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This novel has been with me for a very long time. I wrote the first draft of it back in the 1990s while staying in a spare room with a friend. It was written in first person that time around, and honestly, it probably wasn't very good. Except that it stuck with me. It has had more than one title. Originally it was simply titled "Klaus." When it first saw print – a horribly mangled version – it was titled "The Path of the Meteor," taken from the foreword.
At one point an editor suggested it had no hope in first person, so I ran through it to make the shift from first to third person POV. In retrospect, the smarter money would have been on just writing it from scratch with the first draft as an outline, and writing it in third person. Over a period of more than a decade, time and time again, regardless of the number of edits, first person bits and pieces have surfaced. I will not be surprised if I learn there are some still…it's a sticky process, and not recommended.
You will note that the foreword to the book – the excerpt from the journal of Sebastian Barnes – is still in first person. His was the voice of my original storyteller. There's a bit of me in Sebastian, a bit of me in Klaus, and actually, a bit of me in just about every character in the book.
I love the vampires in this story. I love the ending to this book. I am bringing it out in this eBook edition so that – hopefully – readers can enjoy it as much as I have over the years. When a story holds on with such tenacity, you have to listen. This is a very traditional, rock and roll horror novel about fairly traditional vampires. They do not sparkle.
I hope you'll enjoy your reading of this novel, and that you'll leave a review somewhere to let me know what you thought. You can also find me through Facebook
Excerpt from the Journal of Sebastian Barnes
Meteors don’t rise; not to success, not to fame. They fall, and they burn, and when they’re gone there’s nothing left but the strobed afterimage of their passing and the dust, riding the uncaring wind. That’s what I would have said to Klaus, if I’d thought he’d listen. Instead I kept quiet and watched as he built his own private kingdom in hell, dragging me along as a willing court jester. Klaus may have been a meteor, but God was he beautiful when he burned.
I know about meteors. I never burned as bright as Klaus, nor did I aspire to the heights he reached. The meteor traces a solitary path, as have I. My father, who was nearly fifty when I was born, was my idol – my life. He was a teacher. He taught music, and he taught the beauty of words. I was a good student, fascinated by the mysteries he unveiled. It was those lessons, I suppose, that brought Klaus and I together. I amused him.
My speech, the product of too many classical works of literature before puberty, and my sense of morals, which I inherited from long talks with my father, make me somewhat of an oddity. Archaic is the word that comes to mind. If not for my music, I might have ended up dusting the shelves in some museum, or rearranging books in a library. Klaus heard me, I once thought by accident, in a recital in my senior year of college. He liked what he heard and became determined to show me the world. Infatuated as I was by his looks, his popularity, and his seemingly unwavering control over the events of his life, I followed.
Of course, there was the music. If Klaus had been a gnomish dwarf, diseased and ugly, I still would have followed him for the music. I and a thousand others. In the end, it was the music that drew around him like a shroud.
It began in Germany, not ten miles from Klaus' birthplace, in the shadow of the mountain that held his father's tomb. It was a small town, a village really, and Klaus’ fame had long outdistanced his roots. We were there on a whim; that was the story of his life.
We walked those streets, the four of us, Klaus, Damon, Peyton, and I, moving like aliens on a visit to Earth from a far galaxy, or royalty slumming through the dregs of some ancient kingdom. Only Klaus and I were comfortable there, he because it was the place of his birth, and I because it reminded me of my own roots. I was raised in such a place, and at times I missed the quaint solitude.
The great cities of the western world accepted Klaus as a musical prophet, a dark, brooding god of the pantheon of rock music, a term he held in the lowest contempt. Klaus' music transcended the understanding of his audiences, moved them through private, inner realms where their insipid vocabularies and tired, clichéd consciousness was at a loss. They called him a star. They were nearly right. It was I who finally realized, and too late to do any good, that it was the path of the meteor Klaus aspired to, not that of the star.
He wanted to play on the mountain. He wanted to perform on the land where his father, and his father's father, sowed their seeds, where the ghosts of his past still walked. He wanted to leave his mark where his ancestors had left theirs. So that's where we went.
The people of Rathburg were distanced from us by culture, by a morbid, unavoidable sort of curiosity, and by their fear. They did not, I think, want us there – Klaus especially – and they did not want our music. We were outcast, and we brought a horde of others in our wake that belonged, if possible, even a bit less than we did.
Klaus would never perform without his entourage of groupies, fans, celebrities and wannabe's of the moment following, and if he preferred an obscure mountain above a small German village, that was where they would flock to, trashing taverns and devastating the quiet countryside as they came.
There were few among the citizens of Rathburg who even acknowledged us. We were a bad dream, a plague that would be cured only by the passing of time. Klaus haunted the streets, hovered in the darker corners of the Inn's public room, passed in resolute silence before the gates of the tiny cathedral, and ignored the accusing eyes that shadowed him.
He spoke with those few who remembered his family. He questioned those who had known his father, ten years dead. He walked for hours in silence among the small trails and cottages, staring for what seemed small eternities at things I could never know – things from a past he never spoke of, but that consumed him like burning flames.
He was never alone, but by the time we realized the truth of it, he was beyond our help.
The promoters who handled the concert on the mountain outdid themselves. The stage was a level plateau of rock that jutted from the side of the mountain about 150 feet above the small valley below. It was high enough to command a majestic view of the village of Rathburg, and low enough that the gathered masses would have no trouble seeing the band.
More precisely, the crowd would have no trouble seeing Klaus. While there were cliques and smaller groups who gathered to discuss the merits of Peyton, Damon, and Sebastian's musical abilities in contrast with other bands of the day, it was Klaus Von Kroft they were coming to see. The rest were just demigods in the rock hierarchy, worthy of note because Klaus chose to play his music with them, but ultimately replaceable and forgettable in the eyes of the fans.
Portable generators mounted on large trucks rolled into town three days before the actual show and parked discreetly behind the tree line, just beyond the looping bend in the trail that served as a road up the mountain. Snaking lengths of wire and huge black columns of speakers flanked the cliff face below the stage. Some were mounted further up and at angles designed to create the strongest acoustics in such a large, open space. There were huge cones directed at the base of the mountain in order to use the reflective quality of the stone. The idea was to capture the sound and hold it near the stage as much as possible.
The 'seating' was an open field. Concession booths had been erected around the perimeter of this area, as well as tables for the mixing boards and equipment. Public facilities lined one side of the road, and truckloads of beer, ale, and wine arrived in a seemingly constant stream. They didn't expect much trouble with police here, but of course, not having the police meant that security could be a problem as well.
The concert's promoters had imported a small army of security guards and created a sort of base camp about a mile below Rathburg. Their job was to babysit the army of fans, roadies, and camp followers flooding into the town.
The concert field itself was a large, dish-shaped valley with only two viable entrances. Across these they strung portable chain link fences with swinging gates and ticket stations. The area was as secure as any big-city stadium or auditorium, though much more picturesque. While it was certainly possible for some enterprising fans to attempt climbing in over the mountain on either side, it was not likely they would be able to do so unnoticed, and it was certainly enough to discourage the majority.
One thing promoters will go to great lengths for is the guarantee of profit. There was enough room for 30,000 fans, and tickets were going fast. Suddenly what had been Klaus' whim, an idea the band's agent and the promoters had opposed from the start, had become the concert event of the year.
Sebastian stared up at the last of the huge PA columns as it was hoisted into place. A huge hand settled onto his shoulder, startling him, and he turned.
"Jesus," Peyton said, raising his gaze to follow Sebastian's, "maybe we are in for a serious party. If they don't end up raising a damned Klaus idol some day and start worshipping it, I'll eat my cymbals. Every rich girl in Germany will be here soon, and a lot from other places. Maybe there will even be a few left over for us, you think?"
Sebastian smiled distractedly. Peyton's tastes were a lot less subtle than his own, but that was part of the big drummer's appeal. It seemed like every moment he wasn't adding the rhythm to one of Klaus' performances, he was out trying to carve more notches in his romantic belt. At times, he amazed Sebastian, and at others he disgusted him.
Peyton was one of the finest percussionists alive, and, more importantly, he amused Klaus. That was a prerequisite for joining the band, and rare enough to make Peyton special. What he'd said in this case was, in fact, nothing but the truth. The mere cast-offs from Klaus' groupies would set most men on fire.
"If they do put up that statue," Sebastian said, "there will be a bidding war to see where it's erected."
The two turned away from the stage and headed back to the small cottage they shared. The cottage beside theirs, more of a chalet, housed Klaus and their lead guitarist, Damon. Sebastian might have been jealous of this arrangement if he hadn't understood from personal experience who was getting the smaller share of everything in that match up. Klaus and Damon stepped out of their door as Sebastian and Peyton approached. Klaus grinned and stretched lazily.
