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	PART I
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	CHAPTER One

	 

	 

	GRIEF IS NOT LINEAR. It’s one of the most important things I’ve learned in my very long existence, taught to me by a grief counselor I saw for several months during the darkest time of my life. It doesn’t have a beginning, middle, and end. Jacqueline Ward, the counselor, told the small group of us that we would mourn for many years to come, in many ways. This was especially numbing to hear, considering how long I could expect to live. She said it is more like a wave, receding for a time, then swelling, and sometimes crashing down on us in those terrible moments when the loss of someone becomes acute and we struggle to accept that we will never see them again. For me it was compounded by knowing this was true for everyone I’ve loved. Outliving them all only turned the losses from severe to chronic, a dull, ever-present ache I feel even now.

	 Other people think grief is some kind of station stop on a train we ride, and once a certain amount of time has passed we are expected to move on. They lose patience with us, as if our duty is not to remember the loved ones we’ve lost, but to help them forget, to make them less uncomfortable in our presence. It’s not something I have ever been good at, or wanted to comply with. Other people’s reactions to my sorrow are not my problem. They can go on and live their grief-free lives, they just can’t expect sympathy from me when it happens to them—and it will. To live is to know loss. To live long is to know an emptiness in the soul that had once been filled by people. It’s the price of being human even if, like me, you’re only part-human. For me, it’s the part that grieves, and the part that was determined to have my revenge.

	Living forever was never in the job description. In fact, I’d place it last on my list of demands if I ever had to interview for a position as a warlock. Luckily I didn’t have any competition at the time of my ascension. There’s nothing else to call it—I wasn’t elected, I didn’t rise through the ranks. I was born a warlock, and when I came of age at thirteen I was burdened with a future I had not asked for or wanted. Becoming what I am is not something I aspired to. It just happened. One day I was little Julius Tide, pre-pubescent annoyance to the adults in my life, and the next day I was a prince among witches. I took none of it for granted, mind you. And had it not been for an upbringing by a half-dozen members of a coven that included my mother and two aunts, I would not have been prepared in any way for what was expected of me. 

	I never considered myself above the witches in my life. I wasn’t in it for power or prestige. In many ways I was a sort of accidental warlock, born and bred into it with the kind of luck-of-the-draw that has always benefited wealthy people and royalty. I came into being having drawn the long stick, so to speak.

	My mother, Audrey Tide (maiden name Daley), was a strong-willed woman in every respect, including marrying a man her family disapproved of and whose only impressive features were his name and his destiny as a half-vampire. Augustus Tide came from a line of men who preferred pretentious names and bad habits. His single bit of good fortune in life, if you consider it that, was having his assault by a down-on-her-luck vampire interrupted by a group of hoodlums who mistook her for easy prey. I hadn’t been born yet—that would come two years later—but ridiculously-named Augustus had been drinking in an unfamiliar bar in an unfamiliar Vermont town, and he’d been set upon by a woman posing as a prostitute. Daddy was known for his casual infidelities, so I was later told, and his readiness to employ a sex worker of any class was not what shocked the senses, but what happened next. To his near-fatal surprise, it was his neck she wanted, nothing in the lower extremities, and had the thugs not followed her there expecting some quick change in a little harmless robbery, he would have been drained and left for undead. According to the story he told a thousand times, and which my mother ignored just as often, the vampire defended herself quite heroically, dispatching the three (or four, or six, depending on his telling) thieves before being shot by the bartender. Apparently the saloon owner was fine with my father being murdered, for all intents and purposes, in a dark back booth, but not with the attention the slaughter she’d accomplished would bring to his fine establishment. He pumped her full of shot from a sawed-off. She was unhappy about it. And while she took her displeasure out on the man who’d served his last drink, my father managed to escape out a back door, wounded but not feasted upon enough to make it more than a lifelong ailment. He was only half-vampire, a condition that would make him a misfit the rest of his days and that would give his offspring the gift of excruciatingly long lives. 

