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            In memory of Sue Stark, who was like a second mother to me. Her courage and compassion were inspirational.
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            Dear Reader,
 
            You are about to read a vampire story.
 
            Vampires in Christian fiction, can you do that?
            
 
            That’s just one of the questions I’ve been asked since the release of Kiss of Night, the first book in my Kiss trilogy. Some people have been excited by the prospect while others remain skeptical. My answer is an emphatic, “Yes, I can, and I believe others should write them as well.”
            
 
            First and foremost, the Kiss trilogy is a redemption story. As Christians we believe that even the most evil of people can still be reached and saved by the love of God and the sacrifice of Christ. I enjoy, as many Christians do, the fantasy genre. It helps make hard themes easier and less depressing to deal with than straight drama. It would have been simple to write a redemption story with a mass murderer as the lead character but it would not be a story I would want to read. By taking the mass murderer and instead calling him a vampire it helps you to hold the fiction at arm’s length and tell yourself “it’s just a story.”
 
            Using fantasy to tell a story is an old tool. C. S. Lewis wrote about talking animals, witches, and a fantasy land called Narnia as a way of making Christian themes accessible to children. His work has been read and loved by millions of Christians and non-Christians alike and has been used as a successful teaching tool. I’m writing these vampire books for Christians who enjoy fantasy in their fiction but I am purposefully using these books to also make Christian themes accessible to non-Christians.
 
            This book series is a labor of love for me. In high school I read Dracula and loved it. The struggle between good and evil is very real and very heartbreaking as seen through the eyes of several different people. In college I began to read more vampire fiction and I quickly became frustrated that there were no solid Christian characters represented in that fiction. Really, there’s a lack of Christian characters in most horror novels and films. It puzzled me because I had read and loved everything Frank Peretti wrote, particularly This Present Darkness and Piercing the Darkness which dealt with angels and demons and had its fair share of horror. I loved his novel Monster and its portrayal of a real Bigfoot and genetically manipulated creatures. The Bible is filled with tales of miracles, angels, and demons and the supernatural in a real and present way. I wondered why when Christian characters were depicted in horror films or novels it was usually in a derogatory way such as people who had lost their faith. I decided I wanted to write a Christian vampire novel. It took years to make this series a reality, but it was worth it. It’s for all those people who love a little fantasy with their morality play. And it is every bit as allegorical in its way as The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe or Pilgrim’s Progress.
            
 
            Every person, no matter their circumstances, past, or the evil they have done, can be redeemed by God through the blood of Christ. In the end, that blood is all that matters.
 
                All the best, Debbie Viguié 
 
            
         

      




    

  
    
      
         
            Prologue

         
 
         France, AD 1198
 
         The crumbling stones of the prison reeked of death. The stench of unwashed humanity and decay had long been in the nostrils of the warden of the lowest level of the ancient dungeon. Cut into the earth centuries before by nobles, the prison had once been a castle, proud and strong. It was still strong, but no longer proud. Generations of the vilest criminals that France had known had lived and died inside its walls. Murderers, rapists, thieves, and witches as well as religious and political dissidents had all met their end within the tiny, dank cells that the warden now walked past.
         
 
         The warden stopped next to Marcelle, his protégé who would be taking his place. The young man nodded gravely as they went over, once more, his duties.
 
         “Every day you feed the prisoners,” the warden said, as they paced slowly past each cell. “Someone doesn’t eat for a couple of days, send men in to remove the body.”
 
         They walked a few moments in silence. Finally the young man asked, “Who is down here?”
 
         The old man shook his head slowly. “I know all my prisoners, though I don’t know who they were outside these walls nor what they did to be sent here. Men, women, gentlefolk and common, a few months in here and you can’t tell them apart by conventional means anymore. But you learn to note differences.”
 
         He stopped before one cell. “This one won’t eat anything that might be from a pig.”
 
         “Jewish?” the young man asked interestedly.
 
         “Near as I can tell. And this one,” he said, pointing to another cell, “sings after dinner.”
 
         “Good voice?”
 
         “The finest I’ve ever heard.”
 
         “What about this one?” Marcelle asked as they stopped before the last cell. The massive door was ancient and battered, the wood bearing stains that might have been water or blood.
 