"Breakfast?" he asked.
It was a rhetorical question. None of them would miss breakfast, though they often didn't wake and get to it until later in the day than is normal. The staff at the Inn would be clearing away the remnant of the morning meal and readying themselves for lunch when they arrived, but it wouldn't stop Klaus, or any of them, from ordering eggs, bacon, and biscuits. It would also put another brick in the growing wall between the town and the band, but Klaus was used to getting what he wanted.
They walked slowly down the hill and entered the Inn. The heady scent of freshly brewed coffee greeted them, and Klaus drew in a deep breath of it.
"Heaven," he said to no one in particular. He smiled at the girl who came to seat them and followed her to a table near the rear, away from the few locals lingering over breakfast.
Damon stumbled along and rubbed his eyes, as if he'd never really agreed to wake up. He didn't sleep well on road trips, because he preferred to spend his time pining and moping. No matter how comfortable his bed was, or how early he got to it, he spent his night awake, staring at the ceiling and missing his fiancé. As the one member of the band in a serious relationship, he wasted no opportunity to make the others feel guilty for dragging him away from home.
He'd left his heart in the care of a girl in Hamburg named Melissa two years earlier and had never been the same. He still followed wherever Klaus and the music led, but he was only really happy when the band played near home, or was in the studio recording. The wild life he'd once shared with Peyton no longer appealed to him, but the lack of sleep accentuated his haunted, rock-start image. That made it a wash.
The band was an oddly matched quartet. Klaus was tall with long gold hair that fell over his shoulders and spread out like a lion's mane. He had green, cat-like eyes, a broad muscled back, and the physique of a dancer. He gave off a sense of aristocracy, as if he might have been a lost Russian prince from a romantic fantasy. When he entered a room, or stepped onto a stage, there was an almost audible crackle of energy. He spoke softly, but there was an underlying power and rhythm to his speech that gave even simple conversation a melodic quality.
Damon, in stark contrast, was so thin he appeared half starved. His hair was dark as lamp-black and draped over his collar in a fine, blue-highlighted cascade that stretched nearly to his knees. He kept that hair carefully braded in a pony tail he could tie up and out of the way if he needed to. He had the melancholy aspect of a lost soul and the deep set, haunted eyes of a martyr. Since Melissa had complicated his life, his already sunken features had borne all the animation of a George Romero zombie.
Damon had long, slender fingers, but the muscles in his wrists and forearms rippled when he moved. His lightning speed and subtle artistry on the guitar were almost magical at times.
Peyton was the biggest of them, with curling black hair, a carefully groomed beard, and a chest like an Olympian. He was well over six feet tall and probably weighed in at over two hundred and fifty pounds. It was an enigma how such a powerful, boisterous man could apply the finesse he did to a set of drums. Of equal mystery was his appeal to the ladies. He gave no indication of settling down, made no promises to any of them, and yet his boyish grin and eternal party philosophy drew more than a little attention from the fairer sex.
Sebastian was quiet, unassuming, and calm. Slender, just under six feet tall and dressed more like an out of place professor than a rock star, he was the last person you'd notice in a crowd. Musically, his keyboards formed the structure for the band's sound. Peyton was the heartbeat, Damon the fire, and Klaus, perhaps, the soul – but Sebastian was the network upon which it all hung. Klaus was well aware of this, but the others seemed not to notice. Sebastian was used to it.
Just then, Sebastian was glancing around the interior of the Inn. Light filtered in through the four small windows that lined the front wall and broke up across the intricate wooden frame. The room was open and comfortable. The scent of coffee was even stronger than it had been when they'd first entered, accompanied by the pungent aromas of sausages and freshly baked bread.
The girl returned with a pot of coffee and four mugs. She took their orders shyly and backed away from the table. Klaus watched her distractedly, and then turned to Sebastian.
"I want to try that new piece tonight," he said. "The one with the old harp riff, you know?"
Sebastian nodded. He did know. It was a solo from a medieval piece he'd heard somewhere, probably at a recital at the university. His synthesizer had an eerily accurate harp simulation, and he'd worked at the bit of song, embellished it, and honed it before presenting a tape of the music to Klaus.
That was how they worked when they wrote the music. Genius that he was, Klaus fed off the others. There was none among them lacking in talent or inspiration, and it was the bits and pieces of things they brought together that kept the creative fires burning.
The night Sebastian had given Klaus that tape, they'd listened to it once together. The room had been utterly silent; a far away, dreamy expression had drifted over Klaus' features.
Klaus had taken the tape, his bass, and his twelve string guitar into the next room, locked the door behind him, and stayed there. The two had shared a suite of rooms in Frankfurt at the time. They were on the third week of a European tour, the same tour where Damon met Melissa. Peyton and Damon had been out that night, and with Klaus locked away, Sebastian had nothing to do but to sit, read a book, stand in the window and gaze out at the streets below, and think. He heard the faint strains of music from the next room; some that he thought were the tape, and others that were obviously Klaus on one instrument or another.
Three hours had passed. Sebastian had finally managed to concentrate on the novel he'd been reading when the door to the other room opened and Klaus stepped out. He said nothing; he handed the tape back to Sebastian, turned, and walked out of the room, not to return until well after dawn.
Sebastian played the tape. At first there was only the harp solo, just as he'd presented it to Klaus. Then his recording ended, and the tape rolled on. Klaus always carried a small four track recorder with him on the road, and he must have had it in the room. On the remainder of the tape, several tracks had been hastily mixed and assembled around the basic solo.
There were lyrics, as well. Music had been added that stretched beyond the solo, and then rolled back to it easily. Klaus must have dubbed the tape at least twice, even if he'd sung along with his guitar; there were too many intricacies to the recording for any other explanation.
What Klaus had created was a ballad, a love song written for a woman Sebastian was certain his friend had never met – a dream lover, or a fantasy? The structure was weak without the keyboards and percussion to hold it together, but there was an eerie power in the notes, and a compelling edge to the lyrics that stuck in his mind. He was so wrapped up in the sound, so lost in the words, that when the song ended he'd sat staring at the wall until the loud click of the tape recorder reaching the end of the tape startled him back to awareness. The song was magnificent.
Klaus had returned just before dawn. When he came in, Sebastian was still sitting, staring at the wall. The tape deck was stopped at the end of the tape where he'd left it. Klaus met his gaze for a long moment, studied his face, and then walked from the room and went to bed.
Sebastian had stored the tape carefully, and that had been it. Klaus had never mentioned the song, and Sebastian, uncertain over his friend's silence, had left it alone. They'd never told the others about it, or presented the tape, and as far as Sebastian knew, Klaus had never played the song again.
Now, over eggs and coffee in a small German town a thousand miles from anywhere, Klaus brought it up casually, as though it had been the obvious next project in line. Sebastian turned and glanced at the others.
Peyton and Damon stared at Klaus, and then at Sebastian, then back at Klaus.
"What harp solo?" Peyton cut in. "You holding out on us Sebastian?"
"What song are you talking about?" Damon asked, frowning. "I don't remember anything about…"
Klaus held up his hand and waved them silent with an impatient gesture. He gave them a quick rundown of the night Sebastian had given him the tape, and how he'd taken it and written a song around it.
They nodded warily, but kept their comments to themselves, waiting. They didn't have long. Without preamble, Klaus dropped his bombshell.
"I want to play it in the concert here," he said. "On the mountain. Who knows? Maybe the girl I wrote it for will be here."
"Great," Damon muttered, turning to catch Peyton's gaze with his famed raised eyebrow of drama and frustration. "Three days, Klaus. We have three fucking days and we've never even heard this song. How in hell do you expect us to be ready to play it for this show?"
"Girl?" Peyton cut in. "What girl is going to be here?"
Klaus ignored the drummer and spoke directly to Damon. "We can do it." He glanced down and watched the designs on the swirling surface of his coffee. "I know we can."
"But," Peyton threw in, growing serious, "remember the last time this happened? Remember that song, what did you call it? Cat Woman? We worked on that bloody thing for four days – most of four nights, too. What did it get us? Hooted off the stage when Sebastian and I tripped over that bit with the bridge, that's what. It's too risky."
It was no use, of course, and they all knew it. Klaus' mind was set, and Klaus was in charge. There was nothing left for them to do but to launch into the project, for better or for worse, and pray it didn't louse the show up too badly.
"At least it's a ballad," Sebastian commented to no one in particular. "I mean, it won't be as intricate as a lot of our music."
Peyton and Damon stared at their coffee and scowled, and Sebastian fell silent.