	My mother is dead. My father is buried. My sister lives in secrecy.

	I am a warlock.

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Two

	 

	 

	CHARLOTTE AND I MOVED TO New York City in 1962. I’ve been told that someone with my condition—vampire-blooded and warlock-raised—can expect to live two centuries at least. That makes me middle-aged in normal-human years, give or take a decade, but I’m not normal. Had I been, you would not be hearing this story, and I would not be telling it. The length of years someone like me lives has a way of distorting everything, creating a strange and unfamiliar center. Halfway to dead for someone like me is long-buried for almost everyone else.

	Almost.  That’s the key, the central axis around which everything else turns. For I am not alone. There are others like me, some of them distinctly not like me. There are vampires, witches and warlocks, sorcerers, and, so it’s rumored, an occasional werewolf. I’ve encountered quite a few of them, and wish I’d never met one in particular, but it became my mission to meet him again, and to put an end to him. Once I’d accomplished that seemingly insurmountable feat, if in fact it could be done, I would gladly die. It could be a moment after I’d finished him, or twenty years later. With him dead, I would welcome my own passing from this vale of tears.

	New York is not a place I ever intended to live. I’d grown up in a small Vermont town that will remain nameless to protect the guilty. Some of my mother’s kind still thrive there, and I’d rather not add them to the list of the hunted. It’s been a long list for centuries, its victims ranging from the truly deserving to the undeniably innocent. I’m not sure where the coven we belonged to falls in that continuum, but Corinne still lives in the area and has managed to avoid detection all these years. Why ruin it for her?

	Charlotte was the one who wanted to move to the city. And not just any city. The one so famous that it’s simply called The City by everyone who lives within a hundred miles of its magnificent skyline. I will grant it that, despite the misgivings I’ve always had about the place. She’d marveled at stories about it in magazines, and cooed over images on the old  black and white Zenith television her family had in their living room .

	“We must go there,” she’d said one morning, after returning from lunch in town with my mother and sister. Charlotte knew them as a widow and her daughter, not as women steeped in the arts—black, white or otherwise.

	“Someday,” I’d replied.

	“When, Julius? Let’s make plans now. A trip to New York would be so marvelous, don’t you think?”

	I knew she’d wanted to get away, to go anywhere else, after the events of the previous months. She had wanted to flee, to outrun them, as it were, without ever saying this was her motive. I had no way of knowing the price we would pay for our escape. I considered making excuses not to go, only to surrender within minutes. I booked tickets on a train for the following weekend, and our destinies were sealed.

	You can see Manhattan from far off, and as you approach it the sight can take your breath away. Its skyscrapers grow with each passing mile, simultaneously imposing and inviting. To the unjaded mind, it appears as the Emerald City must have appeared to Dorothy and her ragtag band of misfits—as a shimmering, promising destination where adventure awaits. That it is instead a final resting place of broken dreams and anonymous tragedies is lost only on those who have spent no real time in the shadows of its monoliths. I have been here for many years, much of them preparing for war and surviving skirmishes, taking casualties when they were unavoidable. I know the truth of The City, each promise a peril, each invitation a trap. But for a brief moment in time Charlotte was delighted, and her happiness lulled me into thinking it would last forever.

	I stayed for revenge. I stayed as a spider stays in a corner of its web, waiting to pounce on a particular prey. Did he know where I was? Given his stealth and his genius for avoiding capture, I’d say he was aware of me from the moment we stepped off the train. He of no name I’m willing to speak for now, it so fouls my mouth. But the time was coming—I had to believe that, the way the foolish believe in heaven—when I would form his name into a word, and I would spit it out with such ferocity that the world would quake. It was my mission, my raison d'être. It was what I lived for, and what, if it came to that, I would die for. 

