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        You become responsible, forever, for what you have tamed. You are responsible for your rose.

        -Antoine de Saint-Exupery

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Mid -1800’s
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      Griffin savored the feel of the little arms around his neck. He breathed in the scent of sunshine and spring breezes his five-year-old daughter gave off. He hated that he was about to break her heart, however temporarily.

      Knowing that Elizabeth, his wife, would never let her go, he had seen to it that she said goodbye to the little girl first. He would shoulder the task of handing the child over to Elizabeth’s mother. At least he knew that his little girl with the magical gift would know that they were sad, too, and maybe feel less abandoned.

      “You be good for your nain, Little Miss.” Griffin set her down beside her grandmother. “Take care of Birdie for us.”

      He saw the glint of the tears welling up in her chameleon eyes. Today, they were dark blue to match her mood. Her chin stiffened as he stepped away and entered the stage to sit beside his wife whose sky-colored eyes also shone with sadness.

      They waved and threw kisses and little Rosalind buried her face in the folds of her grandmother’s skirt and clutched her pocket where Elizabeth had tucked “Birdie”, the exquisite peacock brooch he had given Elizabeth on their wedding day. They had asked Rosalind to care for it until they returned. The little girl had been so proud of the task, he knew she would do it well.

      

      Rosalind felt hollow as her grandmother led her away. Tears made their soft slide down her cheeks as she saw the coach get swallowed up in a cloud of dust. She watched the cloud as it crested the hill and disappeared.

      “We need a few things from Mr. Bradner, Missy. Come along.”

      She had almost missed the step to the store’s porch so intent she was on the hilltop.

      “Little Miss.” Her grandmother turned her toward her, squeezing her shoulders and pushing her tears away with her thumb. “They will be back soon, just a few weeks. We will be so busy, you will hardly notice.”

      Rosalind looked down at her hands and her breath got deeper. Grandmother led her into the store where Mr. Bradner was just clattering coins into the register to start the day.

      It was usually an exciting place for Rosalind. She scanned the colorful jars and tins behind the counter. She walked by the sacks and barrels huddled together like gossipy townsfolk, and by the little stove that smelled ashy and warm even in summer. Mr. Bradner, himself, was the best part. His big booming voice always sounded like a laugh, though it didn’t seem as happy to Rosalind today.

      “Well, good morning to you, Little Miss.”

      Mr. Bradner called her Little Miss or Missy, just like her family did, and since they did, everyone did. They were saving Rosalind until she “grew into it.” Her father had thought she could be called Rosie until then, but Grandmother had said that sounded like the name of a saloon girl. Rosalind didn’t know what kind of girl that was, but her father had laughed and they had stuck with Little Miss.

      Rosalind wandered around the store, but she could hear her grandmother and Mr. Bradner talking as he filled her list. “She seems pretty upset, Helen.”

      “It’s the first time they’ve left her; any child would be.”

      Mr. Bradner nodded. “But she isn’t just any child.”

      Mr. Bradner was one of the few people outside of family who knew about Rosalind’s gift. Her grandmother called it “divine” and her father said it was “magical”, but to Rosalind, it was just normal. She thought everyone could tell the moods and emotions of those around them, the overall intentions of others, and the sensations of their surroundings. It wasn’t until her mother told her it was a special talent that few people had that she learned otherwise.

      She completed her round of the store as her grandmother gathered the parcel with their purchases and took her hand. Despite her mood, she managed a quick smile at Mr. Bradner. His face crinkled into a big grin and a wink goodbye.

      At home, the time dragged, broken mid-week by a visit from Aunt Rachel and Mary, Rosalind’s older cousin. While Grandmother and Aunt Rachel talked in hushed tones, Rosalind waited by the door for Mary to go outside and play, but Mary just stood by her mother, staring at the floor, shuffling her foot, her mouth limp. Rosalind’s stomach tightened and she stepped outside.

      When they eventually filed out, Aunt Rachel nudged Mary along as Grandmother tried to give her one last comforting stroke.

      "Mama, James is a good father," Aunt Rachel said as they walked down the porch steps.  "He's just strict; he doesn't want them turning out spoiled." She glanced at Rosalind as she said "spoiled" and then hurried off with Mary.

      The term didn't really bother Rosalind. It was better than being whatever her cousins were, because they endured a lot of pain. Uncle James thought the way to “raise a child right”, was to whip them every now and then; it would “teach them proper respect,” he said. He had told her father that once while nodding toward Rosalind. She could feel her father's anger as he scooped her up and left.

      Her father was strict, but it took nothing more than a disapproving look from him to correct her. He had given her a swat to the backside once after finding her climbing toward the dangerously high barn rafters, curious about the big owl who lived up near the roof. Rosalind was crushed, but the fear and regret she felt in her father affected her far more than the spanking.

      Regret was not the feeling James gave off when disciplining his children. She once saw him go after her cousin Caleb with a strap just because Caleb hadn't answered him fast enough. When he finished the beating, he walked away with a satisfied gait that, even to a child, seemed out of place with what he had done. Rosalind could only imagine what he must have done to Mary.

      The sadness of the day renewed Rosalind’s own unhappiness. She missed her mother’s touch, her smile, and the scent of lavender that lingered in the air when she was near. She wanted her father's strong hands to hold her and to hear his deep rhythmic laugh as he expressed his delight over something she did.

      She thought about them constantly the next few weeks when there was nothing more than church and some little chores Grandmother had given her to distract her.