They fell into a discussion of the arrangement, and after a few minutes they were all involved, leaning in to contribute their part. They loved the music; even the seemingly impossible act of writing, learning, and performing a new song in three days couldn't change that.
They worked out the details, smoothed the beat and familiarized themselves with the overall structure of the song. Klaus even went as far as to hum the tune at one point, which he'd memorized completely and modified considerably since the tape that Sebastian had heard. By the time the last cup of coffee and a couple of small snifters of cognac apiece had disappeared, they were all eager to start.
They rose, paid for their meal and exited the Inn. It was after noon, and the citizens of Rathburg swirled about them. The band paid no attention to them; their minds were focused on the work ahead. Still, Sebastian caught some of the looks they were given in passing, and felt the underlying sense of distance. They passed by the cottage Sebastian and Peyton shared in favor of Klaus and Damon's place, which was slightly larger.
They'd set up a small studio of sorts in one room using small, high quality backstage amplifiers, a very small simplistic mixing board, and Klaus' four track recorder. Klaus set up the equipment with practiced ease, then turned to Sebastian.
"Get the tape, will you Sebastian?"
Sebastian nodded. He had no idea how Klaus knew he'd have it with him, but he kept several tapes in a small felt-lined compartment of his synthesizer case, and the tape in question was among them. He'd carried it, in fact, since the day he'd first heard it. He produced the cassette, and Klaus popped it into the machine. Turning so that he could watch all of their reactions at once, he hit the play button.
He watched Peyton and Damon as the moody, soulful tune wailed out of the monitor speakers. It was a very different type of thing from their other music, much softer and more subtle. The two never changed expression, nor did they move. When the song ended, they turned, exchanged a glance, and Peyton grinned.
"My God, Klaus," he said. "You'll make slaves of the entire audience with music like that! If you sing that to all those women, how will I ever manage to steal a kiss from any of them?"
Damon said nothing. His brow was furrowed in concentration, and he reached immediately for his guitar, setting controls and changing his lower string tuning. The others watched in silence.
Damon turned on his amplifier, hit a note, re-adjusted the controls, and began to play. It was a harmonic replica of the harp solo, played through a stereo chorus and a flanger (set on low). Klaus froze, stared, and concentrated on the sound. It was beautiful. Damon's eyes were closed, and it was a full two minutes before, blinking and shaking his head, he stopped the strings with his pick hand and returned Klaus' stare.
They were all still and silent until Klaus gave a signal, and they went to their instruments. It was like being on stage; they communicated without words and moved as a single unit. Klaus pressed the record button on the tape deck and stepped to his microphone. He tossed his long, golden hair out of his eyes.
Sebastian didn't wait for more signals. The need to play gripped him, and he began the harp solo, modifying it to match what he'd heard in the Inn, when Klaus had hummed the tune and twisting it closer to what Damon had played only moments before. Halfway through the solo, Damon insinuated his guitar and wove around the notes with an almost inhuman cunning.
Behind them all, in the corner, a shimmer of cymbals rose, followed by a slow, resonant drumbeat. It was powerful, but sinuous, seemingly off the rhythm, but then, somehow, perfectly in sync. Klaus closed his eyes, let his head fall back, drew the microphone to his lips and began the first verse. His voice rose steadily until it competed equally with the instruments and became the lead, the rest a complicated and magical backdrop of sound.
There was no hesitation in their performance, not the slightest hint of discord, even in the transitions between verses. They played, and Klaus sang. When his voice faded, Sebastian and Damon soared with a twining solo that brought tears to both their eyes and threatened to blind them. They faded back into the drumbeat, and Peyton brought it all to a close with the same shimmer of cymbals he'd used to bring it to life. It was over.
Sebastian stepped back from his keyboard as if his fingers had been burned. Damon lifted the guitar strap over his head and let the instrument fall to the floor with a jarring crash of amplified sound and feedback. He walked out of the room without looking back. Peyton sat behind his drums, eyes glazed and empty. Klaus had never stopped staring at the heavens
Sebastian staggered toward the door. On his way past, he managed to flip the off switch on Damon's amplifier and cut the horrible grinding sound. Once outside, he and Damon headed in opposite directions. Damon walked toward the town; Sebastian headed for the mountain, and the solitude of the trees.
All of them sought the same thing – a long moment of private silence that would not break the spell of the melody echoing through their minds.
TWO
The last day before the concert passed in a blur. There were more promoters and slick-haired corporate suits running around near the stage and perimeter of the fenced concert area than Sebastian could Count. He watched them swarm like ants and shook his head. Along with the promoters, there were early-arriving concert-goers in bright vans, low-slung sports cars, and even a couple of chartered buses. All the local businesses were closed, with the exception of the Flagon and Barrel, which would probably rake in more income in sales and lose more in damages this one night than any entire year of its previous existence.
The locals had abandoned the streets. Their doors were closed and locked, and their windows shuttered as if they expected a great storm. It might have been from fear, but for some reason Sebastian didn't believe it. They weren't frightened; they just didn't want to be involved. The citizens of Rathburg had conceded the moment, divorced themselves from the nightmare circus of noise and glitter that had washed over them and stolen their reality, and sealed themselves away to wait for it to pass.
The band stayed out of sight, for the most part, not wanting to be seen early and mobbed by over-eager fans. Klaus moved silently behind the scenes, checking the layout of wiring and lighting, testing microphones, smiling at anyone important in that way of his that put even the stiffest-necked promoter at ease.
Sebastian watched his friend work for a moment, then turned and went in search of Damon and Peyton. He found them in the studio, sharing a bottle of wine and a loaf of good, homemade bread they'd scavenged from the Inn. Damon picked idly at one of the two or three acoustic guitars they always had lying about. It took a moment for Sebastian to register that the tune he played was a low-key version of the solo from the new song.
"Like the calm before the storm, eh?" Sebastian said as he entered, taking a seat beside Peyton. "It's hard to believe it's even happening. I mean, a show begins with the dressing rooms and make-up girls, and the headaches. This is a bit…different."
"Damned spooky is what it is," Peyton mumbled. "Damon and I have been talking about this bloody mystery song of the Maestro's. I mean, I've been playing drums for years, and I've played a lot of music, but never anything like that. The damned song played itself. Hell, it played us. It's just not normal, and it's going to be hard to control an audience when Klaus sets his voice to it, backed by the power of those stacks out there."
Sebastian shook his head slowly. The same thoughts had occurred to him more than once, but he'd thought it his own paranoia. To hear Peyton say it made it more real, and more frightening. "Just more of Klaus' magic," Sebastian said at last, only half convinced himself. "You know he'll never fail to surprise us, Peyton.we should be used to it by now."
"No," Damon said, "I mean, he made the tape, and the words are his, but there's more to this than that. When I heard it, it was as if I already knew the song. I didn't improvise that lead. I played it from memory. And Peyton's drums – no offense, man, but you don't ever come up with a beat like that without some work and some thought." The guitarist's eyes shifted to meet Sebastian's gaze. "And how did you follow transitions that had never been laid out?"
Sebastian stared at Damon and blinked. That had never occurred to him, and now he wondered why. They'd played the song only once, and yet there had been nuances of rhythm, key changes, even a short bridge, and all without a signal from anyone when each section should begin, or end.
"What could it mean?" He asked at last. "I mean, it's no use crying impossible about something that has already happened. What the hell could explain something like that?"
"You found the song first," Peyton pointed out. "Suppose you see if you can remember where. Maybe we've all heard it somewhere and it was just so long ago we can't remember where, or when. If so, it's possible your little harp riff brought it back to us, you know?"
Peyton's grammar was lacking, as usual, but Sebastian saw immediately that what he said made sense. It would not only explain the fluidity of the song, but it would also ease all of their minds to know there was a logical explanation for what they'd experienced. He sank back in his chair and tried to remember.
"I think," He said at last, "that it might have been my third year at university." Closing his eyes, he tried to sink back through time and put himself in the proper frame of mind. "It was a fairly rare occasion, even in a fine arts school, when there was a harp recital. There are so few left in the world that can do the instrument justice. I went on a whim, nothing better to do, I guess. It's coming back to me, but I can't for the life of me remember the woman's name."
As the memory suddenly gripped him, his eyes lost focus on the room, and his companions. The cottage walls receded and were replaced by ivy-clad towers and tall, stone walls.
Wind whipped loose leaves about in random patterns, scattering them across the steps to the pavilion. Sebastian's thoughts were random as well. It would be good to hear the harp played again. The harpist was thought to be among the finest remaining to the instrument – a true master. It was funny that he'd never heard her before, but who was he to question the professor's of such a grand institution?
