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Chapter One

The sun had set over the skyline of San Valencez an hour earlier. Relaxing in the one leather armchair not covered in a layer of books, manuscripts, and scrolls, Donovan DeChance had dimmed the lights in most of his home, leaving the fireplace flickering merrily. Cleo, his Egyptian Mau, lay curled on the arm of the couch, her tail flipping absently over the leather cover of a seventeenth century treatise on alchemy. At the top of the ornate mantle, the old crow Asmodeus watched over the entire scene placidly. It was as close to relaxation as Donovan had felt in years, and so, he didn’t trust it.

When the lamp on his table emitted a soft purple glow, he was almost relieved. The lamp was one of his most cherished possessions, a bonus payment for services rendered many years in the past. It was a very old piece, handmade and beautiful. The base was the trunk of a bronze tree with ten arms. From each of those arms dangled an ancient coin. There was a heavy rod running up the center and this was topped with a spiked finial that connected the slag-glass shade to the base.

The shade had twenty-two slats, running through a subtle range of violets and purples. The end of each was embossed with a single letter from the Hebrew alphabet. As was true of most of the furnishings in his home, the lamp was more than it seemed. When someone approached his door, or tried in some other way to breach the defenses and wards he’d set, it illuminated. The brighter the light, the more imminent the danger. The light this evening was deep and pure. He didn’t know who was approaching, but they were not approaching in anger, and—as he was familiar with how the lamp reacted to those he was closest to—its warning was doubly interesting. There was something else, as well, something more subtle and less familiar, but not threatening.

“So, Cleo,” Donovan said. “Shall I meet our guest, or wait for them to announce their arrival?”

Cleo glanced up and gave a soft meow, then laid her head back on her front paws and watched him. The cat, also his familiar, was another warning system that never failed him. He glanced up at Asmodeus, who glared back at him balefully. No reaction.

With a shrug, he set aside the scroll he’d been translating, balancing it precariously atop a pile of large tomes filled with images, plates, and hieroglyphics from an ancient temple. He was preparing to scan them into his archive, and so, they’d worked their way to the top of the pile. Then, seeing that they were broad, stacked carefully, and sturdy, he’d begun using them as another horizontal workspace, and the scanning had been shelved, for the moment. A lot of other things needed to be shelved as well. He glanced around, shook his head, and turned toward the door.

The warning system also gave him the opportunity to unbind the wards on the door. He did so slowly, letting his senses seep out through the cracks and up through the vents. His home had been invaded exactly once, and he had no intention of letting it happen again—particularly not when he knew someone was coming. He felt nothing dangerous. In fact, the tug that he felt warmed his veins slightly, and brought a flush to his cheeks. He rested his hand on the doorframe, just for a second, getting his senses under control.

“Vanessa,” he said, as he opened the door. “This is truly an unexpected pleasure.”

She stood in the hallway, watching him. She was nearly as tall as he with long, golden blonde hair. She was slender and shapely with the grace and beauty of a supermodel, and that was only the beginning of her allure. When she smiled, he caught just the hint of a glimmer from the perfect ivory of her fangs. He also felt her blood. He felt it actually pressing out against the inside of his veins and arteries, felt a subtle shift in the rhythm of his heart.

It was the first time he’d stood in her presence since saving her from becoming the final and most important ingredient in a wizard’s bid for immortality. As a show of gratitude, she’d shared a few drops of her blood, in a small bottle of cognac, with Donovan and his lover, Amethyst.

“Are you going to invite me in, Donovan?” she asked. “I’ve never been here before. Some of the old curses die slowly.”

Donovan stepped back, smiled, and waved her in with a gallant flourish. She crossed the threshold like an orchid-scented breeze. She brushed against him as she entered, the silk of her dress tickling his arm. He caught the curl of her smile and took a very deep breath.

“Where is Preston?” he asked, closing the door behind her. “I haven’t spoken to him in some time. I was thinking just the other day that I owed you a visit. I trust you’ve recovered from your—trial?”

“I’m as good as I’ve ever been,” she replied. “Better, probably, because such an experience tends to brighten the taste of the world, don’t you think? If you grow too complacent, you take gifts for granted.”

“I am sure that a lot of lessons were learned,” Donovan replied. “Security has tightened all over the city, I’m told. I’ve taken some new precautions, and I’d hate to be the one trying to break in and take another thing that belonged to Amethyst. She’s looking for someone, or something, to take out the frustration of being fooled the first time on.”

“Going to offer a girl a drink?” Vanessa asked. She glanced down coyly, and Donovan flushed. He hurried to the bar, keeping his face averted and trying not to show how she attracted him. It wasn’t simply a natural attraction, it was part of her power—a glamour that was stronger with her than with any undead he’d ever encountered. It was amplified still more by their shared blood bond.