      Sometimes she slid the little brooch “Birdie” out of its silky bag. It reminded her of the fairy stories her father told her, of magical creatures and faraway lands that he said they would visit one day. Birdie glistened with dark blue and green jewels making up its body and tail. Her father said it was a peacock, a real creature, and that legend said it would see to it that she married a good man someday. Rosalind’s mother always gave her father a sweet smile when he told Rosalind that. Touching Birdie is something she had often done with her parents; they never kept her from the elegant and delicate piece. Looking at it now, in their absence, was a comfort.

      The day finally came when her parents would return. As Rosalind ate her breakfast, she got a twisting and hardness in her stomach. She stopped eating. She gripped the little pouch so tightly it hurt her hand.

      “Missy, dear, finish eating.” Her grandmother’s voice had a tinge of panic in it.

      Rosalind slipped away from the table and clung to her grandmother.

      “Missy, now stop. Everything is fine, you are just excited.”

      Rosalind could tell her grandmother didn’t believe her own words, but hoped that saying them would make them true. Rosalind ran outside. Her dread grew and enveloped her in a smothering grip. By the time her aunt and uncle showed up, her aunt crying and her uncle unusually attentive, Rosalind could hardly breathe. She hid behind a tree, if they couldn’t find her, they couldn’t tell her and if they didn’t tell her, it wouldn’t be real.
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      "Elizabeth dear, get your sister and see what the hens left."

      "Grandma. It's me, Missy." Missy touched her grandmother's cheek and tried to smile.

      The old woman looked at Missy and reached out and patted her hand.  "Oh...of course, isn't that what I said, Little Miss?  Let’s see about breakfast."

      "It's suppertime, Grandma." Missy tried to hold in her worry.  "I'll fix us some eggs."

      Grandmother was worse than usual today. The years since Missy’s parents’ death had not healed the shock of losing her younger daughter Elizabeth, Missy's mother, and it was further vexing to see Rachel put up with James's increasing brutality. She often thought herself in a time when her daughters were still children, playing and happy. Reality was too stark, too painful.

      This past year, she had started doing some tasks over and over, but leaving other more important tasks undone. She mixed up names and often couldn’t remember what the most common items were called.

      "Here, Grandma."

      Missy put the eggs down near her. Maybe she would eat them this time.

      As her grandmother’s condition had deteriorated, Missy had learned to do the things necessary to keep them alive. She had started school the year after her parents died, but had only gone two terms. In that time, she had, at least, learned to read so she tried to keep her grandmother's mind going by reading the Bible to her. She tried to make sure they got to church on Sunday, too. It was almost the only time they saw other people, except for Mr. Bradner who stopped by once a week to check on them.

      James wouldn’t let Rachel visit often, but just last month she had come over crying because Caleb had left to work on the Ohio River barges. She worried Mary would leave, too, but was afraid to tell James. She had overheard her talking of running away with a boy from church. "She's only fourteen, Mama!" Rachel had cried. But the old woman just patted her daughter’s hand. She couldn't offer any words of comfort.

      As the eggs sat untouched, Missy’s stomach tightened; a chill spread across her arms and back.

      "Grandma, we should go to bed now."

      "You go on ahead, Little Miss  I just want to sit a bit."

      "But, Grandma...!"

      "Go, child. It's okay."

      Missy kissed her grandmother goodnight.

      In the morning Grandmother was still sitting in her chair, peacefully gazing toward the ceiling.
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      "You lazy brat!"

      "But, I⁠—"

      "Shut up!"

      Her uncle hit her harder. The strap burned a painful welt into her skin each place it landed. She huddled in the corner wishing with every stinging lash, that she could disappear through the wall. He finally stopped and stood over her, his breath heavy, the smell of his sweat hot and angry.

      The beatings had been going on since she moved in; first a slap or a switching, but they had gradually escalated, and now were getting more frequent, more brutal, more unpredictable. He seemed to be trying to outdo himself each time. Along with the beatings, he found other ways to terrorize her. He would lock her in the far storage shed, or tie her to a post outside overnight,

      He once spent a whole week digging a deep hole, almost completely neglecting the farm, and regularly punishing Missy in the interval for things undone. He finished his project and pulled the ladder out of the pit, fixing his eyes on Missy.

      Inevitably she did something he deemed warranted his wrath. He whipped her and pushed her into the hole just as night was falling. He covered the opening with a few old boards and some brush.

      Even for James, this level of aggression seemed extreme. She worried he might burn the brush and kill her. He had threatened to before, calling her "demonic" because she was “never raised right.” It would be easy to hide the crime by filling in the hole and using the site for a permanent brush pile. Missy heard the flap of a tarpaulin, as it slid over the remaining pockets of light above her. The pit was devoid of all sound except her own breathing and movement. There was nothing on which to focus her senses; no concept of time passing.

      She tried to claw her way up the sides. Her fingers slid down the cold pasty walls, her hands and nails caked with mud. Little roots brushed her face, but they were too thin for her to grasp, and, as she fought against the steep dirt wall, her body began to tire and her senses dulled.  Despite the lingering pain of the lash, the anxiety of her situation had caused her nose and extremities to numb so that even the damp earth into which she had been plunged had no recognition for her through touch or smell.

      In the morning when he pulled her out, Missy was almost out of her mind. She didn’t need her gift to see James's satisfaction, the half smirk, the bob of his head. While it made Missy more determined to do everything to her uncle’s liking, it made him even more impossible to please and she found herself sentenced to the gaping wound of earth only three days later.

