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        These violent delights have violent ends

        And in their triumph die, like fire and powder,

        Which, as they kiss, consume.

        The sweetest honey

        Is loathsome in his own deliciousness,

        And in the taste confounds the appetite.

        Therefore love moderately; long love doth so;

      
        Too swift arrives as tardy as too slow.

        WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, ROMEO AND JULIET, ACT II, SCENE VI
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Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      I was born on the seventeenth of August 1632, and it follows that my life should have ended a long time ago.

      Had my destiny unfolded along its expected course, I would have spent my days crafting coffins, as my father had before me. I might have lived to a respectable old age and died peacefully surrounded by a wife, children, and grandchildren, not long after the turn of the eighteenth century.

      That, of course, is not how it went.

      I was born with a restlessness, a hunger for adventure. At twenty, I seized my own fate. The carpentry skills I had learned as a coffin maker translated easily to repairing ships, and I became a valued crew member aboard The Pale Duchess, a vessel captained by a disgraced aristocrat.

      A disgraced aristocrat wedded to a forbidden passion he kept locked away below deck.

      The rest of the crew, even the Duke himself, feared XiXi in her monstrous form. At first, I too regarded her sharp teeth and tentacles with trepidation. But I was inevitably drawn to her. And not only when, under the full moon, she became a woman. I was drawn to her in every form. It is, in part, our story with her I intend to share in these pages.

      But it is also the story of where I came from, my humble upbringing in St. Bride’s, and how (though I will have to keep some parts brief, given how many centuries it spans) through twists and turns, choices, coincidences, and mishaps, I find myself here: in the stillness of the night, seated in the deep leather chair behind the obsidian-black desk of my brother’s funeral enterprise at the foot of Highgate Cemetery. Technically, I am a part-owner of Deep Graves, though I still consider it Gabriel’s business. It is the end of January 2025, and I am still very much alive.

      Stranger still, I am a mortal man again, for the first time in 358 years.
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        * * *

      

      Or would that be 359? Perhaps even 360.

      Numbers have never been my strong suit.

      I lifted my gaze from the open notebook before me, absently chewing the end of my Montblanc fountain pen.

      The office of Deep Graves unfolded around me, its walls wrapped in dark wood panelling. The desk lamp cast a warm glow over the gilt lettering on leather-bound volumes in the bookcase behind me—treatises on the philosophy of death, the Victorian language of flowers. Much like Gabriel himself, the space exuded quiet opulence, with an undercurrent of command.

      Ahead, the door into the parlor stood slightly ajar, offering a sliver of view. Tastefully lit caskets and a bouquet of lilies in a vase that might as well have been an urn.

      I had never been what one would call bookish, but during my years of captivity I developed a taste for journaling, for confiding in pages, untangling thoughts where no one else could intrude. Tonight, I needed that kind of clarity. Tonight I had a decision to make.

      A few days ago, after Gabriel and Elizabeth left for the Grim Games (a vampire-only event to which I was, unsurprisingly, not invited), I inexplicably woke without tentacles, outside of a full moon.

      In recent months, I had noticed, with a mixture of alarm and thrill, that my human form lingered longer after each full moon. Still, I assumed I would remain a mohun—a tentacled merman—forever.

      Ever since 1667, when XiXi’s venom seeped into my veins like a supernatural venereal disease, binding me to its curse, I had been accustomed to reclaiming my mortal physique only under the moon’s sway.

      The tentacles and the strength they conferred, had been invaluable in my seafaring years. But for longer than I care to admit, they had felt more burden than boon.

      And when, in these past days, the full moon faded and the change never came, I began to believe, to hope, that it might not return.

      Whether XiXi’s venom had finally worn off after 359 (or 360) years, I will never know. It is not as though I could write to her and ask. I assume she lives still—immortals tend to linger—but we lost touch long ago.

      Perhaps, in the end, it does not matter. What matters is the choice before me now:

      I could live out the rest of my mortal life, embracing whatever decades remained. Immortality had found me at thirty-two, and with modern medicine and wealth, another sixty years did not seem unreasonable. Sixty years to build real friendships, to form lasting bonds with mortals untainted by secrets. Decades to tour with my band, Monstrous Pact, without fear of exposure.

      Or I could accept the immortal blood Gabriel would eagerly pour down my throat the moment he discovered me free of tentacles, thus becoming what he and Elizabeth are: a vampire.