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Three

	 

	 

	I MET CHARLOTTE BLYTHE IN the spring of that year. I’d celebrated my birthday quietly with my mother and sister the previous Sunday. Corinne and I knew our lives would be unnaturally long, something we preferred not to bring attention to by marking the years. Mother had insisted on observing these annual reminders, so we’d had cake with homemade ice cream. Corinne had given me a light blue cotton shirt for the coming summer, and Mother had stitched a new quilt for my bed.

	Back then we were enjoying our lives in our little witches’ enclave in Vermont. Being witches, and in my case a warlock, is not a money-maker. We had to have the trappings of a normal life, which meant homes that looked like the ones nearby where normal people lived; children attending school with the less, shall we say, gifted; and work to provide income as well as the appearances we needed to maintain this facade. Contrary to misinformation, wild imaginations and television shows, witches do not make things appear from thin air, including your standard American currency. Bills had to be paid, food had to be bought. So my mother and aunts worked at looms creating blankets, bedspreads and various wall hangings, as well as quilts with a deliberately countrified flair, and sold them to tourists marveling at our quaint rural lifestyle. Apparently they mistook us for Amish. I spent my days overseeing the modest farm my father had somehow managed to sustain. We had crops, which I did not tend, and animals, which I paid farm hands to raise. Between the sale of beef, pork, chicken, and corn, we lived frugally but comfortably. And being seen as a farmer rather than a warlock by the surrounding community served me very well. It also gave us the privacy the coven needed, for a barn doubles quite nicely as a sanctuary.

	My father was dead by then, a fact none of us mourned, given the man’s fondness for self-pity and cheap whiskey. (He never let us forget his encounter with the wretched vampire—as if we could, considering what his newly tainted bloodline did to me and my sister—and it made him an unpleasant man to be around. When he was hit head-on driving down the road one day by a passing bread delivery truck, an empty bottle of liquor on the seat beside him, we grieved for the appropriate amount of time and acted as if carrying on without him would be difficult but manageable. My mother had been prescient enough to have a life insurance policy on Daddy, so we did not find ourselves in an all-too-typical panic about how to make ends meet without him. We did just fine.)

	While I had two uncles, each married to one of my aunts, I was effectively the only male for witching purposes. Uncle Frederick and Uncle Jason knew their wives were in the coven, but neither man had much interest in the quasi-religion the women practiced. They could be seen at gatherings serving only ceremonial purposes, holding a chalice, or lighting candles. I always had the sense they experienced a certain distaste for it all, which could explain why Uncle Jason told me once he was an atheist. While he couldn’t abide Christianity, he found even less to devote himself to in witchcraft. He loved my Aunt Claire fiercely, and that was why he participated in her religious rituals, observations, and occasional spell casting. But he was not a true believer.

	Uncle Frederick always seemed a little resentful, though he hid it. His wife, my Aunt Lillian, had a strong personality both inside and outside of the coven. People knew who Lillian Chasten was, even if only a select few knew she was a high-ranking member of a coven. She had a way of overshadowing other people, especially Frederick, and he kept it all pushed down inside him until one day he was simply gone. To this day no one knows if he left or if he was disposed of somehow. I like to think he escaped what must have been an oppressive marriage, but given my aunt’s sometimes frightening darkness, anything is possible. 

	Charlotte walked into my life one Saturday afternoon. We’d been at the local farmer’s market that also served as an arts and crafts fair once a month. The blankets and rugs my mother and her sisters made sold very well, and we usually brought in enough money in one afternoon to substantially supplement our income for the month. I was packing up the few things that had not sold, looking forward to getting home as dusk arrived. They days were still short, and we all preferred to be in familiar surroundings, the safety of a house we knew well, when nightfall came. For one thing, we knew the vampire who had poisoned my father was not an especially unique creature, and they had a way of knowing where to find a local witch, considered a delicacy among their kind. For another thing, my sister and I were getting older, and the real possibility that our evenings together on the farm  might not last much longer weighed on us all. My aunts had their own homes, of course, but we always spent the night after the fair together, often until the sun began clawing its way back into the sky. It was a ritual we cherished.