         The old man paused for such a long time the younger one began to think he had not heard him. When the warden finally spoke it was slowly and in a hushed voice. “I do not know.”
 
         The young man felt as though a chill wind had just brushed against his spine. In the dim light he stared hard at the old man, waiting for him to continue, fearing that he would.
 
         “There is—something—in there. I don’t know what, but it’s been there the whole time I’ve been warden, these last twenty years. The man who was warden before me said it had been here as long as he could remember.”
 
         “What is it?”
 
         “I don’t know,” the old man repeated. “I only know that no food is ever slid beneath the door, but every so often a prisoner is put in there. I’ve seen dozens put in there, and not a single one ever taken out alive.”
         
 
         He said the last in a whisper so quiet and fierce that it imparted a sense of danger and fear to the younger man. “Not ever?”
 
         “Not ever,” he said emphatically. “Never enter this cell, no matter the cause, if you value your life.”
 
         Marcelle stared hard at the door, trying to quiet the sudden sense of unease that had overtaken him. There should be nothing in this dungeon to cause him fear. He was, after all, about to be made the floor warden, in charge of the prisoners and guards for the entire level. It was a position of great responsibility and he had trained long for it.
 
         Yet, suddenly he found himself wishing that he had never stepped foot inside the prison, even if he was a keeper and not a prisoner. Something about the giant door made him feel like running. He took a deep breath, though, and stood his ground. With a trembling hand he crossed himself, for he knew in his heart that he would be the one to discover what was on the other side.
 
         
             

         
 
         Inside the cell he waited, listening to the murmurs from outside. He could smell the younger man’s fear. The new warden was right to be afraid. He listened as the voices faded, the footsteps retreated until he was again alone with his thoughts and his thirst. He had spent far too long within the prison walls, but soon all that would change.
         
 
         He dropped his head back against the stone wall, not feeling its cold. He didn’t feel anything actually, anything but the hunger. It gnawed at him, a deep ache inside that he could not control. With the passing of each day it would grow until the pain was unbearable.
 
         In the distance he heard a man begin to sing. Dinner was over, for all but him. Deep in his throat he growled.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter One
 
            
               See, I have set before thee this day life and good, and death and evil.
               
 
               —Deuteronomy 30:15

            

         
 
         Prague, Present Day
 
         Death. It’s all about death, Wendy thought in despair. She sat on a faded red velvet couch in a house somewhere on the outskirts of the city with her arms wrapped around her knees and stared at her cousin, Susan Lambert, willing her to wake up.
         
 
         Susan lay on the floor, curled up, her chest gently rising and falling. Proof that she’s alive, Wendy thought. A few feet away David Trent was also asleep. His face was bruised and even in sleep he kept wincing as though he was in pain. A soft whimper escaped every few breaths and it broke her heart.
         
 
         And then there were the other three, the three who weren’t breathing. The three who were dead.
 
         Or not.
 
         It took all her willpower not to feel like she was going completely crazy.
 
         Vampires.
 
         She shuddered. Wendy had hoped that when she went home to California she would be able to forget that vampires existed, write it off as some sort of bad nightmare.
 
         Her eyes shifted again to David and lingered on his face. Even if it meant I had to write him off, too.
         
 
         She and Susan had come to Prague the week before for their grandmother’s funeral. Their grandmother had lived in Prague as a little girl and had chosen to be buried there. Wendy remembered hours spent sitting and listening to her grandmother talk about the city she loved, about its magic.
 
         She’d said nothing about its vampires. But within a few hours of arriving in the city both she and Susan had drawn the attention of the monsters who walked at night. And when they were attacked David was the stranger who helped save them.
 
         Maybe that’s why she felt inexplicably drawn to him. He was a hero. He had saved both their lives. When the good vampires had asked him to stand and fight a coming war against evil with them he had agreed. So had Susan. It still seemed incomprehensible to her that there was such a thing as good vampires. She had wanted no part of it and had fled back home where it was safe.
 
         And now I’m back.
         
 
         She wasn’t sure exactly why. All she knew was that one minute she’d been home, breathing easier, and the next she’d been on a plane back to Prague, compelled by something to return and help her cousin.
 
         Looking around the room she realized her grandmother was wrong. It wasn’t a city of magic. It was a city of death. Last night, from what she had understood, David nearly became its next victim.
 
