In view of the exhilarating news that there are whispers of a sequel to Passenger 57, the following is my attempt to ‘revive’ that delectable villain Charles Rane, the rogue of our deepest, darkest fantasies. Purists might be let down, some surprised, others dismayed. (So if you are a purist, stick to the first part.) Perhaps a few may find it as much fun to read as I had fun writing it. The story literally ran away from me! It suddenly took on a life of its own, resisting any attempts to tame it. For that was the ultimate spirit in which it was written – clichés, spoilers, banalities and all. This baby robbed me of sleep for two straight weeks! So, enjoy… 

And I promise: “There will be no pain…” …well, only the wickedly ‘good kind’, anyway. 

( Isabelle





FIRE AND ICE

"Ladies and gentlemen, please fasten your seatbelts. We are about to take off." 

Simultaneously, the seatbelt lights turned on in our cabin, sweat broke out on my upper lip, my heart drummed like crazy and I cursed myself for the umpteenth time for being such a proud, stubborn idiot.

As the aircraft taxied down the runway I focused my thoughts on the task ahead of me. Back home I'd insisted on taking the job to capture and dispose of the SOB who was bent on destroying and exposing our family to the world. It wasn't normally a particularly difficult or dangerous assignment for the older and more experienced guys - it was just a standard operation. But I was new, and a brat besides, and I was bent on proving myself worthy to be accepted into the family. A matter of pride. Hell -  a matter of vanity as well, to be perfectly truthful.

So here I was, on a tight deadline as part of "the test", and it was this in fact that forced me to join the masses on a commercial flight instead of speeding along the highways in my BMW, and perhaps crooning lustily along with the radio. Instead I was aboard a metal monster about to leave solid ground, and how did I know the guys in charge of flying this thing wouldn't screw up, and we'd end up a tangled twisted burning wreck in the middle of the ocean! Outside, the black night offered no comfort as the plane gained speed and lifted off, and, I was certain, was about to pitch into the sea.

"Shh... Easy, easy, little one. Relax, sweetheart, we're off the ground." A low voice crooned beside me. I opened one eye cautiously, and indeed the seatbelt lights were off. I opened the other eye, took a deep breath, and tried to feel any rocking motion, any "bumps in the road" --- nothing! So we're airborne, I blinked incredulously, and it's smooth as glass! You damn silly fool, Caitlin, you with the big mouth and bravado, petrified of an airplane!

"Er..." That husky voice again, cultured English accent, commanding my attention. I turned to the passenger beside me. Strong impression of carefully styled, short blond hair that had a tendency to curl, straight narrow nose, nice mouth with a sensual lower lip, skin the color of warm honey. Impossible to tell the color of his eyes behind those amber-tinted glasses... The man looked incredibly familiar, the torso lean but strong in a white cashmere turtleneck sweater, and over that a black leather jacket.

"Ahem!!" I pulled my gaze back up to his face to find a golden eyebrow quirked sardonically and a twist of amusement on those lips. I frowned, both at the man's obvious flirtation, and because I almost had him catalogued in my mind...

Taking my frown to be one of puzzlement, he gave a pointed nod to the armrest between us. My eyes followed, and I snatched my hand back with a gasp of horror. Mortifying to discover my hand on his, and clutching at it desperately! In fact, his fingers were actually white from the pressure of my panicked grip on his hand. He made a show of cradling it in his other hand, flexing the fingers to make sure they were intact, and overplaying his grimace so that deep grooves - and dimples? - were carved in his cheeks.

I lifted my chin and offered icily, "I beg your pardon. Flying upsets me."

"No!" he returned in mock surprise. "Really? I never would have guessed." A blinding grin of teasing replaced the grimace.

"Look, I said I was sorry, okay?" I glared at him, although I was sincerely sorry - I sometimes forget that my strength can be lethal. The poor man could have serious injuries, although I wasn't about to soften just because he was without doubt the most devilishly beautiful male I had ever seen. 

"I apologize if I've caused you some discomfort," - lopsided mocking curl of those lips - "but if you expect me to grovel and kiss your feet, you're wasting your time!" I snapped at him, growing more annoyed by the minute at my undeniably escalating attraction to his rakish appeal.

He help his palms up, facing me, and drawled lazily, "Well, well, if you aren't the little spitfire! Considering that I'm the one in pain here, you really should show me a bit more compassion than that." Those golden eyebrows lifted again, as if to say, well, how about it?

I made no response, save to give him a withering look. He chuckled. "Listen," he whispered throatily, leaning in close to breathe the words against my cheek, "I'll settle for a kiss on the mistreated hand..."

I reared back swiftly to strike him, moving with unnatural speed, but he moved more quickly. He grabbed my arm with one hand and retrieved the glasses with the other, which had been knocked off his handsome nose by our tussle. "Tsk, tsk... naughty, naughty!" He shook that golden head slowly from side to side.

But it was his eyes that pierced me and pinned me into place. Ice blue, as cold and crystal clear as the Nordic winter seas. Black fathomless pupils in the center of that amazing blue, so that you felt like you were drowning in a frigid ocean, with a whirlpool in the center from which there was no escape. I forgot all about our cat-and-mouse game. I forgot about the airplane, about the dangerous assignment I was faced with, and that time was running out for me. I stared mesmerized into his glacier eyes, and something in my mind clicked. "It's you..." I breathed, completely under the spell of his gaze, "you're --"

A cool fingertip touched my lips to stop the name from escaping. He leaned in even closer, and confirmed in that husky voice: "Yes, my darling. It's Daddy...I'm back..." A slow grin, a flash in his eyes, "-but this time I'm just here to use up my frequent flier miles, hmm???" And he drew his head back to replace the tinted lenses, which purpose I now understood. 

"Shh..." he crooned, waiting for confirmation that I was not about to dissolve into hysterics. Little did he know! 

I slowly reached up, took hold of his finger still on my mouth, and drew it down. Keeping his hand in mine, and my gaze on his, I unfolded his fingers and spread his palm. I then raised the "mistreated hand" to my lips, kissed the fingers one by one, followed by the knuckles. Then I turned his hand over and pressed my open mouth to his palm, and heard his groan of approval. And still with my eyes trained sweetly on his face, I bared my teeth and bit him hard on the tender flesh!

"DAMN!" he roared, pulling back his hand. There was actually blood on his palm, and the taste of it was sweet on my lips. For a moment a real terror took hold of me to behold the expression on his face, only to swiftly remember that I never need fear any man now. Not even him! But even before that reassuring recollection, his face had softened to something more like reluctant respect, along with the undeniable attraction I held for him from the beginning. Oh, this is a potentially combustible situation, Caitlin, I warned myself. What's more, there isn't time!

He began to laugh softly, assessing me more fully. I knew what he saw - midnight hair with auburn highlights, almost to my waist, small trim nose, a deceptively soft mouth like a dainty rosebud, flashing green eyes. "Yes, definitely the spitfire...a hellcat, in fact. So, no fear of the Big Bad Wolf, eh?... I think I'll call you that - my little Cat!"

He turned aside briefly to wipe the blood from his palm, missing the look of pure surprise in my face. Was he a mind reader too? Only two people had ever called me by that name, and he was one of them! Unwittingly, this man had touched a core in me, the secret of which I guarded jealously.