      I know very well what that would mean. Frozen in time, preserved exactly as I was when mortal blood left me. Disease-proof, difficult to kill. Faster, stronger than I appear. Perhaps even gifted with persuasion or telepathy, though such talents are never assured.

      But there would be trade-offs.

      I would no longer belong to humanity, which I had finally, and miraculously, rejoined. My body temperature would drop, not quite to that of a corpse, but far colder than any living person. I wouldn’t be able to consume anything but blood. I’d seen Elizabeth try, only to throw it back up; even nearly raw steaks refused to stay down, leaving her sick and miserably disappointed.

      Most of my body’s vital functions would cease. I’d have no need for a lavatory, I’d never sweat, and my heart would beat only occasionally. Fathering children would be impossible—though the act of attempting it wouldn’t. (I’d read vampire stories where amorous activity is entirely out of the question, and I must say, I pity those vampires. It must be a dreary existence without even a touch of eroticism.)

      My eyes, dark green with flecks of coppery brown, would take on an unnatural radiance. My skin would pale and smooth, flawless to the point that no lines or pores remained visible, no matter how closely one looked. My hair, beard, and fingernails would stop growing, the latter gaining a peculiar, glass-like translucence. The energy, the vital warmth that radiates from all living beings, would vanish, replaced by something darker but no less intense.

      And then, of course, there was the bloodlust. It would follow me like a shadow until the end of time, or the end of me, whichever came first.

      If I chose to forgo vampirism, I would have to lay low for a while. As much as I wanted to believe Gabriel would respect my wishes, it seemed far more likely that he would hunt me down and force immortality upon me—turn me first, and ask forgiveness later. And I would begrudgingly give it, because I wouldn’t know how to do otherwise.

      Forgiving Gabriel (providing him with absolution on tap, as Elizabeth had scathingly put it during a recent argument) was my default position. Even when doing so enabled the least human sides of him.

      I was entirely aware of this, and yet I couldn’t seem to help myself.

      It was, no doubt, a holdover from our mortal days. The world in which we grew up had always been quick to judge Gabriel, and I had always been quick to defend him. It was a compulsion as deeply ingrained as the instinct that commanded me to breathe.

      I was about to return my attention to my journal when something on the black-and-white monitor, built into a hidden compartment in the desk and displaying a view of the street outside, where Swain’s Lane met Chester Road, caught my eye.

      The sight was unusual enough to make me set my pen aside.

      Highgate, despite its proximity to central London, retains a village-like tranquility, and at half past one on a Sunday night, the only souls still awake are typically the undead.

      Yet there he was: Sebastian Rose, the sole remaining mortal resident of Thornhill Mansion at the top of the hill. He appeared on-screen, unmistakably coming from the mansion’s direction, heading down Swain’s Lane and rounding the corner of the cemetery. His willowy frame, cloaked in a long, dark coat, and his messy black hair swept back from a high, elegant forehead made him instantly recognizable. His body language was tense, every movement cautious, despite the street being utterly deserted.

      Deep Graves operates a fleet of six black limousine hearses, one of which is always stationed outside the business at the foot of the cemetery. Gabriel insists it is excellent advertising, an ever-present reminder to the neighborhood’s affluent residents that even in death, luxury need not be compromised.

      Now, I watched in astonishment as Sebastian sidled up to the hearse. After a series of exaggerated, furtive glances in both directions—so theatrical they couldn’t have been more suspicious if they’d been deliberate—he began fiddling with the car’s lock.

      He seemed to be following instructions relayed through the flat, glass-like telephone wedged awkwardly between his ear and shoulder. Even so, it was a struggle.

      It took an ungodly amount of time, but at last the driver’s side door swung open, and Sebastian slid behind the wheel. Another ten minutes of fumbling passed before the hearse came to life, its headlights slicing through the fine mist of rain hanging in the air.

      I suppose I could have stopped him. But I must admit, I was curious. Why steal a hearse? Despite the bad blood between our families, he could have simply asked to borrow one, and I would have said yes.

      The way I saw it, whatever had unfolded and collapsed between Gabriel and Venedict Thornhill, Sebastian’s distant relative, over a century ago had nothing to do with either myself or Sebastian. Gabriel had given me a detailed account of Venedict’s transgressions, and while my loyalty to my brother was absolute, I couldn’t, in good conscience, hold any of it against Sebastian.

