught the interest of one of us and lived to tell. Now it was my responsibility to take care of this. Revulsion at the situation I’d landed myself in and anger at this unknown vampire coiled in the pit of my stomach.




    The other girl came to the door, watching us. I gestured to Ari by inclining my head and led her away from prying ears. She knew something, but I highly doubted she had any idea of what it was she knew. Like most humans encountering the supernatural, she wanted a reason not to believe the truth. She wanted a reason not to be afraid of the boogeyman.




    I lowered my head and kept my voice down. “As you so astutely pointed out, I neither eat pastries nor drink coffee.”




    “Is there something else you drink?” she asked calmly, keeping her voice at a similar volume.




    I almost laughed at her audacity. For an instant, I pretended paranoia had gotten the better of me and her questions were nothing more than an awkward attempt at conversation. She was clearly attracted to me. I could smell the sweet scent of the pheromones she gave off in my presence and the adrenaline in her blood.




    She was still ferreting for the words that would put her mind at rest, like a child seeking comfort from a parent at bedtime. She wanted reassurance there was no monster in the closet waiting to leap out at her.




    The bizarre thing was, it would have been so easy for me to give her what she wanted. I could have told her lies, said exactly what she wanted to hear. I could have made the whole thing seem like just a bad dream or her imagination. I’d done it before with others. It’d been over a century since I’d killed a human who came too close to my secret, ending my devilish reign over London as the infamous Jack the Ripper.




    “I think you already know.”




    Her eyes widened slightly, perhaps taken aback by my candor, and her heart pounded beneath the white cotton of her top. She blinked several times before her eyes flashed to my hand holding onto her bare arm. I released it quickly, rubbing my hand on my thigh to rid myself of the sudden pins and needle shooting over my palm.




    “I’m sorry,” I said. Why couldn’t I tell a simple lie? Lies were second nature to me. Even my name was a lie. I turned to leave.




    “Wait…please.” She moved in front of me again, almost slamming into an unsuspecting tourist dressed head-to-toe in green when I kept walking. “You can’t just leave.” There was a strange pleading in her voice, and for the first time I heard the barely-there rise in the pitch. “What should I do if he comes back?”




    I stopped. So did she, almost falling over one of the slabs of concrete that made up the pavement and had come loose. I caught her upper arms and held her. She was so close, yet she seemed utterly oblivious to the temperature of my skin when she looked up to meet my eyes. Ari’s palms pressed against my chest, and her eyes narrowed. Her fingers twitched over my heart, beating far too slow and strong for a human heart, but she didn’t pull away.




    “What can I do if he comes back?” she asked again.




    I sighed heavily, aware it wouldn’t instill confidence. I didn’t intend to be cruel or scare her, nor did I seem capable of lying to her. Maybe that was a good thing. If someone had been honest with me all those years ago about the real dangers of the city streets, about the beasts that roamed at night inflicting a terrible fate on the city’s inhabitants, maybe I would have been more careful.




    “Nothing. If he comes back for you, there is nothing you can do.”




    Ari’s eyes searched mine. She swallowed and carefully pushed away from me. I wasn’t sure what reaction I expected from her. Maybe to scream or run? I had just done something incredibly stupid. I had revealed myself out in the open where I could do nothing if she chose to shout or scream or cry hysterically. She did none of those things. Ari simply nodded, indicating she understood, and stepped away from me.




    “Thank you,” she said, almost as an afterthought.




    It caused another twinge of guilt, and I had no idea why. It didn’t make sense. “Are you okay?” My arms hung from my body as if still holding her or reaching for her.




    She stared into space, trying to wrap her head around the revelation of monsters and demons in the real world. Finally, Ari chuckled darkly, and her lips pulled up into a half-smile as she turned to leave. “No.”




    I stepped forward, and her head spun in my direction. For the first time, she flinched away when I reached out.




    “I have to get back to work. I’m sorry I bothered you.” A veil had come down. It happened when the human mind didn’t want to admit something to itself. I had seen it before. “What’s your name?”




