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        For Blake Slack, whom I have watched grow up Online.

        Mon tres meilleurs voeux

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Time . . . something a vampire has in abundance . . . time to enjoy the pleasures of Immortality . . . and time to contemplate his mistakes.

      

        

      
        I learned that the hard way . . . for Time brings with it one thing: the desire for the company of another being.

      

        

      
        One doesn’t have to be human to feel alone, to suffer the grief of loss or the need for companionship and love. That which once was a man can still harbor gentle emotions though he denies them. He may unconsciously seek forgiveness though he never says the word aloud.
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        Antoinette

        Limousin, France

        May 21, 1249

      

      

      “Hail, Mary, full of Grace, the Lord is with thee . . . Holy Mother, Pray for us now and at the time of our deaths . . .”

      Even as he muttered the prayer, Damién cursed himself as a hypocrite and a liar.

      The priests teach Man is a Sinner from his first breath, cursed by our Primal Parents and born into willful disobedience against the Lord, and therefore should welcome death and its reward of heaven with open arms.

      Damién suffered the double guilt of his disbelief and of keeping that doubt secret.

      To him, Death was the end, not a beginning or even a continuation, and he was sorely afraid he would be confronting that ending very soon.

      It was a reasonable fear, he told himself. Everyone feared death, though some might accept it more readily than others.

      He tried to rationalize his terror. His life was too valuable; his death would leave the Domaine de La Croix without an heir, but that was a mere shading of the truth.

      Damién didn’t care who died as long as it wasn’t himself. As far as he was concerned, Heaven was a lie fed to ignorant peasants to hide a stark reality discovered only too late . . . that death was Oblivion . . . a fall into bottomless darkness with no resurrection in sight, a snuffing of breath, heartbeat, and thought.

      Damién didn’t want that oblivion, he wanted to continue his existence . . . to be with his Antoinette . . . to live and love with her . . . not become food for some hungry worm waiting even now to grub in his grave.

      He was a child of his Time, pampered and spoiled, accustomed to getting what he wanted. At this particular moment, what he wished most was to live to enjoy the woman he loved. Nevertheless, in this instance, what he desired was being cruelly withheld.

      This time, Damién wasn’t going to get his way.

      His traitorous mouth continued praying as he’d been taught, spewing words more and more desperate . . . Sweet Jesu, don’t let us die . . . Protect us from this scourge…I call upon St. Jude Libraeus, Saint of the Impossible, Patron of Desperate Situations, have mercy, and bring about this miracle, I beg you . . . St Christopher, have mercy, I invoke your protection against this plague . . . Dear Lord, Holy Savior help me!

      Desperation and panic mingled with unmanly tears, streaming down his clean-shaven cheeks.

      St. Damién, Patron of Physicians, and my namesake, steal the power from this plague, prevent it from infecting us so my Antoinette and I may survive . . . oh God, I don't want to die . . .

      For over a year, the Great Mortality had been in France—a year and fifteen days, to be exact—and in Limousin less than a month. If ever a Scourge from God had been placed upon Mankind, this was it.

      Nevertheless, no one dared question. All accepted as something deserved, for being human, if for no other reason. Sinners condemned by the mere fact of their existence to suffer and die.

      And be swept away into nothingness. If Damién’s doubts had previously hovered secretly in his mind, the falling of this pestilence upon the people of Limousin—his people—confirmed them with a vengeance.

      Doctors attempted treatment, and he asked himself, Why? If we are already condemned, why bother? Why go through such useless motions?

      And if a few survived? Did that mean those were so saintly as to be allowed to live, or were they simply now doubly condemned, and the dead to be envied as destined for that much-touted salvation?

      He was well aware such thoughts were heretical and could consign him to flames much worse than the plague fires should he dare speak them aloud, so he held his own counsel and his ever-growing anger.

      Who would he speak them to, anyway? His friend Armand? His betrothed Antoinette? Neither was allowed near his father’s estate, as he was forbidden theirs. Some nonsense about isolation making one safer.

      He doubted that.

      If the pestilence is miasma-borne on the wind as the physicians think, how can hiding ourselves away protect us? The wind was everywhere; even if a man climbed the highest peak or sank himself into the deepest well, that ebbing and flowing stream of air would find him.

      All seclusion did was prevent his having the solace of friendship or love.

      His desperate supplication ended, he got to his feet.

      Now for something more important. Going to his Antoinette.

      Crossing himself once more, he returned his rosary to his belt-purse and started down the aisle to the entrance only to stop as the doors swung open. A body blocked his path, a bulky silhouette against the late evening sun.

      “Père Gervais?” Damién put up a hand, shading his eyes from the direct glare. Under its shield, he could make out the priest’s features . . . eyes reddened, face pale and streaked . . . with tears?

      Thinking the Father was manifesting some new phase of the plague, he took a step backward as Gervais came toward him.

      Damn it, if he’s infected, I’ll kill him before I let him touch me, priest or not.

      “Damién . . . my son . . .” The words were muffled by a filled throat, so low he barely heard. One hand extended, clutching something inside.

      A folded piece of vellum. A letter.

      “Wh-what is it?” Damién’s own hand went to his side, remembering too late he’d left his sword and belt-dagger hanging from his saddle, obeying the priest’s command not to bring weapons into the Lord’s House. He stepped back, holding up his hands, warding him away.

      The priest stopped. Lowering the upraised hand, he took a deep breath and collected himself.

      “I’m sorry, my son. Truly I am.” A tear trickled down his cheek, making a new track across the others.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’ve just come from Château de Chevigny . . .”

      “Non.” If the priest was called, that meant only one thing.

      Gervais said nothing else, merely held out the letter. When Damién snatched it from him, he let his hand drop to his side, like a dead thing, like those in the château would soon be. He stood without speaking, watching the young man rip away the seal and unfold the single sheet, closing his eyes as Damién’s frantic ones scanned the words placing a death sentence on all his hopes.

      
        
        Damién, ma cher.

      

        
      
        I am stricken. In spite of your prayers, the Scourge is visited upon me. My maman has already been taken and I fear I will be next. As I breathe my last, I will think of you and of the life we might have had.

        I pray we meet again in Heaven.

      

        
      
        Toujours je t’aime,

        Your Antoinette.

      

      

      “It can’t be. I saw her just yesterday.” He didn’t add it had been through the bars of the château’s gates. He waved the sheet. “This letter is a lie!”