      But Sebastian didn’t ask. Instead, he drove off, heading back up Swain’s Lane — though not before the hearse’s unwieldy proportions took out one of the carefully manicured bushes out front.

      Once the spectacle had played out and the hearse disappeared from view, I took a sip of coffee and resumed my scribbles.

      Hours flew by in a blur, and when I finally concluded my journaling session, my thoughts had crystallized into a decision: I would remain mortal. At least for a while. For the novelty of it.

      Once vampirism enters the bloodstream, it cannot be undone. But staying mortal for a few years—something close to a decade, perhaps—wouldn’t do me any harm. I could always change my mind and ask Gabriel for immortality once I found myself pushing forty. He would oblige, though I suspected he’d resent me for it if I let myself start developing wrinkles. I would be like a mirror, reminding him of what might have become of him had he remained mortal just a few years longer than he did.

      Chuckling to myself, I picked up the mug—eggshell white, emblazoned with the words “Graveyard Shift” alongside a skull and crossbones. A humorous gift from one of Gabriel’s assistants, though he’d never had reason to use it.

      I carried it to the small kitchenette adjacent to the office.

      Another glance at my watch confirmed it was just past seven a.m. I didn’t expect Gabriel and Elizabeth back from Dorset until tomorrow night, which gave me the day to write them a letter—explaining my unexpected return to mortality, along with my decision to remain that way, at least for now—before returning to the villa, packing a few essentials, and heading for the nearest airport.

      I wasn’t quite sure where I would go. New Zealand, perhaps. Or Australia. Or the Caribbean. I had always liked warmer climes, and wouldn’t mind catching a bit of sun while I still could.

      I started the coffee maker and placed the mug beneath the spout. Almost absentmindedly, I lifted my gaze to the narrow arched window overlooking the east side of the cemetery. It was still dark out there, but the first birds had begun to sing from the swaying outlines of the branches.

      While I waited for my coffee, still staring out the window, the hearse Sebastian had stolen earlier emerged from the mist, its headlights cutting through the gloom. Swain’s Lane, with its steep incline, is treacherous even at the best of times, but the driver, foot clearly pressed to the floor, sent the vehicle hurtling downhill with reckless determination.

      The hearse swung around the corner, tires screeching, before lurching to an abrupt, jarring halt directly across from Deep Graves.

      I leaned against the counter, lifted the mug for a sip, and watched as the doors swung open on both the driver’s and passenger’s sides, releasing Harlan and Sebastian, respectively, into the cool predawn breeze. Rock music blared from the hearse’s speakers.

      I barely had time to blink before they crossed the street, and a commanding knock sounded at the door.

      “Thomas?”

      Harlan’s voice slid through the wood, nearly polite, yet with an undercurrent of something darker, like a steel blade wrapped in silk.

      “You might as well invite us in. Even if the whole thing about needing an invitation is bullshit.”

      He was right, of course. Vampires don’t need an invitation to enter a home, or a place of business, for that matter.

      What on earth was this about?

      Well… perhaps I could think of one thing. My conscience still stung at the thought.

      This past summer, I had, admittedly, played a key role in Harlan’s death. I had assisted Gabriel in restraining him and draining his blood in an attempt to resurrect Elizabeth.

      Although we hadn’t managed to complete the process, we had managed to take more blood than a mortal could survive. The only reason Harlan still lived was that Venedict had intervened, granting him a new existence by turning him into a vampire.

      For someone who’d spent his entire life hunting the undead, I could only imagine what a bitter irony that must have been.

      And yet, Harlan no longer seemed to hold his death against me. Did he?

      I had apologised to him, and unlike Gabriel’s, mine had been both unprompted and sincere.

      Gabriel’s apology, by contrast, came only as part of the truce he negotiated with Venedict. He’d managed it, yes, but the grimace lasted only as long as the meeting itself.

      As soon as the black-lacquered door had swung shut behind Harlan, Gabriel turned to me and declared that his one regret regarding Harlan’s death was not having turned him himself, thus acquiring greater influence than he now possessed.

      As always, Gabriel’s concerns were practical and self-serving, never moral.

      Still, I had believed everything was all right, between Harlan and myself, between him and Gabriel. Harlan’s willingness to attend the Grim Games at Gabriel’s request seemed to prove it.