      This was the last time.

      One of the family's three cows gave birth the day after Missy's second confinement. As the cow lay heaving her offspring out, it looked as though she was birthing two calves, but as the process progressed, it was evident that the two heads that had emerged, one closely after the other, were attached to the same neck, and to a body with four legs in the natural position and an extra one hanging limp from the animal's flank.

      The superstitious James shot the calf, threw it in the pit, and burned it. He filled the pit with dirt and debris and piled more brush on top, burning that as well. He forgot about Missy that whole day, obsessed with this ritual.

      That respite ended at nightfall when he pointed a finger at her and accused her of having some hand in the calf's deformity. He beat her with a knotted rope, yelling at intervals, "Get thee behind me.”

      The ordeal, while painful, gave Missy her first satisfaction in all her years there: that day, James feared her. It was a power she had not felt before. While she wouldn’t likely be able to get James to fear her again, she now understood how her own fear affected James. That proved useful.

      She would plead to James not to put her outside or in the shed, so, of course, he did. These venues became her refuge. When she wasn't in the house, he turned his torturous attention to Rachel instead. The peace of the night soothed Missy. The moon became a soft and friendly companion. She would pray for deliverance from her brutal life as the sounds of the night creatures lulled her to sleep.

      Dawn was not so peaceful, it always awakened James's irritability, and it took little to prod it into full-blown anger. This morning, after he had untied Missy from the post, she had not wound the rope to his satisfaction. Not that it mattered, he would have found something else wrong, he always did.

      She worked at her chores and stayed away from James. As usual, her aunt said nothing.  Missy had long ago stopped expecting help or comfort from Rachel. Rachel seemed relieved Missy was there to take the brunt of James’s rage.

      Mid-morning, James got the wagon ready to go into town. Missy knew his routine: he would take care of his monthly errands and then spend the rest of the time in the saloon, not returning until sundown. He called Missy out before he left.

      "If those chores ain't done right when I get back, I'll see you hurt 'til next week," he snarled. "You hear, girl?"

      Missy nodded. Her body tensed as she watched the wagon rattle out of sight. Her heart thundered, her mind flooding with what his absence meant to her. She had a choice before her: continue her hellish but familiar life, or take a chance on an outcome that was uncertain and maybe just as dangerous.

      She glanced at the post, its rope now neatly coiled. She hugged her shoulders, her back and arms burning with the pain of the earlier beating. A crow mocked her from the top of the storage shed.

      When she saw the crow, her hand went to her side. She felt the little silky pouch that protected Birdie, sewn to a cord tied under her clothes around her waist, hidden all these years from both her aunt and her uncle.

      She slid her hand through the slit in a side seam and clutched the pouch as she set out for town, full of both fear and exhilaration, hopefulness and desperation. It was a long way on foot, but she would still make it by late afternoon. She had decided exactly where she would go; someone who had to help her.

      

      The sun hung low in the sky as Missy knocked on the preacher's door. Her lungs burned from the long trip into town, almost half of which she had run.  Her feet were aching pads of fire and her mouth was dry and filled with dust. It seemed so long before anyone answered the door.

      "Missy? Is something wrong with your aunt?" Mrs. Weston leaned out the door. "I saw your uncle heading toward the saloon earlier on, you can ask one of the men to fetch⁠—"

      "I need to see Parson Weston, ma'am," Missy blurted. "Is he home?"

      "Well, what do you want?" Mrs. Weston looked at her with gray eyes, her hair in a severe bun and her voice like the edge of a stone. "I don't know if he can see you."

      "Please, ma'am. He has to help me."

      "What is it, Leah?" Weston had come up behind his wife. "Missy? Has something happened?"

      James didn’t let her go to church, and Missy hadn't talked to the Westons for years, not since her grandmother's funeral. As she looked at the preacher, her stomach began to tighten, her breath stiffen. It was not the relief she should have felt making it safely into town. Missy’s gift was on full alert.

      The talent that her father had deemed “magical” was to her uncle one more example in Missy of a talent that only demons would possess; that only demons would know how to use. It was something that, merely knowing it existed, would give him an excuse to beat her if he couldn’t find something else. He thought the same of her left-handedness, an opinion shared by the schoolmistress the two years she had attended. Her grandmother had several discussions with the marm in her more lucid moments because Missy had been punished or ridiculed for writing with that hand.

      Missy tried to control the hand problem, at least when the teacher or her uncle was looking, but she couldn't control her other "demonic" trait. The disposition and emotions of others were pointedly clear to her, and the Westons' reluctance to let her in unsettled her.

      She tried to think through the contradiction. She couldn't, after all, read a person's mind, and the Westons' attitude could come from any number of reasons, not related to Missy's visit.  Maybe the problem was her; her state of mind, her years away from people she could trust, her fatigue, and her worry that, as she stood on the parson's step, clearly visible to the rest of town, her uncle would see her before she could explain her problem.

      "May I please come in?"

      Weston sat down in the parlor and nodded to his wife. Mrs. Weston left them. Missy explained how her uncle treated her, that it was getting worse. Weston stared at her for a moment, and Missy's bad feelings grew.

      "Why do you think that is, Missy?"

      "What?"

      "Why do you think these corrections are getting worse?" The parson's voice was stern, accusing.

      The heaviness intensified within her and her gaze darted about the room settling on the door, the window, the hearth, any opening through which she might escape. She should have gone to Mr. Bradner, but he had already done so much for them when her grandmother was alive, she didn’t want to ask for more. In addition, his store was closer to the saloon, closer to her being discovered. She thought the parson was the next best choice; a man of God would have to help.

