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CHAPTER 1
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Vincent Adcock looked off to the west, where the last traces of the sun fell below the horizon, leaving just a glint of orange lining the edge of the sky where it met the land. The light was dim, and a slight mist gathered, warning of the fog that would cast the city in grey and shadow under what he knew would be a full moon tonight. He could hear the music from Bourbon Street drifting down Pirate’s Alley.

The alley where the girl had been found earlier in the week. Discovered bound and gagged, her dead eyes wide open in fright and her throat cut from ear to ear. The work of some madman who Vincent was sure would kill again.

Seemed it always happened that way. One girl would turn up dead and then another—and another. Some strangled, some tortured in other ways, almost always they would have been violated in some unimaginable way. Even after close to two hundred years, Vincent still didn’t understand the defective mentality, the warped mind behind the madmen’s eyes. So, he did what he could. He hunted until he found the monster, then wreaked his own type of punishment upon those perpetrators of horrid crimes against helpless women.

Vincent loved the hunt. He loved to chase his prey and toy with them just as they toyed with the women they preyed upon. His redemption for being what he was. A soulless man in a body which would not grow old.

A vampire.

He stopped in front of the Faulkner house, once home to the author William Faulkner. It now housed a bookstore with living quarters above. He remembered the days when the author resided there and how he and his artist accomplice played havoc on visitors to the Quarter. Now, the bright yellow exterior held his shadow as he stood there in the growing dimness.

The fog filled the night air giving the city a surreal ambience. Vincent lifted his head and inhaled deeply; his sense of smell much more effective than a bloodhound. He scented the remnants of food, something he only ate in public to keep questions about his nature to a minimum. He really had no need for anything other than the blood for which he thirsted. A slight breeze slipped through the alleyway and upon it he caught the odor of excrement and urine, probably from some dog or cat which had come this way recently.

Generally, Vincent would take the time to enjoy the city at night. He loved New Orleans. He had loved it for three centuries and counting. He had been a young, virile man when the city received its first group of refugees from Haiti. Quite a mixture of people he remembered. Whites, free blacks, and slaves. With them came the French language and voodoo. Then there had been the War of 1812 when he saw the British defeated by troops led by Andrew Jackson. Among those troops were the privateers who were recruited by the pirate, Jean Lafitte. Not long after the defeat of the British at Chalmette, his life as he knew it was forever changed by the loss of his lovely wife, Lisette. And the arrival of the woman who had made him into a monster.

He saw the coming and going of the Civil War, the city being occupied and claimed early in the battle by Union troops. He watched as slaves were freed and political changes came to the area during the Reconstruction. He saw hurricanes come and go, the resultant flooding; the building of levees, more hurricanes, more flooding. Yet somehow the city always survived and held onto to the rich history that seemed to live there. Only during the last hurricane, the one named Katrina, had Vincent became aware and then appalled by what humankind was willing to do.

People were sometimes less human than himself.

Finally, he smelled the scent he sought, something on the air unlike anything a normal human could detect. Sickeningly sweet and verging on decay; the odor of madness. He recognized it, a distinct something he wished he had noticed that night in 1815 when the woman who had created the monster he now was showed up at the doorstep of his plantation house outside of the city. She had been crazed and sick with the need for blood. Tortured with the lust for male companionship. She had pretended to be destitute, running from a husband who had abused her in his drunken rages.

And Vincent had invited her in, something one must never do to a vampire. For once they were invited in and crossed the threshold to your home, you become their prey. Their victim. And now, Vincent was doomed to live for the rest of the years through which the earth existed. Maybe even longer. Nobody really knew.

He followed the trail of the scent out into the street, walked across the lawn of St. Louis Cathedral, stopping for a moment to envy those who could enter. He had been in the Cathedral several times as a child and remembered the peaceful look which had passed over his mother’s face each time they had attended. To him, it had just been a place where a young, active boy had to be quiet for much too long.

Now he regretted not being able to enter the building as an adult. Banned forever from going to one of the places where others could find solace and an infusion of faith.

With an impatient shake of his head, he returned to the task at hand.

Hunting.

The scent wafted throughout the lawn around the cathedral, growing stronger at times then fading away to just a hint on the breeze. He followed it back out to Chartres Street, across from the cathedral. He stopped briefly, listening with ears attuned to things that sometimes he didn’t care to hear.

Vincent looked to the right then to the left.

He heard it. The distinct sound of a frightened heartbeat, fluttering in terror. He moved quickly. So quickly a human eye could not detect his movement. Instead, they would be left with a sudden chill as he passed by them.

He came upon the source of the sound immediately at the rear of a house with windows still covered in plywood, stark evidence of the wrath of Katrina a few years earlier. By a haphazardly placed dumpster, the animal had his hands on a young woman.

Wide blue eyes bespoke of the terror the young woman must be feeling. She was crying but could not make a sound because of the gag in her mouth. Her hands and feet were bound, and she writhed to get away from her attacker. Vincent felt the rage rise in his throat then the thirst hit him. Superhuman speed thrust him close to the girl’s attacker.