      “’Tis no lie, my lord.” Gervais dared come close enough to place a hopefully calming hand on his shoulder. “I was called to the château early this morning. I gave Lady Antoinette her Last Rites and she, in turn, asked me to deliver that letter to you.”

      With the swiftness the Plague carried away its victims, it had become the custom to call in the priest as soon as symptoms manifested.

      Silently, he accepted Gervais’ words. His Antoinette was going to die. Instead of coming a blushing bride to his marriage bed, she would be consigned—a rotting, blood-weeping corpse—to the plague fires.

      Nevertheless, he said again, “Lies,” as if repeating it would make it so. “Just as everything else is a lie . . . even the Scriptures we’ve been taught all our lives.”

      “Lord Damién!” Gervais staggered as if he’d been struck. Clutching the rosary around his neck, he sucked in the strength to say, “Listen to yourself. You speak blasphemy.” He looked upward, clasping the length of beads. “Father, forgive him. ’Tis his grief speaking.”

      “Grief? Aye, I’ve grief. A great one. I’m losing the woman I love, damn it! And I can’t even tell her goodbye. I have to receive her last words in a letter.” He spoke the word as if it also held pestilence.

      He wouldn’t even be allowed to attend the funeral, for there would be none, only the plague wagon, coming with its tolling bell. Come to carry his Antonette to the fire.

      “She’ll be placed in the de Chevigny crypt. She won’t be burned.”

      He hadn’t realized he spoke aloud until Gervais said that.

      “It doesn’t matter. She’ll still be dead. Dead—and not my wife.” Damién flung the letter to the floor. Turning away so the priest might not see, he allowed tears to flow.

      Grief mixed with his anger. Crying because God had failed him, tears for someone lost before she was gained.

      “Why is it happening, Father? I prayed . . . most devoutly . . . every day since the Plague came to La Croix. Why didn’t the Heavenly Father answer my prayers?” He began to sob in earnest, hands pressed to his face.

      “Perhaps . . .” Gervais was at a loss for words. He left that single one fade into silence.

      “Perhaps . . . what?”

      Damién’s expression startled the priest. Briefly, he appeared furious rather than grief-stricken.

      “Perhaps God was too busy? Perhaps he doesn’t care? Perhaps he doesn’t really exist?” He spat the sentence viciously. “Why not tell the truth for once, Father?”

      He was raving now, fury building with each word.

      “That all this—” Waving his arms to take in the now-empty pews. “—is a farce . . . a falsehood to make us accept dying without a struggle. Those of us fool enough to believe such deceits.”

      The priest didn’t answer.

      Because there isn’t an answer, and he knows it. Damién dropped his hands, looking at the guilty missive, lying where he’d thrown it. He lifted his foot, grinding the paper against the floor with his boot-heel.

      He wanted to destroy it all, smash and grind to dust every stone of this monument to the lies fed to them all their lives. He began to shake, the fury inside struggling to force itself free.

      “My lord, please.” Gervais was still attempting consolation, reaching out to touch a trembling shoulder. “Come. Perhaps Confession will salve your doubts, or . . . let us talk . . .”

      “Confession? Aye, I’ll confess.” Damién jerked away from the priest’s grasp. Clasping his hands together, he held them out, grip so tight their tremor was visible. “Father, don’t forgive me for I have knowingly sinned . . . and I . . . don’t . . . care.”

      His words were a sarcastic twisting of those he’d spoken devoutly so many times.

      “I’ve long questioned everything and doubted it all. That doubt makes me now ignore the Matins and the Angelus . . . and I haven’t believed in that garbage you spout to us for a long, long time, either.”

      His hand clenched into a fist, raising it with such a violent movement the priest shrank back.

      “Do you know why I really come here to pray each day? Would you like to know a real truth? My prayers for our survival are a test to God. If we are saved, I’ll believe, if not . . .” He laughed, and the sound was so bitter, Père Gervais felt his heart break. Damién raised the fist higher, looking upward as if he’d threaten Heaven. “Well, we aren’t saved, are we?”

      The fury took over. He rushed toward the priest who scrambled aside.

      “We aren’t saved! And never will be.”

      Next to the door stood the baptismal fount, placed there until needed at the pulpit, so heavy it took two men to carry it. With the strength of the furious, he seized it, flinging it aside. It crashed against the wall, the marble basin cracking, carved wooden base in splinters. Water splashed, trickling across the floor.

      “God’s been tested and found wanting.” He whirled, singling out something else to destroy.

      A pew was lifted, heaved toward a window. The precious stained glass shattered outward in a spray of colored fragments; the broken bench lodged within the frame. Other furniture was upended, thrown against the wall, smashed against pillars holding up the roof. Fragments of wood-dust floated to the floor.

      Damién ran down the aisle toward the altar.

      “No! My Lord, please. Don’t do more desecration.” Gervais caught his arm, was dragged by his fury, sandaled feet skidding on the stone floor. “Don’t condemn yourself even more.”

      He was slung aside, sprawling against the base of a still-standing pew as Damién’s arm swept a row of candles to the floor. Melted wax splashed and sputtered. Flames guttered, dimmed, then rose as fire leaped from one fallen candle to another.

      What have I done? For the briefest moment, Damién stared, appalled, at the destruction. In the next, he didn’t care. To the sound of Père Gervais’ cries for help as the flames spread to the tapestries and the wooden images behind the altar, he ran for the door.

      His horse was tied to a hitching-ring set to one side, attached to a picket driven into the earth. Untying the reins, he flung himself into the saddle, jerking the animal’s head toward Château de Chevigny.
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        * * *

      

      The plague wagon lumbered by, pulled by two slow-moving oxen. Walking beside, its masked and hooded driver didn’t look up, tugging on the bridle of the nearest animal, moving it along. It didn’t hurry; the cart crept with the rhythmic slowness of a funeral cortege, though nowhere near as solemn nor regal, plodding hooves keeping time to the dull clanging of the bell the attendant swung back and forth as he followed the wagon.

      Bodies were piled high, heaved in without regard for how they landed or even if actually dead. In an attempt to contain the pestilence, a heavily waxed cloth had been tossed over the unwieldy pile of corpses and fastened to the cart’s sides by lengths of rope. The reek of corruption, of pus and blood, vomit and rot seeped from under its edges.

      Some of the corpses had been dead for days before being discovered, the last of their households. Thus having no one to bring them out for the wagoneer to gather. Others were tossed from windows, retrieved from the dirt and thrown onto the ever-growing pile. Only a few were carried out by family members and given up with tears and wails of grief.