    “Clay Black.” It was as if my brain had short-circuited. I had just handed her my name. It wasn’t my real name, but that didn’t matter. It was the name I went by. Undiluted panic welled in my chest. My actions were forcing me into a corner. She could easily tell her friend who I was.




    She smiled, taking another step away. “Thank you, Mr. Black.”




    My throat wrenched into a sudden knot at the sound of her voice, as though a million tiny razors shot through my blood.




    “Ari,” I called after her.




    Her body turned halfway, and she peeked over her shoulder. Her eyes narrowed curiously.




    “Henry.” The knot in my stomach instantly eased. “My name, it’s Henry Clayton.”


  




  

    Chapter 3




    I HAD BEEN LIVING a short distance north of the city for three months, in the same Georgian townhouse I had once shared with my family. The houses in the semi-circle row faced onto the small, green space populated by trees and thick shrubbery, providing much needed privacy. Most of the houses had been converted into apartments, and the neighbors kept to themselves. Regardless, I had little interest in parting with the property. Call it sentimental reasons, a reminder of past transgressions. Guilt.




    The curtains behind one of the paned windows had been disturbed, and a dim light glowed from the drawing room. An intruder would be more aware of accidentally exposing himself, if he managed to get past my home security without triggering it.




    I entered the dimly lit room. My guest didn’t react or even move from the leather wing-back chair facing the fire hearth. Like all the rooms in the house, the drawing room had been updated in the last few years. What remained wasn’t even vaguely similar to how it had been in my youth. I didn’t want to forget, but I wasn’t a masochist, either. I wanted to remember who I was then and what she stole from me, but I was under no illusions about what I had become.




    The room was square, not accounting for the two deep alcoves that housed tall, mahogany bookshelves filled with the reference material I preferred reading these days. I found reality to be far more terrifying than fiction. The entire house was modern with a touch of Old World to it. The limestone hearth in this room was real, as were the Palladio moldings on the ceiling, although rescued from another property. I chose mostly antique furniture or quality reproductions, from the red leather, studded couch against the wall to the Queen Anne cabinet where I kept my alcohol. My considerable affluence prevailed thanks to my investments, allowing my continued material comfort.




    Judging by the hand holding a tumbler half-filled with my Glenmorangie whisky, my guest seated in the wingback by the fire had already helped himself.




    “I see you haven’t managed to rid yourself of that nasty breaking and entering habit.” I tossed my keys in a crystal bowl on one of the side tables.




    His head appeared around the leather, and he smiled broadly, his shaggy, dark blond hair unkempt as ever and his bright green eyes crinkling with mirth. “Brother, your fascination with home security always did amuse me. How unfortunate it would be for any human who disturbs you in the dead of night.” His voice still held a hint of his Scottish accent after three hundred years.




    I went to the cabinet and poured a tumbler for myself, shaking the bottle to offer a refill. He held his glass out.




    “It’s any intrusions I am eager to avoid, Dougal.” I raised an eyebrow. Just as he never understood why I surrounded myself with human protection, I could never understand why he didn’t. It wasn’t as if we were indestructible.




    “Your paranoia is astounding, Henry.” He shook his head in disbelief, taking a large mouthful of whisky and puffing out his cheeks before swallowing. “I can always rely on you for the good stuff.” He grinned in appreciation. “And it’s Doug now.”




    Instinct should have kept humans from straying too close to a predator, but many humans were completely oblivious under the right circumstances. They were too tied up in their own lives or consumed by modern life to recognize a dark angel in their midst.




    I took a seat in the other chair, inspecting the half-emptied bottle. I gathered Dougal—Doug—had been here awhile. Vampires tended to drink hard and fast, but rarely got drunk. Our bodies processed the alcohol too quickly. Whisky wasn’t as easily absorbed in our bodies as clear alcohol like gin or vodka, but I enjoyed the woody taste better.