He never made a sound. The monster didn’t even know what crouched behind him.

Vincent’s nose turned up in distaste at the overwhelming stench of the man. Stale cigarettes, perspiration, and sex permeated the air. Reaching out with one pale, cold hand, he grasped the shoulder of the man and spun him around. “So, you like to torture rape and kill pretty young girls, do you?”

Releasing the young woman, the man’s fist shot out to hit Vincent in the jaw, but Vincent was too quick. He snickered at the man’s efforts. “Not so easy when you pick on someone your own size, is it?”

The man lunged at him again but was met with empty space as Vincent materialized behind him. The man stumbled, losing his footing. This time, Vincent threw the man against the wall of the abandoned house, laughing when the man’s head made a hollow, thumping sound against the wood siding. He slumped to the ground, out cold from the blow to his head.

Vincent turned to the young woman; her blue eyes wide with panic. “I’m not going to harm you. And I will not allow this animal to hurt you.” He bent to where she huddled on the weed choked, beer can littered yard and gently undid the ties holding her ankles. “I’ll escort you home.” He focused on her eyes and used his own mind to calm her. The way his maker had calmed him before she had turned him into the thing he was. The thing he hated to be.

The girl stopped wriggling as he snapped the ropes around her wrists and removed the gag from her mouth. He knew she wouldn’t scream out in the night. She wouldn’t even remember how she got back into her own bed once he took her there. “I need your address, so I can escort you home and see you safely inside. Tell me.”

She mechanically recited the name of a hotel in the French Quarter and gave him the room number. It was an outside room overlooking the courtyard, so it would be easy for him to jump up and open the window from the outside. And he had been invited in the hotel many times, so there was no problem returning her to her room and her bed. He tossed her limp body over his shoulder and sped to the hotel.

Once he had her in her room, he reached into one of the suitcases lying on the chair and retrieved a nightgown. “Take this, go into the bathroom and clean up. Get dressed and come back in here.” He paced as he waited for the girl to do as he instructed. The shower hissed, and he smelled the fresh fragrance of her soap. Lavender. Instantly the scent reminded him of his lovely Lisette, with her dark eyes and hair the color of ebony.

Had Lisette sickened before he became this soulless creature, he could have saved her. But instead, she rested in the cool, damp earth beneath the oak tree on the small knoll beside his plantation home, her place marked by a simple, stone cross bearing her name.

Although the property still belonged to Vincent, it was not a home anymore. The plantation had been made into a museum of times gone by where strangers walked through each day. Over the years, his staff had ensured there were adequate caretakers to keep the looming French Creole home his father built for his mother.

The same home he had later shared with his beautiful bride, Lisette.

Vincent closed his eyes and could almost hear Lisette’s musical voice as if it were yesterday. “Whatever did you see in the daughter of a prostitute after coming from this?” Her hands swept the landscape and then the house which sat along the Mississippi River banks with vast fields of cotton and sugar cane as far as they could see.

He had kissed her tenderly and lifted her into his arms as he carried her up the steps and across the lower gallery to the door of his home. “I saw an angel brought to me by God’s hand.” And the angel who had come to him by God’s hand was taken from him by the same hand a scant three years later.

Vincent roused from his reverie as the girl he’d rescued came to stand before him. “Who are you?” she murmured softly through a pair of perfectly bowed lips. “You came to help me, you saved me. I owe you my life.”

She reached out to touch Vincent. “He came up from behind. I couldn’t stop him. I felt a sharp sting and then I could do nothing.” An involuntary shiver passed through her small frame.

Vincent backed away. “No, you don’t owe me your life.”

Why wasn’t his effort to block her memory of the evening’s events working? One of the more useful talents vampires possessed; the ability to erase a human’s memory. And a necessity for a vampire. They could then feed upon a human and leave them with no recollection of the event.

He stretched out his cold, dead hands and grasped her shoulders. “Look at me. Look into my eyes.”

The girl obeyed; her blue eyes locked with his. “Your hands are so cold. Let me warm them for you.” She covered his hands with her own. “Tell me who you are.” Pulling his hands against her heart, she gazed at him, bewilderment crossing her delicate features briefly. She tilted her head and a lock of her fragrant hair fell across their hands, cool and damp from her shower.

“Don’t.” he commanded. His mind fought desperately to reach into the confines of hers as he held her gaze. For scant bit of time, he allowed himself to enjoy the feel of her warm hands atop his. The vibrancy of her beating heart. The blood pulsing through her body. And he chastised himself for the thought of bedding her right then, at that moment. Oh, how it would feel to have her slender limbs wrapped around his; to luxuriate in the heat from her body as he slid his manhood inside her.

Stop it, you fool, you have work to do right now!

She blinked in confusion. “What did you say?” She gripped his hands tighter and stepped closer. “Who are you? How did you know where to find me?”

Maintaining his hold on her, Vincent eased away and once again compelled her to forget what had happened. “You will climb into your bed and pull the covers up to your chin.” To his satisfaction he finally felt her mind giving way to his. “You will sleep until morning, and when you awaken, you will have no memory of the last twenty-four hours.”