      Pulling his horse to a dust-stirring halt, Damién slid from its back and stopped. Even in his fury, he didn’t dare cross the path of a plague-wagon. Standing with head bowed, one hand clasped to nose and mouth to prevent inhaling death-laden air as the cart passed, his other hand raised to make the Sign of the Cross before he caught himself.

      No, no more of that foolishness.

      A wagon wheel struck a rock, wobbling. The canvas lifted, then settled again. A body shifted, one arm falling out of the cart, swinging inches above the road, fingers stiff and curved as if clawing at the dirt. Its skin was speckled and splotched, swollen with open sores from which yellow ichors still leaked. A few drops struck the soil, spattering puffs of dust. Did he hear a faint moan, see a slight tremor of that wasted arm hanging through the staves?

      And this will happen to my Antoinette. He didn’t believe she’d be placed in the family vault.

      All bodies were burned.

      It was Law. Now.

      Antoinette, chérie, mon amour . . .

      As Damién had told Père Gervais, his last sight of his beloved had been the day before. It had been three weeks since Damién was allowed admittance to the château. Every day, he came to the gate, standing like a beggar waiting to be given the alms that were a sight of his Antoinette. For twenty-one days, he rode to the church to beg God and the Holy Mother to protect them, then to the château to speak with her.
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        * * *

      

      She always met him at the gates where they talked but never touched. This time, she stopped a good ten yards away, hands clasped to her bosom.

      “Go away, Damién. The mayor has ordered our gates locked to all but the physician.”

      “The mayor? Antoinette, the mayor died weeks ago. How can a dead man give orders?”

      “The Council then . . . someone . . . I don’t know. You see the guards.” Her voice rose in a desperate shrill as she waved a hand at the armed soldiers standing to each side of the gate. She was shouting to make herself heard across the distance.

      At that moment, the wind—that death-carrying air—swirled around her, then dipped, ruffling the edges of her wimple, fluttering the half-sleeves draped around her elbows. There was a sudden brilliant flash, sun reflecting off the band of her betrothal ring. Damién had chosen it himself, presenting it to Antoinette only three weeks before.

      “I’m not leaving, Antoinette.” With his fist, he beat the gate’s stone pylon. “I came here to see you and I will, if I have to climb these walls.”

      At that, one of the guards raised his lance, and Antoinette gave a short, quick cry. “Please, my love. Don’t endanger yourself any more than you already have.”

      “My Lady?” Marie—Antoinette’s old nurse, now her chaperon—stood a few feet away, giving her a modicum of privacy, if being in the open yelling into the wind could be considered private. She plucked at the blue wool sleeve. “We must go. Your father will miss you.”

      “Don’t,” Damién begged. He leaned against the gate, wrapping a hand around one of the upright iron shafts. It felt hard and cold to his skin, grains of rust from years of rain and weather, flaked onto his palm. “Stay and talk to me. If this is the only way I may see you . . .”

      Marie continued tugging Antoinette’s arm, turning her inexorably away. She allowed the old woman to lead her down the footpath toward the château. After walking a few feet, she broke away and turned back. Pressing her fingers to her lips, she hurled a kiss into the air, then whirled and began to run, leaving the old woman shuffling after her.

      Damién was certain he felt the kiss strike his cheek. Please God the wind brings none of the pestilence with it.

      He watched until Antoinette reached the château’s looming bulk and disappeared inside. Continuing to lean his forehead against the roughness of the iron pickets, he pressed against the cold metal, letting it abrade his skin until the sun slid behind the trees and shadows lengthened.

      At last, one of the guards spoke. “My lord, you should go.”

      Only then did he turn away, walking back to where he’d tied his horse to the low-hanging branch of a yew tree.

      Yew, symbol of darkness and death. He shivered, hoping it wasn’t one more sign.
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        * * *

      

      The horse raised its head, nickering and snorting slightly.

      Why are the animals not affected?

      Some died but it was mostly because their owners succumbed and there was no one to feed them. Starvation, not plague, killed animals.

      Why does it only strike their masters? Does God favor a dumb animal over an intelligent man because He knows it won’t question Him?

      The gate creaked as one of the guards swung it open. While he’d been distracted by the wagon and his own thoughts, the doctor left the château.

      Damién waited until the physician was outside before he waylaid him. “Docteur le sangsue, tell me, how is she? How is my Antoinette?”

      He was desperate, begging the man not to say exactly what he said.

      “I’m sorry, Your Lordship.’Tis a fast-moving case, faster than most.” His sigh was irritated, more at being inconvenienced by Damién stopping him from leaving than holding any regret or sympathy.

      Damién’s resentment flared. He sounds as if he truly doesn’t care. You bastard. The vicomte’s your patron. You owe him your best skill.

      “I doubt she’ll last another day.” It was said flatly with no concern for his feelings.

      Without another word, the doctor walked away. Damién kept pace with him, though far enough from the robed figure they didn’t touch.

      “You shouldn’t have come here. By leaving the safety of your estate, you place yourself in danger.”

      Safety? Hah. How can that stupid man call my home safe when eight of our serfs already show the first signs?

      Damién wanted to backhand the fool, pick him up and heave him into one of the pits where his many patients now lay waiting consignment to purifying fire.

      If one’s home’s so damned safe, how did Antoinette and her mother, who rarely left its confines, become ill at all? Does he believe he’s safe at this distance? Fool, he wanted to shout. You’re no more protected than the rest of us. Doctors die of the same things as their patients all the time.

      Didn’t the churchyard have a special section for the illustrious medical men who’d succumbed while treating others? Though now, of course, there were no new graves. There was no room; the cemetery yard of Village de La Croix was filled, the holy soil itself contaminated.

      Thus, the dead, whether noble or common, marquis or serf, were now taken to a pit on the edge of town and burned, relinquished to cleansing fire. And when that one was filled with too many ashes, another was dug, and when it filled, another . . .

      What’s the use?

      He said none of it. Just nodded numbly, bowed to the physician, and stumbled back to his own horse, grazing a few feet away.

      Will arguing save Antoinette?

      If that were so, he’d have been her salvation and his own the moment the first soul was stricken.

      Catching up his reins, Damién swung into the saddle and left the doctor standing there.

      He tried not to think as the horse broke into a canter before being kicked into a head-long gallop. Didn’t want to think, but memories of Antoinette, of what had already happened, and what might have been, crowded his mind.