Frowning, I decided to dispense with any more nonsense and shifted back in my seat to stare out the window. I began to go over the details of the plan that had been outlined to me before I left home. I glanced at my watch. Nearly midnight. Let's see... with two more hours until we landed, until I met the car and driver waiting for me, and spent an hour or two prowling the city for my man, then finishing the job, communicating back home, and finding myself a resting place... That gave me 5 hours, 6 at the most. But where to start searching for my subject? He could be anywhere, and with any number of hired guns for protection. Not that I was really concerned, even with the probable obstacles the devious man was bound to have left in my path. In fact, I could really get to enjoy the chase of the hunt... It was time that was my enemy. And it was too important that I do this thing, too important that I put him away...

My sixth sense interrupted my brooding thoughts, warning me that I was being watched. I turned my head slowly, to find him reclining back in his chair, torso turned towards me, one arm across his chest, the other on the armrest, with the hand held up to his face, partly covering a lazy smile.

"Well, my intrepid feline. Busy with plans, aren't you?" he drawled lightly. Again came the unwelcome sensation of having my thoughts read by him. "Do you suppose there might be room in those plans to squeeze in dinner with me --" He broke off to glance at his watch, "--tonight? Or better yet, why don't we start with breakfast, hmm? You feed me breakfast, and we'll call it quits on my injuries," he continued, stressing the plural, with another lift of his brows.

The man was incorrigible! No doubt the fact that I wasn't fazed one bit with his identity only intrigued him more. And it was getting harder to resist the temptation to give in. The attraction between us was potent and instantaneous.

"In which case... what purpose would 'dinner' serve?" A lift of my eyebrows in turn.

His brows lowered, eyelids dropping to half-mast, and his gaze was intent as he purred silkily, "Anything you like, darling."

"Ah." I nodded, pretending to consider it. "Thanks, but no thanks."

He shifted in his chair, leaning close once more.

"You'll change your mind once we get to know each other..."

I turned to face him. "Oh, you just have an answer for everything--" I lifted a hand, rested it against his chest and pushed him back to a comfortable distance, "--don't you!" I settled back on my seat and looked away pointedly.

"Cat..." he tried again. “I promise you, there will be no pain…”

I was suddenly weary of fighting this unexpected fascination, this infatuation with his beauty, this intoxication with his irrefutable charm and charisma, this, on top of everything else. Once more I faced him. I reached up and pulled the specs down the bridge of his handsome nose. I looked him squarely in the eye. 

"Hear me." I paused, to make sure he understood that what I had to say was important. "I won't bother lying to you. I find you irresistible. I want to devour you, to ravish you, to chain myself to your side and swallow the key. But without knowing the reason why, I ask you to respect the fact that I CAN'T."

His eyes locked with mine, echoing and reinforcing the deadly seriousness of my tone. And after what seemed like eternity, he answered quietly in a deep voice:

"As you wish, little Cat." 

He settled the glasses back on the bridge of his nose, brushed a finger lightly against my cheek, sat back in his chair, and shut up. I didn't know whether to feel relief or disappointment or anger. Mostly I felt like sulking!...

And after two hours, we were gathering our luggage. We had arrived. I avoided looking at him, not wanting any more reminders of the magnificent creature I had met at the wrong time. After he had collected his belongings and stepped away, I slung my backpack over my shoulders, and stepped into the aisle of the plane.

But he stood there blocking my way, forcing me to look at him. He had replaced the leather jacket, which was now slung over his arm, with a handsome navy blue coat, his glasses now in the breast pocket, and his glacier eyes seared into me.

He slowly put up his hand, and lifted my face with a bent finger. My eyes closed. Yes, give me a kiss to remember...

"Chin up, Cat." That voice that was beautiful enough to embrace. His hand moved from my chin to press the pads of two fingers lightly on my lips. "No more biting, hmm??" 

Seconds passed. I opened my eyes, and he was gone.

                                     


 ~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

I didn't expect to feel this weary. I had thought that all my rage, my ardor and zeal for righteousness, and yes, the obliterating need for revenge, would fuel me, fire me for the kill, and leave me elated and free. But I never foresaw how hard it would be to bring death to a person you had loved all your life. 

The driver and car were there to meet me as planned. We spent the better part of two and a half hours hunting him down all over this blasted metropolis. When we finally located him, the element of surprise was on their side as they open fired. My driver didn't stand a chance. I charged ahead grimly, efficiently, mercilessly. I could have been wearing a force field, I felt that invincible. In less than 20 minutes the chase had led us to the outskirts of the city, and he had retreated inside an abandoned warehouse, with the two remaining bodyguards. I left a trail of some 20 mangled and broken bodies and a crimson river behind me. And I went on unflinchingly, seeing and tasting and smelling and feeling all that spilled blood. 

The first man went down quickly. He never had the chance to utter a sound. The second one wasn't so lucky. He died screaming and frothing at the mouth, caught in his own terror and loathing of me as much as the gaping hole in his gut. One more to go.

I found him without any trouble. I could smell the sweat pouring off him, the sharp odor of fear oozing through his skin, the perfume of the blood rushing through his veins as his heart pumped madly inside his chest. I dragged him out by the hair from the corner he had wedged himself into. I dragged him to the light spilling in through a broken window from the streetlamps outside. I wanted to see his eyes.

That was my undoing. I looked into them, and I drowned. I was a little girl again, sitting on his knee. I was running to him in tears when I fell off the backyard tree. I cried in his lap when my heart got broken for the first time. I shadowed him everywhere, and when I was old enough I followed him into his secret world. I became his assistant, his right hand. I traveled the world with him. And then he sold my soul to the devil.

"Cat?..." he pleaded, helpless in my grip. My wide unseeing eyes slowly focused on him. "Please, honey..." Exhaustion hit me, a mortal weariness of being alive, and a searing pain far beyond the fatal physical wounds I was now starting to feel. Blood was pouring from a hole in my side, blown away by the first of the last two thugs to die. The back of my head felt wet and mushy. I knew that part of it was crushed from the blow when I was thrown back against the wall. Several of my ribs and fingers were broken, not to mention hell knows what else.

"Caitlin, for the love of God!..."

"Say it," I muttered hoarsely.

"Wh--" 

"Say it!" I roared.

Those same brown eyes that had been the light of my life, and so gentle and imploring only a second before, turned hard, glittering with loathing and pure hate. My head bowed.

"Never!" he spat. "You are the devil's child now, you ---"  The tears spilled from my eyes onto his face. I braced my hands one on each side of his head. His eyes widened, he turned white as a ghost, and he screamed: 

“I don’t want to die!!!”

I closed my eyes. “Then you should never have been born.”

A sickening crack echoed in the empty warehouse. His neck cracking against the force of my opposing palms. A dull thud as his head hit the concrete. 

I threw my head back and screamed silently:

"It is done!"

And I fell on my knees, and the pain of my wounds was overwhelming, and the pain in my soul unendurable, and I wailed and wailed until I was laughing deliriously. My time was almost up. My driver, who had instructions to take me to a safe place after all this was over, was dead, and I didn't even have a car, and I was too badly hurt to take to the road and find myself a safe place in which to rest, and I had my father's blood on my hands, and the smell of the blood everywhere was pure torture to me, and I hadn't the strength left to get up and out of this place. And the clock was running. Tick tock tick tock... I slumped to the floor, welcoming the bliss of oblivion.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

"Hell and damnation!" 