         He had been unconscious when the vampires carried him in. He hadn’t woken since then. Wendy thought they should have taken him to a hospital. But the vampires told her he’d be fine. So she watched over him, worried he might never wake.
 
         He was handsome, and with actual color in his skin he looked so different from the vampires surrounding him. He was also kind and considerate and very funny.
 
         Wendy took a deep breath.
 
         She wanted to wake her cousin and David and run with them while they still could. They could all go to California and escape this madness. But she already knew they wouldn’t go. They felt called to stay and fight.
 
         Whereas she had just been called.
 
         She rubbed her head. The voice inside it that had insisted that she had to return and help her cousin had been so overpowering, so strong, that she had been helpless to resist. She had felt like she was moving through some sort of dream state until she had actually made it back to Prague and been reunited with her cousin. It was the vampire Gabriel who had found her and brought her here to this house last night.
 
         She glanced again from the clock to the heavy curtains covering the windows. Now, night was coming and with it evil would walk again. She stood and moved over to one of the windows. She wrapped her hand around the rich velvet drapes and was about to pull them to the side so she could at least see out.
 
         Suddenly a hand clamped tightly around hers.
 
         She screamed, spun around, and found herself confronted by a pair of smoldering eyes. Gabriel was staring at her.
 
         Behind him she could see both David and Susan jump up, startled awake by her scream. Slowly Gabriel held up his other hand toward them, without looking away from her. They seemed to freeze.
 
         What power does this man have to compel us all to do as he wills? she wondered. Did he compel me to come back to Prague?
         
 
         He did have power, she could feel it. It was nearly tangible—thick and dark and far more menacing than anything she had ever felt before.
 
         His jet-black hair was pushed back and he was dressed in dark clothes, though the cloak he had worn earlier was on the floor where he had been sleeping.
 
         “The sun hasn’t gone down yet,” she heard herself squeak. It seemed a stupid thing to say, but weren’t the vampires supposed to be asleep while the sun was up?
 
         “The sun does not have as much power over me as some,” he said. “They must sleep, but I may wake as I will.”
 
         He let go of her hand and she in turn let go of the curtain, arm dropping to her side. He didn’t move away, though. Instead he just kept staring at her and she could feel her heart beginning to pound in her chest.
 
         Something flickered a moment across his face, but she couldn’t read the emotion behind it. Her chest tightened more with fear.
 
         “You look like Carissa,” he said.
 
         Carissa. Who is Carissa? She looked at Susan and saw understanding in her cousin’s eyes. She would have to ask her whom Gabriel was talking about. But later when the vampire wasn’t around. Before she could say anything, he turned away. As if released from invisible chains, both Susan and David hurried forward.
         
 
         David was blinking at her in disbelief, eyes wide. “What are you doing here?” he asked.
 
         “I came back to help,” she said.
 
         He reached out and hugged her tight and she clung to him, trying not to cry in fear and relief. From the way he held on to her he must have thought he would never see her again either.
 
         A sob escaped her. The world was so much more screwed up than she could ever have imagined.
 
         She glanced at Gabriel, still troubled by his presence.
 
         “What happened last night?” Susan asked, staring at Raphael who still lay unmoving on the floor.
 
         He looked dead, but that was probably fitting. There hadn’t been time for answers last night before the sun rose and the vampires were forced to sleep.
 
         “If he was gone he’d be ashes,” Gabriel said, answering the question Susan must also have been thinking and not the one she’d asked. It clearly did little to calm her fears.
 
         Gabriel left the room and Wendy watched her cousin let out her breath. After a few moments, she moved to sit on the couch where she could stare at Raphael’s face as he slept.
 
         Susan reached up and closed her hand over the cross that hung around her neck. The one Grandma gave her.
         
 
         Suddenly Raphael’s eyes flew open and Susan jerked back. He stared, unmoving for seconds. Wendy had been told that vampires awoke at sundown but they did not all have instant control over their bodies. Wendy saw movement out of the corner of her eye and she turned to see the third vampire in their midst, the monk named Paul, rising to his feet.
 
         She turned her eyes back to Raphael and Susan and a few moments later his entire body seemed to spasm and then he sat up.
 