There were only a few others in the audience. It was the middle of a school week, and late for the beginning of a recital. It was scheduled to commence at 9:00 PM. Sebastian managed to slip up close to the stage where the view and acoustics were better. The curtains were still pulled, but there was scuffling and movement on the other side. Settling in, he removed his coat and draped it over the arm of the seat beside him.
The auditorium felt ancient and imposing in its pompous grandeur. The curtains swooped elegantly to a high, domed ceiling that arched over him like a huge, ornate bowl. The walls were hung with stately lamps that resembled the oil-filled torches of days gone by. They suffused the room with a mellow golden light that did not raise the shadows too sharply, but instead blended them into the edges of things, melting everything that met his gaze into a single whole. The effect was relaxing, and Sebastian was just beginning to feel that he might nod off when the curtains slid to the sides with a steady rush of sound.
And there she was. His emotions in that moment conflicted violently, defying description. She was lovely, and the harp itself was huge and magnificent. Her red hair cascaded over the white material of her gown like molten lava. Her eyes – and it was odd that he could make them out so clearly from such a distance – were sea green, and very deep. He could have sworn they were focused directly on him, but he was certain, at the same time, that every man in the audience, and some of the women, no doubt, felt that same thing. He found that he had stared at her, dazed, for so long that she'd begun to play, and he hadn't noticed.
What she played was the introduction to a song, a song that would stick with him when her face and her name did not. There had been no opening ceremony to the recital, and the program didn't list the music by composer or title, but Sebastian remembered how her voice rose to join the harp. It was a very high, powerful voice, and she blended it with the notes of her instrument so closely that at times they sounded like ghostly after-images of one another. Her gaze never left him, and by that point he was curiously certain that it was he who she'd stared at.
There were other songs; some he could recall vaguely, others he had no memory of whatsoever. It was well after midnight when he departed the auditorium. He wandered the streets for hours and finally made his way to a local pub, where he'd haunted a dark booth until the bartender asked him to leave.
The woman's eyes followed him. If he closed his own, and it had become increasingly difficult not to do so under the influence of too many hours without sleep and too many mugs of beer., the memory of those eyes filled his mind. Storms raged in their green depths. Their power was oddly compelling and sharply focused. He was the focus, but he didn't know how, or why.
Sebastian saw messages in that gaze, promises and warnings. He felt a huge sense of loss when, upon finally arriving at his dormitory, he realized that he would never see her again. The realization shocked him awake.
He turned and ran back to the auditorium, his eyes watering from the cool air rushing over his face. The auditorium was dark, the doors closed and locked. Only empty shadows and a few loose flyers, caught in the wayward fingers of the breeze greeted his return. He turned and trudged back to his room, and his bed. As he slept, the memory of what had happened waned and slipped slowly away.
"Hey, man, cut it out! Sebastian!"
Peyton's huge, bear-like paws gripped his shoulders and shook him roughly. The drummer's voice was filled with urgency, but Sebastian could not for the life of him figure out what it was that his friend wanted. He felt as though he'd been dragged from a pleasant dream, and as his mind cleared a bit he almost resented being awakened into too-bright reality.
"Wake up, man," Peyton said again. "What the hell happened? Jesus, this is strange enough without you going off to La-la Land on us."
Sebastian shook the drummer off and stared around the room. His eyes widened in comprehension. The room focused, and he knew where he was – what he'd been doing. Had he fallen asleep? He had only been relaxing, trying to piece together that odd song and his memories of that long ago recital, and…
"Boy," Damon said, picking his guitar up again, "she must have been something."
"Who?" Sebastian asked? "What the hell are you talking about? Who was something?"
Damon and Peyton stared at him as if he was some sort of giant, talking bug that had wandered in and claimed to be Elvis. Falling back into his seat, Peyton said slowly.
"You just told us about a harp recital, man, a red-headed woman – staying up all night – drowning in her eyes? You don't remember any of that?"
Sebastian's expression must have answered for him. Harp recital? Something tugged at his senses, something about green eyes, but it wouldn't surface.
"I don't know what the hell you're talking about," he said finally. "I was just relaxing, trying to remember where I'd heard that song. I must have dozed off, or something, but I don't remember anything about redheads, or harp recitals. Maybe you guys were hallucinating. I think I was asleep."
He knew how lame it sounded. It was obvious that something had just happened, but it was frightening to be the focus of their attention and not to know why. One more strange, unexplained moment to tack onto the current string. He didn't know what else to say, so he asked the question foremost in his mind.
"What did I say, then, Peyton?" he asked. "Tell me what I said."
Looking at him as though he might explode, disappear, or turn into some kind of monster, Peyton brought the wine bottle to his lips, took a huge swallow, and replayed the lost moments of Sebastian's afternoon to his friend's bewilderment.
"But," Sebastian said, when it had all been told, "I don't remember that. I mean, I obviously don't remember telling you anything, but I don't remember any such harp recital, even after you've repeated it for me. I'm not the kind to forget memorable performances – especially from sexy women with whirlpools for eyes."
"We never should've come here," Damon said finally. ‘All this shit about Klaus' father, and playing on the mountain where his family lived, it isn't about the music at all. It's about him, and at the moment it's all a bit too freaked out for me. All he sees is this big night, playing on the mountain. Now he drags out that song as another way of making it special. I don't want to play it at all."
Turning, he added, "I wish Melissa was here."
"I don't like it either," Peyton chimed in, "but I don't think we have a choice. I mean, it seems to have some kind of hold on us. You're playing the damned thing now, while we talk, for Christ's sake."
Damon dropped the guitar into his lap as if it had grown suddenly hot, or slimy. He stared at his fingers with no sign of recognition in his eyes. "Damn," he said, rising swiftly and reaching for the bottle. "Damn."
Klaus took that particular moment to make his entrance. Silence filled the room so palpably that it pressed down on them, stopping all movement. Klaus took in the strangeness of expression and strained postures. Then he smiled.
"Don't suppose one of you'd like to tell me just what the hell the problem is here?"
"No problem," Peyton muttered. "Just nervous about the show, is all."
"Right," Klaus smirked, dropping heavily onto a small stack of pillows on the floor. "That's why you all clammed up when I came in and sat there like a bunch of conspirators. I'll save you the trouble; it's the song, isn't it?"
Peyton turned his eyes to the wall and pretended to examine a small oil painting. Damon's gaze never left his hands. He looked as though he still didn't trust them. Heaving a sigh, Sebastian answered.
"Yes," Sebastian said, "It's the song. So, what do you think, Klaus?"
Klaus smiled. Now that he'd drawn his audience, he grew serious, though he lost none of his cool confidence.
"I think," he said, completely serious for once, "that it is the most intriguing, impossible song I've ever encountered. I think, despite the strangeness of how it all came together, that it is probably the best thing we will ever play. That is a sobering thought, gentlemen. Are we ready to cross the hill? Are we ready to play our consummate performance tonight? Or is there more?"
The question sobered them. The thought was new, and disturbing, and on the surface seemed very likely to be true. This song was, beyond any stretch of the imagination, the best thing they had ever played. The best they would ever play? That, of course, depended on several things, most of which they seemed to have exactly no control over. It depended on the night's performance repeating the magic of the first rehearsal. It depended on just where the damned song had come from in the first place, and if there were more to follow. And it depended on them all making it through one hell of a weird set of events with their minds intact.
"It doesn't make any sense," Damon said bitterly. "I mean, we bust our asses for years trying to get the perfect sound. Now along comes this song, from nowhere, or from Sebastian's dreams, who in hell knows? All of a sudden we're perfect. We don't need to rehearse. We don't need to polish the new act. We just pick up our damned instruments and play, and it's perfect."
"And it felt so good," Peyton threw in, dragging his gaze from free of the wall and the painting he'd been trying to lose himself in with a sudden jerk. "I mean, you'd think if it was too easy, we wouldn't enjoy it, like we'd been ripped off. Not with this song. I loved every damned minute of that sound – lived it. If that's the last music we can play like that – I may not be able to play music again at all."
"My, my," Klaus said, his cat-got-the-canary grin spreading to cover half of his face. "Aren't we the depressing group? No more music? Never that good again? Man, I'm glad you asked my opinion. With only your own minds to guide you, you'd all be ready to commit suicide over this."
Sebastian frowned. He'd lost his sense of humor for the subject, and he was fast losing it with Klaus and his superior attitude.
"Suppose you tell us your opinion, then," he said. "Suppose the great god of rock and roll speaks and enlightens the masses before we commit group hari-kari and make the cover of Rolling Stone for the last time. Suppose you tell us just what the hell you think is going on?"
Klaus' eyes simmered for a moment. They all watched him and waited to see which way he'd go. Sebastian might have pushed too far, but at the moment it didn't seem to matter. If the music were over, what difference could it make? If not, Klaus would have to answer.