She stepped up behind him so quickly that her scent stole his breath. She reached around him, took the goblet of wine he’d poured before he could spill the rich, red liquid over the edge and onto his hand, and then pulled back with a bright, vibrant laugh.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “It’s my nature to tease, and you certainly deserve more of me. I feel it too, you know? The blood? Ours is a strange bond. I have never blood bonded with a living man, or woman. It’s unique. It excites me. It gives me a new perspective. Did you know I can share your senses, just a bit? That I can see things through you, and through Amethyst, that I can only dream of in my private darkness. I owe you my second life, and it is not a debt I will forget.”

Just for a second, Donovan wondered if the reverse would ever be true. What would it be like to sense that hunger? To feel that power? Taking a deep, relieved breath, he poured a second glass of wine, and turned to face her.

“So,” he said. “As much as I’d like to believe it’s my captivating personality that drew you here, I suspect there is more to this visit. Is there trouble with the Council? Is Johndrow alright? Vein?”

“You are right to assume this isn’t a casual visit,” she said, “but not to believe that you will only see me when I have a need. You have lived a long life, and yet, I have lived one twice as long, and I suspect we both have a number of years left to walk parallel trails. Someday you are going to need something that I can provide, and when that time comes…”

“You don’t need to say it,” Donovan said. “I know.”

She nodded and sipped her wine.

“I’m here about Kali,” she said at last. “You remember, the young one that Vein has bonded with?”

“They were not fully bonded when I last saw them,” Donovan replied, “but I suspected it was a matter of time. He was very protective.”

“As he was of me,” she said. “It’s his nature. It’s an odd tendency for one of my kind, but endearing. Vein tells me things he would tell no one else, because…”

“Of the blood bond,” Donovan finished. “I believe that someday soon we must sit down and record this. The variations and connections that are possible, the benefits, and the downside. I have a great number of volumes of undead lore, but the literature on the blood bond is skimpy. It is also oddly void of any mention of humans and vampires bonding without compulsion.”

“The lore is rare because the bond is intimate,” she said. She smiled, and he had to fight to keep a tremble from his hand.

“Kali is going to come before the Council in a few days’ time,” Vanessa said. “She is going to ask for the Council’s support in a blood quest. She has fought her rage and hatred for a very long time, and now it clouds her judgment. She will seek the one who made her, and she will either destroy him, or be destroyed. You know of this practice?”

“I do,” Donovan said. “If I’m not mistake, Johndrow himself completed the blood quest. A very long time ago.”

Vanessa nodded. “There are a number of ways to come to the blood. We are very careful in these times to turn few, if any. Those we do, we’ve come to love, or to trust, and truly wish to become part of our culture. We have the Council, and we have laws. There was even a time when we enforced them.”

“Kali’s was not a pleasant becoming,” Donovan said. “She hinted at that, when last I saw her, but it was more an anger simmering below the surface, something she drew strength from.”

“It was a horror,” Vanessa said. “That is how she describes it. I must confess…things have changed a great deal since I was turned. I was taken without consent, but I grew to love the blood—to cherish the gift of my beauty unfaded over decades and centuries. I was taken from circumstances that were not good, and made into a princess of the night. Kali was taken from a happy home. She did not even know of our kind until she was dragged into the fold. She was kept prisoner and servant for many, many unpleasant years. I wish that I thought the Council would help her, but I am nearly certain they will not.”

“What of the laws?” Donovan asked.

“They are weak old men,” she said. “Johndrow would go—and he would fight. I would certainly go, I am bonded, but we are bound by the manacles of our own more civilized existence. If we don’t agree, we don’t act. We don’t put the others in danger by going off on our own, and they will not want this quest.”

“She will be forbidden?”

“Would you like to try forbidding one such as Kali?” Vanessa laughed. “It is her choice. It will be Vein’s choice, and that of his companions. They will follow her, but none of them is very old, or powerful, and Vein lacks control. He has not been far from my side since I turned him, and he has no idea how to protect himself, or how to remain in the shadows. He will see it as new freedom, and I fear his recklessness will get them all in trouble.”

“What can I do?” Donovan asked. “I don’t believe they are going to accept me as a traveling partner or chaperone. I assume you have a plan?”

She nodded again. “I believe so. I have a pretty good idea where they are headed. I know they are going to need a more powerful bloodstone, and I intend to visit Amethyst and purchase it for them. I’ll send them around to her later, but I’m not going to mention you…I’m hoping you’ll sort of tag along in the shadows. Maybe even get there ahead of them.”