         Susan dropped to her knees next to him and threw her arms around him. “I thought you were dead,” she whispered.
 
         He returned her embrace. “I thought the same of you,” he admitted.
 
         It felt like a private moment, and Wendy wished she could give them some privacy, but with David and Paul also in the room, there wasn’t much she could do about it. David still held his arm loosely around her, but she could tell that he was exhausted.
 
         “What happened?” Susan asked.
 
         “Captured. Then Richelieu set his pet scientist on me. He’s running experiments in hell now,” Raphael said.
 
         Susan visibly shuddered. “And Richelieu?” she asked.
 
         “I saw him when his minions captured me and brought me to him. I think I know where he is,” Raphael said.
 
         Then he wasn’t dead as Wendy had hoped. Not dead like he should be, she thought, her stomach twisting in knots. Richelieu, the king of the evil vampires, like something out of a book. The absurdity of the thought suddenly hit her. He was actually in several books, fiction and nonfiction. The onetime cardinal of France had been reviled for centuries.
         
 
         And no one even knows that he’s a vampire or just how evil he really is.
         
 
         “We’re all listening,” Gabriel said next to her.
 
         She jumped, not realizing he’d been so close, but she forced herself to stand her ground.
 
         “I think he’s using one of the old palace complexes inside Prague Castle.”
 
         “It would appeal to his ego,” Paul said.
 
         “And his sense of purpose,” Raphael said with a nod.
 
         “Describe the place.” Gabriel stared hard at Raphael.
 
         Wendy glanced uneasily at David as Raphael described the room he had seen Richelieu in. David was still showing obvious signs of injury and favoring the ribs he had broken a few days before. It was too soon, not even twelve hours since they’d returned from the last battle. Maybe they could sit this one out.
 
         “Not a chance, we need everyone we can get,” Paul interrupted.
 
         Wendy glanced over at him, startled. He gave her a grim smile. Susan had told her she suspected the monk could read minds.
 
         “I know the palace you’re describing,” Gabriel said. “We will only have a small window of opportunity in which to strike if we are to maintain the element of surprise.”
 
         “He probably won’t even hear about the attack on Michael and his lab for a few hours if we’re lucky,” Paul said.
 
         Wendy knew that vampires could move swiftly but as she tried to follow the threads of the conversation she felt like they were also speaking abnormally quickly. She glanced at David, who seemed to be struggling more than she was to follow what they were saying. His hand was pressed to his side and he was breathing heavily.
 
         What he needed were some of the painkillers the doctors in the hospital had given him. Wendy had searched his bag while he slept and couldn’t find them.
 
         He reached down and slipped his hand around Wendy’s. She gave hers willingly, hoping it would give some measure of comfort.
 
         Everyone had a sense of urgency about them and Wendy didn’t want to interrupt to ask for clarification. David looked longingly toward the couch and she wondered if anyone would care or even notice if he lay down and went back to sleep.
 
         He squeezed Wendy’s hand and she squeezed it back. He turned and smiled at her. She offered a small smile in return. They both turned back to watch the drama. She noticed that Paul and Raphael were doing most of the talking but both of them kept deferring to Gabriel, though he rarely spoke.
 
         They’re afraid of him, she realized with a flash of insight. It was there in their body language, the way they stood, the distance that separated them, everything.
         
 
         Susan was rubbing her cross necklace between her fingers obsessively. She was just afraid.
 
         Wendy turned her attention to the conversation, focusing hard on what was being said.
 
         “We know where he is and with any luck he’ll have no idea yet that you rescued me and that Michael is dead. It’s the perfect time to strike,” Raphael said.
 
         “Bearding the lion in his den is always dangerous, especially when we are so few and they are so many,” Paul said. “It would be better to wait, figure out what he’s planning to do, and confront him when he’s exposed. Either that or find a way to lure him out. We could use Raphael’s escape to our advantage there, too. Richelieu hates him and could be coaxed out of hiding if it gave him a chance to kill him.”
 
         Of the two arguments she liked Paul’s best. It sounded safer to her, wiser.
 
         “We don’t know what he’s planning. We haven’t time to wait and find out because then it could be too late. We’ll have no more warriors if we wait than we do now, and we’ll have lost the element of surprise. I’m telling you the advantage is all on our side. It won’t be for long because once he realizes we know where he is he’ll vanish again,” Raphael argued.
 