      “’Corrections’?” she croaked.

      "Yes. He's trying to raise you right, but you refuse to learn, therefore, he must increase the lesson."

      "But I don't do anything to deserve it! He just hits me… because he likes to," Missy screeched.

      "Enough! I’ve heard the problems James has with you." His voice was scolding, berating.  "The fact that you're here at all tells me you don't appreciate that your aunt and uncle took you in after your grandmother passed on. Most like you end up in terrible orphanages with no family to care for them; nobody wants someone else's child. You're maybe sixteen or seventeen now, aren't you? Old enough to find a husband to care for you, but still your uncle bears that burden. If you would change your ways, you would see your uncle wouldn’t have to be so strict."

      She hated her uncle, but this man seemed even worse. She clenched her fists. Her body boiled with a rage she had contained for years.

      "Strict? He isn't strict!" She shrieked the words out as she stood and faced him, unable to stop. "He’s mean; evil, and so are you. Damn you both to He-...aaaayyy!"

      She felt a violent grab of her hair and her left arm being wrenched back. A guttural yelp bellowed from her, as much from hopelessness as from the pain of the twisted tendons and her pulled scalp.

      "Parson, I'm sorry this demon took up your time," a familiar voice snarled. "You see what I gotta abide, and after all we done for her."

      Mrs. Weston had brought her uncle.

      

      In the wagon heading home, a blanket of failure weighed her down and the readings she felt from James churned her stomach.

      Once out of town, James stopped the wagon and told her to get off. She started to run as he jumped down after her, but he grabbed her, pinning her between him and the wagon.

      "You ain’t never, never, gonna forget this night!" He screamed in her face, his drunken breath adding to the sickening fear of her situation.

      He started hitting her with the back of his hand, his rough knuckles pounding against her cheek and temples. She tried to get away which only angered him more. He closed his hands into fists and landed blow after blow to whatever part of her was closest to him. The pockets of pain from his assaults merged into agony. Blood rushed through her head making a loud gushing sound that muffled his curses. He finally landed a punch that knocked her out.

      She awoke to the sting of a strap. Her body ached and burned. The sun had set, but there was still some lingering light and she could tell through her foggy, half-swollen eyes that they were by the storage shed. She was blacking out again, but felt him grab her wrists and drag her across the stone-pocked ground toward the door. He threw her in.

      "I'll be back soon to teach you a new lesson," she heard him say as she struggled to stay conscious in the dark shed.

      She lay still, dazed, fighting a wave of nausea as her uncle made his promise. There were patches on her body that had a cool stickiness and yet burned at the same time; the fiery pain mingling with the pasty blood as her life oozed out of her. She could barely move and decided not to try. She had to use whatever strength she had left to stay awake, to keep track of her uncle's movements.

      She knew he had gone but she still felt she wasn’t alone. She listened and waited, but finally overcome by pain and fatigue, closed her eyes. She soon sensed a presence near her. A man's voice came from the far corner.

      "A fortuitous way to start our evening. You start, my dear, the poor thing doesn't deserve to be in such misery."

      She opened her eyes slowly and saw a woman kneeling by her. She was beautiful, but with a look like none Missy had ever seen, hard and frightening. The woman reached out to stroke Missy's hair and her gaze softened. She said something in a whisper toward the corner from where the voice had come. A man came up behind the woman and looked at Missy with a strange smile. Missy struggled to understand what they were saying as the world around her became darker and cloudier. She thought she felt something soft touching her wounds. Despite her condition, her "divine gift" was still active, and as she slid into unconsciousness, Missy knew that the deliverance for which she had prayed so hard, had finally come.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Early 2000’s

        

      

    

    
      
        
        1

      

      

      All William had wanted was a simple walk to clear his head from the nerve-racking news he had heard at supper. A calming exercise, maybe a stop by the Pythian Castle for a glass and some distraction with others of his kind. An uncomplicated contrast to all the complicated commotion that he knew was on the horizon.

      He supposed he should be happy about Maurnier finding Catherine. It wasn’t that he didn’t miss her; he did, but why summon her now? Catherine was a chaos they didn’t need with rumors that Misael was finally getting up the courage to go after Maurnier after years of threats and boasting. There would be no chance of keeping Catherine home if she knew Misael would show up sometime in the next year or so, especially if she learned what losing to him meant. And as much as her return would upend things, if she left again, it would be even worse. They had enough to deal with fulfilling their everyday duties. Adding Catherine to the Misael problem made no sense.

      When William had returned from supper to his penthouse in town, he had paced the floor and had even snapped at his Personal Sebastian, something he never did. He had snapped again at him when Sebastian suggested a walk might not be wise at this time. He left anyway, sure his brief outing would restore his peace.

      The best laid plans...

      

      He walked the riverfront for a while and then decided to go up Monroe Street so he could cut over one of the cross streets toward the Castle. Hardly any cars were out at this hour. The human bars had closed an hour earlier and even the street people with their squeaking shopping carts full of black plastic orbs that held their worldly possessions had found someplace to light for the night.

      The air still held a hint of exhaust from the busy downtown traffic that had disappeared hours before, a stark contrast to the watery smell of the island air of the family’s estate he had left earlier.