“Oh?” Donovan asked.

“Oh yes,” she chuckled softly. “How do you feel about The Great Dismal Swamp?”


Chapter Two

When Vanessa had gone, Donovan reset his wards and walked to his desk. He took his wine glass with him, and the bottle. It was looking like a long night’s research lay ahead of him, and he was going to have to get some help. It had been a long time since he’d visited the Carolinas, and he never went on a mission cold. It was an old place, and very powerful, and it was one of the earliest settled areas in the United States.

Donovan knew that the land he’d walked for so long held powers and secrets that predated the concerns of modern men. Even the oldest of the dark underworld of San Valencez were young compared to some of the men, women, and creatures who walked the Earth, and if you intended to walk into the den of such a being, you needed to have your facts in order.

The mention of The Great Dismal Swamp had piqued his interest. He’d heard some interesting tales coming out of that area recently. He’d heard rumors of meddling with ancient Gods, and fertility rites. There were other tales, darker ones, of creatures deep in the swamp, still hidden from civilization and light, drawing in on themselves and angry with the invasion of the daylight world.

He had his own memories of the area, but they were old, and he hadn’t visited in generations. Most of the places he’d frequented in those times no longer existed and most of the people he’d known were long gone.

Donovan had books that detailed powers and mages. He could trace most of their journeys through early America, chronicle their accomplishments and adventures, and most importantly insure that others learned from their mistakes. The problem with such a huge repository of information was in knowing how to use it. The computers helped. He had scanned, indexed, backed up and saved more occult data than, as a young man, he could have conceived to exist. He’d perused most of it, studied much of it, and cataloged all that he’d encountered, but it was still like looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack to extract specific data when it was needed—albeit a very familiar haystack. In times like this, he preferred to consult subject matter experts. He’d earned favors from a lot of people over the years, and he thought it was time to call one of them in.

He sat at his desk and picked up the phone. He didn’t need to look up the number, or any number. He smiled. As Amethyst liked to joke, he could take an old rotary dial phone and one-up the cell phones that have an “app” for that every time. He had a charm for it. He pressed the buttons on the old phone in an intricate pattern and whispered a name.

“Bullfinch.”

A moment later, the phone began to ring, and Donovan sat back, thinking about his old friend, and wondering where the call would find him.

“Bullfinch.” The bright, cheerful voice widened Donovan’s smile.

“It’s Donovan, Geoffrey,” he said. “It’s been too long.”

“That it has,” Bullfinch replied. “I must say, you are the last person I’d expected to hear from just now. There are big changes afoot. We must talk about them, and soon.”

“I’ve heard rumors,” Donovan said. “It’s interesting. This organization of yours has promise. As long as they respect the balance.”

“That is the hope,” Bullfinch chuckled. “That has always been the hope. What can I do for you, Donovan? I’m guessing you didn’t call just to chat, as much as I’d enjoy that.”

“I’m researching a little vacation,” Donovan said. “A working vacation. I’m familiar with the general area, The Great Dismal Swamp. What’s bothering me is the particular location. It’s a town called Old Mill, and if my calculations are correct, it’s an intersection of a greater ley line with a sort of gridline of lesser conduits. Also, I’ve heard or read something about the area. Since it’s close to your recent home ground, and swamp magic falls more in your bailiwick than my own, I thought of you. I’m sure I have the information I need here somewhere, but where to look?”

“You have my interest,” Bullfinch said. “We’ve been keeping close tabs on that area for some time now. There has been more than a usual amount of activity in the area. I know of one woman, Nettie, who practices the arts, but she’s a recluse. You can get her to talk if you take whiskey, but her answers almost always come at a price. What exactly are you after?”

“I don’t have all the details,” Donovan said, “but I do know that the one we are going in after is undead. From the look and feel of it, very old, and very powerful. There is something I’m not remembering about this, something more. I haven’t heard any particular reports of vampire activity in that area, and yet, I’ve heard something, at some point, that I can’t quite recall.”

There was silence on the other end of the line, and for a moment Donovan thought the connection had been broken. Then Bullfinch replied.

“Old boy, you are walking into the wolf’s den,” he said. “How soon do you have to do this?”

“I’m not sure, exactly,” Donovan said. “I’ll be chaperoning a group of young undead who don’t know I’m tagging along. It’s a long story. My guess is that the High Council is not going to offer full support—it’s a blood quest. If that’s the case, they’ll have to drive. It’s a long way from San Valencez to North Carolina. I think I have several days, maybe a week. Why?”