Darkness against my closed eyes. Muttered expletives against my hair. Incalculable strength embracing me, safety engulfing me. Sensation of speed, the night air cutting into my cheeks, biting into my skin. Almost like flying. 

"Devil's spawn, goddamn bastard..."

I opened my eyes. Of course. My hero.

"Shh...relax, little one…Almost there, nearly there ---"

Word for word. I giggled, then moaned at the searing pain.

He frowned down at me, tightening his grip. 

"Yeow! You big brute, that hurts..."

He made no response. I made a feeble attempt to struggle, to tell him that he didn't understand.

"I don’t have an hour left, will you listen to me! I need to --"

"Shut up, you little hellcat!" he admonished me, without heat. I realized we had slown down, that we had entered the decrepit gates of an old cemetery near the outskirts of the city. I was still too dazed to absorb the fact that he had somehow known I was in danger, that he had found me and rescued me, and located this haven, and run the whole three miles with my dead weight body in his arms, in less than 10 minutes.

He carried me inside the cool interior of an old crypt, pushing open the heavy ancient doors easily, as if they were made of cardboard instead of heavy cement. He gently placed me down, and turned back to slide the doors closed. The agony sliced through me anew as I hit the cold marble floor. My eyes squeezed shut in pain, and I fought for breath.

I heard the crackling of something catching fire, smelled the faint smoke. I opened my eyes to find two old torches burning on the wall. Presumably he had lit them. 

He walked slowly toward me, his face inscrutable behind the flame of the torches. He slid down beside me, and gathered me in his arms. I ignored the pain and buried my face against him, clinging to him wildly, desperately. "...so much blood, a crimson river of it... my father's blood staining my hands, look! Look at my hands!"

"Shh..." he soothed me, his powerful arms around me, his lean strength warming my body, his hands smoothing my hair, my back. "Forget it, my little one...shh..." I shook my head, my body trembling, the nightmare slowly releasing its hold. 

"That's it, easy, don't think about it. It's over, Cat, it's over..." 

"NOOO!!!" I screamed, wrenching violently away, and this time I shuddered with distaste. My eyes burned like fire as I spit at him -- "Don't ever call me that again, do you hear me? I detest that name, I LOATHE THAT NAME!" 

He came towards me to pull me back into his arms, and I fought him blindly, uncaring if he saw what I was, unmindful of the agony of my wounds, and not heeding all the obvious signs I should have registered by now. I pummeled him with my fists, I don't care, let him get hurt by my unnatural strength, I screamed in an unholy pitch, I cried tears that were stained red, and I roared and I wailed and I cursed.

He captured my wrists, pinned them to my chest, pulled me to him and shut me up by locking his mouth against my lips. 

His lips. Soft, unbelievably soft and smooth, yet firm and strong against my own. He ran the tip of his warm, wet tongue between my lips, as if asking for permission to enter. My eyes closed. The fight went out of me. I went limp in his arms, like one of those sappy twits in the romance books I used to read another lifetime ago, when I was a young girl, and my head was full of dreams, and I was sweet and pure and innocent.

Not now. I opened my mouth, allowing him full access. I savored his unique taste, I swallowed his breath, I heard his deep groan as my tongue danced silkily with his. He rained kisses all over my face, on my eyes, on my nose, on my temples, on each cheek, on my chin, back up to my lips. His arms tightened around me, clasping my body, molding it to his frame. I pulled my hands free, one to cradle his perfect face, the other to grasp the back of his head as I kissed him back greedily, all the passion I felt for him pouring out of my soul and into his mouth. All the despair, all the black misery, my dark abyss of pain, he melted and rendered meaningless in the heat of his embrace.

The incorrigible devil in me reared its head as I sought to establish some foothold, some reality, to rescue my soul from drowning in him. I trailed a path of hot, wet kisses from his mouth to his ear. The tip of my tongue teased the shell of it, my teeth nibbling his earlobe. I could feel him shudder against me, his deep moan sending shivers up my spine. My lips blazed downward, and he arched his neck to comply, his mouth following the similar path down to mine. 

His warm breath against my sensitive skin, his tongue dancing tiny circles on my neck. I shivered. 

"Who's in charge now?" I whispered against his skin. I licked his neck, savoring the heat of it, the hard strength of it, the male scent of it. I pulled back my lips.

He laughed softly, in that split second, "I am, sweetheart."

At that instant, when my eyeteeth sank into him, when the hot taste of his blood hit my mouth, when I thought I might die from the ecstasy of it, I felt my own vein pierced, my own preternatural blood being pulled relentlessly from me in a tidal wave of pure pleasure. 

My eyes shot open with shock, and I pulled back abruptly to search his eyes, to see fully what was before me. This man before me, this god, this being with a face like a fallen angel, this infamous, notorious character, was my Brother! 

How could I have been so blind? Iridescent eyes like mine, catching and reflecting the light.  So lustrous they were, they seemed like jewels on fire set into his face. And the blue of it, the icy blue that arrested and pinned one when he was a mortal – they almost blinded one now. No wonder he had worn the glasses!

That golden head of hair was like spun gold. His fingernails like glass. 

And his skin. Peculiar, that. I reached up and touched his face with a finger. Hard as marble, and smooth as alabaster, as it was supposed to be. But honey colored, unlike my own white luminescent skin. Had he gone into the sun so soon? Had he encountered fire? 

Other details became clear to me. His unaccountable strength, his preternatural speed. His telepathic powers. Why, he must have been made by one so ancient to be this powerful! 

Reading my mind again, he grinned devilishly. Ah, and there – the fangs.

Fellow Child of Darkness, a Creature of the Night. Drinker of Blood. Abandoned of God.  A vampire, like me. I threw back my head and howled with delight! And our unholy glee echoed throughout the vault, through the whole graveyard, loud enough and wicked enough to wake the dead.

~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~


I opened my eyes the next night to total blackness. And a hard body wrapped around me, its grip so possessive that I sighed.


“Hi,” he breathed against my temple, settling his arms more firmly around me, one leg draped over my thighs.


“Mmm…” I replied, shrugging off his embrace. He let me go, and I stretched lazily, aware that I felt no pain, that my wounds had healed, my ribs and fingers whole. Which astonished me, as I could never have survived those injuries with my blood alone. It struck me again, how so very powerful he was, for one obviously not more than ten years as a nightwalker. The alchemy of his blood was so potent that it had literally brought me back from the dead.


I stretched out and turned back to him, this time the captor, enfolding him with my limbs. “C’mere, you…” We kissed, long and deep. Hungrily. Greedily, as we had so wanted to do the moment we set eyes on each other. I burrowed my head against his chest, and he cradled me there. 


“So tell me,” he murmured drowsily against my head.


“Hmm?”


“About last night.”


I stiffened against him, preparing to do battle.


“Darling, I can read it from your mind anyway,” he said tenderly. “But I would really prefer it if you told me from your own lips.” He accompanied his words with a soothing caress of his hands on my back.


I softened. What the hell did it matter now, anyway? And it was a relief to finally get it off my chest.