      As he walked, William thought about the last time Catherine had been with them, mainly, with him. All went fairly well between them as long as he didn’t bring up Maurnier. Bringing up Misael was even worse, so bad that it usually started her making plans to leave again. Even Leonor couldn’t get Catherine to see reason when it came to Misael. But then that was because bringing him up usually carried with it defending Maurnier and Catherine didn’t want to hear it.

      William resolved to make her listen this time, especially when there was talk that Maurnier’s patience with Catherine’s absences was waning. As frustrating as she was, William did not want something bad to happen to her. Staying with the family would mean she was safe. Sure, she would suffer severe consequences for her wandering, but nothing compared to the brutality a lone female of their kind could face if found by the wrong males. And, he knew, most of the males of his kind were the wrong males in that situation.

      The distant crackle of tires on the vacant street announced a car was about to turn onto Monroe. That brought his thoughts back to the present, but not before he felt a blade sink hard into his back as he passed a doorway. The pain emanated from the point of entry across his shoulders and down his spine. His mind took in his surroundings as he crumpled to the ground.

      With the car there, he had to stay down like a human would had such a thing happened to him. He did send a quick jolt to the hands starting to rifle through his pockets, but his attackers were already pretty discouraged by the car’s headlights and had started to abandoned their task anyway. William just had to hope the car would pass so that he could pull out the knife and get back to his penthouse, heal himself, and apologize to Sebastian for, among other things, not following his advice.

      No such luck. The car had stopped and he heard shouting and running in the direction his attackers had gone. The pain was still substantial from the knife, but he was beginning to focus past it when a woman’s soft voice addressed him.

      Damn. A helper.

      “Just lie still. An ambulance station is right down the street and one will be here soon.”

      There was a touch to his shoulder, a gasp, then withdrawal. He hadn’t suppressed his differences; it scared her. He could hear the ambulance sirens starting up in the distance. He tried to get the knife out, but the woman was in the way. He let out a low growl. He had to leave before the ambulance got there. He turned his head, his fangs down. It was risky, he knew, but not as risky as being loaded into an ambulance and taken somewhere he would have to play the injured man and regulate his vitals to satisfy human norms.

      It worked. She gasped again and this time moved back. He was able to pull out the knife and escape between two buildings just as the lights of the ambulance were coming into view and those of a police cruiser came flashing from the opposite direction.

      William watched the scene from the shadows, carefully feeding the woman a plausible scenario for his absence that she could report to the crowd of first-responders. One of the assailants had been caught. William looked at the personnel. Things weren’t as bad as he originally thought. Maybe Maurnier wouldn’t be too cross about what had happened.

      And the helper woman. She was interesting. Maybe he would think it over and let her simmer for a while instead of neutralizing her. Hadn’t he been looking for a distraction?
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      William sat on his balcony breathing in the cool night air, calming from his disastrous night, and enjoying the relative quiet before the city would come awake with its delivery trucks and office workers, shopkeepers, and municipal officials.

      Sebastian handed him a stemmed glass. “I could not save your camisa, señor.”

      “I thought as much, my friend.” William sipped the deep red liquid. “I really liked that shirt, too.” He sighed. “I should have listened to you, Sebastian. I had way too much on my mind to be out in the streets.”

      “You have apologized already, señor.” Sebastian looked into the air. “And you were not alone.”

      “No, but they couldn’t do anything with the car right there and more humans on the way.” William stretched his long legs onto the front rail. “I’m dead when Maurnier finds out.”

      “You believe he does not know?”

      William huffed out a laugh. “Good point. He has probably known for hours. I guess I will amend that to I’m dead when he stops making me wonder if he knows. Either way, I’m in serious debt. I should probably call him, but…” He watched Sebastian brush a moth off the railing. “I’m thinking of engaging the woman.”

      Despite his attempt at sounding resolute, he looked for Sebastian’s reaction.

      “Engaging? Do you mean with knowledge of certain diferencias?”

      “Sebastian, she has already seen a lot. I transformed eyes and fangs, I pulled a knife out of my own back, I growled at her. When she touched me, I hadn’t the presence of mind to suppress myself. As I said: a lot. I’ve managed to get two monitors on her and have ordered a dossier that I should be getting sometime after Midnight next night. I’ve done everything I can for now. There is still time to neutralize if I decide to.”

      “I know you find enjoyment in interaction with the humans, señor, but it may not be a convenient time.”

      “You mean Catherine.”

      Sebastian shrugged as he spoke. “Doña Catherine, la batalla; there is much tumulto.”

      “True, but Maurnier thinks the battle is just talk right now, and you said yourself, with the distance away that she is, it may take months for Catherine’s summons to work. This with the woman might be over by then.” William stood and leaned against the rail looking at the dark ribbon of the river below. “Thinking about the tumult as you so aptly termed it, was likely why I didn’t sense the two blokes in the doorway.” He shook his head. “If tonight taught me anything, it’s that I need something less chaotic to focus on.”

      Sebastian took William’s empty glass and glanced at the lightening sky. Traffic was picking up on the drawbridge and the birds were increasing their chirping. William followed Sebastian into the safety of the penthouse. Sleep would help and next night, he would have some decisions to make.
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      Riverside’s ER was slammed and Joanna couldn’t wait to get home. She had always thought of the gray empty streets she travelled at that hour as a peaceful way to unwind. After last night, their desolation made her wish it was one of those nights she rode with Suzanne. Even though last night’s incident had happened with Suzanne in the car, it had been less scary having her police officer friend present when it did.

      Images of the stabbing victim flooded her mind: the chill that hit her when she touched him, his eerie breathing, the shining animal-like eyes, and the long snarling teeth.