He watched as her eyes clouded over and her hands released his. She turned and walked to the bed as he had commanded. The moment she lay upon the mattress and her eyes closed, he left the room in the same manner he had entered, taking her soiled clothing with him not leaving behind any evidence of what had occurred tonight.

Seconds later, Vincent returned to the abandoned house where the monster now sat in the dirt, rubbing his head in confusion. He stood quietly by in the shadows and waited as the man shook his head a couple of times, pushing himself up off the ground with two hairy arms.

Vincent leaned against the wood of a light pole, the bulb long ago broken and never replaced. Chuckling softly, he rubbed his jaw as the man staggered on his rubbery legs and braced his hand against the worn, wooden siding of the house.

In the quiet stillness of the early night, Vincent pondered how long he would toy with his prey before taking him to the place of vindication.

The man looked around, his eyes wary and confused. Vincent could hear his heavy breathing and the thudding of his heart as he staggered toward the lawn of the next house, his movements hampered by the blow to his head. To an observer, he would have seemed a typical drunk, weaving left and right as he attempted to make his way across the littered yard. When the man reached the next house, a dog barked from inside.

Vincent acted fast to avoid discovery.

In a flash, he stood before the man, who jumped in shock but recovered enough to lash out with a clenched fist. Before it could connect, Vincent caught the flailing hand and crushed it with his extraordinary strength. Before the man could cry out in pain, Vincent forced him toward a waiting black Mercedes several blocks away.

The idiot’s scream was lost in the gathering fog over the city and became no more than a whisper in the wind.

Vincent pinned him between the car and his unmoving frame. His narrowed eyes drilled into those of his prey’s, and he pushed a greasy lock of the cretin’s hair back into place, in the horrendous hairstyle Vincent had heard referred to as a ‘comb-over.’

“That’s it, be still.” His husky voice, soft and calming, was the tone he once used when training horses on the plantation to still their skittishness.

The man’s eyes widened, and he tensed as if to flee, but Vincent easily held him in place. “Stay where you are. We’re going to get in the car behind you because we’re late for a party.”

His victim grinned wildly. “Oh, yes, I like parties!” He chuckled and licked his lips. “There are women at parties. I seem to have lost mine.” A look of confusion passed over his mottled face. “I’m not sure where she went, she was right here a minute ago and she wanted to have some fun with me.”

With difficulty, Vincent kept his disgust hidden and his face devoid of expression. Could this little bastard really believe in his twisted mind that the girl Vincent rescued—now tucked safely in her bed at the hotel—had been ready to have fun with such a sick-ass pervert?

He offered a faint smile as he hit the key fob and unlocked the car. “Come then, let’s go.” If you only knew what was about to become of you, you would be singing a different song right now.

Opening the passenger door, Vincent gestured adroitly. “Please, sit.” He watched his prey slide his sloppy frame onto the seat and made a note to have his car cleaned tomorrow so he didn’t have to smell the odor he was sure would be left behind. He crossed to the driver’s side, smirking at the blank look of the man who would soon become the hunted.
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Vincent steered the sleek automobile through the streets of the Ninth Ward. The stark desolation of the area was a quiet reminder of the hurricane. The aftermath had exposed the worst of humankind. But in his mind, none were as bad as the kind of animal which now sat in his passenger seat.

Vincent had weathered the storm in his penthouse high above the city, with needs that were much different than those of the humans. People who had chosen not to desert the city, even after being warned. With no need for food, water, or electricity, he sat in front of the vast windows of the penthouse and watched the storm throw the city into utter chaos.

The aftermath of the storm gave rise to his thirst for retribution. Any of those who preyed upon the weak and helpless would pay and he had wandered the streets in the darkness, taking vengeance along with others of his kind. The stream of lifeless bodies was never given a second glance as the authorities worked around the clock to maintain some sort of control over the looting and violence.

Quiet until now, the other man spoke from the passenger seat. “This is a fantastic car. Wish I had one like it.” He smiled, bright eyed and clueless while he ran a finger over the dashboard. “Never in a million years would I be able to afford a baby like this one.”

Vincent raised a dark eyebrow and watched the man gaze in wonder at the various dials in the panel. He spoke softly. “One can amass a great fortune and many nice things when one has a couple of hundred years to do so.”

Becoming wealthy hadn’t been his choice. If offered a choice, he would have chosen life on the plantation with Lisette and the children which had never been born to them. Watching them grow up and spread their wings and make their own lives. Seeing them marry and create families of their own. He and Lisette resting together in the ground under the oak tree.

But Lisette had died from the fever as an epidemic raged through the southern states. And then she had appeared at his front door. Rosanna. Wild red locks and a dark, deadly hunger. Instead of killing him, as he had killed others since her, she had hungered for things other than his life blood.

Vincent closed his eyes momentarily, pushing the memory of her insatiable appetites from his mind.

He guided the car past one of the cemeteries, a desolate place with concrete mausoleums standing in rows. Fog hovered around the homes of the dead giving the impression of ghostly apparitions. He often found comfort in wandering through the tombs at night. Other times he was consumed with jealousy, knowing those in the crypts rested in eternal peace. They didn’t have to see what complications and travesties the modernization of the world had brought with it.