      Only three weeks before, they’d still been unafraid to come together in fellowship, mingling for celebration; in this case, the betrothal of the son of the Marquis de La Croix to the daughter of his old friend, the Vicomte de Chevigny.
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        * * *

      

      It was an arranged marriage, of course. Blue bloods didn’t dare do otherwise. But the two young people had known each other all their lives, and were convinced they were, indeed, in love. Shy glances—at first a novelty for the lusty Damién— timid clasping of hands, sitting side-by-side on a small couch laughingly called a loveseat, all under the supervision of old Marie or sometimes their parents, was the closest they came to intimacy.

      Damién was willing to play that game. He had other ways of seducing. Through the written word, he wooed his Antoinette, being more indiscreet and sometimes so frank on paper it brought a blush to his own cheeks. In secret correspondence carried by servants, he told the girl he loved her, would worship her once they were wed. When she came to his marriage bed, he would show her the delights of heaven in uniting her body with his.

      My dagger waits for your slender sheath, my beloved. I tremble to show you the power your love gives me . . . I pant in expectation for the night I may caress your naked flesh and show you what is truly meant by Paradise . . .

      Armand had made suitably doubtful noises, of course, then laughing threats of what he’d do if Damién ever was unfaithful to his sister.

      “I vow I’ve misgivings of wanting such a libertine as le Seigneur La Croix even looking at my petite soeur, must less bedding her, you scoundrel.”

      All in jest, of course. His companion in the pursuit of carnal delights was as happy as he that soon they would be brothers by marriage.

      Damién was thinking all these thoughts at the betrothal celebration, and if Antoinette’s blushes were any indication whenever her eyes met his, so was she. When everyone’s attention was elsewhere, he dared look at her and slowly ran his tongue along his lower lip, then flick it quickly in her direction. Her blush told him she understood that gesture’s general inference if not completely its meaning.

      Oh, to be alone with you for even an hour, ma petite.

      After toasts from both their fathers, Damién presented her with his ring, a single cabochon of red jasper, symbol of love. Holding her left hand gently on his open palm, because closing his fingers around it was forbidden at this point, he slid it onto the thumb of her left hand—“In the Name of the Father”—then onto her forefinger—“the Son”—and middle finger—“and the Holy Spirit”—before placing it on her fourth finger—“I ask you to become my wife.”

      Overcome by the emotion of the moment, and the look of love on his darling’s face, he dared raise her hand and press his lips to the ring. To the gasps of those present at his effrontery in performing such an intimate act before them, he turned over her hand and kissed her palm also, touching the tip of his tongue to its center. When he released her, Antoinette clasped the hand against her breast, fingers curled into a fist as if to protect the kiss inside.

      “Well! You must forgive my son for allowing his emotions to get the best of him.”

      The marquis touched Damién’s shoulder, fingers tightening as he nearly jerked his son away from the girl, making him stand beside him again. He gave him a quick shake before releasing him.

      “You see he truly loves your daughter, François.” In an aside to Damién, he hissed, “For the Lord’s sake, control yourself, mon fils.”

      The vicomte had been sympathetic, though protective, nodding he understood. It was well known he and his wife were very much in love in spite of having had an arranged marriage also. That gesture stated he tolerated Damién’s rashness though it must go no further. Not before the wedding, anyway.

      Damién didn’t care. He told himself he’d be patient for the night he and his bride would be alone and naked in their marriage bed. Nevertheless, he thought of it . . . relished that image in his mind . . . dreamed of it to the point of several times releasing himself during the night. His Antoinette, pale and bare . . . their flesh brushing and uniting. He’d be gentle but passionate . . . loving but considerate of her untouched state.

      Damién himself was no virgin. At twenty-four, he and Armand, like most young men of their class, had rid themselves of that useless condition as soon as they’d seen the first curl of groin-hair. Once that was done, no female was safe; they’d cut a swath through village girls and serving maids—taking maidenheads by the score—as well as serfs and willing tavern wenches who liked it hot and fast and occasionally cruel. There were very few virgins left in Village de La Croix thanks to Damién and Armand de Chevigny, they were so skillful and ruthless in their lures and pursuits.

      Village fathers protested . . . to the priests, the magisters . . . to no avail. The two young lechers were simply following established custom, and les autorités saw no wrong in that. It was expected young nobles should sate their burgeoning lusts with lower-class females and thus protect the gentler-bred ones.

      Like Antoinette . . .

      In a fit of love, or lust, or something in between, Damién declared to her he had found his anam cara—his soul-mate—and once they joined as husband and wife, he’d never seek any other female again. For at least a month, anyway.

      As far as their not being alone, tonight was no different; for the rest of the evening, they used their eyes and soulful glances to communicate across the dining table, each look stating quite clearly soon, my love . . . soon . . .

      And then the Pestilence struck . . .
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        * * *

      

      Where the hell am I? His mind was so befuddled with his blasphemous thoughts, Damién hadn’t paid attention to where he rode. He’d simply let the horse have its head.

      They broke from the forest and found themselves in a man-made clearing, butts and limbless poles of trees stacked clumsily about. As his horse stopped, the wind shifted, bringing a scent of decay and burnt flesh . . . telling Damién their location.

      The plague pits.

      In his distraction, he’d unconsciously guided his mount directly to the last place he might wish to be. Not that he could see much of it at the moment. While he was riding alone in that self-induced fugue, the sun’s last rays long ago winked out through the trees’ shielding branches.

      He was alone. In the dark. At the edge of a charnel pit.

      I must get out of here.

      Damién pressed a rein against the horse’s neck, urging him to turn. The animal balked, instead giving a chesty nicker. He touched ribs with his heels, pulled on the reins. The creature refused to move, legs stiffening. This time, the sound it made was a protest, sounding almost . . . frightened?

      ’Tis the scent of death here. How could anything living not be affected? Nothing to do but lead it, then.

      He slid from the saddle, walking to the horse’s head. Gripping the bridle at the bit, he stroked the fine Barbary muzzle, whispering some soothing nonsense. Raising his head, he did something he hadn’t intended.

      He looked out across the pit.

      Nothing could’ve prepared him for that sight. Not the woodcuts of Hell in the family Bible, nor the threats of damnation Père Gervaise heaped upon them at services . . . not even his own most secret nightmares.