"Suppose I do," Klaus said finally, all trace of humor gone from his voice. "Suppose I do. Tell me, Sebastian, have you ever reached what they call a plateau in your music? You know what I mean, one of those days when, after years of mucking around, suddenly you can play something you once thought impossible?"
Sebastian thought about it, and then nodded slowly. Such moments were actually fairly common to the careers of musicians.
"Well," Klaus went on, warming to his subject and pushing aside his anger at Sebastian's outburst, "that's just what I think may have happened here. A collective plateau. You remembered the solo. I wrote the lyrics. Damon stitched his guitar into the pattern, and Peyton laid the foundation. All the same as any other song we've written – except for when the lyrics changed around among us – but this time it clicked. This time, when I wrote my words, your solo seemed to speak to me. This time when I sang, Damon's guitar focused on my words and blended with them. This time Peyton felt the beat from the heart. This time we did what our own idols have done. We created a great song. That is all we did, though, and it was us who did it – nobody else. Only us."
The word bullshit sat on Sebastian's tongue, ready to leap, but he bit it back. What was the point? He saw from Damon's expression that he felt the same. Peyton only snorted.
"You don't believe that," Sebastian said finally, "and neither do we. We all know music. Performance is an art. There are no masters who can just walk on a stage and perform perfectly. We are not perfect. We need practice, work, and time to bring a song from idea to life. This song was alive before we touched it. It scares the hell out of me."
Klaus stared at Sebastian, his gaze calculating. It was obvious he wanted to call his friend a fool, to override all of their doubts and assert his own version of reality. It must have been equally obvious that he was the only one who believed as he did. He kept his silence.
A knock sounded at the door, and Peyton went to answer. It was, of course, one of the countless promoters scuttling about like vermin. There was only an hour until show time.
Sebastian settled back in his chair again and fell silent. Klaus said nothing. Peyton turned back to the painting on the wall, and Damon picked up his guitar and began to strum. His fingers returned to the same, haunting tune, but he didn't seem to notice.
The early afternoon sun glistened brightly off of the polished surface of the dark limousine as it pulled up in front of the Flagon and Barrel like a sleek slice of night. Nobody rushed out to greet it. After a brief hesitation, the driver's side door opened, and a tall, slender man with golden-brown skin climbed out. He closed the door carefully, as though afraid of causing any disturbance to the car or to its passengers. He looked about, assessed his surroundings, and then walked confidently toward the front door of the Inn.
Nobody inside moved to open the door. When he entered, there was scuttling movement, but no word of greeting was spoken. He looked to the small desk that sat in the corner of the lobby, but no one was there. Whispers of sound reached his ears. He craned his neck slightly, tilted his head to the side like an animal on a scent, but he could make out no words.
With two quick steps he crossed the room and brought his hand down smartly on the small bell that sat on the desk.
The shrill ringing echoed interminably, accentuating the emptiness of the room. Finally, with infinite slowness and eyes downcast, an old woman shuffled out from a back room. Her eyes never rose from the floor. Her movements were those of a cowering animal, and she seemed, almost, to be in a trance.
The dark man watched her advance, and he smiled. His smile was crooked, not quite fulfilling its promise of good humor. The woman moved in utter silence to the desk, drew forth a pen and scribbled frantically in the ledger. The man's smile widened. When she reached out with a set of keys, he took her hand in his own and watched as the revulsion shivered through her. He let his touch linger, just long enough. A soft whimper escaped her throat, and he released her, taking the keys.
The woman backed slowly away, sobbing quietly and shivering. Copper watched until she disappeared completely from sight before turning to exit the Inn. It was good to be back after so long. It was good to be remembered.
The limousine sat as he had left it. He returned to the driver's side, climbed in behind the wheel, and started the engine. They had their own entrance, and he was eager to reach it. Rosa didn't like to be kept waiting and she would blame any delay on Copper. Since Rosa's satisfaction was his life – he could not allow delays.
The engine purred and the spinning tires sent streams of gravel shooting off behind them as he drove out of the small dirt lot and around the corner of the building. There was an attached shed at the back of the Inn, a garage of sorts. Copper got out, opened the door, and then came back to pull the long black car into its "stall." Only after the door had been sealed behind him, plunging the limo into utter blackness, did he move toward the passenger door. A stray sliver of light might have meant his death.
Within seconds of the door opening, Rosa stood beside him. She poured from the interior, a darker shadow flowing against the ebony of the void that surrounded him. Her appearance brought a strange vertigo – a sense of detachment. She existed so far beyond any reality he had ever known that he'd never been able to reconcile the two worlds, past and present. When Rosa was near, the world became a dream, or a nightmare.
Rosa stood nearly six feet in height. Her hair, the color of mellow flames in the dark hours of the night, not quite orange, but not pure red, fell in a brilliant cascade over slender shoulders, reaching to the small of her back. Her eyes, the deepest, sea-green eyes Copper had ever seen, were remarkable to the point of distracting one from the physical perfection of her form. Even a man enamored of the beauty of a woman's legs, or her breasts, would find that what he could never forget about Rosa was her eyes.
Then there was Alex. Alex did not flow from the interior of the car, he flashed into view like a jet-black star. His movements were not sinuous, or sensuous. They crackled with energy and dark intent. He was neither tall, nor broad, but he exuded strength. His presence was intimidating. He moved like a wild animal.
His long blond hair whipped about his features in what seemed to be windswept disarray, though Copper knew it to be painstakingly molded to that ideal. His eyes were dark, almost black, and they held no emotion. They were the eyes of a serpent. Alex never smiled.
Together, Rosa and Alex were like ice and fire. Long ago, when Copper had first met Rosa, he had made the mistake of believing that Alex was the stronger. Logic, and years of hard lessons, had prevailed. Though fire could melt the tips of ice, the ice was old and powerful. It could crush, or freeze. It could end fire so surely that one would have to push the limits of imagination to remember that it ever existed. There was no doubt who was the more powerful of the two, or how much Alex resented it.
Finally there was Alicia. Alicia was the odd cog. She seemed almost shy, at times. Her eyes were full of emotion and compassion. She had power of her own, Copper knew, but she seldom made this fact known in any tangible way – not like the others. She was black, slightly darker than Copper, but still very light skinned compared to some. Her accent was a mixture of French and the deep south.
She was exquisite, and she scared Copper to death. For one thing, she was one of them, and he was not. She could take him at any moment she chose. For another, Rosa had picked her. There was no way to know how Rosa would react to his feelings toward one of her own, and yet, there was no way to deny the feelings.
The limousine door closed behind them with a decisive click. The darkness was different with the three of them loose – charged with purpose. Copper crossed to the far wall, found the latch to the inner door with practiced ease and released the lever. There was no shift in the darkness as the door slid open. Only a small gust of damp air marked the fact that anything had changed.
Copper stood aside as the others preceded him into the dank interior. He knew that the door led to a long abandoned cellar of the Flagon and Barrel. Rosa had chosen and outfitted the place many years back. It hadn't taken her long to convince the Innkeeper that it should be reserved for her. It had taken no time at all, in fact. The people of this village knew her well. Their fathers and their father's fathers had known her, and her family. There was no fight left in them, only fear.
His years with Rosa had not left Copper unmarked. He had changed steadily since she stole his heart and spirited him away from his people. His memories of that earlier time had begun to fade. He remembered green jungle and elephants; he remembered a hot sun and cool, humid nights. Mostly, he did not remember at all. It took too much concentration to keep Rosa happy, and to remain alive, and the memories were too vague to be of any use to him.
Though he wasn't fully changed, he was no longer completely human, either. His eyes had no trouble in adjusting to the utter lack of light. He seldom went out for long periods by day. It was not that he could not, merely that his senses were now keener in darkness. He appeared whenever there were affairs to be looked after. The villagers knew him, and they feared him almost as much as his mistress. He was, after all, chosen.
Despite the fact that it had been vacant for years, the room looked much the same as it always had. There was a single table, ringed by several plush, leather-upholstered chairs, and a group of nearly a dozen couch-like divans that served as beds, which were scattered about the room. Along the walls lay strange companions, a pair of harps, a lute, two guitars, and three sets of iron manacles fastened to the stone of the walls. Even the shadowy light of the room couldn't hide the darker-stained spots on the floor beneath the restraints. Copper showed no reaction to the ancient stains; he had seen it all before.
There were four hours left until sunset. There were five hours until the gates of the concert would officially close behind the lucky few who were privileged to attend the night's performance. Rosa, of course, was privileged to whatever she wished. They would be allowed to enter late through a side door by the stage. Copper had seen to it. He couldn't understand his mistress' wish to attend such a performance; her tastes were normally much more refined, but he did as he was directed. She had insisted on attending this spectacle, and he knew better than to question her.
