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      A note to readers:

      This was my very first published story, and I was ecstatic to become an author back in 2004, before Kindle and Nook became household names and reading an ebook meant sitting in front of your computer for hours. Vampires had just begun to emerge as hot commodities and even sexier heroes. In the years since, I still love the story. I’ve reedited and revised a bit, but the story is basically the same. I hope you enjoy it!

      Happy reading.

      Marie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      With a husky groan, he continued to feed. He sucked at the pale neck of the woman held tightly in his arms. With each pull of her blood, he thrust harder into the warmth between her legs. Ecstasy built as his hungers, both carnal and visceral, were assuaged.

      His teeth kept her veins open while his tongue laved her blood like cream. She moaned and clutched him as he pounded into her. He wondered if she had an inkling she would not survive the night.

      Her red hair swung like a bloodied scarf around her wan features, her eyes half-closed in ecstasy, her lips pale and trembling under the constant pleasure-pain of his touch.

      She cried out and clamped around him, her body knowing it neared its end even if she didn’t. Her voice grew weaker, as the thrill of being taken became a reality. He climaxed and drained her last drop of lifeblood. When he withdrew and released her, she collapsed like a lifeless doll, yet a spark remained within.

      The sated woman whispered a plea for more, needing his body--his seed--like an addict. As much as he might want to, he couldn’t comply. He could only watch as she suddenly lost what was left of her vitality and faded under the blackness of her dark soul.

      Like a flickering light, she passed into the world beyond, where those better than him would judge her. He felt pain but not regret. He knew his course in this world and could only pray he might redeem himself, that he might not suffer so much in the next life.

      Her body turned to ash and like magic, disappeared. And he went back to work, his hunger staved until the next time.
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      “Ms. Ellis? This is what you wanted, right?” The young woman cracked her gum and handed Dara a leaflet showcasing the hottest club in town.

      Dara glanced at the page and nodded, then handed the clerk a twenty and left the adult shop where she’d been doing some of her research. Now won’t this make a fantastic article, she thought to herself as she narrowly avoided tripping over a homeless man lying on the sidewalk.

      She tossed him a bill and quickly found her car, eager to leave this section of town. She didn’t exactly scorn the nightlife, but anyone stupid enough to hang around southeast Rathan after dark was begging for trouble.

      After getting into her sporty coupe, she glanced through the window at the glimmering moon, taken with the dark blue blanket of sky fading to black. Indigo clouds raced with the wind in the chill October air. So pretty in contrast to the concrete jungle around her.

      Shaken out of her contemplation of the night sky by a few lewd propositions from passersby, Dara started her car and headed home. She had enough material to begin her story and felt the familiar excitement of starting fresh. Besides that, she had a feeling this article would definitely cap all the others. Sex sold, and vampires were the new black. Put the two together and she couldn’t miss.

      As she passed into the better part of town, she thought about the disregard that had caused the eastern part of Rathan to fall to shambles. A good-sized suburb just north of Philadelphia, Rathan’s bad sections of town had begun to surpass the good.

      Dara lived in a nicer area, where the middle-class lived comfortably and longed to join the wealthy in Society Hill. Unfortunately, layoffs and business closings had contributed to the neglected area she’d recently left, the half that lately had been attracting a very dark element.

      Arriving at her townhouse, she parked the car, left it and locked it. Then she headed up a few stairs to her front door. She took her time entering, bitterly aware no one awaited her return.

      After locking the door behind her, she grabbed the mail that had collected on the ground under her mail slot and shuffled through the bills and advertisements. Nothing of consequence, not even a nagging note from her mother. She dropped her mail on the hall table and sighed.

      “I suck,” she told her dark-haired reflection in the mirror above the table. She pushed the mail aside and dragged her cell phone from her purse. She played her messages on the off chance someone aside from bill collectors knew she existed. One voice in particular lifted her day from okay to fabulous.

      “Your idea seems interesting. Go for it,” her editor rasped in a voice honed by years of cigarette smoke. “Definitely let me know if you find anything out there that leads to better orgasms. Quite frankly, I’m getting tired of Hank.”