      The hole was nearly twelve feet deep. It must have taken laborers a goodly time to dig it. Dirt lay in high heaps around the sides, silhouetted like low mountains in the dimness. It extended a fair fifty feet, more a gorge than a pit but to Damién’s horror-struck eyes, it appeared a valley into Hell.

      How many bodies can this hold?

      A good number of La Croix’s population, to be sure, for beyond it was a mound of the same size, piled high with tamped dirt and beyond that another, testimony to the number already buried here.

      In this one, the bodies were still uncovered, a fresh layer, though the wagoneer and his helper would be back soon, pouring lamp oil over the corpses and tossing lighted faggots to send these unfortunates to their Reward.

      As the bodies burned, those under them, already reduced to human charcoal and cinders, would burn again, transformed into even finer ashes rising with the smoke to float away on the winds. When the pit could hold no more, it would be covered over by that waiting dirt.

      Sometimes the flames would leap so high, they could see them at the château, tinting the sky a lurid red. Like the flames of Hell, Maman would murmur and cross herself.

      Damién pushed thoughts of his mother from his mind. He didn’t want to think of her.

      The horse snuffled again, an odd, little choking deep in its chest. That brought Damién out of his grisly reverie. He patted the dark neck.

      “Quiet, now. ’Tis all⁠—”

      What’s that? Whatever else he was going to say died away as he saw something move.

      At the far side of the pit, it seemed to have simply appeared. He’d swear it wasn’t there a moment ago. A dark, hunched, unwieldy shape, picking its clumsy way among the bodies.

      A survivor? Some poor soul not yet dead, awakening to find himself covered by his friends and neighbors’ corpses? Now stumbling over them in half-mad terror?

      The shape halted, bent as if peering at one of the bodies, and reached out. Its hand dropped and the dark form moved on. It went a few more feet, then hesitated again. This time, it seized a body, wrenching it from under another. It embraced the corpse it held.

      Is it actually kissing its neck? Damién felt his throat clog in revulsion.

      The body was tossed aside, disgust in the movement. It fell with a liquid thud. The thing moved on, peering this way and that, searching for something it didn’t find, coming closer to where Damién stood above it.

      The horse threw back its head, short, sharp squeals bursting from its throat. It struggled to back away, pulling the reins from Damién’s hands. As he recaptured them, the creature below him raised its head.

      Holy Mother.

      Its eyes glowed, red as coals . . . and they looked straight at him.

      The wind swirled into the pit. It stirred the thing’s cloak, making it flutter away from the thin body. For a moment, it looked like . . .

      Wings.

      Lord God, save us. They are wings. Unfurling, great dark sails dwarfed the creature’s body, flapping as if preparing to take it airborne.

      The horse moved again, backing frantically, Damién following. It reared, and he felt the burn of leather across his palm as the reins were jerked out of his hand. He made a futile grab for the flying straps, but the animal whirled on hind legs, galloping into the safety of the trees.

      There was a sound behind him. Something landing with a thump. Damién spun around.

      The creature stood before him, eyes still glowing. He swore he saw flames flickering within them. It collapsed its wings; once more they were merely clumsy shreds of cloth. It took a step toward him. Hands curved into claws reached out.

      Damién didn’t run. He knew the creature’s identity, and that there was no chance he could escape. The priests told of such night-demons and of their incredible speed and powers greater than any mortal’s.

      What had they said of ways to overcome them? He couldn’t remember.

      The thing gathered itself for a leap. It would be on him before he could run . . .

      . . . and was.

      He barely had time to reach into the pouch at his waist, fingers scrabbling for the rosary tucked there.

      Thank God I didn’t toss it away. He thought of that irony as the creature launched itself. Damién thrust out his arm, crucifix dangling from the string of beads wrapped around his hand.

      The creature ran directly into it. With a scream, it recoiled, falling backward so quick it appeared to have been tossed by the holy object.

      Perhaps it had.

      It fell on its back in the dirt and Damién was upon it, pressing the cross into its chest through the filthy rags, one knee on its belly, holding it down.

      It gasped and struggled, a smell of rot and filth floating upward from the rags. Under the edges of the crucifix, flesh sizzled and blackened.

      Damién swallowed and fought the urge to gag. He forced himself to touch the creature, catching one flailing wrist and pinning it to the ground. He was surprised by how light it felt, at the frailty of the body beneath his. He thought if he pressed harder with his knee, it might actually crush that bony chest and go through.

      It stopped fighting. The eyes blinked, the red glow faded, and it lay still.

      Has it died? Have I crushed the hellish life from it?

      When it spoke, he was startled.

      “If you’re going to destroy me, go ahead. Oblivion is better than the existence I now suffer.” The sound was deep and hoarse, rusty, like a gate hinge grown solid with age being wrenched open.

      “What do you know of oblivion?” Damién asked. “You’re le sans mort, aren’t you?”

      There was a faint nod. Another wafting of that frightful smell. Damién swallowed, gulping back his disgust.

      “Oui, I’m le sans mort but what good does immortality do me?”

      He couldn’t believe the whine in the creature’s voice. It might be sans mort, an undead one, but it sounded so . . . human. So full of self-pity.

      “What pleasure is there in feeding on corpses?”

      “Why bother?” Damién surprised himself by laughing. “There’s an entire village only a short distance . . .”

      “A dying village. No one has the strength to invite me in. I can’t get to them, so I hunt among the dead, disgusting as that may be. Bah!” He made a spitting motion.

      Damién shrank back without releasing his hold on the bony wrist.

      “Blood thick and drying . . . solid in their veins . . . and if I find one still holding a spark of life . . . ’Tis too mixed with pus to be palatable.” He shook his head. “Go on. Destroy me. I no longer care.”

      By now, Damién had gotten a good look at the sans mort. It startled him, for he’d expected a distorted, inhuman face, thin, twisted, disfigured . . . like those in the woodcuts.

      The creature’s face was thin, to be sure, as was his body. Not exactly human but close enough to believe it had once been so. High cheekbones, thin lips . . . almost aristocratic in their luminous paleness . . . Emaciated but with an odd beauty. It snarled slightly—or was it a laugh?—revealing thin, needle-sharp fangs, gleaming in the dim light.

      That sent a chill through Damién, thinking of those fang-points sinking into his own flesh. There was a second sensation. A brief pang of a thought . . . a desperate idea.

      “Perhaps I will and perhaps not.”

      “What does that mean?” The sans mort’s brow wrinkled.

      “It means, I also am in a dilemma, M’sieu le Sans mort. And I may have a way out for both of us. I’ll give you a choice. You can listen to what I have to say or⁠—”

      He didn’t finish, merely applied pressure to the cross.