    “And I go by Clay now. I don’t consider it paranoia, more like self-preservation. I prefer not to take the chance.”




    My recent interaction with Ari only went to further prove I was right to be careful. Humans were losing the instincts that kept them from danger. They rushed to it like moths fluttering blindly to a flame. More than that, they found legends of our kind alluring, fascinating.




    “When did you arrive in Dublin?” I asked. Had he been the vampire sniffing around Ari?




    “This evening. I came straight here. I’ve been up north for a few weeks and Paris before that.”




    I took a drink and enjoyed the warming alcohol slipping down my throat. “So, Doug, what are your plans?” I asked casually, leaning forward to rest my elbows on my knees and rolling the smooth glass between my palms.




    Doug smirked and stretched out his long legs in front of him. He’d been a Highlander once and retained the body of one. His muscled arms and shoulders under his black shirt came from years of sword training, and his hard stomach was honed from fistfights while still human.




    He’d returned to the Highlands only once after his infection. His people had banished him when he reappeared two weeks after his apparent death during a raid. They believed him a devil…and he was. His people paid the devil his due with their lives. All of them. Doug had never made it to his twenty-first birthday, and like me, his introduction to this existence had been brutal and bloody.




    He knew me well, and I didn’t have to speak my real question out loud. With him being older, it wasn’t at all likely it was Doug being sloppy when feeding, but his sudden appearance after fifteen years indicated something was up.




    “I’m getting out of Dodge,” he said. He took another drink. “You should do the same.”




    I narrowed my eyes curiously, sensing his worry. It was very unlike him to worry about much.




    “It’s Abhartach.”




    I snorted, almost choking on a mouthful of whisky. “This again? You can’t be serious.”




    “Aye, I am deadly serious, and if you didn’t cut yourself off from everyone and everything around you, you would have heard too. The news is rampant. What do you think it is that’s attracting the crazies?” He swallowed thickly, the tight muscles of his jaw twitching.




    “How?” I asked, humoring him. It would make sense, if there was a group of foolish vampires intent on the notion of waking Abhartach, that there would be others waiting in the wings to welcome the father of all vampires back, hoping for favor.




    “No idea.” He picked up the bottle I had left on the floor between us and poured his glass almost to the brim, then did the same to mine. “I just know this can’t be good. There was a reason he was put in the ground, and believe me, if they do manage to raise him, he will not be happy. We are talking mayhem, slaughter, a blood war…the end of life as we know it. I am not going to be sitting at ground zero when it strikes.”




    He paused a moment, gauging my reaction, but I wasn’t sure what my reaction should be. I only knew about Abhartach from legends and the stories Doug had told me. He was the monster in the nightmares of monsters, a pure demon that ravaged the land and survived on blood offerings until he had been trapped by a Druid and buried in Northern Ireland thousands of years ago. Surely if there was a way to wake the original vampire, someone would have found it before now?




    On the other hand, Doug had taken me under his wing when others would have walked away and left me to rot. I owed him my trust. If he said this was going to happen, I had to at least take him seriously.




    “Come with me, brother,” he said. “She hasn’t evaded you for all this time by being stupid. Constance is long gone from here.”




    I frowned into my glass, watching the liquid ripple from the tiny movements of my hands. I was shaking. He was right, of course. Three months and I had had no indication she was still here. So, why did I feel a strange tugging in my stomach at the idea of leaving? I should go. I should go tonight. There was nothing left for me here in Dublin.




    Still, I hesitated. I tipped the glass back, draining the last drop, and returned to staring, this time into the empty glass.




    Doug laughed, breaking into my thoughts, and I turned my head to see him scrutinizing me with interest. His smile was wide, his teeth gleaming white in the darkened room.




    “I know that look,” he accused, shaking his finger at me. “I’ve seen it in my own stupid reflection. Who is she?” He leaned forward, sniffing at the air.




    I sat back, dismissing him with a wave of my hand. “What? There is no one.”