Some of the tombs had been spray painted, desecrated by problematic teenagers. Others touched by a deeper evil.

A man-made evil.

Humans who worshiped imaginary dark forces that did not compare to the real evils lurking among them. These evil hearted people and their followers had done no harm so far other than vandalism, but Vincent knew it was just a matter of time before their dark rituals turned into more. Animal sacrifices followed by human sacrifices. Vincent was familiar with this type of activity cycle in New Orleans’ history just as certainly as he watched centuries pass. When the time came, he and the others would take care of the ones who urged their followers to do evil deeds for them.

Vincent chose to use his thirst and power to diminish the human horrors which preyed upon the helpless and unsuspecting. Sociopaths, psychopaths, sexual predators.

There were other vampires who simply thirsted for the blood of any human they could attack and feed upon, until their ravenous appetite was sated. Leaving their victim with a heart that no longer beat.

Rosanna was one of those who thirsted and fed without discretion, with no thought for her victims. He had been appalled when he found her feeding upon a young child she had stolen from its bed and brought to his chamber at the plantation. In that very moment his rage compelled him to throw her, hissing and biting, out of his home with the demand that she never darken his doorstep again.

Her insane laughter had echoed through the trees as she vowed Vincent would never survive without her. “You are a weak bastard! You will die without me to bring you humans to feed upon!”

Vincent had proven her wrong.

His brutish passenger’s rasp pulled Vincent from his dark memories. “How about some party music?” The man grinned and reached for the buttons controlling the CD player and radio.

“No.” Vincent pushed at his hand roughly.

The derelict shrugged and looked out the tinted window at the dark landscape as it slid past. His grimy hands returned to fidgeting his lap, the dark, polyester slacks he wore a stark contrast to his fleshy fingers.

Vincent drove across the expansive bridge over Lake Pontchartrain, its dark water rippling beneath. Moonlight occasionally slipped out from under the cloud cover to cast a cold, white glow over the landscape. Even from within the car, he heard the fish as they jumped to catch insects and the lapping of the water against fishing boats floating in the stillness of the lake.

Soon, he reached an exit he knew well, leading to the place where the others would meet him.

The place was secluded and dark, an area almost invisible to the human eye. The dark and murky bayou lay quiet and thick just beyond the clearing where he parked the car, surrounded by trees dripping with fingers of damp moss. Night sounds filled the air outside, music to Vincent’s ears.

He cut the motor and looked at the man seated next to him.  This deviant would have raped, tortured and killed the blue-eyed girl tonight if Vincent hadn’t stopped him.

“So, where’s the party?” his passenger mumbled.

“The party is outside.” Vincent stared into the man’s eyes and nodded toward the door handle. Compelled, the prey fumbled from his seat of his own volition, then stood on shaky legs.

Vincent opened his own door and climbed out.

He would release his mind control as soon as the others appeared. That way the bastard could see and feel everything he had coming to him. Side by side they stood in the darkness just outside the line of trees.

Predator and prey.

Vincent heard them first, like a subtle gust of wind blowing through the leaves. A tall, slender shadow of a man stepped out from between the trees directly in front of them. Skin as dark as the night around them, topaz colored eyes glowing in the twilight, Gerard entered the clearing with regal authority.

Gerard had ended Rosanna, having moved to Louisiana during a time many Haitians had left their home country. As a refugee he had met his fate of immortality at the hands of the daughter of an aristocratic plantation owner. And she’d remained by Gerard’s side since the day she made him.

“Vincent, my comrade, you never cease to amaze me at the delightful treats you bring to us.” Gerard looked down his nose with distaste at the cretin, standing docile next to Vincent. “The others shall be here momentarily and then we may begin.” He clasped his hands before him as he kept a watchful lookout.

Another emerged, dressed in the uniform of a New Orleans police officer. Shorter than the rest and stocky, his blonde hair worn in a military cut, he discarded his uniform as he approached. Andrew Beaumont was the youngest of the group in vampire years yet older than all of them at the time he had been created.

Andrew had been ambushed by looters while he patrolled the city during the aftermath of the hurricane. By the time Vincent found him lying prone on the front of his car, the last vestiges of life were slipping from him and Vincent gave him another chance. Andrew proved instrumental in providing information to Vincent which led them to the monsters they would eventually take vengeance upon for their crimes.

A soft thud sounded behind them as Jude Brittain made his usual over-the-top appearance. He grinned at the others as he plucked remnants of moss from the sleeve of his tee shirt. “Hey, y’all. Just thought I’d drop in.” He jerked a thumb at the tree he had leapt from.

Jude was the oldest of them in immortal years, but far from the most mature. A Revolutionary War soldier at the youthful age of seventeen, Jude would be forever frozen in his youth. He had no recollection of how he had come to be, waking up in the middle of a battlefield littered with dead bodies and a hunger for blood he had not understood at the time.

Andrew shook his head. “Will you ever grow up? For Christ’s sake Jude, we have work to do.” Although they blended well together, Andrew and Jude were constantly antagonizing each other.