      Michelle and Hank had been happily married for over twenty years, a rarity in an age where divorce was the norm. Dara envied the older woman her relationship and valued her quirky sense of humor and candid speech that had made them instant friends. Friends and soon business partners. The pair worked as editor and correspondent so well they’d pushed Chic Ventures, a racy woman’s magazine, to the forefront in the electronic market.

      Michelle maintained that as long as Chic Ventures continued to talk about sex, sex, and more sex, the magazine would never go out of print, digital or otherwise. And after four years of being on top in a twenty year career, she ought to know.

      Dara threw a frozen dinner into the microwave and tossed her satchel on the kitchen counter. As she waited for the meal to cook, she eyed the newspaper article that had sparked the interest for her story. She again read the news about another woman gone missing, the fourth in the past two weeks. All total, that made sixteen women in the last four months to disappear from Rathan. It appeared Pennsylvania had a serial killer in their midst.

      According to the article, the missing women had few ties among them, save that they’d all been considered beautiful. Further digging on Dara’s part indicated none of them were particularly well-liked or behaved. A few professionals mixed with prostitutes and known drug users, so there was no common background tying them together except looks and location—Rathan, a city in which two hundred thousand people lived. Go figure, the cops had yet to find a lead. What made the story so fascinating, and so odd, was that each of the women had mysteriously vanished, no trace of their bodies to be found. The author of the newspaper article had nicknamed the case, The Evils of Beauty, and the national news ran wild with speculation.

      The microwave beeped, and Dara grabbed the hot tray with a muttered curse after burning her fingers. Moments later, she ate like a woman starved and resolved to not skip lunch tomorrow.

      She couldn’t stop thinking about her story in conjunction with the newspaper article. Most of the missing women had spent time in the seedier side of life. Was their tormentor punishing them for being independent? For turning aside convention and indulging in their sexuality? Or was he some pervert who got off on killing women he met in those darker places? Had they encouraged their abductor by venturing into the troublesome spots good girls were warned to stay away from? The questions made for a fascinating tale.

      Since Dara and most of the women she knew rarely ventured into the seamier worlds of eroticism and the forbidden, she thought she’d generate interest with her subject matter.

      Good girls weren’t supposed to engage in sex without a relationship—presumably leading to marriage. Though times were changing, men could still screw as many women as they wanted without being labeled, but God forbid a woman have more than one boyfriend in a month. She’d be labeled a slut.

      Dara had tried to be good, to settle down with a decent man. Except Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome didn’t come wrapped up with marriage in a bow. Her Mr. Handsome had slept with her ex-best friend. And now she knew that Mr. Handsome’s complaints about boring sex with his fiancée were excuses stemming from his fatigue from the night before, when he’d been boffing Marci.

      Dara swore, thinking about how blind she’d been. She continued to convince herself she should be more than glad she’d learned about Marci and James’s defection. Her sex life hadn’t been all that great with James to begin with, but she’d thought, naively, that with time they’d grow closer. I’m such an idiot. One who should value being single and stop lamenting her loneliness.

      Oh hell. Maybe the bad girls in life had it right. They played by their own rules. You couldn’t get hurt if you didn’t care. Meaningless sex could at least satisfy her physically, if not emotionally, and it wasn’t as if she was getting anything else lately. Besides, Dara didn’t intend to follow in the missing women’s footsteps. She’d be ultra careful.

      She grabbed her notebook out of her bag off the counter and studied the leaflet she’d been handed. Her focus rested on several well-known nightclubs. But this one—she tapped the red paper—this one had a reputation all its own. Known for its Goth-dressing patrons, vampire hopefuls and no-holds-barred sexual dalliances, Vampland had become the new underground hot spot for singles wanting sizzling sex and few strings attached.

      She felt eager to engage in her new assignment for several reasons. This would definitely be a piece that drove her readers wild. After all, it took a lot of guts and very little fear to enter into a world where anything was allowed—a place Dara suddenly wanted very much to be.
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      Trey surveyed the moon outside his office window, appreciating the clear autumn sky. He took comfort in its beauty, weary of mind and soul. His job felt like a huge weight on his shoulders, one he wished would just go away.
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