	“Am I too late?” a woman’s voice asked.

	I’m one of those people who really should not work in retail, or anything customer-facing. I’m not a people person. I was irritated by the question, even though I didn’t know yet who’d asked it. My impulse was to turn around and snap, “Yes, you’re too late, we have homes to go to.” But I’d been chastised by my mother for having what some customers considered an unfriendly attitude. So instead I took a quick, deep breath, and turned to face the questioner. Customers may not always be right, but they are always the ones with the money.

	“Of course not,” I said, as I spun slowly around and found myself almost gasping at her beauty.

	“My cousin bought one of your mother’s afghans and I absolutely love it. I assume it was your mother, though perhaps I assume wrongly.”

	“You are correct,” I said, unable at the moment to think of any other words. Language, and the ability to speak it, had fled me.

	With barely a few feet separating us, I was face to face with the most stunning woman I had ever seen. Everything else we said that afternoon, up to and including, “Thank you,” for her purchase, as I gave her change with a trembling hand, is lost to me. It’s as if I said nothing more at all, consumed by the effort it took not to stare at her. 

	Charlotte Blythe was twenty-three years old at the time. Had she lived to be a hundred, she would have remained as beautiful. Her hair was a buttery blonde, tumbling in waves over her shoulders. Her skin was so perfect it seemed manufactured from another world, a world where there were no flaws or imperfections. Her eyes were the green of precious emeralds. And her smile, which she offered often and without prompting, was the source of all joy. 

	She bought a multi-colored afghan and a smaller, light blue sham my Aunt Claire had crocheted—a skill only she among the family’s women took a liking to. 

	I was feeling desperate in those last moments of our first encounter. What if she walked away and I never saw her again, never knew her name? I was about to dare to take our conversation outside the strictly transactional, when a man came walking up and stood beside her. 

	My heart fell to the ground, my hopes dashed so completely you could almost hear them shatter. But of course a creature this spectacular would not be alone. I turned my gaze on him, unconcerned if my despair showed on my face, and unable to control it in any event.

	“This is my brother,” she said, gesturing to him. “Charles Blythe. And I’m Charlotte Blythe, my apologies for not introducing myself sooner.”

	Her brother. It helped explain why he, too, was a striking presence, and quite handsome in a still-young way. 

	Bowing slightly in response, I said, “Julius Tide, at your service.”

	Charles extended a hand. We shook. Then he glanced over his shoulder, scanning the thinning crowd.

	“We must go, Charlotte,” he said. “Mother’s not feeling well—”

	“Something she ate?” Charlotte interrupted. “Here at the fair? And after we finally got her out of the house. She needs fresh air, Charles.”

	“She’s had enough, it seems. Eloise is walking her back to the car, we must meet them.”

	After a moment’s reflection, she turned to me and said, “Thank you again, Mr. Tide, and please tell your mother I love the things she makes.”

	“Mother, aunts and sister,” I said. “I’m not always sure which one made what, but I’ll let them know how much you like it all. They’ll be delighted.”

	“As was I,” she said. “To meet you, I mean.”

	It was her turn to put her hand out. I didn’t know whether to shake it or kiss it. I opted for a quick squeeze.

	“I hope to see you again,” I said.

	Her brother stared at me then, aware of my interest in his sister. 

	“As the man of the house, I’m very protective,” he said, by way of warning. “We don’t come here often.”

	Charlotte frowned, clearly annoyed with her brother’s abruptness. 

	“Our father passed two years ago,” she said. “Charles takes his position very seriously. Sometimes too seriously.”

	Both our fathers were dead. I doubted hers had suffered with mild but chronic vampirism, and hopefully not from being a dipsomaniac, but it immediately gave us something in common.

	“Well, I’m here every month,” I said, “and our farm isn’t hard to find. Ask anyone where the Tides live, they’ll direct you.”