      Yet as I crossed Deep Graves’ parlor toward the front door, my hands felt damp, and a strange flutter worked its way from my chest to my throat.

      My fingers hovered over the handle as another knock echoed through the wood.

      Harlan knew I was currently mortal, and that Gabriel was away, still at Evander’s estate. I had assumed Harlan would remain there as well, at least until tomorrow night.

      But he must have left the Games early. And if he meant to threaten me, or meant me harm, now would be the perfect time to strike.
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      I steeled myself and opened the door.

      Harlan immediately brushed past me. Sebastian followed a step behind, more hesitant, his arms laden with photography gear: a long-lensed camera slung over one shoulder, a tripod and softbox awkwardly wedged under one arm.

      I knew Sebastian was a photographer. I’d attended an exhibition of his back in October, and I’d been duly impressed by his large-scale black-and-white studies of derelict castles and crumbling stately mansions, Thornhill Mansion chief among them. I’d even purchased one of his pieces, which now hung in the entrance hall of my wing at Villa Graves.

      When I’d seen him on the monitor earlier, he had still been mortal. Now, that was no longer the case. His already pale skin had taken on a marble pallor, and his dark blue eyes glowed with the unmistakable, electric intensity of vampirism. He offered me what might have been meant as a reassuring smile, but it only revealed the sharp points of his new fangs.

      I raised an eyebrow, as mystified as before. It seemed I was in for an interesting morning.

      “Gentlemen,” I said, inflecting the word with a touch of irony as I gestured them inward.

      “You don’t mind, do you, Thomas?” Sebastian asked, already moving through the parlor into the back office, where he began setting up his makeshift studio.

      I shook my head, though my eyes stayed on Harlan. In vampiric terms, the two of them were now equals. But it wasn’t Sebastian I was worried about.

      Born this century though he was, Harlan was no taller than me, his frame more indicative of lethal grace than brute strength. He strode into the parlor with the confidence of someone who owned the place, his hunter’s training evident in the way he moved.

      Both before and after his turning, he had hunted the undead. He had been raised to do so, and pursued it with a kind of burning intensity, as if it were a calling. Gabriel had told me as much, claiming he’d known of Harlan’s existence long before the night of Elizabeth’s resurrection when he appeared at Villa Graves, asking to be let in.

      And what had Gabriel done? He had let him walk right in. Knowing full well what he was. Jeopardizing the resurrection and setting off a chain of events that had indirectly led to my son’s death.

      Gabriel and I didn’t speak of it. Since then, he had tried to atone with gifts: several expensive watches, a new motorcycle, even caving to my idea of expanding the lake to curve around my side of the property like an artificial lagoon. All offerings I recognized as indirect apologies, given without any admission of guilt.

      If I were being ungenerous, I might say Gabriel had let Harlan in that night, simply to get a closer look at someone who reminded him of his oldest obsession. His resemblance to Venedict Thornhill was impossible to miss, and vampirism had only deepened the likeness.

      But no, surely the truth wasn’t that simple, that selfish. Gabriel was far more considered than that. Well… most of the time.

      I dismissed the thought, as I always did when it surfaced. It was a possibility I preferred not to dwell on.

      Harlan stopped at the counter and turned to face me, his amber-gold eyes catching the light.

      His cinnamon-colored hair, sharply cut to frame his cheekbones, accentuated features that were striking, almost delicate. Features that could as easily be called pretty as handsome.

      The tension between his brash, confident manner and his ethereal appearance was an intriguing one.

      “Morning, Thomas.” His tone was pleasant enough, though the fanged smile he offered was as much a challenge as a greeting. “We borrowed the hearse for a bit. It was for something important. That’s fine, isn’t it?”

      “Certainly. Why not?” I replied, keeping my tone light, conversational, though I was sure my body language revealed some of the tension simmering beneath the surface.

      “Next time, however, you need only ask,” I added. “I’ve no reason not to be a good neighbor.”

      Realizing I was still holding my coffee mug, I took a sip. The liquid was disappointingly lukewarm, bordering on cold.

      “You hear that, Sebastian?” Harlan called toward the back, where Sebastian was still engrossed in setting up his equipment, carefully adjusting the camera atop the tripod.