    “Really?” His eyebrows rose, disappearing into the disheveled hair that fell across his forehead. “By your pallor, I would say you haven’t fed in at least several days, but you reek of human.”




    “I’ve come from the city.” I stood and moved away to pull a fresh bottle from the drinks cabinet, suddenly feeling the need for more alcohol.




    “Aye.” He chuckled, but I got the distinct impression he wasn’t agreeing with me at all.




    I opened the bottle and poured more whisky, glowering at him, which seemed to amuse him further. He tilted his head back, closed his eyes, and inhaled deeply as if tasting the air around him. I returned to my chair and sat in a stony silence for a moment. Finally, he smacked his lips and smiled again.




    “A tasty wee morsel, brother.”




    I flinched, and as if of their own accord, the fingers of my free hand curved in, my nails biting into my palm. There were several scents trapped in the fibers of my clothing, but I was well aware the strongest was of cocoa, coffee grounds, and adrenaline—Ari.




    Doug’s eyes flashed to my fist and instantly darkened on reflex.




    “You’ve been alone far too long, Clay,” he started, showing the edges of his white teeth. “Believe me, there is nothing I would rather see than you happy.”




    “I would never consider a relationship with one of them.” I looked away and shook out my hand, releasing the tension.




    “I did.”




    “Yes, and look what happened,” I said bitterly. “She died.” Why were we even having this conversation? It was irrelevant.




    When I looked back to Doug, his shoulders had relaxed, and his green eyes glistened in the lamplight. They tightened, pulling his eyebrows together as he regarded me with an almost fatherly concern.




    “Aye, she died, and I would do it all again in a heartbeat for just one more second with her in my life.” He sighed deeply. “Regardless, now is not the time. We need to leave.”




    I pursed my lips, tossing the full bottle in my hands. I still couldn’t make myself move. “You are wrong. She is not a potential companion. She has figured out what I am, and I couldn’t lie to her. Once she finishes work, I’m going to follow her home and clean up my mess. I’m going to kill her.” The words felt like barbed wire dragged through my throat, and the alcohol did nothing to relax me.




    Doug abruptly snatched the bottle from my hands, and less than a half-second later was standing in front of me pouring into his glass.




    “No you won’t,” he said earnestly, “but if you want my advice…” He tipped the bottle toward me, and the amber liquid swished around inside.




    “I don’t. Not on this.”




    He shrugged, apparently unaffected by my bluntness, and then smiled. “You know you’re going to get it anyway. You’re not going to kill this girl. We both know it. My advice is to take the girl and get the hell out of here before it’s too late.”
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    A few hours later, I was hiding out on a rooftop in Temple Bar, watching Ari lock up for the night. It had passed four a.m. Inebriated men and women still filled the square, prancing around as though participating in some bizarre group mating ritual.




    I dropped down from my perch and rounded the corner as two young men approached her. She smiled before turning away and making a point of politely ignoring them. By the slump of her shoulders and the way her movements lacked the determination they had had earlier in the day, I deduced she was tired, distracted…too distracted to notice me trailing her in the shadows through the city streets. I maintained as much distance as possible while holding her just within my sights.




    She kept her head down as she walked, every now and then hiking the backpack she carried on her shoulder. She crossed the river toward a twenty-four-hour, multi-story parking garage, I presumed to collect a car, meaning she probably didn’t live in the city. It was almost too easy. There would be no need to go any further. A dark, lonely multi-story was the perfect place to finish this.




    However, we weren’t alone. I caught his scent long before I spotted the boy. His clothes were matted in dirt and crusted with brown, dried blood.




    “Well, isn’t this a fortunate coincidence.”




    The vampire’s ungainly movements gave him away as newly made, and his own living blood still burned inside his body. I could smell it on him. My throat ached at the thought of his thirst. I suspected he had yet to feed and had set his sights on Ari as his first meal. He would tear her apart, devour her in a despicable fashion, and the thought made me sick to my stomach.