“Alright,” I consented, settling myself more comfortably in his arms. His grip tightened around me comfortingly, wrapping me reassuringly. And I began.






~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~


He was the only family I knew. He was my mother’s stepbrother, and he adopted me when my parents died in a car crash when I was just shy of two years of age. He took me in, and cared for me and raised me as if I were his own flesh and blood. He had no wife, no family of his own, living the vagabond life that he did. But we were together, and we were happy.


He was a scientist of sorts. He was actually somewhat of a radical in that he studied an uncommon subject; his passion lay in the religious rites and spiritual ceremonies of barbaric people. Savages. Uncivilized innocents, as he liked to call them.



His studies took him all over the world, and I followed in his heels. We camped in the deserts, built our own huts in the tropical rainforests. I was a curious, precocious child, hungry for knowledge, eager to learn. He was the most patient and inspired of teachers. As soon as I grew old enough, I became his personal assistant. And I developed my own fascination with this secret world, this mystical realm that in my childhood I had always taken for granted. His passion became my passion. I was as enflamed as he. 

Eventually our obsession took us to the far regions of the exotic East, somewhere in the mountains of the Himalayas. This was two years ago. He had heard rumors of a people there who still practiced customs that were all but barbarian in this modern age. They were cannibals – Eaters of the Dead. It had something to do with preserving the spirit of the dead person, of keeping the cycle in a closed loop within the clan, and continuously flowing. We were enthralled – it was a way of life that literally translated to living forever. 


We sought to make ourselves a part of this tribe, as we had done with all the peoples we had studied. And it was astonishing how quickly we were initiated into their group. Even in the best of circumstances, the best you could usually hope for was to be an honored guest. So it was a rare thing that they did when they accepted us as part of their family. Only later did I realize the reason why. 


In the meantime, we adapted ourselves to their ways, learned about their culture, their beliefs, their industry, their art, their language. And in time they let us in into their spirituality.

It was as mentioned above. To them, it was a purely natural act. The sons and the daughters, or in their absence, the closest immediate family, took into themselves the brain and the heart of the deceased. They believed that these organs were the seat of the soul, and that by consuming these organs, the spirit of their ancestors would continue to guide them in their everyday lives and watch over them, even from the other side of the Great Beyond. 


Yet these people were not pagans. The holy rite of the Funeral Feast was shrouded in myth, in purifying rituals, and these were presided over by priests and priestesses. And as we probed deeper, it was revealed to us that they also worshipped a living god. 

A living god. These people spoke of him not with so much reverence or devout worship, as with deep awe and blind devotion. We were told that the god could look into a person’s soul, that he could read a person’s thoughts and divine a person’s desires. The living god was attended to by the high priests and priestesses only, in a secluded cave high up in the mountains that took three days’ journey in punishing snow and rough terrain to reach. 

In fact, it soon became clear to us that they were in terror of this “living god”. As far as we could tell, he performed no miracles for them, revealed no profound insights into the universe, graced them with no eloquent message. The sole aspect of “divinity” that held these people spellbound was the god’s immortal strength, his ability to read minds, and the fact that he had existed for several generations. As far as we could calculate, this god had lived as Supreme Being over these people for over a century.

All this was enough to almost drive my father mad, raving about the great discovery of his lifetime, how this would establish beyond a doubt his credibility and renown as a Professor of the Esoteric. In retrospect, I suppose he always was a little crazy. He was too intense.

But then came the greatest secret of all. The one that divided us. The one that cost me my life. In his very fanaticism, his great focus on this thing, he sacrificed even me.

After we had been living within the tribe for about six months, it was announced that I was to be granted the very special honor of being made a high priestess. It was the fulfillment of a prophecy, the realization of a vision that the god himself had made known to them. As soon as they saw me, they knew that I was The One. It was this in fact that made our penetration into their obscure little group so painless. 

I rebelled against this! I felt it would violate me, it would take away from instead of enhance my identity, the core of what made me who I was. I suppose I just wasn’t ready to give up that much of myself, in an endeavor which, while I supported faithfully, was not really my own. To become a priestess was to give away your soul. By the very rituals and mysticism involved in the initiation, you were bound to turn away from the world, from everything familiar and dear to you. You were required to sacrifice your life, exchange it for one of seclusion, of utter service and devotion to the god. Of course I threw a tantrum at this! I was passionate about ‘our cause’, but I wasn’t crazy! 

But my father saw it differently. He saw it as the golden chance of our lifetime. By becoming a priestess, I would be gaining access to the innermost portals of these innocent people’s darkest and deepest mysteries. It was another step into the Unknown. Hell – it was a veritable leap. He reasoned with, he wheedled, he threatened me. He used guilt and coercion and promises and lies. He begged me. He was completely in the grip of this madness, and he refused to listen to me, to see the reality of what he was asking me to do. In the end, they took me against my will, with his full cooperation. For they revealed to him one more secret that would send him over the edge: that I, along with all the other high priests and priestesses, would witness the Blood Sacrifice.

They drugged me. And while I was in that stupor, they performed the rituals, lighting incense, muttering convocations, anointing me with oil. They performed a frenzied dance, a wild thing that seduced the senses and frightened the rational mind. And somewhere in the shadows, my father watched with feverish eyes. He stood by silently and witnessed this rape of my spirit. Then they bore me away. And the nightmare truly began. 

The abode of the living god was as a tunnel to hell. Mad chanting roaring in my ears. The priests and priestesses, save myself, twisting and contorting in a horrifying trance. The stink of death and decay, of things that had never seen the light of day. The bloodcurdling screams of the victims of the sacrifice. And the god himself.

A great dark mass of undulating flesh, with only the whites of his eyes, the sheen of his glassy fingernails, and the flash of his teeth to relieve the complete blackness of his form. He spoke not at all, that is to say, he uttered no words. Rather he put the words into our minds. 

“Welcome, my goddess. Now the feast can begin!”  Wild, delirious wails from the priests and priestesses. Howls of pure terror from the victims, screams begging for mercy. 

A great yawning darkness enveloped my soul as the true purpose of my presence in that black pit hit me: I was to become this repulsive thing’s mistress! The devil’s concubine! I fought like a trapped beast. I cursed them all. I opened my mouth and let loose. “Nooooo!!!…..”

But it was done, of course. And after I was conceived as a spawn of Satan, and baptized as the Devil’s Child, and crowned The Goddess, Queen of the Living God, I devoured the victims they offered to me, like the wild animal that I was, and my pain and my betrayal were as nothing to the unadulterated bliss of warm human blood.

And afterwards, drawing from the stubborn will I had always possessed as a mortal, my human courage and hardness of heart that had sustained me through all our rough journeys, taking sustenance from the unendurable torment of my soul, that my mortality was stolen from me, and using the preternatural strength and near-invincibility that is the legacy of the Dark Gift, I laid waste to them all. And the god I incinerated, transforming his dark altar into a very pit of burning hell.

So here I am.





~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

I felt his hard arms gathering me to him. He pressed his lips to my temple, and brushed the hair back from my forehead again and again. I could feel his complete sympathy, his empathy for my suffering, his understanding of my pain. I embraced him back fiercely. 