      “I heard it,” Sebastian replied. “I think the chair here would be perfect. The panelling, the Gothic windows. The whole background has just the right feel. Timeless, elegant, powerful, with just enough darkness and danger.”

      “We appreciate the generosity,” Harlan said, translating Sebastian’s esoteric rambling with a smirk.

      “Is that the reason for this unexpected visit? You wish to retroactively ask me to borrow the hearse?” I raised an eyebrow.

      The tension in my shoulders eased, slightly. If Harlan meant me harm, he wouldn’t have bothered with conversation. What I’d sensed during our few interactions since his turning still seemed to hold true: despite the family drama, we got along well enough. Under the right circumstances, perhaps we could even be friends.

      Immortality can get lonely. It’s wise to make friends where you find them.

      “No, not really,” he admitted, stepping away from the counter. “You know, Thomas, I don’t have a problem with you personally. We’re okay. But Gabriel has gotten the wrong idea about me. He seems to think I’m someone he can toy with, push around, use as a pawn in whatever game he’s still not done playing with Venedict.”

      “Indeed?” I took a step toward the door. I was doing my very best to sound surprised, though alas, I was not. “Might I suggest that you discuss these matters directly with Gabriel?”

      “I’ve tried that. Trust me.” A shadow passed across his expression, then vanished, like shaking off an unwanted thought. Then a slight, determined smile appeared. “But I don’t think he got it. So I’ve decided I need to say it a little louder.”

      “And how,” I asked, taking another discreet step back, “do you intend to do that?”

      Harlan’s eyes drifted to the door, and his smile widened just enough to make my pulse quicken. I was fairly certain he lacked mind-reading abilities, but he didn’t need them to guess what I was thinking. It must have been obvious.

      “You, of course,” he said. “Gabriel’s going to turn you when he gets back from Eve Hall, isn’t he? But not if I get there first.”

      I barely saw him move. One moment he stood near the counter, the next, he was at the door, blocking my exit. Without looking back, he twisted the lock.

      “I don’t really like dragging you into it,” he continued, as if nothing had interrupted him. “But the idea came to me while I was watching Sebastian change half an hour ago. If I turn you, you’ll be mine, not his. That’ll teach him not to mess with me again.”

      “Your mind is going to be completely blown,” Sebastian called from the office doorway, his excitement bubbling over. Behind him, the tripod, camera, and softbox were perfectly arranged, aimed at the executive chair.

      “Everything’s so sharp, so beautiful. It’s overwhelming at first, but then you start to settle into it.”

      Harlan glanced at his watch. Vampires always carry watches, for reasons you can easily guess.

      “Thirty-eight minutes,” he said. “If we run late, Sebastian and I will have to camp here with you.” He tilted his head toward the coffins on display. “And I’d rather not. Gabriel’s going to be in a strop when he finds out what I’m about to do.”

      Before I knew what was happening, his hands clamped down on my shoulders. He spun me toward the office and marched me forward. Sebastian stepped aside, eyes bright.

      “Harlan, wait,” I protested. “Think of the truce.”

      “Venedict went over the truce with me,” he replied, matter-of-factly. “There was nothing about me turning you into a vampire.”

      “Perhaps not,” I conceded, “but if you do, we may all regret it.”

      “It’ll be worth it, if it teaches Gabriel a lesson. And it might even do you good, not being his fledgling. Might help you gain some independence.”

      The implication nettled me. But rather than pointing out that I’d spent centuries perfectly independent of Gabriel, I fell back on negotiation (something I’ve always had a knack for).

      “I understand. Wanting to assert yourself with Gabriel. I know he can be overbearing, a little… intense.”

      “You don’t say,” Harlan muttered as we rounded the desk. He gave me a small shove into the chair and adjusted it slightly, angling me squarely into the glare of the softbox light. I blinked against the brightness as Sebastian made a few final tweaks.

      “Hear me out,” I said, not quite ready to rest my case and commit to immortality. “I’m already tied to Gabriel. I have been since the day I was born. If he were my sire in the blood, nothing would change between us, except, of course, that I’d become a vampire too.”

      My leather-bound notebook and Montblanc fountain pen lay forgotten on the table in front of me, the notion of remaining mortal for any length of time reduced to little more than an abandoned thought.

      So much for that.

      I sighed and sat up a little straighter in the chair, fixing Harlan with a direct gaze. “But if you do this, if you and I are tied for eternity, what do you suppose that would mean?”