    The young vampire crouched behind a car a short distance away from me on a deserted side street. He watched her check over her shoulder before pulling open a door to the stairs and disappearing inside. I could have walked away and allowed him to deal with my little problem…but I didn’t.




    I kept to the shadows, my stomach twisting with fury. This vampire was too young, too wild to be the same one who had approached her before. His nose lifted, sniffing at the air, and his lips drew back, revealing his fangs in a snarl. The vampire’s growl vibrated in the night air as he turned his sights on me. I launched at him, slamming us both into a metal Dumpster. His strength couldn’t match mine, but he was a scrapper, throwing wild punches and kicking at my legs.




    “Calm down,” I snapped, rolling my lips back over my exposed teeth. He couldn’t be much older than I had been. “You have a choice.”




    He bucked, attempting to throw me off, but I slammed him into the Dumpster again, clasping his wrists to hold him steady.




    “Run or die.”




    He heard me. He blinked and narrowed his dark eyes. For a split second, I thought he’d run, so I loosened my grip. He drew his arm back with blinding force and smashed a fist into my face. Pain exploded across my jaw and rocketed down my neck. I stumbled back and received a jab to my gut. Maybe I’d underestimated his strength. He crouched, ready to pounce at me. I didn’t give him the chance. I spun away from him—his knuckles missing my chin by an arm’s length—and reached into the Dumpster, wrapping my fingers around a panel of a wooden crate. I yanked the strip free. He came at me like an animal, devoid of logic or reason, and drove himself onto the pointed shard of wood.




    The boy’s eyes widened in horror at what he’d done. His jaw slackened, and his human features returned. The crackle began at the point of impact as it always does. His clothes blackened and smoldered around the makeshift stake piercing his heart. It spread quickly, taking only seconds for charred flesh to turn to dust, leaving me standing alone in the side street.




    I tossed the wood aside and rubbed my throbbing jaw.




    With the other vampire out of the way, I quickly made my way inside the multi-story. I kept my distance and evaded the sparse security cameras dotted around the building. The air smelled stale with pollution from the river combined with gas fumes and the stench of human urine. I knew I had to act quickly once I heard the beep of a car unlocking. I knocked out the camera directed toward Ari, who was standing with her hand on the door handle, ready to climb inside the small red car. Her head turned swiftly in the direction of the shattering glass, but she was too late. I was gone.




    “Hello?” she called nervously. I didn’t answer. “Is there anyone there?”




    I moved again and allowed the predator in me to take over, circling her—my prey. The scent of her blood invaded my head. Instantly, my fangs pressed into the flesh at the back of my lips. The thirst burned down my throat and through my entire body, cooled only by the increased saliva. My mouth watered for her. My fingers twitched by my side, wanting to reach out. The hunt awakened every nerve in my body, and my skin crackled as if electricity passed over the surface. I stood stock still in an unlit corner, the muscles in my legs flexing, ready to pounce.




    It is no different from any other hunt.




    She looked around uneasily and frowned, yet I made no move in her direction. I held back. It was unfathomable. Everything in my body told me to take her, but I didn’t. It felt as if some unseen force kept me there against my will. I wanted to attack, but I couldn’t bring myself to act.




    Ari shook her head and chuckled quietly, perhaps thinking she imagined the presence and that the monster in the closet wasn’t there.




    I steeled myself, thinking about Doug’s earlier assumptions. He seemed to think I was attracted to the girl. There was no doubting her quiet, reserved beauty, but she had an air of sadness that seemed to linger around her. It was this sadness and my curiosity that drew me to her. I wondered what she had lost…she had lost. If there was one thing I recognized, it was torment. Strange that I never took the time to see her before, as she saw me. Her inquisitive blue eyes had seen straight through my carefully constructed façade. If I had taken the time to notice this young woman, maybe it would have prepared me for her questions. Perhaps I could have kept my world from tainting her.