Alex paced the room like a caged jungle cat. He was eager to be out and about. The concert would be brimming with life. Young men and women would litter the darkened field like cattle. That was about as close to Heaven as Alex would ever get. Copper only hoped nothing would happen to displease Rosa in the aftermath. Alex was not well controlled. He was also, in Copper's own, un-asked opinion, not very bright. Copper was certain the man would be truly dead within a year if he were to be left to his own devices. Rosa seemed to realize this as well. Perhaps that was the only reason he was still around, that, and of course the fact that Alex could coax notes from a flute with more finesse than any man alive, or dead. It was hard to picture, given a glance at his predatory eyes and the madness that spun in them, but it was true, and Rosa admired nothing more than talent.
"Do you look forward to the show, Copper?" The voice was soft – musical. It was Alicia. She had maneuvered herself quietly around behind him as his thoughts distracted him. Her cool, velvet-soft hand fell on his shoulder as suddenly as if it had materialized there.
Not allowing his gaze to meet hers, he answered. "I don't know. It's beyond my experience, and I really don't know what we expect to find here."
"Music, dear Copper," came Rosa's voice from a corner. "We will find the fruit of seeds long sown. This music, this rock music, is not what we are here for. It's a travesty of the moment, a symbol of the times. It holds such potential, such power and energy – all so often wasted on shallow pleasure and swift, fleeting dreams. I have come to answer a love song."
Copper, though now curious, knew better than to ask questions. His mistress' ways were her own. Alicia held no such fears.
"A love song? Here? But these young men are not balladeers. They seem ill-equipped to serenade one of your beauty."
"Not so," Rosa answered. "They are brilliant musicians. Don't let the fancy trappings and glittering image fool you. The one named Sebastian I have met before. He is a composer of solid ability. The one who beats incessantly on those electronic drums has the spirit of a Viking – not that you would remember them – and the guitarist is a virtuoso, though I find him a bit depressing, and intense. They play what their world dictates. It would behoove us, on occasion, to remember that it is the only world available to us, and to adjust to it, if only out of boredom. Were Mozart here, he'd be on that stage.
"And Klaus – the vocalist – it is he who will sing the love song. He has the voice of an angel, and that is a sound we will all wait long to hear again."
"But why?" Alex asked. His jealousy was obvious in the grating tone of his voice. He always tried to act haughty and superior when something had him worried. "Why would you prefer their music to our own? They are not like us. Why should they hold such interest for you?"
"Why, indeed, with one such as yourself around," Rosa answered diplomatically, though there was a hint of mocking laughter in her voice. "Because, Dear Alex, I enjoy my little games. I have been to this mountain many times before, as well you know. You might be interested to know that Klaus, the band's leader, has also lived here. He grew up on the mountain. I knew his father. Because this is his mountain – and my own – I wish to see what has become of him. Call it a whim; it is what I wish. There is so little in this world left to amuse me. I take my enjoyment very seriously."
Copper sat on one of the plush black-leather chairs he'd brought in years before, and leaned back to listen with interest. He had driven for three days straight with only short stops in Munich and a small village halfway between, and this was the first real mention of why they had come. Alicia stood near him, too near for his own comfort. To his alarm, she stepped behind him and placed her cold, soft hands on his shoulders again.
"Well," she said, "I for one am glad of a little entertainment. Sometimes life is so boring. Don't you agree, Copper?"
He felt uncomfortable at the way she kept dragging him back into the conversation. He feared that some note in his voice would alert Rosa, or even Alicia herself, to his feelings. He knew, also, that Alex only tolerated his presence because they had a real need for him. His position was precarious enough, with enough at stake, to chill his heart each time a potentially bad situation arose.
"I have no way to know what's boring to you," he said finally. "My life has been nothing but a long string of interesting events since meeting Rosa. I haven't got the same number of years of tolerance built up against the entertainments of life. It will be interesting, no doubt, to see these young men perform. I like music, too."
Rosa's tinkling laughter eased the tension instantly from the room. "Oh, Copper," she said, flopping herself onto a dark leather couch and stretching her exquisite body out to its full, provocative length, "you are so amusing, at times. It is your naive, un-blemished love of life that makes me keep you around as you are. And quit flinching away from Alicia. You will give her a complex one day, if you don't."
Copper started almost from his seat in sudden fright. His skin went cold and sweat coated his brow.
"Relax." Rosa still sounded amused. "I know you want her. How could I not see? How could you not want her? After all, she is one of us, and you desire me, do you not?"
He didn't answer, but she knew. Of course he desired her. He had given her his life – would give her his eternity, if given the chance.
"I am not always easy to please, Copper," Rosa went on, ignoring his terror – or enjoying it. It was impossible to tell the difference, at times. "You have done well for me – for all of us. Alicia speaks well of you. Even Alex doesn't ask my permission to kill you so often these days. You become more like us with each passing moon. From now on, I want you to act as you feel. Do not think you can deceive me on this. Your burdens will one day pass, and you will be with us, still. Life is too short for restraint, even a life such as ours."
Alicia's hands trailed down over his shoulders now, massaging his chest. His heart hammered, and he knew that she felt it frantically pumping blood through his veins. He knew that it would excite her. Her hair tickled his neck, followed by her tongue. She pressed it gently to the side of his throat – lingering on his carotid artery – and he felt her shiver.
"Enough!" Alex's voice cut through the room like a knife. It slashed the mood to ribbons, rending the fabric of the moment with shuddering finality. He spun off his couch like dark lightning and stopped directly in front of Copper, trembling with rage. His eyes flared like twin stars of glittering silver. His hands were clenched so tightly that Copper expected at any moment to see the nails bite through and protrude from the back of his fists.
"I have tolerated this long enough," he fairly spat, his voice dripping with arrogant rage. "He is not one of us. He does not deserve to be. I will end it . . . now."
He lunged. Alex moved with fluid grace born of power, and he was at Copper's throat before the breath of a scream could escape his lungs.
"Alex." The word was a sibilant hiss like trailing silk on a dance floor, or wind brushing through the petals of a field of flowers. It stopped Alex cold. There was more force in the air in that moment than Copper had ever experienced. It took his breath a second time in the same instant, but softly this time, as though sucked from his lungs.
Nothing but Rosa moved. She slid to her feet and crossed the floor like mist. The temperature in the room, already chill and damp, dropped to the level of ice. Before they had registered her motion, she was simply…there. Copper trembled.
"Are you king, then, little Alex?" she asked. "Are you ready to decide for us all what will be, and what will not? Will you control me, too?"
Now Alex trembled as well. He was afraid, that was obvious, but he was proud, as well. He was shamed at how easily she had checked his attack – how swiftly she'd had her way, but he was no fool. He released his grip on Copper's jacket and stepped back. He dropped to the floor, hitting on both knees with a thud. He did not raise his eyes.
"I… I am sorry." He grated. "I was presumptuous."
"As always," Rosa said, the ice not leaving her voice. "Am I now unable to trust you if I'm not around? Are you to need constant supervision, like an infant? You would be dead a hundred times over if not for Copper. For all your strength, and mine, a child could end us in one unguarded moment of daylight. Are you so naive, even after these long years we've been together, that you think you are immortal? You have survived one death – do not believe that the second will concede so easily, or so painlessly."
Alex did not speak again. He slunk over to a corner of the room and returned to his divan.
Though she had pulled back slightly at Alex's sudden outburst, Copper found that Alicia had not removed her hands from his shoulders. There was an odd heat emanating from them, where before their touch had been cool. The contact fogged his thoughts. The blood in his veins pressed against the skin from the inside, reaching out to her. He found his throat far too dry for speech. She leaned forward once again, so close that his skin tingled, and whispered in his ear.
"Tonight, dear Copper. Tonight we will be together. I will sleep for now, and you must rest." She leaned around and met his lips with the silken smoothness of her own, cool and inviting. She ran her tongue across his teeth, insinuated it between his lips and pressed herself tightly against him.
Copper dared not breathe for fear the moment would end. Then she was gone. She was already curling into another of the large divans before shock released him. He was vaguely aware of Rosa's laughter, vaguely aware of the two dimly flaring coals that were Alex's eyes. His concentration was centered, focused on the warmth where Alicia's hands had rested on his flesh, on the memory of soft lips pressed to his own, on the promise of the coming night. He closed his eyes, not even bothering to move to a divan. The chair was soft and comfortable enough, and it was only a short time until the dreams took him. For once, the nightmares were sweet.
The short walk from the cottage to the makeshift gates that led to the stage was more like a funeral procession than the beginning of a performance. The band spoke very little. Damon had his guitar case in his hand, the handle gripped so tightly that his knuckles shone white in the moonlight, which was so bright that it made the night seem almost as bright as day.