“So I wandered, like many a vagabond fledgling, hiding in dark basements, hunting furtively but swiftly, and the blood became the only thing that had meaning left in my world. I learned more and more about my powers, and they were considerable – perhaps in a way atonement for all that had been stripped from me. The being that had made me was perhaps 700 years old, and he had passed onto me the might of his blood, distilled for seven centuries.

“Eventually I adapted to the change, as I had adapted to everything else that had befallen me during my extraordinary mortal existence. I refused to cower before the face that I now saw in the mirror. And as time passed, I grew to love what I had become. I reveled in it. If there was anything that bothered me, it was that I was lonely. I had so many questions, for one thing – but even more than that I wanted someone to talk to. Remembering how the god of the cave had spoken silently to me, and having discovered with surprise that I could read the minds of mortals, I used these telepathic powers to search out others of Our Kind.


“They came. Of course, they had been watching me all this while. Monsieur de Lioncourt was captivated with the rebel in me. Monsieur de Pointe du Lac found a reflection of his human suffering in my own. Armand was fascinated with my sojourn into the dark occult, similar to his own experiences. And the fact that I was an orphan, like he. Gabrielle was enchanted with my exploration of wild, exotic, uncivilized places. Pandora was horribly fascinated with my encounter with the god of the cave – so eerily like her own. She asked over and over again if I had ripped the heart out of his chest! And there was Marius de Romanus, Child of the Millennia, whose mortality, like mine, was stolen in a similar corrupted rite of shadowy religion. He, too, was made with so much ceremony, to be a ‘god of the wood’. For this reason, and because it is in his nature to be the mentor, he sought to educate me, enlighten me, provide me with some answers to all my questions. 

“There were others. Quite a lot of them, actually. A veritable coven. They took me in, and bound me by their rules, and in exchange I had the comfort of the company of other Immortals like me, and the security of our haven, The Night Island, creation of the angel-child Armand. Above all I had their love. Engulfing, all-encompassing, unquestioning, unconditional, absolute love. At long last, I had a home.”


I broke off, overcome. He held me and let me weep. I understood that he understood. In a way, we shared the same history, the same betrayal. And the same sinister burden of the blood of our fathers on our hands. 

And when I had exhausted my tears, I felt a low pulse of power emanating from him. Again that crackling of the torches kindling. He lit them with his thoughts alone! And again I was dumbfounded by his abilities. I couldn’t compass how strong he was, what sort of monster had made him.


By the light of the flames he tipped my face up. He took his handkerchief and gently wiped the blood tears away. And then he poured his heart out to me in a kiss that was pure tenderness. And I couldn’t help but be touched by this display of caring, this compassion, the overwhelming love in those eyes. How is this possible? Wasn’t he supposed to have been a demented terrorist, an indiscriminate killer? More so now, even. But I wasn’t done with my story. Snuggling against him again, I resumed.


“And then he surfaced. He had managed to hang on to a semblance of lucidity, enough to gather his resources, to organize his materials, and compose his great masterpiece. I established the fact that he was back from the exotic East, none the worse for wear, save that he was now more than ever considered a raving lunatic, rambling on and on about living gods and eaters of the dead and blood sacrifices. But he had undeniable proof. And that was a real danger to Our Kind. Of his adopted daughter he said none at all, save that she had met with an unfortunate accident with those barbarians. There wasn’t a smidgen of regret, not a trace of repentance in him. Whatever pain he might have felt for my loss was obliterated by his need to tell the world what he knew, to prove himself. But this much I extracted from his mind, hungry being that I am, needing some reassurance that he still remembered me. What I divined in his heart pierced me to my soul: he felt only revulsion at what I had become. 

“You know how this age is. The hold of the old religions is giving way to a questioning attitude, a seeking for a new faith. Perhaps it is nothing more than boredom, nothing more than a need for something radical, something fresh, a new myth, the foundation of a new legend, to renew the belief of men, to bestir their sleeping spirits. In any case, my father’s book was slated to become a sensation. It would raise controversies, it would fuel debates, it would awaken passions. It would sell millions of copies, a material justification to his ‘genius’. And it would unleash to us, the Children of Darkness, the danger of mortal knowledge. This book would give humans the power to corrupt and destroy us all. 

“ There was only one thing to do. And every one of them knowing my story, they ultimately yielded to my fierce demands to be the one to wipe him out. Lestat begged to come with me, promising to make it a glorious hunt. Louis wept, Armand looked away. Marius tried to deter me, to let me allow him to take care of the matter with his supernatural capabilities. But in the end they yielded. They acknowledged that this was my vendetta. 

“You know the rest. And so it comes to this.”

I ended my tale. I sought his eyes. In them I encountered questioning. 

“What?”

“So how did he know you were coming?”

“Guess.”

He gave it some deep thought, a slight frown of concentration on his face. And as I watched it, I saw understanding dawn. 

“Lestat the Brat?”

“Aha.” It needed no explaining, of course. Lestat didn’t betray me or any of Our Kind. Instead, true to form, he had been the first to find out about everything, then gave reign to his brash impulses and shadowed the man for weeks before Marius found out and put a stern stop to it.

My hero nodded. I gave him a quick kiss on his handsome nose, and I pushed up away from him, getting to my feet and stretching lazily. Amazingly, I felt lighthearted. It was done, and the past will swallow it up as it does all of our sins, and excesses, and suffering, and the all-too brief glimpses of happiness. It was just another Bridge of Sighs in my life, and I let it all go. Eternity awaited, I had for myself the most magnificent lover out of my dark night of despair, I could sense mortals abroad, and I was starving!

He threw back his golden head and gave way to ringing laughter at this last declaration. Reading my mind again! I’ll have to ask Marius about the finer arts of cloaking my thoughts, after this. More hearty laughter burst from him. I frowned, then found my lips curving up against my will. In a moment I was back down on the floor with him, the two of us rolling around, clutching our bellies, howling and breathless with mirth. It was the perfect way to release the last of my demons. 

Afterwards we lay on our backs on the cold marble, side by side, limp and spent with our mirth. I felt purged. Reborn, as I had not felt even at the moment of my making. It was incredible, the peace that enveloped me when we were together. I turned my head, to find him with a soft smile on that beautiful face. It was truly remarkable how the Dark Gift enhanced his features, which were magnetic enough to begin with. I thought of all the other Immortals I now knew. Louis, still the romantic French gentleman. He continues to break the hearts of mortals and immortals alike. Pandora, at first glance like an ethereal haunt, then the impression crystallizing into one of a cold goddess. Gabrielle, like a marble archangel standing sentinel at the foot of the Great Cathedral. Armand, with the face and form of a Botticelli angel, or a god out of Caravaggio. The famous Lestat looked divine enough to tempt the Devil himself. But this dark angel before me was something else entirely.

He more truly resembled the ancient Marius himself, the god of the wood, wise and strong and immortal beyond reckoning. The stamp of his features carried the same intimate knowledge of solitary suffering, of a yawning loneliness of the soul that had forged a strength of character and courage of spirit that was nothing short of exceptional. He possessed an aura of self-containment that forced respect. He, too, had borne the burden of the solitude of a great misunderstood genius. Like a very god, a fallen angel, the supreme manifestation of the perfected man, a human made divine, he seemed to me in this light.