      Lost in her recollections, she turned onto a side street that led down to the river. The unfamiliar block jerked her senses back into focus. Before she could find a place to turn around, her car sputtered and coasted to a stop, the steering wheel stiffening as it did. She turned the key, but the engine didn't even moan in response.

      "Oh, god, I don't need this tonight."

      All she could get on her car phone was a piercing squeal. She rested her forehead on the steering wheel and sighed. A light tapping at her window startled her.

      "Sorry,” a man outside the window said. “You look like you might need help,"

      There was a hint of an accent in those few words, its tone somewhat calming. She looked up at his very tall exquisite frame. His eyes were hypnotic wells, bright and clear, hazel-colored, deep and compelling. She couldn’t help staring.

      He opened her car door. “I live nearby if you need a phone.”

      She stepped out, feeling none of her usual caution, the horrific memories from moments earlier gone. She followed him a few blocks to the old Commodore Hotel, bankrupt almost two decades now.

      "I didn’t know anyone still lived here."

      He just smiled as he held the door.

      They walked into the marble lobby, clean and still showing the simple elegance of its past. The original crystal fixtures gave off a soft comforting light. An older man came toward them smiling.

      "Sebastian, Dr. Barton has car trouble," her host explained. "I’m taking her to the penthouse to use the phone."

      Joanna felt her heart rate rising when he said her name. They stepped into the elevator, his handsome face breaking into a smile. "We've met before, Doctor."

      As the elevator rose, Joanna stared, trying to place him. "Were you a patient?"

      At the top level, the elevator opened to a small foyer. Satiny mahogany doors led into the main room of the spacious well-appointed penthouse. Joanna looked around for a phone, scanning the polished bar in the back of the room, and the credenza on the far wall opposite her. None.

      Her host invited her to a sitting area that faced a wall of windows and French doors that led to a large balcony overlooking the river. She stared at the twinkling lights of the bridges and the city beyond, which complemented the soft subdued lighting in the penthouse. If this place had gone bankrupt, Joanna thought, it wasn't for lack of amenities.

      "I was," he said. "A patient, that is. I'm sure you remember, though I didn't expect you to recognize me."

      "No, I'm sorry, I don't. When did I treat you?"

      "Well, doctor,” he smiled again, “it was just last night, Monroe Street. You attended me when I had a knife in my back."

      The air seemed thick. She tried to fit the horrific features of the previous night into the stunning ones she saw before her. She started to shake and everything went black.

      She woke up in her car, in the parking lot of her own building, just as the sun was rising. She had no memory of how she had gotten there. All that was going through her mind was: "He's real; he's real; he's real..."
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      “Come on coffee,” Joanna moaned, downing the last sip in her cup.

      She needed its energy to prepare her for the night’s caseload, but it wasn’t doing its job.

      She was considering calling off. Her strange encounters had to be just delusion from working too hard and sleeping too little. A good day’s rest would resolve things.

      Before she could call in, the hospital called her. Another doctor had already called off and they hoped she could come in early. She shot down another cup of coffee and got ready.

      

      Between patients, she tried to rest in the doctors' lounge. There, soft lighting emanated from low lamps that glowed like fireflies on top of dark cherry tables. It was usually a calming refuge from the glare of the examining rooms. Tonight, however, every shadow had golden shining eyes and a handsome face that would come up and peer through them, smiling at her with long sharp teeth.

      She avoided the room and worked through the night with only a short break for dinner in the well-lit commissary. At the end of her shift, she decided there was only one way to end these disturbing hallucinations: confront them.

      A short drive from the hospital, she pulled up in front of the Commodore. Its ornate concrete cornices looked stiff and lifeless, the neat keystone windows still and cold.  She went to the center door, fully expecting it to be locked, but it opened easily, like hundreds of guests were keeping it limber with their passage.

      In the lobby, the only sound was the rubber soles of her shoes emitting an occasional soft squeak on the gleaming marble. The elevator door opened as she approached, and she stepped inside without hesitation.

      At the top floor, she walked out into the foyer. As the elevator doors slid together behind her, she suddenly felt trapped, terrified.

      "You shouldn't leave your car in the street, doctor. Sebastian will put it in the garage; it will be safe there."

      His voice startled her. She was sure he hadn’t been there when she exited the elevator, but the lilt of his Irish accent started to calm her the more he spoke. She went into the main room and sat on the sofa.

      "I’m glad you came,” he said. “I’m sure you have questions. Perhaps, in time, you’ll understand what you saw the night we met."
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      “Sebastian, I hate to ask, but could you make an excuse for me to get me out of supper at the island tonight? I’ve been avoiding the place all week. I’m out of ideas.” William stuffed his papers into his bag.

      “Will you be busy with your classwork, señor? That seems like a good excuse, no?”

      “No, my friend, I’m caught up with both marking and preparing. I suppose if I hadn’t told you that, you could have used it.” William grinned. “I guess you could tell the truth: that he’s getting more irritable as time goes by without Catherine showing up and that, after two months of coming up with topics to divert his asking about the doctor, I’ve run dry. If you go with that one, you probably won’t see me for a while,.”

      “It is not likely he will confine you when you have your work at the university.” Sebastian tidied up the newspaper William had been reading.

      “Good point, but, frankly, not a comforting one, considering the alternative.” William headed toward the elevator. “My car is here. Make whatever excuse you can. He will probably be cross that I asked you to do it instead of calling him myself anyway, so I may be already doomed. Just do your best.”