Gerard nodded toward their captive. “Go ahead, Vincent, I haven’t got all night. My lovely lady awaits at home.”

Vincent grasped the cretin’s shoulder and spun him around. “Look at me. What is your name?” His golden eyes burned, compelling a response.

In his trance, the predator—turned prey—spoke quietly. “Mitch.” He swayed in Vincent’s strong thrall.

“Well, Mitch. It’s time to play. We are going to be the hunters, and you, the hunted.” Vincent motioned to the others and they approached swiftly and quietly to surround the man. They’d block his escape once Vincent released the mental hold on him.

When Vincent lifted the trance, Mitch’s facial expression changed to confusion. Then anger. “What the fuck? How the hell did I get here?” He lumbered toward Vincent who held his ground as Mitch advanced. “You fucker, I remember you hitting me earlier!”

He raised his arm and attempted to form a fist with his fingers; the same hand Vincent crushed earlier. In pain, he shook his hand and narrowed his eyes. “You sonofabitch!”

Just before he dove into Vincent, Jude moved swiftly and tapped Mitch on his shoulder. “Slow your roll, you little slime ball.”

Mitch spun toward Jude, but something stopped him from attacking. Now he looked at the others, one by one, then back to Vincent who smiled at the fear entering the little bastard’s eyes. “Who the hell are you people?”

“We are your greatest fear. Your most lucid nightmare. Your destiny.” Vincent took a single, menacing step forward. “Now is your chance. You’d better run very fast.”

The vampires allowed Mitch a head start but soon they caught up to him from all sides. He trembled in the inky, dank copse of trees. A dark stain appeared and spread slowly on the front of his slacks as his bladder lost control. The quiet of the bayou filled with bloodcurdling screams.

Screams that would not be heard by a soul as four vampires tore apart the deplorable man and left the pieces for the alligators to dispose of.
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The sun streamed in the doors leading to the balcony outside of Abigail Cooper’s hotel room and warmed her face, rousing her from her sleep. Her eyes opened slowly.

Something felt off.

Normally, when she awoke feeling off like this, she knew her night had been filled with the sort of precognitive dreams that allowed her a brief glimpse into what could be. Today’s feeling was different. She could not remember anything beyond the time she’d left the hotel to follow up on a lead to the whereabouts of her younger sister, Reilly.

Her head pounded. and she massaged her temples at their pressure points the way her beloved granny had shown her. Then she noticed the raw marks on her wrists. “What the hell?” Frowning, she examined them more closely, before swinging out from under the cool, luxurious sheets to find there were similar markings on her ankles. Both her knees were bruised and scraped.

Taking a deep breath to calm and center herself, Abigail covered her eyes and willed her mind to remember the previous night. Still, nothing.

She crossed to the French doors leading to the balcony and opened them. A quick glance toward the end of the hotel courtyard and pool area proved deserted. She checked the clock on the nightstand. It was barely seven in the morning. Sunday morning.

The last conscious memory she had was of heading from the hotel Saturday evening to a club on Bourbon Street because of a premonition her sister had been there.

She vaguely remembered cutting through an alleyway so Rachel, her ever present sister-in-law, wouldn’t follow her. Abigail’s brother, Ben had sent Rachel down from their home in Baton Rouge in hopes of persuading her to leave Reilly’s search in the police’s hands. Rachel had arrived on Friday afternoon claiming a desire to ‘get away’ for the weekend since Ben was traveling for his job and would not be home for several days.

They had spent most of the day shopping and touring the city. When Abigail returned to her room to nap for a bit before meeting Rachel for dinner, she had a dream in which she saw Reilly dancing with an older man at a seedy, smoke filled bar. From the prominent neon light present in her dream, she was almost certain they had passed this same bar earlier in the day.

Abigail did her best to maintain a façade of normalcy throughout dinner with Rachel. Something pulled at her to go to the bar and sit all night if it took that long to find Reilly. She couldn’t share her plans with Rachel since she’d just call Ben, who was dead-set on letting the police do their job. She chatted amicably throughout dinner, but once the dessert was gone, Abigail pretended to be tired and returned to her room.

She remembered changing into the tiny, strapless, black cocktail dress she purchased earlier in the day and applying fresh makeup. Now she scanned the room for her outfit—dress and sandals—but came up empty. Neither were anywhere to be found. Digging through her suitcase and closet yielded nothing.

A sudden familiar coldness enveloped her, something she always associated with her grandmother’s visits from the ‘yonder side’. Abigail gripped the back of the desk chair and waited.

First the chill came, then the scent of lilacs which always preceded the misty image of Granny Lucille, shimmering by the bed.

“I can’t remember last night, Granny.” Alone in her room, Abigail didn’t feel strange speaking it aloud.

Over the past few months Abigail had learned to speak to her grandmother in her mind. After the first time she saw her grandmother appear in the cemetery, Abigail’s reaction had drawn the comfort of an older woman standing a few feet away. After that, mind-speak drew less attention to herself since she couldn’t always control or predict when Granny Lucille came to visit.