    Doug’s hypothesis was ludicrous. Other vampires took humans as lovers—often ending in a bloody death—but that was something that had never appealed to me. I no longer saw them that way. Their fragile bodies were far too easily worn out, and I had no desire to form attachments and watch the object of my affections wither and die before my eyes. There were no exceptions for me.




    It was merely the power of suggestion. Doug had told me I couldn’t kill her, so I doubted myself. I could kill. I have killed. Savagery was my special vampire gift. I braced and took a rattled breath. Coffee and cocoa. My thirst escalated until everything else disappeared except the delectable flavor of Ari’s body. Hunger ripped at my insides…yet I remained hidden in the darkness.




    I didn’t need to breathe. It was a latent reflex left over from human life. Blood provided everything I needed for my body to function, the luscious blood that happened to be pumping through a moist, straining heart just feet from where I stood.




    I moved swiftly, determined to make this as painless as possible. After all, it was my fault. I’d told her things against my better judgment. The least I could do was offer her a quick death.




    Her hand gripped the door handle and, in the very instant I moved, Ari called my name. I brushed past her. The only evidence of my presence was her hair fluttering in the whoosh of breeze my movement created.




    “Henry,” she called again, a detectable tremor in her soft voice, “are you here?”




    I closed my eyes and laid my head back against a van, out of sight. As an alternative to taking her life, I pressed my hands to the cool paintwork, listening to her elevated heartbeat drumming so loud it felt almost as if it was beating inside my own chest. Without another word from her, I heard the car door open. Moments later the engine turned over, and the car pulled out.




    I stood there concentrating on the sound until it faded into the murmur of the other sporadic traffic on the street outside, paralyzed by my indecision and with no idea what had just transpired between us. What about this girl that I had never before taken heed of was suddenly squirming itself so far into my mind? Why didn’t I act?




    Something about her made me weak, as if she had bewitched me. I couldn’t lie to her. I evidently couldn’t kill her. Ari was nothing special from what I could see, and yet, even now, I found myself wanting to track her down. I wanted to discover the source of this influence. If I could discover that, then I could do what needed to be done.


  




  

    Chapter 4




    1868




    MY ENTIRE BODY FELT as if my skin was being flayed slowly and tortuously, leaving every nerve exposed and raw.




    “I’m sorry, Mr. Clayton, we’ve done all we can do.” Dr. Boyle’s voice rang out in my head, loud and booming as thunder, although I was sure he wasn’t even in the same room. In fact, I was positive my father had excused himself and the doctor to discuss my fate in the study, away from my wailing mother and my young sister.




    “Is there nothing to be done?” my father pleaded. “Money is no object.”




    I writhed again, hit by another convulsion. The bed linen was too heavy and far too coarse. Every fiber irritated my skin as if it were shards of glass scraping at me. The tendons in my neck stretched so rigid that one part of me feared they would snap. Another part wished they would. I wanted this over. My blood burned a path like molten rock running through my body, consuming me from the inside out. Soon, there would be nothing left but ashes.




    “I’m sorry, Mr. Clayton,” Dr. Boyle said. “Your son is in the hands of the Lord now.”




    “Anything,” my father begged. I had never heard him beg.




    My back arched off the bed as another surge of agony ripped through my body.




    “I was recently introduced to a man named William Alexander while attending a lecture at the College of Surgeons. His knowledge of anatomy and obscure illnesses is unsurpassed. Perhaps he may be able to help. I will send for him immediately.”




    The agony surged up again. As a child, I had traveled to Paris. The journey had been perilous, by land and sea, fraught with unexpected bad weather. To a child’s eyes, the waves were monstrous and the storm raging. I had cried when my father had told me to be brave, terrified the black water would swallow us whole.




    Tears slipped from my eyes, my bravery faltering once more. My heart galloped unnaturally. Pain licked at my body and crackled over my skin like lashes from a flaming whip.