      Sebastian nodded and bowed. He would do his best, but his master was treading on dangerous ground with the human. Maybe doña Catherine’s arrival would help him see that. It was time to hurry that along.
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      The car glided down the empty streets, its occupants both exhausted from their respective caseloads.

      “How’s the boyfriend?” Suzanne asked.

      "Friend," Joanna corrected.

      “Joanna, you’ve been almost giddy these past two months, it’s more than just friend."

      Joanna laughed. Suzanne was the opposite of Joanna: outgoing and outspoken, and she was her opposite in looks as well. Suzanne, the tall, trim, blonde beauty, exuded a natural sexuality that Joanna sometimes envied. Joanna's small, curvy frame and dark curls put her more in the category of "cute.”

      Both worked the newly-instituted “bridge shifts” created for all the downtown emergency services to avoid any lapse in response during traditional shift changes. Their paths had crossed at the hospital when Suzanne was the investigating officer for several of Joanna’s cases. Joanna's careful and professional exams had helped the police in their investigations and Suzanne's concern for the victims gave Joanna a more personal respect for the police. Their friendship was good, but Joanna just couldn’t tell Suzanne certain details about the seemingly normal Doctor William Temple.

      "Yeah, well, let’s talk about something else, Suzie. What's the latest on the priest? Any leads since last week?"

      "You would rather talk about murder?" Suzanne rolled her eyes. "Well, as of tonight, we believe we have a serial killer."

      "Really? Why?"

      "Another dead priest, Episcopalian instead of Catholic this time. That makes three counting the Presbyterian they found before that; real interdenominational this guy. All were killed by the same method and in the middle of the night."

      "Slit throats?"

      "Yeah, a thick jagged cut, done with something on scene. The coroner said they bled out in each case, but there wasn't much blood around the body. What do you think?"

      "There are the carotid arteries in the neck, if one was slit, the bleeding would have been substantial."

      "We figured," Suzanne said. "Another theory is the guy may be into Satanic stuff. Killing clergy in their own churches is pretty ungodly and it may explain the absence of blood since he might be collecting it for ritual purposes. He may be from Detroit. There were three clergy killed up there, same MO, the month before our troubles started. Maybe someone there was getting too close to ID-ing him so he moved on. Anyway, don’t miss church this weekend, it may be your last chance to see your pastor."

      Joanna groaned at Suzanne's dark humor.

      “Listen, I'm buying tonight,” Joanna said. “I suppose you're still on your perpetual diet, so it won't cost me much, but I'm so glad to be out of that hospital I'd spring for Mancy's if they were open at this hour."

      "That's a safe offer!  But, hey, no more shop talk, just girl stuff."  Suzanne made a silly squeal when she said "girl." Joanna had to laugh. "You're seeing him tomorrow night, right?"

      "You don't let up."
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      Joanna was exhausted when she got home, but it had been fun talking about their lives instead of cases.

      Suzanne asked how "close" Joanna’s relationship with Will had gotten. Joanna’s answer was a laugh and an eyeroll. She kept the term “friend” reluctantly at the forefront, mostly to remind herself not to get too hopeful for anything beyond it. Will always stopped when things got passionate and, to Joanna’s disappointment, either left or started a conversation as though nothing had happened.

      In one such conversation, he asked if she wanted to do some research, and encouraged her to take a sample of his tissue and blood. He thought she could study the difference between his and human physiology.

      That distraction worked. Joanna had always liked research; had almost chosen it over medical practice. With the hospital moving to a new location within the year, the lab was gearing down and had extra space, so the manager set a station aside for her. Judging from the night she met him, Will’s kind had incredible healing powers. Maybe her research would unlock something of medical importance.

      His "kind" was the term he used, but said they sometimes used the term humans did: "vampire". In reality, she rarely thought of him as different. The vampire thing was more like their fun little secret fantasy.

      

      That was about to change
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      "We had a quiet night," Joanna said as Will opened the foyer doors. "Only one gunshot wound and just two psyche patients; everyone else, just routine."

      "Boring," he said laughing. "I..."

      He stopped, his smile fading. Joanna felt something, too; cold, unsettling.

      The lighting in the room was always subdued, so there were many dark areas. Will was focused toward the corner between the windows and the doors to his study.

      "Lovely place, William. And who’s this?"

      It was a woman's voice, strong and compelling like a general demanding a report.  Though the voice hadn't addressed her, Joanna felt like she wanted to explain not only who she was, but how she likes her coffee, her favorite music, why she wore these shoes with this dress... every detail of her life.

      Before she gave in to that urge, Will stepped forward moving partly in front of Joanna. "Catherine.”

      The woman moved from the shadows.

      Most of Joanna’s expectations of what a female vampire would look like came from late-night movies, so, if that is what she was, Catherine looked disappointingly ordinary with her tall frame and dark wavy hair.

      Joanna leaned toward Will. “Is she a…?” she whispered.

      Joanna didn’t need to wait for Will’s affirmative nod once she saw Catherine’s eyes; they were definitely not ordinary. Frightened and fascinated by them, Joanna had a brief notion that just their gaze might be able to strike her dead, but she pulled herself together and tried to manage a pleasant expression as Will introduced her.

      "This is Joanna Barton. She’s a doctor at Riverside nearby.”

      "A physician, William? Well, that’s an improvement over your past selections."

      Catherine moved in a smooth arc that took her farther from Will and closer to Joanna.  Will watched her, tensing, his breathing heavier and slower.