Over by the field, the floodlights created their own eerie parody of daylight. There was movement in that light, multi-colored and teeming with vitality, though it looked more like a huge mutated organism than a crowd of individual human life. As they continued, the funereal aspect faded to a sensation like taking a sacrificial plunge into the maw of some ancient, malevolent demon. Sebastian took it all in and wondered which sensation was more correct.
The promoters, managers, and stagehands mistook their solemn, strangely silent attitude for an attack of nerves, and hustled the band solicitously to the foot of the ladders that led up to the stone-ledge stage. Everything had been checked, calibrated, and checked again. Circuits had been tested, and other circuits backed these up, just in case disaster struck; these had been tested as well. Energy crackled through the air, both artificial – like a static charge around the sound system – and natural, generating from the thousands of fans massed in the field below.
As they climbed the tall ladders to the stage, Klaus, Sebastian, Damon and Peyton saw the crowd. Their fans couldn't see them in the shadowed darkness, but they seemed to sense the band's presence. The hum of voices rose in pitch and intensity. Damon struggled slightly with the guitar case, and Sebastian wondered if he'd begun to regret his insistence on carrying it himself.
Just before they reached the stage, Klaus grabbed Sebastian tightly by the shoulder, motioned him to silence and pulled him a few steps back down, out of hearing of the others. Klaus' eyes were fiery and intense, glittering in the half light, and yet there was a haunted aspect to them as well.
"Sebastian," he said quickly. "You're the one who knows what this all means to me. The music – you know it's my life."
"Of course," Sebastian said. "That's why I'm here, too. Why do you think I put up with animals like Peyton?"
Klaus' eyes didn't share Sebastian's humor. Something serious was bothering the young singer, something he was obviously determined to unload before the start of the show.
"I'm afraid you might have been right," Klaus said. "There's something powerful in this song, something that is compelling me to perform it. It's almost too good. I don't know why I feel this, but I do. Sebastian, I'm afraid this will be the last time – my final chance to perform for the world."
Sebastian just stared at him. Klaus wasn't the one who worried, or who ran from his fears, that was Sebastian's place in the band. The keyboardist searched for something to say, any words that might comfort his friend, but each time they started to come, he heard the melody of that song, echoing in his mind, and he stopped. He was scared too.
"The music never ends," he said finally. "You'll play again, Klaus, and I'll be there. Now let's get to it. There's a show waiting."
Klaus turned, glanced down at the crowd, and then met his friend's gaze for one last, long, tortuous moment. Whatever it was he was looking for, whatever he hoped he'd find in Sebastian's eyes, he didn't say. Sebastian knew his own words had been hollow, as empty of substance as his understanding of what frightened him. He doubted they'd been much help or comfort to Klaus.
Then, as suddenly as the flash of a camera, Klaus smiled. His expression wasn't completely normal, but he was clearly the Klaus of old when he turned quickly, mounted the last few rungs of the ladder, and assumed control of the stage.
Sebastian watched Klaus ascend and felt his reservations about the performance melt into the energy of the moment. It was almost narcotic in intensity. The butterflies that chased one another through his insides slowly faded to normal density. With the reality of the show ahead it was hard to focus any real concern on one, oddly powerful song. It was, after all, just a song. This was his life.
The others were also shaking off their lethargy. Peyton looked down on the sea of upturned faces, did a quick mental calculation of the ratio of men to women, and his customary grin began to spread. Damon ran his fingers up and down the neck of his guitar in a series of warm-up exercises, and he seemed intent on their completion. Klaus beamed confidence.
Of course, it was his show. It was his mountain, and his homeland. The thousands of screaming wild-eyed young people below were his as well. The rest of the band was the trapping that accompanied the treasure. It was Klaus the crowd wanted, and he knew it as well as they did.
The stage was dark. There were a few glowing, red-tinted lights near the equipment, and the "floor" of the stage was illuminated with small fluorescent tubes so the band wouldn't stumble about. It was much too dim to compete with what was going on below. They could look out over that sea of milling humanity, but as far as the crowd knew, the band members were still back in their rooms, drinking and keeping the show on hold. They didn't mind, of course, it was part of the game, and Sebastian was glad for the moment's respite it afforded after their climb. He liked to get a feel for the audience before they played.
He glanced down at the small gate where the security people were gathered. It was open, and an odd little group was entering. There were two women, one with flaming red hair and another with long, ebony tresses that trailed behind her in a braided ponytail. There were two men, as well, one swaggering, with a huge shock of blond hair waving wildly about his face, the other a stately, very tall black man. The guards ushered them in as though they owned the place. Immediately, the black man and the brunette disappeared together into the crowd. The other two split as well; the man waded into the teeming mass of bodies, and the woman stood and stared up at the stage.
Sebastian knew that it wasn't possible for her to see him. The shadows hid the stage as effectively as a curtain could have, but she stared right into his eyes. Hers were deep, and despite the distance and lack of light, Sebastian thought he saw small flashes of green. Sea green. Her face was lovely, and she held his gaze for a long moment, detaching them both from reality as easily as if the world were a light bulb and her eyes the switch. Sebastian began to sweat, and it was he who broke the contact. Those eyes, for a moment, had seemed to grow, and to whirl. What he felt, he knew, was an almost staggering sense of déjà vu.
Sebastian stepped back from the edge, shook, and headed for his keyboards. Klaus was nearly ready to signal the lighting crew, and Sebastian fought to regain control of his heaving breath.
They'd worked out their repertoire for the show days earlier. It wasn't a scheduled, album-promoting tour spot, so they'd taken a lot of license with it. They'd included a few cover tunes from old blues-rock artists, a lot of material from their previous four albums, and the finale would be the new song.
This last wouldn't have been the best of ideas, normally. It was a bad idea for a rock concert to end with a slow number; better to leave them screaming and shaking their fists at the sky, but they were all in agreement on this one point. They couldn't follow that song with anything, and it was likely that any attempt to do so would not be met favorably. Its only possible placement was the end of the show, and for Sebastian, that was fine. It meant one and a half solid hours of therapeutic work at his keyboards, treading familiar musical ground, before the moment of truth arrived.
In his customary, flamboyant manner, Klaus raised his arms over his head dramatically. The sound and light engineers behind and below the stage scurried about frantically at his signal, and seconds later the lights in the field dimmed. It was a slow fade. The idea – and it seemed to work admirably – was to slowly brighten the lights on the stage, at the same time removing all light below. Before the crowd was done adjusting to being plunged into a world of shadow, the band would be there, the light behind them lit up like a small sun, and the music would flash to life like an explosion.
They began with a song from their first album – lyrics by Klaus, music by Damon – called Dragon's Breath. It was lightning fast, energetic, and the words held just enough of the mysticism of rock culture to approach the deep and meaningful. It was one of their more powerful numbers, and they played it flawlessly. Above the sound feeding back from the monitor speakers, Klaus' voice rose clear and pure.
Ride upon the dragon's breath,
The essence of the mistral wind,
Take the pathways sealed to men,
On astral wings ascend.
Reject your common, earthly sight,
Find the freedom of the air.
Ride the dragon's coiling scales,
Ride them if you dare.
Klaus' dynamic stage presence left no doubt in the minds of those who saw him that, if such a dragon existed, Klaus would dare. The sound flowed out and on, and on, and Sebastian felt the familiar numb detachment that came with performance, stepping into that small place, just beyond the world, where musicians, artists, writers – all those who create – exist when they work.
Note by note the show unfolded. There was little transition from song to song. Klaus wasn't the type of performer to stand on the stage and harangue the crowd with inanities. His voice spoke most eloquently through his music.
With the lights dimmed below, the field – the very world itself – seemed to have disappeared. The floodlights that were trained on the stage blinded them all. Even with the dark shades Sebastian always wore on stage he couldn't penetrate the brilliance very far. It added to the surreality of the moment, as though they'd been removed and placed in a void of light to fill it with sound.
Klaus had always been able to control the emotions of his shows. The audiences moved with him, swayed to his rhythm. He could halt the breath in a room with a pregnant pause, or shake the rafters with a primal scream. On the mountain his power seemed magnified. The lights danced on the cascading locks of his hair. Backlit and glittering as he was he seemed very much the silhouette of a young god – taut with suppressed energy.
Then Klaus paused. It was the longest space of silence since the show had begun, and as he held it, like an indrawn breath, the crowd below didn't mar the moment with a single sound. Klaus' head was bowed. His arms drooped to his sides in a pose of ultimate concentration. His long hair draped forward and nearly swept the ground at his feet. It seemed that nothing could spoil the perfection of the moment. Sebastian closed his eyes, waited yet another second, not wanting to jump the gun, and then began.