    The last sound I heard, before pain swept me into oblivion, was the sound of my father weeping alone in his study.
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    I had no idea how much time had passed when I became aware of my surroundings once more. I twisted in my bed, experiencing the most excruciating pain I had ever known in my life. It thundered through me until I feared I had died. Only the flames of hell could torment so. Everything constricted, and my body spasmed over and over, the pain squeezing inward toward my chest and my galloping heart. I screamed, but no one came to my aid. Had I spoken aloud at all? White-hot agony blazed in the center of my chest, and my body locked down. My throat burned as if someone had ignited the flesh inside. I pressed my hands to my ears in an attempt to drown out the voices of my father and mother arguing. What was the origin of the soft, wet thumping that drummed inside my skull?




    Thump, thump, thump…




    “It’s a miracle, Henry.” My mother’s voice rang in my ears as I twisted and turned, keeping my eyes shut to the blinding light overhead.




    “A miracle?” my father echoed, mocking her.




    The clink of crystal pierced through my eardrums, followed by a thunderous downpour that sounded like the loudest rainstorm I had ever heard.




    Thump, thump, thump…




    I heard humming nearby, outside, but as though inside my head. My stomach convulsed, and my brain tried to wrap around what was happening to me. I had no idea how I had gotten here. I needed water. I needed to quench this terrible thirst ripping me apart.




    “He should be dead,” my father said. “He was dead, I tell you. Yet he isn’t dead and grows stronger by the moment. It’s the devil’s work, Esther.”




    I knew my father, and I could clearly hear the strain and exhaustion in his voice, and the way he spoke a beat too slow after consuming several brandies.




    His words made no sense to me. Nothing made sense to me. All I knew was the thirst and the relentless thumping.




    And the smell, dear God, the smell. Rich and luscious, with the faintest metallic undertone, like cool well water, except I knew instinctively it was thick and would slide over the thirst, soothing and quenching. I needed it.




    Thump, thump, thump…




    The humming was familiar to me. Lottie always hummed when she played alone in her room. No doubt playing with her dollhouse, make believe lady of the house. Yes, I could clearly hear the swish and crinkle of the stiff fabric my mother dressed her in. She hated when I called Charlotte Lottie, but still it always made my little sister smile.




    Thump, thump, thump…




    Another wave of agony burned through me, and I gritted my teeth against it. The bed sheets ripped from the force of my hold.




    “You are mistaken, Henry,” Mother pleaded with my father. Why plead?




    “No.” He sighed with an edge of defeat.




    It was no use fighting, I needed to drink. I threw the cover back, squinting against the brightness. I became aware of the strangest sensation of dust being disturbed where it then settled on my skin as the hairs rose on my arms. My body was slick with sweat; my bed shirt clung to my chest, and my hair matted against my forehead.




    Thump, thump, thump…




    I stumbled blindly; my limbs didn’t feel like my own. They were stronger, more powerful, beyond my control. How long I had been lying in bed? Perhaps this was a side effect of my treatment, maybe why this ravenous thirst consumed me. I held on to the end of my bed as I fumbled into my trousers, startled when the obviously mite-ridden wood crumbled beneath my fingertips. I didn’t bother with a clean shirt or shoes. That could wait. My plan was to find the source of the scent.




    The most potent of it emanated from Lottie’s room, so that was where I headed, and then I could reassure my weeping mother.




    Thump, thump, thump…




    The sound grew louder as my feet moved over the ground, stumbling toward it. The pain scalded my body and my skin, as if every nerve was stroked like a bow across the strings of a violin. The pain was only enhanced by the lyrical humming. My nails dragged along the walls, tearing away the expensive wall cover my mother had had shipped from London. I peered through my eyelashes, unable to open my eyes against the artificial light of the modern gas lamps. An oval mirror reflected ghostly, pale skin, white almost to the point of being gray against my dark hair. My eyes looked sunken and hollow, bloodied. It was a mask of death. The memory of my attacker returned to me with the force of a blade slicing through my very being, cutting me off from everything I once was.