      There was a faint sizzle as he pressed it against the creature’s chest. As long as the crucifix touched it, the sans mort would be unable to move. He’d have plenty of time to release the cross, leaving it immobilized, and find a stick or tree limb to drive through its heart. Then, he’d catch his horse, get his sword, and hack off its head . . . or not, if it was agreeable to his proposal.

      “I’m listening,” the creature wheezed. “You have a captive audience, I’m afraid.”

      It had a sense of irony, even when faced with its own destruction?

      Damién took a deep breath. “Take me. Make me as you are, and I’ll let you go.”

      “What?”

      He couldn’t have believed any face, mortal or otherwise, could’ve shown such surprise. Damién repeated what he’d said.

      “I shouldn’t argue, but may I ask . . . why would you wish that?”

      “I don’t want to die of the plague, and that’s inevitable. Make me as you and I’ll be immortal. You can’t be harmed by human illness, can you?”

      Doubt slithered through Damién, momentarily quashing his plan. What if the creature could be infected?

      Then I’m certain to die, lying against him as I am. He felt his skin cringe, his whole body wanting to jerk away. He forced himself to stay still.

      “I’m well beyond the reach of any human malady,” le sans mort growled.

      “Make me as you, and I’ll give you a château full of living bodies, and all the blood you can drink.” Callously, he offered his servants, the serfs, and his family to the creature in exchange for his own survival.

      Surprisingly, the thing hesitated.

      “Think of it . . . freedom to enter whenever you wish . . . good, rich, red blood . . . no more scavenging . . .” Damién startled himself by the fervor in his words. “You said you don’t enjoy being a ghoul. Why continue when I offer you exactly what you need?”

      “You have a point, and not just the one on the end of that damned thing burning into my chest.” The creature coughed, swallowed, and nodded. The movement made a dry rustling in its flesh. “Very well, I accept.”

      One last doubt niggled. “How do I know I can trust you? Mayhap I let you go and you’ll simply kill me.”

      “And do myself out of an estateful of meals? I’m sans mort, not stupid. Besides,” it looked thoughtful, “it would be good to have a compagnon de nuit. I’ve been alone a very long time.”

      Its tongue, pale and long, thrust out, raking across its lower lip.

      “You look a tempting morsel. I could enjoy you in more ways than one.”

      That sent a shiver through Damién. Whatever that means, I’ll worry about it later. For now . . .

      Nodding, he removed the cross and stood up.

      Like a ragged shadow, the creature rose with him. Wings rustled and flapped. It made a leg, bent with remarkable grace, one hand gesturing delicately. The bow of a man at court.

      Can this creature have once been a noble?

      “Geraint LeMaitre.” It was a travesty of a formal introduction. “And whom do I have the honor of addressing?”

      “Damién La Croix, fils de le Marquis La Croix.” In case the creature had no idea of its location, he added, “Village de La Croix is a short distance from here. In Limousin.”

      “Ah,” LeMaitre nodded. “I wondered the name of this place. ’Tis so different from Paris. Oui, I’ve come a long way in my wanderings,” he said to Damién’s surprised look.

      “It doesn’t matter where you’re from, just that you’re here.”

      “You can get rid of that.” LeMaitre gestured.

      Damién looked down at the rosary.

      “Soon, you’ll have no need of it.”

      “Oui,” he agreed. He tossed it into the pit. With the other hand, he unbuttoned the neck of his tunic . . . businesslike, making certain his hands didn’t tremble. “Let’s get on with it.”

      “With pleasure.” LeMatire took a step forward, placing a hand on Damién’s shoulder. Bony fingers brushed his forehead . . . and stopped.

      The thin face turned toward the trees. Damién followed the red gaze. A faint gleam peeked through the branches.

      “I can’t. Not now. Morning comes.”

      “Then hurry.” Damién caught the hand on his shoulder, gripping the wrist, preventing him from pulling away. Now that he’d come this far, he had to finish.

      If I must wait, I may not again have the courage.

      “The sun won’t be up for minutes yet.”

      “Non. This takes time. There’s ritual involved. It must be done properly, or you won’t rise . . . and that would defeat your purpose, n’est pas c’ainsi?”

      Stepping back, LeMaitre pulled his arm from Damién’s grasp. He looked at the trees again, speaking quickly.

      “Go home. I’ll come to you tomorrow night. You have my word.”

      “Let me give you directions . . .”

      “No need.” LeMaitre took his hand, leaning forward.

      For a moment, Damién thought he was bowing over it. Then, he felt the sting, saw a welling of blood, and the sans mort’s tongue snake out and lick it away. It was wet but cold as a sliver of ice. He shivered.

      “I’ll find you by the call of your blood.” LeMaitre raised his head, breathing deeply. “Ahhh . . . you’re truly delicious, my young chevalier. I’m going to enjoy quenching my thirst at your well.”

      With that, he disappeared, body breaking into fragments, dissolving bit-by-bit into dust until nothing but a vague man-shape hovered in the air. Then the wind swept it away, tossing the transparent shards upward as the sun broke through the trees.

      Staggering, Damién rubbed his eyes.

      He was alone in the early morning sunshine, standing at the edge of the charnel pit, bleak and stark and stinking in the pale light.

      I’ve been here all night? Did I imagine it all? Or . . .

      The back of his hand stung. Looking down, he saw a long, red scratch across his knuckles. He remembered LeMaitre’s tongue slithering across his skin, and the sensuous shudder it produced. He thought of the coming night, wondering what the ritual involved and found he was looking forward to that with as much fear and expectation as to his coming immortality.
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        * * *

      

      His arrival home was met with exclamations of joy and concern; his mother anxious, his father worried.

      “Damién, ma bébé, you were gone so long.” Mathilde La Croix didn’t hide her fear. “I was afraid. You shouldn’t tarry outside after dark.”

      Outside. That’s what they called anywhere not within the shelter of the estate’s walls. Outside. As if it were another country.

      Perhaps it is. The Country of the Dead. And he’d soon be escaping it.

      “Your maman’s right, my son,” Pierre La Croix spoke, making his words gruff to hide his own alarm. “The countryside’s no place to be now, what with looters and scavengers about.”

      Oh, Papa. You can’t imagine what kind of scavengers are out there. But I do. I’ve met one of them and made him a bargain he couldn’t refuse.

      “My apologies, Papa. I . . . received upsetting news while at prayer.”