      "Hmm, glad you approve."

      Catherine glided to a chair near the windows.

      “I don’t,” Catherine snapped. “She knows things she shouldn’t.” Her voice calmed to a low timbre. “Must be invigorating for her: the power, the danger."

      Catherine stared once again at Joanna, her lips moving as though she was manipulating something inside her mouth. The hairs rose on Joanna’s head and arms. The atmosphere of the penthouse seemed heavier, the danger Catherine mentioned, suddenly very real. Will gave Joanna’s hand a reassuring squeeze as he moved to the sofa. Joanna managed an uncomfortable lean on the sofa's arm beside him.

      "Is that how you feel, luv? Invigorated by the danger?" He raised his brow. "I take it you haven't seen him yet?"

      Catherine looked toward the window. "No." Her voice had lost some of its edge. “He can give me this day with you, if I'm coming to him after all these years."

      "Coming to him? As if you chose?"

      Catherine glared at Joanna, then glanced at Will and back out the window.

      "Well……, I really need to get going," Joanna said, taking the hint. "It was nice meeting you, Catherine."

      She had to force the words out. It was horrible meeting her. Joanna could barely breathe from the fear, not to mention the pang of jealousy, as she realized Catherine meant to spend the day with Will.

      "Enchanting," Catherine answered, still looking out the window.

      Will accompanied Joanna on an icy ride down to the garage. Once out of the elevator, Joanna exploded.

      “Will, what was that?”

      "Jo, I can’t get into it right now; I have to get back up there, she needs me.”

      “So do I!”

      “This is……” He stood shifting his weight and looking across the garage. “I'll have to ring you tomorrow.”

      She stared at him, her face hard. "Fine!” She looked at the elevator door. “I think I’ll be happier getting out of here, anyway.”

      

      William watched until Joanna's car was on the street, then went up to face Catherine.

      "Why do you have to act like the Bitch of Beelzebub?"

      "Maybe I prefer old ‘Beelz’ to the Baron. She’s gone, at least.”

      "She’s harmless, Witch."

      "None of them is harmless."

      William groaned.

      "Okay, Cat," he softened his voice. "We have other things to deal with. Come here, luv."

      "No." She looked again toward the window. "No.  I… I know what you’re doing. I don't want comforted. I don’t want soothed. I want to imagine the worst things possible and magnify them to such horrible proportions that whatever he does to me, I won’t even flinch. He would hate that! But I can't pull it off if you coddle me."

      She had let down her fangs and her breath was short and panting. As much as she protested, he knew she had come there to settle herself before going to the estate. She had never been there nor to the family's main residence the Villa. When they found her, they stayed wherever they were, trying to re-acclimate her to just the family and get her more open to normal engagement with Maurnier. Once they did that, they could take her to the Villa, an imposing fortress in the mountains of southern Switzerland. Just the structure itself, with its protocols and personnel, would likely unnerve her. It was best to do one step at a time. They had never accomplished the first step.

      "Cat," William's voice was calm but firm. "Come on, I've missed you."

      Catherine’s chameleon eyes were a soft blue-green as she looked at him and then at the floor and stood, taking a few slow steps forward. Her hard edge was melting, and she would soon be plunged into the terrible confusion that always accompanied her homecomings. He went to her and put his hand out to stroke her neck, but she backed away.

      "Catherine, you know I won't hurt you." William tried again, slowly, and she finally let him draw her close.

      "Where's Mamá?" Her voice was quiet, childlike.

      "At the estate."

      Catherine let out a disappointed groan. He stroked her back but, while she clung to him now, it was more a desperate grasp than a comforted one. She trembled, her breath forced and shallow. He tilted her head and sank his fangs into her.
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      Strovka entered the sitting room with his glass. Maurnier was standing, staring into the fire, the glow of the flames flickering on his hard face. The red liquid in the glass on the stone mantle had a different tinge than that in Strovka’s own.

      "Wine, Josef? What are you thinking?"

      "I own a winery, don't I?" Maurnier snapped.

      Strovka went closer to the fire. "You are in a particularly dark mood tonight, even worse than the past few weeks."

      Maurnier glared and resumed staring into the fire.

      "More news?" Strovka added.

      Maurnier reached for his glass and took a sip, wincing slightly as he swallowed the unnatural drink.

      “She went to William's tonight. I suspect she’ll be here sometime after next Sundown."

      "Hmm," Strovka grunted, "I am not sure what disturbs you more, her absence or her presence."

      "Not her presence; it’s her homecoming and all that goes with it."

      "And you are wondering if it has to be so disturbing." Strovka went toward the hearth and leaned toward Maurnier. "I know what you are thinking, Josef, but you have an obligation toward her and to your family."

      "I know my obligations!" Maurnier growled. "I need to make sure I’m the same son-of-a-bitch they’ve always known."

      Strovka took a seat by the fire. "You were brought along under a strict hand and benefited greatly. Why give them anything less?"

      "I'm quite hard on them, Gustav," Maurnier protested, "but within reason; I need strong allies, not

      
      
      
      
        
        
      

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/vellum-badge.png





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Epigraph
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Chapter 33
      


      		
        Chapter 34
      


      		
        Chapter 35
      


      		
        Chapter 36
      


      		
        Chapter 37
      


      		
        Chapter 38
      


      		
        Chapter 39
      


      		
        Chapter 40
      


      		
        Acknowledgments
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/wild_1800x2700-1.jpg
(" ETERNAL
ROSE #







