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        Detective Lionel Collins hates investigating weird murders but someone is leaving a trail of shredded bodies in their wake. The only clue is a strange elongated fingerprint that leads Collins on a path he comes to regret.
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      Dennis had a problem. He was a vampire.

      That wasn’t the problem, no. Dennis quite liked being a vampire. He’d always considered himself a night owl, even when he was human. He preferred the darkness to the sun. Being fair-skinned and red haired meant he’d burned easily under sunlight, a condition that only increased once he became a vampire. He was quite used to staying in the shade, so having to avoid the sun altogether wasn’t that much of a hardship.

      He loved the whole not-aging thing. He’d been turned just as he was starting to get a touch of crow’s feet at the corners of his eyes so he could still blend in well with younger people. For a week or two, he flirted with the whole cape look but decided it wasn’t for him. Even slicking his hair back, it just looked silly for a red-haired man to be walking around in a cape. He preferred a nice camel brown sportscoat. Gave him a slimmer line.

      He’d been happy to discover he didn’t need to sleep in a coffin. As long as he was securely out of the sun, it didn’t matter where he slept.

      But there was one important aspect of being a vampire that caused him no end of trouble and Dennis just didn’t know what to do about it.

      He hated the sight of blood.

      He’d always hated the sight of blood, even as a child. He remembered fainting when his best friend, little Suzy DeMar, had fallen from the swing set and skinned her knee. At first the scrap had been just raw but then the red blood started flowing, trickling down her leg in tiny rivulets... One look had been all it took and Dennis fell over in a dead faint.

      It didn’t get any better as he got older. He’d had to quit the football team because he couldn’t stand seeing any cuts. He skipped biology classes and almost flunked out. For a while, he’d considered being a doctor because he liked to help people but he just couldn’t get past the whole blood thing. Becoming an accountant seemed a good way to help people and avoid any bloodshed.

      Everything had been fine until, well, becoming a vampire.

      Now Dennis found he had a huge problem.

      At first his sire, a petite woman named Giselle, looked after him. She brought him a thermos full of blood and he drank it with his eyes closed. But after six months, she became more and more impatient with him. Sometimes the mouth of the thermos had blood dribbling down it and he couldn’t take it from her. One night, she pushed it into his hand and smeared blood across his palm.

      Dennis felt his vision start to go black, fading around the edges into a narrow tunnel. He stumbled back from Giselle, not taking the thermos but she’d already let go and it fell, spraying blood across the tile. Dennis took one look at the red puddle...

      He was unconscious before he hit the floor.

      He didn’t hear Giselle swearing at him in French.

      When he woke up, Giselle was sitting by the bay window, smoking one of her foul smelling cigarellos. He sat up, almost afraid to look around but the thermos and puddle of blood were gone. Giselle must have cleaned it up.

      His knees popped as he stood up. Giselle’s head swiveled toward him and her glare struck him. He almost staggered back from the force of it. The only time he’d ever seen her look so intensely was the night she’d chosen and turned him.

      “You have been a huge disappointment, Dennis,” she said. “Things can not continue this way.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. He hung his head. “I don’t know what to do. I’ve never been able to deal with it.”

      “You’re going to have to,” she said. “My patience is at the end of the thread. There is no more left. You must find a way to be a full vampire or I’m leaving.”

      “Giselle, please, give me another chance.”

      “I have given you plenty of chance. Now I want to see progress. And when I say I will leave, you will not be left behind. I made you and I will unmake you.”

      “Okay.” He held up his hands in surrender. “I’ll find a way. I’ll be that vampire you’re looking for.”

      Her eyes narrowed through the smoke of cigarello. “Promise?” The question contained equal parts hope and threat.

      He swallowed, remembering the strength in those thin arms that pined him down, the intensity of the pain and overwhelming pleasure as she bit into him. He had a feeling an unmaking wouldn’t be so pleasant and would definitely end with the end of him.

      “I promise,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      He began where all good research began, on the Internet. He discovered his fear had a name. Hemophobia, the fear of blood. He tried to read more about it but every time he opened one of the articles, a photo of blood would appear. Several times he almost fainted before he could close the browser windows. This was not helping. If he didn’t find a way to deal with this Giselle would make good on her threat. For now, she seemed mollified with his efforts. She returned to the practice of bringing him blood in a thermos but he knew it wouldn’t last. He had to take care of this once and for all.

      He spent another night searching on the Internet, avoiding photos but soon came to realize he wouldn’t be able to deal with this by himself. Sitting in front of a computer wasn’t going to help him. And Giselle was starting to look at him with narrowed eyes.

      He had to do something else.

      He was going to have to see a therapist.

      When he mentioned it to Giselle, she didn’t laugh the way he expected. A thoughtful look came across her thin face. She nodded.

      “Remember to ask if they take evening appointments,” she said. “You won’t be able to go during the day.”

      “Right,” he said. He returned to the computer and found a list of therapists who dealt with phobias.
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