      Upsetting? Aye. If nothing else, I’ve probably damned myself with my destruction of the church.

      He was surprised news of it hadn’t gotten back to the château. Perhaps Père Gervais had perished in the blaze. Briefly, he hoped not. A second later, he didn’t care.

      “Upsetting news?” his father repeated. “What could be more upsetting than what is already happening?”

      “Père Gervais was called to Château de Chevigny last night . . .” He couldn’t go on, stopped and looked away.

      “Antoinette?” his mother asked softly, and Damién nodded. Mathilde reached for his father’s hand; for a moment they were silent, watching him. Finally, she said, “Ma cher, I’m so sorry. May le Bon Dieu receive her unblemished spirit. But that doesn’t explain why you delayed so long in returning home.”

      Anger burst within him though he forced himself not to show it.

      Foolish woman, he wanted to shout at her. The woman I love is dying. Do you think I want to hear such trite words as those you just spoke? As for my returning home . . . What is here for me now?

      “I wished to think.” To prepare them for what would soon come, he began his lie. “Besides, I don’t feel well.”

      “Non. Are you feverish?” Before he could stop her, she pressed the back of her hand to his cheek.

      He wanted to slap it away and scream, Don’t touch me. Instead, he caught her wrist.

      “Don’t, Maman, I beg you.” Releasing her, he took a breath and spoke the rest of his deception, well-rehearsed on his way home. Holding out a hand as if to ward them away. “Papa, I fear I’m stricken.”

      They both recoiled, his mother looking at her hand as if it now offended her. She held it away from her body like an unclean thing. Her face held horror. Because of his words, or what she’d done?

      “Perhaps you’re mistaken,” his father suggested, voice quavering. At the thought of losing his heir or simply of losing his only child? “You’re overwrought after learning of Antoinette. A betrothed’s death is a terrible thing. You’re tired from the long ride.”

      I’ve made that ride every day for almost a month. Why should today tire me any worse? Their stupidity was infuriating.

      “Perhaps . . .” He backed away, toward the stairs. “I’ll retire to my chambers.”

      “I’ll send for Père Gervais . . .” His father’s voice became weaker. “Just in case.”

      “Non.” Damién stopped. “Don’t send for a priest . . . nor le docteur.” He couldn’t bear to see either of those hypocrites again. “Not yet anyway. Merely tell everyone to stay away.”

      Neither spoke as he went to the high, winding staircase leading to the second story and the family bedchambers. At the foot of the stairs, he looked back.

      For one last glimpse at his parents, he told himself. One last look through human eyes at the two who gave him life.

      Soon, I’ll have another parent. Soon, LeMaitre will be my sire.

      Père Gervais had used that word to describe a sans mort who made another like himself. He wondered how much of what the priest said was true and how much as false as the Scriptures he quoted.

      Soon, I’ll find out.

      With that thought, it was as if he were seeing the marquis and his wife with another’s eyes. He’d always thought his father so strong and certain of himself, his mother sturdy and calm; now Pierre looked shaken and weak. Old. And Mathilde trembled with fear.

      Damién’s cold detachment wavered.

      “Maman . . .”

      Holding out his arms, he ran back to her, flinging himself at her small body. He felt her recoil slightly, then enfold him in her arms, clasping him against her heart as she had when he was an infant and had bad dreams. His father’s embrace encircled them both. Briefly, he was enclosed in warmth and love.

      One last time . . .

      “Shh. Shh, ma petit . . .” his mother whispered. “It’ll be all right. If it happens, we’ll be together again in Heaven.”

      That did it. Damién stiffened and pulled away. He forced himself to swallow his anger at her parroting that lie, instead whispered, “If . . . Papa, if I am to die, please promise me one thing . . .”

      “Anything, child.” At that moment, he imagined his father would’ve agreed to the massacre of the entire household.

      “Don’t burn my body. Please let me lie in the tomb with our ancestors.” Damién met his father’s eyes as he spoke. Begging.

      That seemed to shake his father more than anything else said. He went white, looked away, and slowly nodded.

      “You have my word, mon fils. I’ll lay you in the tomb myself. And if the magister says otherwise . . . I’ll kill him.” He spoke with grim determination.

      “Thank you . . .” He let his words trail off in a grateful whisper, then released them and backed away.

      As he left his mother’s embrace, her arms stayed held out as if reaching for him. He forced a concerned note into his next words.

      “Please. Go. Bathe in rosemary water. Mix in ginger flakes and chamomile leaves. Dr. Rousseau has said ’tis possibly a preventative in washing away the miasma if it clings.”

      Turning, he ran up the stairs. His mother’s anguished wail followed him.
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        * * *

      

      In his chamber, Damién undressed, carefully folding the clothes he had worn and draping them over a chair.

      Won’t need these anymore. In a few hours, a winding-cloth will be my only garment.

      He remembered the filthy rags wrapped around LeMaitre’s shrunken body. The awful smell. That wasn’t particularly inviting, to be clad in shreds of fabric, smelling of rot for eternity.

      Damién had always been more than particular about keeping his body clean. Sometimes Armand teased him about that.

      Does one smell offensive to one’s-self? Perhaps LeMaitre hadn’t been buried in a shroud but some of his own clothes, wearing them until they fell apart. He supposed he’d learn that soon enough also, but what to wear was the least thing to consider now.

      Naked, he walked to the mullioned double doors opening onto the balcony, flinging them open.

      I’ll watch the sun travel the sky, see it set for the last time. Until that moment, he’d not thought of that. I’ll never see the sun again, nor feel its warmth upon my skin . . .

      By now, it was noon, and the sun was directly overhead, beating down on a day so bright it hurt his eyes as he stood on the balcony looking out over the estate. Miles and miles of green meadows dotted with clover and wildflowers, plowed fields waiting for plantings never to happen, and woods of dark pine, yew, and hemlock.

      Will it look different by moonlight? Do sans mort eyes see more . . . or less?

      A sudden shudder ran through him. Damién told himself it was a frisson from standing naked in the open air. He hurried back inside.

      His bed was made, the covers turned back. The goose-down mattress was soft as a cloud, enveloping him warmly as he lay upon it.

      Will I be able to accept a cold granite slab beneath my body?

      Pulling up the sheets and quilt, he thought of the things LeMaitre had said. The fabric felt smooth and sensual to his bare skin. Strange, how he’d never noticed that before. It made him want to run his hands over his body, explore his flesh with his fingertips and seek its intimate places.