The haunting strains of the solo grew slowly in volume, following careful instructions from Klaus to the man at the soundboard. In moments, the notes of Sebastian's synthesized harp resonated boldly off the mountain, and Damon's guitar rose to dance with them. The harmony was exquisite. He was peripherally aware of Peyton's shimmering drum interlude, and then he was afloat on the lyrics, riding a wave of harmony and rhythm. The stage and the others who shared it had vanished. There was no group playing the music, only a single entity, and its timing was flawless.
Later, Sebastian recalled very little of that performance. He remembered the tears, and the perfection that dragged them out of him. He remembered the lyrics, those he would never forget, but the details, like playing the keyboards, the transitions, and the signals that had been agreed upon to trigger the finale faded from his memory almost as soon as they occurred. It was as though something had taken them over, used them to its purpose, and left them standing in silent awe of its passing.
He stood, dazed, for several moments after he realized that there was no more sound. His hands rested on the keys, but didn't move. Klaus stood, just as he had at the beginning of the song, arms drooping toward the ground, head leaning forward. He did not move for a very long time.
When he did, that was when the truly strange things began. He raised his head slowly. There was, as yet, no sound from the audience. It was obvious that he was as lost as Sebastian in regard to what had just taken place. With an almost superhuman effort, he managed to ignore his confusion and lift his gaze to scan the crowd. He may not have remembered what just happened, but he was still the consummate performer, and he wanted to know how the song had affected the crowd.
His head jerked to a halt, and he stared, unmoving, at a point near the base of the stage. The faintest stirring of sound rose from below, accentuated by the echoing, brooding silence of moments past. The sound built rapidly, a clap or a sigh leading to another, a scream to another clap, until the applause was deafening. Sebastian thought of an avalanche, a rolling, falling torrent of stone and rubble that would send them crashing down on the mass of people below in a shower of crumbling stone.
He stumbled clumsily out from behind his bank of keyboards and made it to Klaus' side. He wanted to see what his friend saw.
He followed Klaus' dazed gaze, and there she was. It was the same woman. As before, despite the blinding light, this time reversed, they saw one another clearly. She was beautiful, flame-red hair billowed about her seductively aquiline face. She wasn't looking at Sebastian, though. Her gaze was locked on Klaus. His eyes, in turn, were glazed and lost in a trance. Sebastian reached out and touched Klaus' shoulder lightly – no reaction.
He felt a touch on his own shoulder. Peyton had moved up to stand on Sebastian's right, shaking his huge shaggy head in confusion, but grinning despite it all. Damon came up on the other side of Klaus. Nobody spoke. The cries and applause were beginning to crack the thin veneer of other-worldliness that bound them. They saw nothing but a multi-colored blur of moving bodies, but they could hear them clearly. The crowd was nearly out of control, wild with adulation. Sebastian looked at Peyton, who shrugged back. The only figure clearly visible was that of the woman.
Then there were more. The tall, dark skinned man and the woman with the long, back hair materialized from the crowd to stand at the red headed woman's side. She tore her eyes from Klaus, releasing him so suddenly that Sebastian and Damon had to catch him to keep him from stumbling back and falling over his own microphone stand. The three figures below exchanged words, all of them glancing quickly up at the stage, and then the two women were alone. Sebastian squinted against the shadows, and could just make out the retreating figure of the dark man as he slipped back through the security gate and disappeared into the shadows. The tall, arrogant blond-haired man was nowhere to be seen.
Meanwhile, Klaus recovered rapidly and making up for lost moments. He waved to the crowd below, his old grin spreading across his face and his eyes gaining intensity and life with each passing moment. The sound from below had not lessened in volume. Even with his microphone, he had a hard time quieting them long enough to tell them goodnight. There were screams for more, for an encore, but it was just not possible. Finally, giving them a final wave and a shrug, Klaus turned on his heel and headed for the back of the stage. The band followed.
The moment had passed. It was over. They descended the shadowy ladders and stairs as rapidly as they could, intent on putting as much distance between themselves and the stage, with its ocean of fans beneath it, as possible. Somehow, though they had paid their money to come and be entertained, it did not seem as if the show had been for them. Not this time. Usually they were everything – their pleasure and the intensity of their emotion the gauge upon which the band judged the quality of their music.
Not this time. The fans had been no real part of what had just happened. Not on any level that mattered. They were like the sound system, or the instruments. Without them, it would never have been possible, but they were only there to make what really mattered possible – the performance. The music was nothing without an audience, and the music was everything.
Klaus turned aside and left them behind as soon as they reached the ground. He didn't speak, nor did he turn to acknowledge the others. He walked toward the mountain, took a trail that snaked upward from the main road and quickly disappeared into the night.
"Klaus," Peyton called after him irritably. "We have to go to the damned party! Every promoter in the business is in that bloody Inn waiting for you . . ."
"Let him go," Sebastian said, remembering the short conversation he and Klaus had shared before the show. "We can handle them at the party 'till he gets back. It's not like we've never done it before."
Peyton wanted to argue, it was plain to see, but he didn't. The three of them turned. Damon gripped the handle of his guitar case tightly – as if it were his security against some unknown danger, and Peyton shook his head like a large, irate dog.
Sebastian, who'd been staring after Klaus, turned just in time to catch a movement in the shadows. It was the dark man that had accompanied that strange woman. He emerged from the trees just beside the trail that Klaus had taken. For a moment Sebastian thought the man would follow Klaus, but he only stood and stared up the mountain for a moment, and then headed back toward the village. Sebastian turned to tell Peyton what he'd seen, but the big drummer and Damon were halfway to the Flagon and Barrel, and Sebastian had to run to catch them. By the time they'd reached the door to the Inn, even Klaus was almost forgotten.
Copper stood and stared up the winding trail that led to the mountain. His intuition told him the young man, Klaus, would not be back for some time. The heightened awareness that his slowly changing metabolism brought him sensed a wave of deep melancholy and longing rolling off the mountain like stale syrup. Copper wondered if this was all Rosa's doing, of if there was an even deeper shadow behind the wave of emotion?
It didn't matter. What mattered was that he return to Rosa with his information, and that he return to Alicia. All through the performance she had remained at his side. She had been attentive, and charming, and it made Copper's skin crawl with nervous fear. It didn't matter that he was nervous. He could not have resisted Alicia's advances any more than he could ignore Rosa's orders. His body would have answered, even if the very core of his soul had protested, and of course, it didn't.
He wanted Alicia more than he'd wanted any single thing since his birth – more even than he wanted Rosa, and at this he marveled. There had been moments over the past few years when his desire for his mistress had been so overwhelming that he'd thought he might die of deprivation. Those had been the times, far too few, when Rosa had granted him to feed her himself. Those moments were also the beginnings of his transformation.
With Alicia, it was different. He melted into the shadows as silently as he could and returned the way he had come.
"So," Rosa said after hearing Copper's report, "he has gone to the mountain. It is better than I could have hoped for. You have done well, Copper. I think that I will have to follow my young maestro and introduce myself. You will see me before morning, of course, but don't look for me before then. There are things I must do, things left undone for too many years. I trust that you two can find some way to amuse yourselves?"
Copper trembled. Alicia's hands rested lightly on his shoulders in a possessive caress. His knees felt weak. Neither of them spoke, but he detected the tension in Alicia's touch, and the need. It spoke to him more eloquently than any words could have. Still, he kepth is gaze fastened on Rosa. Such good humor was not normal for her, and too many times he had presumed to understand what she felt, only to find himself on the wrong end of her wrath. She was explosive, violent, and very, very dangerous.
Rosa laughed. "Dear, dear Copper," she soothed, reaching out and running her long, sharp nails through his hair in a soft caress that brought a wave of desire so hot it burned. "Do you fear me so, after all this time? I suppose it's my own fault. I do have my moods, don't I?"
Copper said nothing. All moisture had fled his lips, but he avoided the urge to lick them. He had feared such a moment since laying eyes on his mistress years before – a moment where, for some reason, he did not seem as ‘necessary' to her as he'd always been. She hadn't said this was so, and yet there was a different feel to the air. Her eyes spoke volumes. Copper the half-human manservant was no longer on the list of must have items. Something had changed.
"You really must develop a backbone, dear, if you are to join us," she said finally. "I can't have a companion of mine cowering like a child. You two run along. We have centuries to straighten out the details. And Copper, dear, keep this one thing in mind, won't you?"
He still held his breath, uncertain that she wasn't playing an eerie game of cat and mouse with him. It was so much that she offered, his only dream. It all hinged on her words, and her mood.
"Remember that I promised, and I kept my word. One day I may ask you to repay the favor."
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