      Harlan leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, as Sebastian adjusted the lightbox yet again, as though the tiniest millimeter of its angle were of the utmost importance.

      “I think,” he replied, “that you and Gabriel both have a problem with reading too much into things.”

      Sebastian stepped forward, brushing a stray lock of hair from my face. “Hold it,” he said breathlessly, as though warning me not to move or risk provoking a venomous snake. “Don’t move a muscle.”

      He stepped behind the camera, holding his breath like even the faintest breeze might alter my expression. “I’m working on a new series of portraits. I already know what I’ll call it: In the Day & In the Night. They’re before-and-after portraits of people I know who become vampires. I’ve used myself as the first subject, and you’ll be the second. Do I have your permission? Hold it! Hold it!”

      My eyes met Harlan’s, and, unseen by Sebastian, he gave me a subtle eye roll. I couldn’t help it: the corner of my mouth twitched into an involuntary smile.

      I should resent him in this moment. And though I felt anxious, my heart hammering in my throat, I couldn’t quite bring myself to hate him.

      I suppose there were worse sires one could have. Isadore and Isadora, for example. Gabriel hadn’t heard from them in centuries, not since his return to the present. It was my impression that their connection was strained, to say the least.

      Harlan and I would be all right, so long as he didn’t mess this up.

      “Certainly, Sebastian,” I said graciously, since that seemed my only option. “Who am I to stand between an artist and his vision?”

      “Well said,” Harlan remarked. “Are those your last words, in case something goes wrong?”

      Goosebumps prickled my skin, and he quickly added, “I shouldn’t joke about that. Hunter’s humor.”

      His voice softened then with genuine sincerity, just as Sebastian fired off another round of shots.

      “I’ll do this properly. I promise.”

      “We brought you this, by the way, in case you need it.” Sebastian slid a black zippered pouch across the desk’s gleaming surface toward me. I raised an eyebrow and picked it up.

      “It’s a razor,” he explained. “Brand new. In case you want to get rid of the stubble.”

      “No,” I said, running a hand over my chin. I’d neglected shaving for a few days. “I think I’ll keep it. I can always shave if the occasion calls for it.”

      “Then we’re ready.”

      Harlan stepped away from the doorway, his presence suddenly electric, like a predator about to pounce.

      I could feel the cliff-edge beneath me, looming, inevitable.

      I was determined, of course, to meet this death (and hopefully, rebirth) with stoicism, even dignity. But as those unreal amber eyes locked on mine, something primal overtook me. Before I could stop myself, I bolted from the chair, making a desperate dash for the door.

      I kept to the far side of the room, away from him. It didn’t matter. He let me reach the doorway without moving, following me only with his gaze. Then he struck, so fast I barely registered it before my back slammed into the doorframe. Air burst from my lungs. My head snapped sideways. And then came the sting of fangs, scalpel-sharp, piercing my neck.

      Pain flared, hot and bright, freezing my limbs. My heart thundered as I pushed against him, but it was useless. He didn’t budge.

      “Harlan,” I groaned. “For Christ’s sakes⁠—”

      He only bit harder.

      The room blurred. My vision darkened. I fought to stay conscious, but my body slumped helplessly into his hold. He lowered me with disconcerting ease, as though the violence wasn’t anything to write home about.

      My limbs felt impossibly heavy, my eyes refused to open, and my world narrowed to the cool, polished floor beneath me and the relentless pull on my veins as everything I was slipped away.

      My senses were so dulled that all that remained was the pull on my blood and the sound of their voices, hazily drifting around me.

      “I can’t watch this,” Sebastian’s voice wavered. “I think I’m going to be sick. No, wait. Can I just… have some of his blood before you take all of it?”

      The sting eased a fraction as Harlan answered.

      “No. I need all of it if I’m going to turn him.”

      “But just a sip⁠—”

      “No.” His tone was clipped. “I know it’s hard—your first night, I get it. But we’ll deal with your cravings later. Stay over there. Don’t distract me. You promised to behave.”

      “But the blood⁠—”

      “Sebastian,” Harlan snapped, sharp as steel, “if you distract me and this goes wrong, Gabriel will kill me. Or try, and I’ll kill him instead. Either way, it’ll be a bloodbath. Do I need to lock you in a casket to keep you from interfering?”

      A pause, followed by the sound of reluctant retreat.