Now her voice whispered. He came. That’s important. The scent of lilac grew stronger. He rescued you from danger. It is time. No harm will come to you.

“What are you talking about? Who came?” Abigail dragged her fingers through her hair in exasperation. The messages were not always clear and sometimes it took her days to figure out what Granny was trying to say. She held out her hands. “Granny, I have marks on my wrists and ankles. What happened to me last night?”

Danger. He came. Find him again. The misty figure dissipated but the fragrance remained, blending with the breeze coming in the French doors, filling the room with a mixture of floral scents and chlorine from the pool below.

As she usually did, Abigail pulled a burgundy leather-bound book with gold tipped pages from the nightstand drawer and made an entry. The time, date, and exactly what she heard her grandmother say. She used the journal frequently to record not just her waking experiences, but her dreams as well. Usually, she spent a bit of time each evening going back over her entries to decipher any messages she might find there. Her recent experiences had taught her almost every message she received, whether through her dreams or waking visits from her grandmother, weren’t always clear. Often, they took some creative thinking on her part to put the pieces of the puzzle together.

Finding the person her grandmother referred to would prove difficult because Rachel was still in the city. Instead Abigail would no doubt spend the day sitting by the pool listening to Rachel try to talk her into returning to Virginia. Neither her brother nor his wife knew the real reason Abigail had gone to New Orleans. They knew only about the phone call from Reilly she had received one night and traced to a cell phone issued from New Orleans. They had reported the phone call to the authorities in Virginia where the original runaway report was made. Those authorities in turn contacted the New Orleans police department.

But Abigail’s rapidly growing sense of unease gave rise to more specific visions. After a particularly gruesome dream that ended badly for her sister, she had given up on trusting the authorities and taken a month’s leave of absence from her job as a social worker.

Abigail blamed herself for not noticing the rapid changes in Reilly. She had gone from a model student involved in many extracurricular activities to a defiant, reclusive shadow who came up missing more often than she could be accounted for. Abigail took over the responsibility for Reilly when Ben and Rachel married and moved to Baton Rouge, so they could start their new life together without the cumbersome responsibilities of managing a teenage girl.

But her good intentions had backfired when she ended up with double the case load after the child protective division experienced budget cuts and had to reduce the number of social workers. Reilly’s changes should have been as plain as the nose on her face considering her career field required her to work with troubled teens, which was why she felt so responsible for Reilly’s disappearance.

After Reilly took off, Abigail started having what she referred to as ‘experiences.’ At first it was glimpses of a shadowy figure in the hallway of the small family cabin she shared with her sister. Then sudden chills, like cold breezes caressing her skin, would overtake her at times when there were no obvious reasons for a draft.

In early February when she stopped to leave flowers at the cemetery on her parents’ grave, her grandmother had appeared beneath the skeletal branches of an oak tree and urged her to go home and look in the bureau. Once there, Abigail found a book tucked in the back of one of the drawers that had not been there before. The journal was filled with entries starting as early as the Second World War and detailed her grandmother’s experiences.

Those experiences practically mirrored her own.

After Abigail finished writing in the journal, she did a quick yet futile scan of the hotel room again for the clothes she’d worn the night before. Eventually she would have to figure out what had happened last night.

Reluctantly, she pulled some clothes out of her suitcase and headed into the bathroom. She’d promised Rachel she would meet her in the lobby. They had a date for breakfast beignets and cappuccino at Café Dumonde.

Entering the bathroom, Abigail noticed towels lying on the floor and frowned at a sudden, faint memory. Something was amiss. She always put the towels on top of the shower curtain rod to dry. Had someone been in her room last night and taken a shower?

A chill came over her and she glanced up at the mirror above the vanity. For an instant, a man’s face stared back at her. His lips moved.

You won’t remember tonight. She gasped and jerked back.

The face she had seen before in her dreams.

The man who wasn’t a man at all.
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CHAPTER 4
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In the cool of his bedroom, Vincent arose naked from his slumber. The first stars appeared in the velvety night sky above the city. On such a clear night the moon reflected just a splash of orange on its surface from the setting sun.

Several uneventful nights had passed since he and his comrades had disposed of the last cretin. Tonight, Vincent sauntered to the expanse of tinted windows and looked out. The city glittered beneath his fortress in the sky. He had the urge to mingle among the living and listen to some soulful jazz and blues music. The French Quarter was filled with smoky clubs that offered a variety of music for even the most discerning person.

Vincent had been many places in the world and of all of them, there was something about the mournful melodies echoing through these streets that drew him in. Over the years New Orleans with her many mysteries had brought him back and held him close.

Vincent had attended operas in Rome, rock concerts in California, plays in New York, and midnight reggae beach parties in the islands. He was never short of female companions, but those liaisons proved temporary because of what he was. There had been doctors, attorneys, actresses, and models. All very attractive and interesting to spend time with, but seldom did he bring them to his bed on a repeat basis. It always ended the same way, taking care to wipe their memory of him. And he had never crossed the line and taken liberty of tasting the blood of the women he dated or bedded, nor had he ever risked bringing a woman to his own home.