	“And why would we be coming to your house?” he asked, as sharply as he’d intended.

	“Charles, stop!” said Charlotte. Then, to me, “He wants me to stay a girl forever.”

	“You seem well beyond that,” I said, and immediately regretted it. It was too forward.

	“Thank you again,” Charles said, with complete insincerity. I knew if I were to pursue this angel on earth I would have to win him over, or at least disarm him. 

	He took Charlotte gently by the arm and steered her away. She waved over her shoulder, topping it with a quick smile back at me.

	My future was set that day. There could be no other, just as there can be only one end to my journey. Our paths are often determined by choices we make at a moment’s notice, including small ones that prove to be monumental. 

	I watched Charlotte Blythe walk away, knowing we would meet again if it was all I accomplished in this life. I was always the last to leave the market, sending the others home to prepare for our evening together. I went back to packing up the wares. I hummed as I did it, and kept humming all the way home.

	 

	
 

	 

	CHAPTER Four

	 

	 

	“JULIUS IS IN LOVE!” CORINNE teased. She’d been needling me for two weeks, ever since I’d told them about this marvelous woman I’d met at the fair. We had spent that evening together as planned, and I had been unable to contain my excitement, which was based on nothing more than my fantasy of pursuing Charlotte Blythe and succeeding in that pursuit.

	My mother remained unimpressed. She’d seen me infatuated before, only to have it fizzle out for one reason or another. She remained at the stove making breakfast for the three of us. 

	“I can’t very well be in love with someone I’ve only met once, and spoken to on the phone a time or two.”

	“Of course you can,” Corinne said. She’d set the table while I squeezed oranges for our glasses. “But does she love you back? That’s the question Julius must have an answer to.”

	Damn her, she was right. I’d called the Blythe home a few times, initially using the excuse that I wanted to make sure Charlotte was happy with the afghan she’d bought. The first time her brother, who apparently did all the phone-answering at their home, called his sister right away, telling her I was on the line. The second time he acted as a gatekeeper, which I assumed he considered one of his primary functions in the family.

	“Surely you’re not still wondering if she liked the blanket?” he said when I asked to speak to Charlotte.

	I knew at some point I was going to have to be forthright about my intentions, given he would see through them anyway. Subterfuge is seldom the best approach.

	“It’s an afghan, not a blanket. And you are correct, Mr. Blythe—”

	“You can call me Charles,” he said. “My father was Mr. Blythe.”

	I detected a certain resentment in his tone. Perhaps he’d had to live in his father’s shadow. It piqued my interest about the late Daniel Blythe, whose name I knew from some minor snooping. Neither Charles nor Charlotte had told me anything about him.

	“Charles it is, then,” I said. “I cannot hide the fact I’m interested in meeting your sister again, and pretending otherwise would be a mistake.”

	“Yes, it would.”

	A long paused followed, and I’d feared the gate had been shut against me.

	“Let me get her for you, Julius.” 

	No ‘Mr. Tide’ for me—we were to be on a first-name basis. It could mean he was open to my intentions, or it could mean he did not take me seriously. 

	“Thank you,” I’d said, and a few moments later Charlotte’s voice, that beautiful heaven song, welcomed me to our second conversation over the telephone. We’d spoken twice more since then, and my sister was quite amused by the sight of her besotted brother.

	“Julius is in love!” Corinne repeated giddily.

	“Stop it!” our mother snapped. 

	We both froze, unaccustomed to Audrey Tide expressing her anger toward us. We’d witnessed it aimed at our father many times, and deservedly so, but seldom at us once we grew out of the precocious-child stage.

	“If Julius is in love,” Mother continued, “it is a lesson he must learn from, and one that you, Corinne, must allow him to without mockery.”

	“I wasn’t mocking him,” Corinne protested.

	“Goading then,” said Mother. “Trying to embarrass him, or excite him, or whatever you’re doing. I don’t like it.”