Yes, the similarities were definitely there. Nordic features like Marius. Straight nose, tall stature, spare body that bespoke of a wiry vitality. The same ice blue eyes. The same blond hair—

I sat up suddenly. My eyes took in his abundant wavy golden hair, falling in soft curls almost to his shoulders! 

He folded his arms behind his head and lifted an eyebrow. 

“So I cut it, every night if need be. I need a change sometimes too, you know.”

I threw up my palms, and shrugged. “It does get boring, knowing you’re never going to change. But I must say I’m glad – I like you better with that full mane…”

He stared at me thoughtfully. “You really are intrepid, aren’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

He sat up in turn, meticulously brushing himself off before answering quietly, “It’s more than boring. It’s a nightmare.”

I blinked. Did he not realize what possibilities were before us? Did he not know the full capacity of our power? He, of all people, should have been exultant at the world now before us, especially now that we had found each other. Was he blind?

He chuckled ruefully, shaking his head at me. “You know, young one, you’re more perfectly matched with that trouble maker Lestat.”

“Young one? What the hell is that about? If you think you’re going to throw me aside now, sir, --“

“Caitlin!” he cut in sharply. He stood up, drawing me up with him, and he held me firmly by the shoulders. I had to tilt my head back to meet his intense gaze. “I’m not saying anything of the sort!” His eyes pinned me, leaving no room for doubt. My pique vanished.  “Now, I think it’s time we ‘fed’, so to speak, and then you can hear my story.” His voice softened, dropped to a cajoling tone. “Alright?” 

I smiled up at him seductively. “You’re in charge.”

He squeezed me tight before releasing me, then hooked a possessive arm over my shoulders. “That’s better,” he murmured with satisfaction, the old devil’s grin back on his lips as he added, “You still owe me breakfast, and dinner, and….”  We left the crypt.





~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

“It’s your turn to guess, sweetheart.”

We were back at the crypt, our haven for one more night before we decided what to do about ‘tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow’. He had left the doors open, allowing the midnight mist to drift inside, the cool illumination of the moon to shine in. We were seated on the floor adjacent to each other, me facing him, him facing a small mirror we had stolen from someplace, along with scissors, and he was combing his hair, preparing to shear it short once more. I was burning with questions, but like the consummate tease, he held back.

“Well, it’s quite apparent that an ancient vampire made you. You have abilities that it takes centuries to develop normally. But even more basic than that, your skin alone is testament to your power. It’s obvious that you either went into the sun, or got burned badly, but you recovered from either ordeal in a remarkably short time, for you sure as hell weren’t this tanned when you were hijacking airplanes and bombing train terminals.”

I paused as a sudden notion hit me. I narrowed my eyes and fixed him with a penetrating stare. But just as quickly I discarded it – he had walked in plain daylight then, and he never went up in flames. So how to explain the mystery? I was growing more impatient by the minute, and he sat there calmly cutting his hair! It seemed pointless to me, when it would just grow back anyway, when I was consumed with a fever to know everything right now.

He paused from his meticulous ministrations to throw me a quick, faintly disgusted glance. He shook his head, sighed just loud enough for me to hear it, then returned to peering at his gorgeous reflection, painstakingly snipping wayward bits of hair.

My fists clenched. My eyes narrowed to slits. But before I could erupt, he laid down his comb, turned toward me in a deliberately slow manner, and fixed me with a stare. I stared right back. He lifted the scissors to his face, holding it by the blades with his fingertips, and tapped the other end on his chin, squinting those baby blues thoughtfully. 

“For someone as sharp as you, sweetheart, you’re remarkably slow on this one.” That derisive lift of an eyebrow I had come to know so well.

“You arrogant devil!”

He dropped the scissors beside the comb and lifted his palms placatingly. “Alright. Are you familiar with the scientific precept that states: ‘All things being equal, the most obvious explanation is more often than not the right one’, or something to that effect?”

“Of course I am! I spent the better part of my mortal life listening to that kind of talk, didn’t I? Come to the point!”

“Shut up and listen!” he interjected sternly, but without rancor. It always seemed that the more fiery I grew, the icier he became in contrast. Oh, yes, we were definitely made for each other. I could tell by his grin that he had read my thoughts again, and was in total accord.

“Now. Take that principle, and throw it out the window.”

My brows knit in frustration. What the hell?

“—Or more precisely, examine more deeply ‘the obvious’, as you so love to say it, and put the rest of the pieces together.”

“But—“

“Cat!” 

The blood rose to my face in instant fury, but he dismissed it - “You know that when I say it, it’s completely different.” His eyes softened for a minute, and I nodded reluctantly, but I knew he spoke true.

“Cat,” he continued, “curb that reckless impatience! If you want to continue to survive, you must learn to reign in your emotions and utilize your intellect. Now, THINK and leave me in peace for a few minutes, will you?” And he turned back to his beloved mirror and scissors and comb.

I sniffed in disdain, but I was truly intrigued, and he knew it. I focused my eyes on the far wall, my eyes narrowed in concentration. Alright, I’ll show him. He’s not the only one with the power to astound! I cackled, and he shot me a brief glance, but I paid no attention.

There was, of course, the matter of his resurrection. Everyone knew of his death 10 years ago, more or less, on that fatal Flight 163. Clearly he couldn’t have survived falling from the plane at that altitude. So… that meant that that night had been his Birth! I felt the shock of clarity and certainty recoil through me, and immediately afterwards I relaxed completely, almost going into a swoon as the pieces of the puzzle fell into place almost too swiftly for me to follow. I struggled to stay afloat enough, to keep a portion of my preternatural mind separate, in order to feed the visions to him. I felt triumphant delight in his astonishment at this accomplishment!

The eve of his mortal death was the dawn of his immortal rebirth, literally speaking. There was poetry in that, all right. In fact, I found it positively hilarious! I laughed aloud, aware that all his concentration was now focused on me, the looking glass and scissors abandoned. But I sobered immediately as the next thought slammed into me: it was no coincidence. The One who had made him was lying in wait, ready to receive him when he fell. His Maker knew to the second where he would end up, and knew everything about him, and was waiting.

He broke into my thoughts with five unspoken words:

I didn’t ask for it.

 Thus guiding me to the correct recounting of the events that transpired. Fine. So the transformation was a rude awakening for him too, as it was with most of Our Kind. So he had never laid eyes on a vampire before, had no idea of what was happening. Which brought me to… the ‘obvious’. Now what was that which he persisted I was so insistent on? I turned my gaze on him thoughtfully. I took in his flawless features, his perfect body, the golden mane that was now clipped to a becoming shorter style. Obvious… of course! His skin. All this while I had been rambling on and on about either or both of two things which could have given him that honey color: fire, or the sun.

He didn’t strike me as the sort to expose himself to the sun, to invite merciless death. To court disaster with drastic acts, yes, but suicide – never. Fire, then? That was still difficult to contemplate of a hard creature like him. No, whatever it was, it was the consequence of a tragedy that was not of his own making. He had to have been the victim. I could see the bright glint of approval in his eyes now, and it fueled me.

In the stretch of forever that is our destiny, I am an infant, at two years immortal. I was made at the time when the Brat Prince’s waltz with The Queen of the Damned was a thing of legend. That catastrophe when the Mother Fount, five thousand years old and the source of all vampire blood, rose from her stupor, awakened by Lestat, and incinerated nearly all of her Children. Only a very few of the old ones survived being burned by the power of her supernatural will, along with those who had the protection of the ancient vampires. As did the Immortals at Night Island who were now my family.