Because of what he was, he had a rigid set of rules.

Vincent dressed quickly in a pair of pleated black trousers and a cream silk shirt, slipping his feet into an expensive pair of Italian leather loafers. In the marble tiled bath, he groomed his hair and added some cologne. Selecting a gold Rolex and his billfold from the tray on the vanity, he checked his appearance one last time. Satisfied, he exited the master suite with the long, lithe strides of a panther, headed to his office for his cell phone.

He ran his thriving businesses with the assistance of a pair of very devoted employees. Both knew what he was, and he rewarded them well for the loyalty they showed him. They kept his deadly secret.

Martin Brookes, a shrewd businessman, kept up with the day to day operations of Adcock Enterprises and Adcock Limited in Europe. Martin had been with him for a little over twenty years and was the great-nephew of his previous assistant. A scrawny and rather bland man, Martin possessed some dirty little secrets of his own that Vincent chose to overlook as long he didn’t cross the line.

Elizabeth Chesterfield was Vincent’s personal assistant, housekeeper, and occasional hostess when he had the need to entertain. Elizabeth came to him five years earlier when he rescued her from an abusive marriage by disposing of her wealthier, older husband. Vincent had provided her with the very best criminal attorney when the district attorney had tried to prosecute her for her husband’s violent and untimely death.

On the massive oak desk, Martin had left a stack of documents for him to review and sign along with a pair of tickets to a charity ball. Next to the tickets were a couple of phone messages written in Elizabeth’s careful script and a note asking if he needed her to attend the charity function with him. He smiled.

Elizabeth was a beautiful, intelligent woman and he enjoyed her company but they both knew her tastes ran more to other women since the devastating experience of her marriage. She made a very suitable companion to the events that he couldn’t excuse himself from.

The office also served as a library, with three of the walls in the room housing floor to ceiling bookshelves filled with a collection of volumes dating back several centuries. The most up-to-date technology kept him in touch with his business holdings. He checked the screen displaying the security feed for all his properties and viewed each screenshot. All seemed to be as it should, and he turned back toward the door.

Stepping into the small lobby unique to the upper level of his residence, Vincent enjoyed the ambiance he had created. A jewel-toned Oriental rug graced the marble floor, and the Louis XIV table held a carved ivory statue of a goddess. A pair of oil paintings that originally brightened the walls of his plantation now hung on either side of the elevator.

While waiting for the doors to slide open, Vincent pondered calling Jude or Andrew, then decided he wanted to enjoy some music by himself. It was a night to brood.

The club he chose to patronize was filled with locals and tourists in a variety of dress. With the modernization of the world, it seemed proper attire had gone by the wayside. How he still loved to see a beautiful woman in a dress. And it disgusted him the way that young men couldn’t seem to understand that pants were made to wear over their buttocks, not under.

At the bar he smiled at the blonde waitress who took his order. She would probably be prettier if not for the heavy make-up she wore. It was a myth that the only thing vampires consumed was blood, as Vincent still loved a good scotch on the rocks or a sparkling glass of the finest champagne. Tonight, it would be scotch, and he ordered the best they had available. “Make it a double.”

When the waitress returned with his drink, he slipped her a bill. “You may keep the change.” He watched as she glanced at the bill in her hand and her eyes lit up. He enjoyed throwing money around; it was sometimes very helpful when he hunted. In the bigger scheme of things, people remembered a lot more when someone tossed money their way. The world had become very materialistic.

Vincent leaned against the end of the bar. There was a three-man blues band onstage and as they played, he got lost in the rich instrumentals. Music was one of his passions and he closed his eyes to let the sound flow over him like sultry heat, oblivious to everything around him.

The music reminded him it had been quite some time since he had taken a woman. He felt a stirring in his groin followed by the memory of lavender and blue eyes. He only entertained the memory for a fleeting moment. That woman was very much off limits. She had been too hard to control, and control was necessary when it came time to put an end to things.

He felt a presence at his side, and he turned to find Gerard and his lovely mate Chantel at his side. Tall and lithe, her golden eyes were bright and lively, her dark skin like milk chocolate. Tonight, she wore a red fitted dress, her hand with its glittering diamond tucked in the crook of Gerard’s arm. They made a striking pair and she smiled up at her mate with unadulterated affection.

In her heavily accented voice, she greeted Vincent. “Hello, my dear friend. Fancy meeting you here.” She brushed her cool, full lips against Vincent’s cheek and murmured softly, “Are you out looking for some female companionship? There are quite a few willing women with their eyes upon you right now.” She smiled teasingly and discreetly scanned the room. “Such a catch, our Vincent.”

Gerard slipped his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “Oh, my love, let us not tease Vincent tonight. If he chooses to disappear with a woman, it is his prerogative. And we all must be careful with our secrets.” He reached out to shake Vincent’s hand. “Let’s find a table and watch the crowd. I am always curious how these humans act in public once the alcohol has taken effect.” He smiled sedately and motioned for Vincent to lead the way through the crowded room.