    Thump, thump, thump…




    Every other sound disappeared. Everything but the thumping. In the very moment I realized it was Lottie’s heart, I realized my own heart pounded too slow and with inhuman force. I closed my eyes tightly. I wanted to scream, but my dehydrated throat closed in. The thumping in my ears grew ever louder. My body twisted in on itself, seizing against the abrupt agony as I was immersed in the sour, metallic scent and the stab of unnatural sharpness against the back of my lips. Fangs, just like the woman that attacked me in the dark alley. No, my mind roared. No!




    “Henry?” Lottie’s small voice called as the door to her bedroom continued to creak open.




    Thump, thump, thump, thump…




    It came faster. “Stay back,” I choked out, but my voice was lyrical and more comforting than I intended. It didn’t sound like me at all. I didn’t feel like me. I was overwhelmed with an insatiable hunger, and my body battled against me to move. I imagined myself a lone man standing in the face of raging waters crashing toward a shore. There was simply no way for me to stop it.




    “Henry? Are you still poorly?” she asked, clearly confused.




    Thump, thump, thump, thump…




    The walls pulsated, and I licked my lips, my will crumbling. Everything happened very fast or very slow, depending on how it was perceived. For me, the heinous nature of my actions seemed to stop time in its tracks. It was as if the world fell away, leaving nothing but a red veil cursing everything in that hallway. Yet, I was sure, for my family, what happened next was over in what must have been the worst, blackest, most vile and gruesome seconds imaginable.




    My head snapped up, and my lips pulled back in a hungry snarl. I felt the sting of pointed fangs piercing my own skin. She smelled delicious. I saw only red, as though through glass that had been washed with scarlet. She stood on the other side, looking on at me aghast, both hands pressed firmly against her open mouth. My precious little sister, whom I had vowed to love and protect, with her perfect dark brown hair in ringlets and ribbons down her back, and her hot blood pumping so very close to the surface of her porcelain skin.




    Thump, thump, thump, thump…




    A door downstairs swung open, and the stomping of my father’s shoes crossed the floor, followed by the gentler patter of my mother’s. Both were frantic, no doubt knowing they left a dearly loved child at the mouth of the beast. My head swiveled to the sound, but they were too late.




    “Henry,” Lottie called my attention back to her. She looked at me with wide blue eyes, the artery below her ear pounding invitingly.




    Hardly a second had passed. Fire exploded throughout my body, and thirst strangled me. I acted on pure instinct; my body needed blood, and Lottie was nothing more than prey. I pounced. The sound of bones crushing to pulp and flesh ripped open drowned her cries.




    The first sip caressed my tongue, and I was overtaken with sheer bliss. It was the most natural thing in the world to feel the smooth, velvety wetness slip down my throat. The metallic taste was still apparent, but didn’t dissuade me as my lips closed over warm, ragged muscle and skin. I drank deeply from the limp body.




    All too soon, my father reached the top of the stairs. His collar was undone and his shirt crumpled. A layer of dark stubble speckled with gray covered his jawline and neck. He stopped, frozen in horror at the sight before him, but I didn’t care. All I cared for was the blood. I would not allow him to take it from me. I bared my teeth, hissing out a breath, feeling the warm liquid drip from my chin.




    My mother forced him forward, pressing into his back because she couldn’t see past his petrified form to the atrocity he was witnessing. Color drained from her delicate features. Her hand flew to her mouth, and her eyes opened wide.




    It was the defining moment of my existence—the very instant I knew I was lost forever. My mother wasn’t looking at me; her gaze fell lower. I looked down to the battered, mangled corpse of the seven-year-old in my arms—my darling Lottie. Her head hung unnaturally over my forearm, exposing her mangled throat. Her eyes were vacant and staring at nothing, and her tongue dangled from her lips. In her outstretched hand, she still gripped the tiny figurine she had been holding when she came to investigate the noise outside her room.




    I watched as her tiny, blood-soaked hand opened and the specially made porcelain replica of her brother—whom she adored as much as he adored her—slipped, broken into two pieces, from her palm to the floor.
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