My eyes widened as it hit me: my god of the cave was one of these survivors! That was why he was so black. That was why he was needing a queen: he wanted company! And the reason he had survived was only because of the devotion of his ignorant worshippers, who continued to bring him victims when he suffered the agony of his burns. 

But the matter at hand was this: that he, my dark angel, had been a victim of this tragedy, that he had not escaped the pain of the fire, but had somehow survived it. He in fact survived it a thousand degrees more painlessly than my maker had, who was himself old enough and powerful enough not to have perished in the first place.

And that brought me back to one of the original mysteries that tormented me: who had made him, my hero? What supernatural blood ran in his veins that made him the almost-god that he was before me?

My eyes begged him. I pleaded for enlightenment. But he shook his head yet again, and stated in an intensely dispassionate voice, “Once more, Cat. You’re nearly there. Pinpoint the obvious!”

It hit me suddenly, that here was evidence of the forceful intensity that had prompted people to label him insane. His severe focus, his acute intelligence. I understood how ordinary people mistook his passionate genius to be common madness. He was, in fact, almost as hard as Marius!

My mouth dropped open, and I looked at him with wide eyes. And at last he relaxed and gave me that wicked grin, let the devil’s glint come into his glacier eyes.

“Eureka.” His lips shaped the word like a kiss. Softly said, with a queer mixture of teasing and triumph.

“So that’s why you knew about Lestat, you knew them all…”

“Be careful with what you brush aside as ‘obvious’, my love,” he told me quietly. “Always remember that.”

I let myself slump to the floor, exaggerating complete weariness at my mental acrobatics. 

He cast his eyes to the ceiling in a long-suffering manner, then arranged himself for maximum comfort against the wall. He held out his hands to me.

“Come here, you.”

I shook my head slowly from side to side. “I can’t, I can’t, I’m positively drained…” And I wasn’t altogether lying!

He commanded in mock sternness: “Get up, little one, and come to Daddy.”

I ceased my head lolling to penetrate him with a wicked light in my emerald eyes.

“And what if I refuse?” 

An answering glint appeared in his eyes.

“Then you’ll be punished, of course.”

I let a slow grin creep up my lips.

“Promise?…”

“Hellcat!”

In the end I got up and went over to him. 

“Closer.”

I braced my feet on each side of his outstretched legs, and arched my brows.

“Closer, I said.”

I moved my feet up to his hips.

Without warning, he grasped each of my ankles, gave an effortless tug, and forced me to straddle him! Eye to eye, he said deeply: “Yes, that’s close enough.”

After a prolonged locking of our mouths, I sighed and settled myself to a more comfortable position on his lap, and I waited for him to speak.

It didn’t take long. 

“Satisfied now?”

I pulled my head back to give him an incredulous look.

He groaned, closed his eyes, and ran his hand down his face in exaggerated exasperation. “I know, I know – not even close.” He took a deep breath, and told me solemnly, “Curiosity killed the cat, Cat.” The merriment in his eyes almost set me off again. But I was determined to know it all.

For answer, I punched him on the arm. “That’s a desperate pun! Besides, fair is fair. You know all my secrets now, and I’m honestly so exhausted I can’t hazard another guess why you came to be rescued by our Ancient Philosopher.”

He looked at me for a long moment, then said, “Your Marius needed me.”

I shook my head at this. I rejected the very idea. There was no way.

“Oh, but it’s the truth, darling. He needed me. Can’t you guess why?”

I glared at him.

He chuckled, then dropped a penitent kiss on my forehead.

“Okay, okay, I’ll tell you. It’s quite simple, actually. Marius was tired of carrying his burden. He wanted me to take over the perpetual watch of Those Who Must Be Kept.”

I took my time to assimilate this. And I felt it in my bones that this angel in my arms was telling me the truth.

“Of course I am!” he snorted, insulted. “Apparently this great and powerful vampire had been keeping track of me for years, ever since my name became synonymous with notoriety. But unlike most, he saw beyond those reckless acts to my true nature, the intricacy of my soul. He took the time to question why someone of my intelligence wasted his time on such insipid games. If such a thing were possible, he understood the purpose which drove me to such extremes. Which is not to say that he excused my irresponsible cruelty; rather, he knew the history behind the things I did and sympathized with me in a distorted way. Above all, and beyond that, Marius saw that my intensity could be channeled, that my manic dedication to ‘a cause’ could be harnessed and put to use.”

“His own use,” I mused.

“Yes, what else? As I said, he was beyond weary. But his Imperial Roman principles would not allow him to just abandon his burden – he needed someone to take over for him. And I suppose he was fascinated with me, with my complex character. He also wanted to explore the labyrinth of the mind of Charles Rane. Maybe it was as simple as the fact that Marius was lonely again, and my allure for him was also a way to connect with the outside world. Whatever it was, he kept tabs on me for several years. But he was never the shadowy stalker that your Lestat was; he was more the silent observer. He kept his distance, like the strict gentleman that he is. I never knew I was being watched, until I was already a vampire.

“But it was an accident, the night he made me. What I mean to say is, nobody expected that bloody Cutter to heave me out of the belly of the jumbo jet. If not for Marius’ immense powers, his speed at getting there, the potent healing alchemy of his ancient blood…  well, I would be a dead man, wouldn’t I?” 

So like Marius, to bide his time, struggling with his human conscience against making another. So like his timeless tragedy for fate to push his hand at it. But I sensed the bitterness in my lover’s voice. I responded to it.

“You regret it, then? Would you rather have died?”

He gave no answer for several long minutes. It seemed he was struggling with that everlasting conflict inside himself, searching for the words to communicate his meaning to me without being misunderstood. Finally he said slowly,

“Who among us, human or immortal, would willingly choose death over life? Of course I’m glad to be alive. Above all I’m a survivor, whatever it takes. But the great bloody irony of it is exactly that – I’m one of the undead. I still sometimes cannot reconcile the paradox that eternity yawns at my feet, yet I will never change. I will never grow old, never age. I will never fade, I will never die. What else is there for me?”

He looked down at me at last, and the naked torment in his eyes cut me to the quick. And I understood. It was why he cut his hair. Because he and I were so different, at the opposite ends of the spectrum, I comprehended his demons. Whereas I reveled at the possibilities opened up to me by the Dark Gift, he was repelled by them. By the very mortal life that he had lived, I saw that each act, random or calculated, deliberately cruel or otherwise, were a means to flee. It was all a way to escape the overwhelming intensity that was the stamp of his acute intelligence. He courted death, he tempted the fates to make him pay. But now – there was no escape. And it was all too compounded by Marius’ blood, the blood that had saved him from mortal and immortal fatality. 

I felt the tragedy of his plight keenly. I bled for him. But he read this from my thoughts and pushed me away.

“Come,” he said, holding out his hand to help me to my feet. “It’s a beautiful night.”

And any mortal abroad near the cemetery at that unholy hour would have beheld the eerie tableau of a green-eyed witch dancing with the devil by the pale moonlight.