      Can the sans mort love? Why did I not ask these things? What have I condemned myself to?

      He forced his hands to lay still atop the coverlet, commanded his mind to think of nothing. Outside, he heard hushed whispers, muted footsteps. The servants, going about their tasks, were ordered not to come near his room. He hoped his father kept his promise.

      Damién closed his eyes and waited for the sun to go down . . .
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        * * *

      

      He must have fallen asleep.

      There was a sound from the balcony. The faint brushing of a bare foot on the planking. A whisper of wings.

      Damién opened his eyes.

      He’d forgotten to light a lamp and the room was dark. Only moonlight shining through the open doors gave any light, and not much of that, for the body in the doorway—shrunken and hunched as it was—blocked the light and kept it from entering.

      A twisted shadow moved across the floor. Wings flapped slightly. A wave of that awful smell drifted to him.

      “You’ve come.” He couldn’t control the tremor in his voice as he raised himself on one elbow.

      “Did you doubt it?” A deep, croaking chuckle accompanied the question. “Or have you changed your mind, Damién La Croix?”

      Damién shook his head. He couldn’t speak, didn’t dare.

      “Then bid me enter, chevalier.”

      “Come . . .” Briefly, his words crowded his throat, threatening to choke him. He took a deep breath, saying the greeting with which his father always welcomed guests into their home. “Come in, Geraint LeMaitre. And may your stay here be a pleasant one.”

      “Oh, it will, Damién. It will.” LeMaitre crossed the threshold, and everything changed.

      He could feel it, the very air in the room was different now, heavier, difficult to breathe. There seemed to be no sound, as if the moment that emaciated, naked sole touched the rich nap of the carpet something within the château died.

      LeMaitre cocked his head as if listening.

      Does he also sense it?

      There was a crackling as his wings collapsed, melding with the fragments of fabric clinging to his back.

      He was beside the bed before Damién realized he’d moved.

      Will I be able to do that, also?

      Hands touched his bare shoulders, light as his mother’s own touch.

      Maman . . . Damién thrust thought of her aside.

      “Well, my young chevalier. Shall we begin?’ There was so much eagerness in the sans mort’s voice it made him tremble. “Are you ready?”

      Damién nodded, unable to speak.

      “You come to me of your own free will?” the rusty whisper persisted. “Accepting the consequences of our coming together?”

      “Oui.” He choked out the answer, couldn’t raise his voice above a whisper.

      “Then give yourself to me, Damién La Croix.” LeMaitre’s voice sank even lower.

      He could barely hear it, a mere murmur, tickling his ears, floating around him like the softest breeze.

      Damién started to sit up. He was pushed backward onto the pillow, lying to look up into LeMaitre’s gaunt and sunken features. A thin hand plucked the coverlet from his fingers, flinging quilt and sheets to the foot of the bed so he lay, exposed and naked to the sans mort’s eyes.

      He felt a single wish to cover himself and shrink from that glowing gaze. It died as swiftly as it came. Damién continued staring at those burning orbs, felt himself being drawn in, consumed in their fire.

      The sans mort shrugged. Rags disappeared; naked skin exposed to the moonlight. He was emaciated to near bones, every rib visible, belly nonexistent, navel a dark hole in a pale stretch of flesh. His shanks so starved, Damién could’ve closed his hand around them, fingers meeting, and what hung between those thin thighs . . . a thing so shrunken and shriveled and hairless it was a travesty of Man’s proudest possession.

      Above everything was that wan, white, still-aristocratic face with its straggling fall of hair. And those red, red eyes . . .

      I don’t want this! He gave one last thought of protest before LeMaitre touched his forehead and he was helpless,

      Fingers slid to his temples, his cheeks, clasping his face with one hand as the other caressed his jaw and chin.

      “So young . . . mon petit chevalier . . . so handsome . . . so full of the life you wish to share with me . . .”

      The hands traveled down his throat, brushing his collarbones as if defining their shape and strength. Fingers walked his chest. There was a faint snick . . . claws flicked out, tangled in curls, combing through thick, dark hair, encircled his nipples. They pressed inward, moving round and round, massaging those nubs of flesh.

      Damién stirred, an unexpected stab of desire coursing through him.

      “Please . . .”

      “Shhh.” Before he could protest, the hands ceased their insinuating caress, moving downward. They slid over his belly, invaded his navel. A burning lust-tinged wave followed that hot, deep probing, aiming itself at his groin.

      Oh, God . . . that brought a swift pain around his heart. No, never again think that Name, never say it. Ever.

      He tossed it away with any other thought, closing his eyes as the hands slid lower. Fingers delved and explored the curls at his root, combing them as that on his chest. In horror, Damién felt himself responding. Heat coiled around his shaft, his member tightening, engorging itself to rise.

      His stones were seized, claws scratching gently, trailing his length to rake around and around the crown. Shame flared as he felt liquid trickle.

      I’m wet, as if ready to make love. Is that what’s going to happen? He stifled a whimper, felt his resolve waver, then strengthen. A single tear dripped from one eye.

      “Non.”

      The hand withdrew. It wiped away the tear.

      Damién opened his eyes.

      LeMaitre smiled. It was the most beautiful expression Damién had ever seen, even with the sparkle of fangs. Like a fallen angel’s—ethereal, pale as moonshine itself, nearly luminous in the dimness.

      “Come, chevalier . . . into the dark with me.”

      The sans mort’s body covered his, lying full-length upon him. Cold, so cold . . . like a living slab of marble molded to his own warm flesh . . . Damién shivered as LeMaitre kissed him on both cheeks, then ran his tongue down the side of his face to his throat, lapping gently. It should have been rough as a cat’s, but it was smooth, slick, and cold. It licked a circle against the vein pounding just under his jaw, withdrew . . .

      His hands were seized. Fingers entwined, the sans mort forced them above his head, pinned them there. LeMaitre paused, inhaled and . . .

      . . . groaned, a sound too much like lust to be ignored.

      “Sweet, Unspoken Name! I can hear it. Flooding your veins . . . You smell so delicious, my young chevalier . . . I can’t wait . . .”

      The stab of fangs into the vein was a shock. Damién gasped, stiffening to fight, pushing against the body pinning him down.

      As the hands holding his tightened, he heard LeMaitre inhale again, felt his blood flowing, not through his veins but into the waiting mouth and with it such a flood of desire, he wanted nothing but to stay that way forever
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