	That had been the end of that, and we went on to have our breakfast with no more talk of my emotional state or of Charlotte Blythe, although Corinne managed to smirk at me several times and wink, as if I were in on her little game of torture. I ignored her and talked instead about household finances, a subject I knew our mother was keenly interested in. She’d had to be, considering our father’s irresponsibility. It even cheered her in some way, and soon my fixation on a young woman miles away faded into the background.

	 

	 

	I was surprised when Charles called me later that day. Shocked might be a more appropriate word. I’d done the calling—it was not seemly for a woman to call a man or to be seen as the one with initiative—and when Mother answered the phone and said it was for me, I assumed it was something related to the farm. I knew it was not a debtor, since we carried no debt, and it was not likely a friend, since I had none. But I never expected to hear the voice of Charles Blythe on the line when I took the receiver and announced myself.

	“Julius here,” I said, not knowing who to expect, but certainly not Charles. If he’d told my mother who he was, she had not bothered to convey it when she handed me the phone and walked off.

	“Charles Blythe,” he replied.

	I froze, fearful he was calling to tell me to stay away from Charlotte.

	“What a pleasant surprise.”

	“You’ve been honest so far,” he said. “Don’t stop now. I doubt pleasure is your reaction to me calling you unexpectedly.”

	“It’s not completely unexcepted,” I said. “But it is inevitable.”

	He knew what I was saying. As the head of the Blythe household, and protector of his sister and mother, it was unavoidable that we would speak frankly at some point. That point was now.

	“I called because I know very well you’re interested in courting my sister.”

	I braced myself for the rejection I was certain came next.

	“Her interest is mutual,” he said.

	I caught my breath.

	“You were right when you said she’s no longer a girl. She is a woman—young, but a woman. I won’t forbid it, but I will keep a careful eye.”

	“That goes without saying.”

	“Does it, Julius? Let me say it anyway. I will allow no harm to come to my sister.”

	“I knew you would not.”

	“And in that vein, I would like to invite you to dinner here at our home. With Charlotte, myself and our mother, of course.”

	“Of course,” I said, my heart racing.

	“Any man who invites Charlotte into his life invites us all.”

	“Understood.”

	There was a moment’s pause. “I’m not convinced of that yet, and I must be. That’s the condition I have.”

	“A condition I accept.”

	“Then we’ll see you Sunday evening. Do you need the address?”

	“I know it.”

	“That doesn’t surprise me,” he said, with just a hint of amusement. “Do you have a car, or shall I pick you up?”

	“We have two cars, actually,” I said. It had been untenable for us to only have one when I had my own errands to run and business to attend to, while Mother and Corinne had theirs. Owning two cars was one of the few signs of our middling wealth.

	“Alright then,” he said. “We’ll see you at six o’clock.”

	“I’ll be there.”

	“Don’t disappoint me,” he said. “It would only happen once.”

	I felt foolish. I was a warlock. I ran a farm, and I managed an estate with my mother and sister. What could there possibly be about me to disappoint the man, except the things I would never tell him?

	“I will be there on time.”

	“Yes, you will,” he said. “Now goodbye, Julius. And no more phone calls to Charlotte are necessary before then. We’ll have plenty to talk about at dinner.”

	He hung up, and I stood there staring at the phone as if I could continue the conversation alone. 

	“Who was that?”

	I spun around, startled by my sister’s voice. She was grinning at me, and I knew she thought I’d just spoken to Charlotte.

	“Charles Blythe,” I said. “I’ve been invited to dinner.”

	“Of course you have,” she said, and she glided away, having enjoyed herself once more at my expense.

	I had three days to think about what awaited me, three days to contain myself when the impulse to call Charlotte came over me, which was often. But it also gave me time to prepare myself for what I assumed was a sort of interview. I knew nothing about their mother, but Charles, as a type, was perfectly clear. I knew I had one chance to win him over, and it was a mission I could not afford to fail.
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