~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

“So what happens now?” I asked him. We had an hour left before sunrise, before the black sleep engulfed us with or without our consent, one of the many indissoluble contracts of this unnatural existence as Children of the Night. We were in each other’s arms, safely inside the crypt, in absolute darkness, the doors closed and barred against the outside world.

“Well…it seems that ‘the damnedest creature’ has landed himself in another situation.”

I grew rigid with alarm, totally unprepared for this.

“Are you sure?”

“Quite. His frantic cries of help have been thundering in my ears for the past two nights now.”

I concentrated. And I heard them! You selfish beast, Caitlin, roaring about your pain, when another Immortal – Lestat himself, who else would it be - is in critical danger!

“Hush,” he interrupted me. “You know very well he’s having a blast again, whatever it is this time.”

“Maybe,” I agreed, “but you don’t understand – in the heat of the moment, his fright and need are all too real!”

“Let them deal with it. Or not.”

My ire grew at his coldness. Hadn’t he been listening to me? This was my Brother who needed me, these were my family! There was no stopping to even think about it.

“I’m going.”

“Don’t be silly, darling.”

“I’m going, I said!”

“Now? Can you fly, my little one? Can you teleport yourself? Can you race with the wind? The sun is forty minutes shy of the horizon. How useful will you be to him, burned to ashes?”

His calm rationalization, almost as one to a stupid child, inflamed me further. But I conceded the point. He was right. My eyes narrowed as another thought came to me. Could it be, was he – jealous?

I peered up at him. But he was distracted, deep inside his own ruminations. I thought harder, tried to probe more deeply to understand his sudden coolness. I tried to apply what he had just taught me about never disregarding the obvious. And sure enough, the answer came to me.

Of course. It was the continuation of his story, actually. The conclusion of the first chapter of it. Like me, he had rejected his Maker’s preconceived notions for his immortal life. It wasn’t difficult to picture him being brought to the coven, introduced to everyone, his near future outlined to him, the rules explained. It wasn’t hard to imagine his reaction, his rebellion against the set of laws that to his complex mind represented the prison that was the perpetual nightmare of his mortal existence. I could almost see the fire in his eyes as he defied Marius, refused outright to share his burden. In a small personal triumph, he escaped.

“I did.”

I came out of my dreams to find him reading my mind again. Strangely enough, I didn’t mind this time.

“And now you’re too proud to go back.”

He winced. 

“It’s not as simple as that. It’s a matter of a debt I owe that blasted interfering Roman Intellectual.”

I was puzzled and I let him know it.

“Oh, not about saving my life by making me a vampire. No – it was when The Queen went mad and set us all on fire…”

“And?” I prompted him, as he would have gone deep into his reminiscences again.

He sighed.

“Cat,” he said quietly, “despite your vision of me as a powerful vampire, I’m not an invincible god. That trick with the torches which so enthralls you is just that – a mere trick. So is my reading your thoughts. It’s quite simple, really – just a matter of degrees. A matter of discipline. I have always utilized the maximum of my brain’s capacity, so that it was easier for me to access the telepathic powers that open up to Our Kind when we are made. I don’t have a singular purpose, no spectacular significance that I should be so chosen. I’m nothing. The Queen, Marius’ blood or no, would have obliterated me, the same as any of the others.”

“What are you saying, then?”

He stared off into space for the space of several heartbeats before slowly replying,

“Only that I guess I misunderstood Marius. Or more correctly, I underestimated his character. I had thought that he had condemned me to this hell of the undead for his own selfish, if noble, purposes. But I never fully took the time to see him. I never realized the full degree of his nobility.” He stopped. He cleared his throat before finishing, “I never stopped to consider that he might have truly cared about me.”

I stayed silent. There was nothing to say to this. And for my eternal life to come, I would not mar this proud creature’s dignity by voicing the simple truth, that in Marius was reflected the father he never had. In moments of supreme meaning such as this, my opinion was insignificant.

“He came, when it happened, when your foolish Lestat unleashed Her fury on us all. Despite all the chaos, he took the time to track me down, to exhaust his already severely tested strength, to try and spare me the wrath of the Queen. I, who was just another insect to Her, to crush under Her dainty royal feet!”

I laughed out loud at this, the picture it evoked. I couldn’t help myself. But I clapped my hands to my mouth to stifle the rest of it, and I saw him pretend to frown down at me. But the mood had lightened. He continued:

“It was close. Too close. If not for Marius’ powers, and his mighty ancient blood in me, and my wild, stubborn will to simply survive, I would have perished, just like the rest of them. As it was, I was burned beyond recognition. It was pure hell to draw in a breath. Marius had to make me over again, just like the god in the wood had made him, taking and giving the blood over and over again until I was strong enough to heal myself the rest of the way. This, too, would have taken centuries if not for his primeval blood in me in the first place. And then, of course, he had to go and rescue the Brat Prince, and reason with the Queen, and bear witness to the fall of an ancient empire, the burden of which he had carried for two millennia. And afterwards he had to preside over the coven at Night Island. And by then, it was too late – a great distance of reserve, and events, and unspoken words, stood between us. You know how it is. Between him and Armand stands the classic paradigm of the chasm that comes between him and the ones that he loves.”

I nodded. 

“So there it is, my own sob story, such as it is. Just another insignificant blink in eternity. What the hell.”

I wrapped him up tighter in my arms. I said what I had to say.

“You know we have to go back, don’t you? You know it.”

He let out a disgusted groan.

“I know it.”

             My limbs felt heavy. My eyes closed.

“Good.”

“Witch!”

“Devil!”

“At least your precious mortals are safe from me now…” he began mockingly.

I opened my eyes to gape at him skeptically, thinking of the hapless humans who were at the mercy of his monstrous appetite.

He arched those golden eyebrows.

“In case you didn’t notice, my darling, I slay only the evildoers, as Marius has bound me to do.”

I snorted at this. Him, conforming to the rules? 

“Don’t tell me you’ve suddenly sprouted a conscience,” I drawled derisively.

Glint of his fangs as he bared his teeth in a wicked grin.

“To tell you the absolute truth, my love, the blood of the innocent is just a touch too thin for my taste. My ‘monstrous appetite’, my raging thirst, demands to be slaked with the rich, full blood that runs with pure evil.”

I opened my eyes wide, and gasped in mock horror,

“You’re insane! Absolutely mad!”

He laughed softly, and gathered me closer. He whispered the words against my lips:

“Only for you, my love, only for you…”





~*~*~*~*~*~*~*~

In that instant before the sun’s edge appeared over the horizon, a bittersweet sorrow pierced me, as it always did at this moment of daybreak. He sensed it, and murmured against my hair,

“What’s wrong?”

I swallowed hard, to finally share this silly nostalgia with another Immortal.

“You know what I miss the most?”

And as ever, my hero, he understood.

“You’ll never long for it again, Cat. You’ll always have me.”

And I looked into his eyes, this time the true blue of crystal morning skies, the color of hope, of new beginnings, of the memories of being human and looking up into that blessed blue of the sky and perceiving your divinity, your unmistakable place in the vast cosmos. And I knew it was true. Because of this angel by my side, I had it all. I owned the sky, and eternity besides. And it was just the beginning.





          FINITO.

Question: How about “Charles in Charge” as the sequel’s title? (LOL) Anybody remember that Scott Baio sitcom of the 80’s?