“I think this one is going to require face to face,” Bullfinch said. “I don’t mean to be enigmatic, but this is not your average case, Donovan. If the one you seek is who I suspect it might be, it means he is active again, or has been recently, and we were not aware. There are a lot of strange things going on in that area, but as you say, none of them have involved the undead. I want a few days to gather information. There must be missing person’s reports. There have likely been sightings, and if your young vampire was created there, there will be records of that family.”

“I know her only as Kali,” Donovan said. “I suspect she took the name of the Destroyer upon herself. She is not old in the blood, but she is strong willed. The fact that she is here and not serving the one who created her in the depths of the swamp speaks volumes. In fact, it makes no sense to me at all.”

“She may have found a way to hurt him,” Bullfinch said. “It’s the only way she could have gotten beyond his influence without being called back, or destroyed herself. You may want to find out what it was she did. It’s unlikely your target will fall for the same sort of attack twice, but it might give you a starting place.”

“Where are you?” Donovan asked.

“As it turns out, I’m not far from Old Mill. I’m in the mountains near Asheville. There has been some nasty business here with dead who don’t seem inclined to accept their lot in life—or their lack of the same. I have been busy quieting spirits, and visiting an old friend. You remember Rebecca York?”

Donovan smiled again. “I hope you’ll give her my regards,” Donovan said. “Also, you can tell her that the item she sent to me is safe, and unlikely to see the light of day, or to get close to any water, anytime soon.”

“I will do that. I’m sure it will bring a smile.”

“So,” Donovan said, “I will come to you, then, before I continue on. Amethyst can keep an eye on our young friends and try to keep them out of trouble while I’m gone. She will be joining us. Another tale for firelight and wine, but suffice it to say that she and I share somewhat of a blood bond with one of those on the quest. It’s more personal than usual.”

“A blood bond with a human is a story worth more than wine,” Bullfinch said. “Give me a few days. Also, you might want to search your archive for references to early North American Alchemy. I think you may find a few things that will be of interest, and it might prepare you for what I have to tell you, and show you.”

“Alchemy,” Donovan repeated. “I have not thought of alchemy in a very long time. I studied that art, you know? In fact, I had an old volume on the subject in front of me just this week.”

“I do,” Bullfinch said. “All of us search, from time to time, for our personal Philosopher’s Stone. Not all of those who practiced alchemy were after spiritual truth, or growth, however. Like any other human endeavor, eventually the questions of power and gain intruded.”

“Thank you,” Donovan said. “I will do as you say, and I will make my preparations. If nothing else, knowing that we may be up against more than just a vampire old and powerful enough to steal our souls is a good thing, I suppose, though—and not for the first time—it makes me question my own sanity.”

Bullfinch laughed.

“If sanity were a prerequisite for the lives we lead,” he said, “we’d both have chosen different fields.”

“I suppose you’re right. And when this is all over, you need to make a visit to San Valencez. There is the matter of a book you have been promising to autograph for me for a very long time.”

“Consider it a ‘date’. Now, I’m afraid I need to get back out to a certain graveyard before the moon gets much higher. Take care, Donovan, and I will see you soon.”

The line went dead, and Donovan leaned back in the chair. Cleo leaped up into his lap, and he curled her into his arm, stroking absently behind her ears.

“Alchemy, vampires, blood quests,” he said with a sigh. “Why is it, Cleo, that every time someone comes to me with a simple problem, it turns into something—more?”

She glanced up at him and let out a long, chiding meow. He ruffled her head with a laugh and sat up. He tapped the login sequence into his keyboard, and then whispered the charm that completed the code. His screen illuminated, and he set to work. It was shaping up to be a long, sleepless night.


Chapter Three

The Council of Elders met in Johndrow’s penthouse. Despite recent trouble, his security was among the best available, and his flair for entertaining was unmatched. Since his lover, Vanessa, had been returned to him, he had seldom been seen beyond the confines of his own walls. Security had been tightened. In addition to the gnomish guardians traditionally employed by the Council, Johndrow had added his own staff. They were dark, slender, and very dangerous, and their services had not come cheaply. Money wasn’t an object—security was.

Besides, the occasion of this gathering was of a more personal nature. One of the young ones, a girl named Kali, wished to address her elders and receive their blessing. She was unlikely to get it, Johndrow knew, but the old ways still held sway, and certain matters required their attention, even when the outcome was already known.

In this case, it would be a request for support in a blood quest. Vampirism wore the twin badges of gift and curse. Some came to it gracefully, willingly, and without regret. Others were dragged in screaming and clawing for the life that would be forever denied them. Almost all who came to the blood grew to be pleased with the powers and benefits of their new existence. This did nothing to ease the anger of those who had never been given a choice. If that anger and bitterness could not be overcome, there was only one course open. Seek out the one
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