         She wished David or Susan would speak up, give their opinions. After all, it was their fight, too. But both of them remained silent.
 
         “We got lucky with the attack on the lab. We can’t count on being that lucky again,” Paul said quietly.
 
         “What lab are they talking about?” Wendy whispered to David.
 
         All three vampires turned to stare at her and she took a step back.
 
         “A scientist, a vampire named Michael, who I had a run-in with during the Renaissance, was working with Richelieu. I was given to him to experiment on,” Raphael said. “David, Paul, and Gabriel rescued me from there last night and we killed Michael.”
 
         “What kind of experiments?” she asked.
 
         Part of her brain screamed at her to be quiet, to stop drawing the attention of the vampires, but she was there and she had a right to know what was happening.
 
         “Experiments with blood. Poisoning it, draining it. He’s spent his life trying to figure out the physiology of vampires and how they exist.”
 
         “Better he had focused on the spirituality,” Paul murmured.
 
         Gabriel held up a hand and the others turned to him.
 
         “Paul, you’ve argued as a strategist. Raphael, you have argued as a warrior. I understand both your points of view. But, I am a hunter and I trust my instincts. An animal feels most secure in its lair, which means it is the best place to kill him. That only works, though, if the creature you’re hunting has no reason to believe you’re coming.”
 
         “Which brings us back to the fundamental question,” Paul said.
 
         “Which is?” Susan asked, breaking her silence.
 
         “Did Richelieu hear about Raphael’s escape before the sun rose this morning?” Gabriel answered.
 
         They all stood and stared at each other. Finally David cleared his throat. “There’s no way to know for sure, but odds are while we’ve been standing here talking about it he has.”
 
         Gabriel nodded. “He might be expecting us, but we can’t afford to lose him again. We’re going after him tonight.”
 
         “You know what they say, there’s no time like the present,” Paul said with a knowing look at Gabriel.
 
         
             

         
 
         Raphael didn’t trust Gabriel, even if they did agree. But then, how could he? His relationship with his sire had always been violent and tenuous at best. The fact that Paul was treating him more carefully than he once would have also gave him pause. Even as they scrambled to get the weapons they would need to lay siege to Richelieu’s palace he wondered if he could trust the vampire who would be fighting beside him.
 
         “He’s one of the good guys,” Paul murmured, at one point in the preparations, for his ears alone.
 
         “But does he know I am?” Raphael whispered back.
 
         Paul had simply clapped him on the back and gotten back to work.
 
         It was bad timing. Half of them were injured. David was walking around with his mind seemingly more damaged than his body. Susan was worried for Wendy’s safety almost to the exclusion of everything and everyone else.
         
 
         And his body was not completely healed from the experiments Michael had performed on him. He needed to eat more and, truth be told, rest for another day before he’d be up for the battle ahead. Without both he couldn’t fight, or even think, at the top of his game. But this might be their only chance to finish this war before it really ramped up.
 
         Susan and Wendy began to rebandage David’s ribs and patch up his other injuries. He wished they’d do it farther away where the smells and the sounds wouldn’t be quite so distracting.
 
         He smelled blood and he turned around with a hiss, struggling with the hunger that was threatening to overcome him. They had pulled off a bandage that was stuck on with dried blood and the wound started bleeding again. It was just a couple of drops but it was enough to set him off in this state.
 
         And suddenly Gabriel was standing in front of him, fangs silently bared, eyes gleaming.
 
         Raphael hunched his shoulders, panic flashing through him.
 
         “It’s good. He lost a lot of blood and hasn’t had a chance to drink anything,” Paul interjected quickly.
 
         Gabriel continued to stare at him, as though daring him to move. Raphael caught the packet of blood that Paul threw at him and forced himself to meet Gabriel’s eyes.
 
         His sire didn’t trust him, either.
 
         He broke eye contact, ripped open the packet and downed it, belatedly wishing he had at least turned his back so Susan wouldn’t see. When he was done drinking she was staring at him, eyes dilated wide.
 
         He grimaced. He wasn’t exactly putting on a good face for this little reunion for either of them. He closed his eyes. It had been centuries since he had seen Gabriel and those last few days had been anything but good.
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