Finding the first vacant table, they sat quietly and nursed their cocktails while they observed the people dancing. After a bit Chantel gave a bored sigh and put her hand over Gerard’s. “My love, I think I would like to dance tonight.” She smiled at him. “Shall we?”

Gerard grumbled a bit but stood and took her hand. “Only for you, my dearest.” He turned to Vincent apologetically. “Will you excuse me while I attempt to not step on her toes?” He led his mate to the crowded dance floor.

Vincent watched them blend into the crowd, envious of Gerard having a companion for eternity. It must make his time much easier to bear, knowing he had someone whom he could trust with his secret. The two moved together, mirroring each other, as only companions throughout centuries could. Chantel was unique, as she had given up selecting victims to feed upon. Now, she quenched her thirst with packaged blood alone. Gerard and Vincent merely supplemented their diet with the packaged blood when they couldn’t catch a deserving prey such as the one they’d feasted upon in the bayou.

Lost in thought, Vincent suddenly became aware of the unique lavender fragrance blended with her body scent. It drifted to him through the crowded club. This was not a scent he would soon forget, and his eyes searched through the smoky interior of the club. Then his sensitive hearing discerned a familiar voice over the music.

The lovely blonde he had rescued from that cretin, Mitch.

When his gaze found her, she was at the edge of the dance floor, arguing with another young woman. There was something not right about the whole scenario. She gripped the arm of a girl with spiked, black hair and piercings, trying to force her to look at something in her hand. It appeared to be a photograph.

Although he knew he shouldn’t, he compelled her to look his way. He couldn’t help himself. He wanted to gaze into those blue eyes and, God help him, feel the warmth of her touch. Blue eyes met gold across the crowd and a look of confused recognition briefly passed across her delicate face.

Oh hell, what have I done? Vincent watched as she picked her way gracefully through the people toward the table. I should have known better, she was difficult to control and now she remembers me. He should leave as quickly as possible, but he didn’t. Instead, he sat patiently and waited for her to come to him.

Her brow creased in a frown and she tipped her head to one side. “I know you...” Clear blue eyes searched his face and recognition met his eyes. Her hair reminded him of sunshine and flowers, hanging long and loose about her shoulders like a curtain of fine silk. He could see traces of bruising on her face, evidence of the monster who had imprisoned her by the dumpster that night.

Her face was devoid of any cosmetics, yet there was beauty in the simplicity of her features, the slightly upturned nose; the dimple in her chin. He admired her slender figure, covered very minimally with a tank type dress in a bright turquoise blue.

His fingers ached to touch her again.

Instead, he eyed her coolly and tried to judge just how much she remembered, tempted to reenter her mind but resisting as much as he could. “I’m sorry, miss, but I am sure I have not yet had the pleasure.” Keeping his expression blank, Vincent nodded toward the empty chair across from him. “Please sit. Perhaps we can get to know each other.”

It was against his better judgment, but he was intrigued. How could such a delicate, gentle looking young woman possess a mind so strong, it was nearly impenetrable to his will?

A myriad of confusion crossed her lovely face before she pulled the chair out and sat down. “I’m sure we have met somewhere. Why don’t you remind me where it was?” Now the blue eyes were direct and flashed with a trace of ice.

When he remained silent her index finger, adorned with a large turquoise and silver ring, tapped impatiently on the table. She raised an eyebrow. “I’m waiting.”

Vincent chuckled and reached across the table, stilling her hand with his own while he looked directly into her eyes. Speaking softly, he attempted to invade her mind. “I’m positive we have never met before. You must have me mistaken for someone else.” He gave her hand a light squeeze. “But we could take a moment to get to know each other now. What would you like to drink?”

He waited for a moment to see if she was going to surrender to his hypnotic gaze. When he felt her give in, it pleased him. Perhaps I could control her enough after all. He yearned to take her to the nearest hotel and bury himself in her warmth.

Her fingers stilled; her blue eyes became vacant for a moment. Turning her hand over, he stroked her palm and felt her pulse quicken. “Shall I buy you a drink or shall I take you to your hotel room?” He used his mind to see if he could insert an idea in her head. You would like to have a glass of champagne.

Her eyebrows drew together for a moment as if trying to gather her thoughts. “I think I would like to have a glass of champagne.” She smiled, wetting her full lips with the tip of her tongue. “And then you can tell me where I know you from.”

What the devil? Vincent eyed the rise and fall of her small breasts as she breathed in. He wanted so much to trace his finger along the swell above the low neckline of her dress. No!  I cannot do this! She cannot be controlled. Yet against his better judgment, he motioned for a waitress and requested a bottle of chilled Cristal.

“Perhaps if you share your name with me, it might help my memory,” he urged, holding her gaze and her hand. Golden eyes to blue ones. He felt a surge of victory as he realized she could not pull away from his hypnotizing gaze. “Come now, your name, please.”

“Abigail. Abigail Cooper.” She continued to gaze at him as he held her warm hand in his. She seemed oblivious to the deathly cold feel of his skin against hers.

“Well, Miss Cooper, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” He nodded as the waitress set a bucket with the open bottle of champagne in front of them and produced two glasses. He waited for her to pour
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