      “Sorry, Thomas,” Harlan murmured. “Can’t take Sebastian anywhere. You’re all right, though. Almost there.”

      His fangs sank into me again. The pull resumed, merciless. My heart raced against the inevitable, then faltered, ebbing like a tide.

      My last thought was that I wished Gabriel were here to handle this. I’d feel infinitely safer in his hands.

      And then I was gone.

      But not for long.

      “Come on, Thomas, help me out a little.”

      Consciousness crept back. I found myself propped against the panelled wall, barely upright. Harlan crouched in front of me, one hand braced against the wood, the other pressed to his bleeding wrist. He must have already fed me some; the metallic tang lingered in my mouth. It should have made me gag. Instead, I was parched. This thirst had claws.

      “Come on now,” Harlan urged, impatient. He tilted his head, exposing his throat. “I don’t like this part. Let’s just get it over with.”

      My senses awakened as I zeroed in on the pulse at his neck. Silvery, cobweb-like scars threaded up one side, marring otherwise flawless skin. They were nothing new. What was new were the faint fang marks over his pulse. There were two distinct sets of them. Vampires heal quickly, so for them to remain visible, someone must have left them there earlier tonight. Sebastian, of course, during his turning.

      “When I am a vampire,” I said, my voice distant to my own ears, “I’ll be stronger than you. What if I drain you completely? Sebastian won’t be able to stop me. Neither will you.”

      He chuckled softly, the sound calm and confident. “I’m not worried.”

      I didn’t see it, but I felt the cold, sharp edge of a blade press against the side of my neck. One of the thin steel knives he carried - knives made for killing vampires. Of course he was armed.

      “See? You can just go for it.”

      I did.

      My body moved before my mind caught up. My teeth, already sharpening, pierced his skin. His blood flooded my mouth, hot, violent, alive, like a dark electric storm surging through every vein.

      I drank greedily. Each pull sent strength flooding back, fire through my limbs. Every cell sparked awake, alive in a way I had never known.

      “Thomas.” Harlan’s voice cut through, firm. “That’s enough.”

      No. It most emphatically was not enough. The hunger demanded more, insisted I drain every last drop from his veins.

      I felt him trying to pull away, but I didn’t let him. Instead, I crushed him closer, my fangs sinking deeper, clamping onto the pulse in his neck as though I could tear it free. His heartbeat thundered in my ears, its rhythm echoing through my chest.

      “Thomas!” His palm pressed against my chest. “I said that’s enough. Stop.”

      “Stop, stop, stop,” Sebastian’s voice echoed from the other side of the room, though he seemed too afraid to get close.

      A cold sting pressed under my chin. The knife, forcing clarity. Harlan’s other hand gripped my jaw, prying my blood-slicked mouth open.

      My instincts clashed violently, hunger warring against the awareness of steel at my throat. Ultimately, though, I had little choice but to let him wrench me away. My chest heaved as I finally pulled back, gasping for air and struggling to regain control.

      Harlan drew back quickly, wiping his neck with the back of his hand, smearing blood across his skin as he put distance between us.

      “Bastard,” he muttered, though his tone wasn’t without admiration. Unsteadily, he pushed himself to his feet—turning someone was no small ordeal, and two fledglings in quick succession would drain even the most dauntless immortal. He sank into Gabriel’s high-backed leather chair behind the desk. He swung his boots up onto the polished surface, as if taking up space in Gabriel’s domain was part of the errand. His eyes glowed with triumph as he regarded me, evidently satisfied with his work.

      I slumped back against the wall, my head spinning. The room pulsed with unnatural clarity. Every sensory detail felt impossibly sharp and overlit. I could hear the hum of the building’s wiring, the distant rustle of leaves outside, the birds beginning their morning song in the cemetery.

      Sebastian suddenly reappeared in my field of vision, his eyes bright with fascination.

      “How do you feel?” he asked, breathless with curiosity.

      “Different,” I managed, in awe. The word fell dramatically short of capturing how I truly felt—powerful, disoriented, indescribably alive.

      “We need an after photo,” Sebastian declared, already lifting his camera, which he’d plucked from the tripod. “Stay right there. Stay!”

      He crouched in front of me, firing off a rapid series of shots. I met the lens directly, baring my fangs in a dazed smile. Might as well play along.

      Then, compelled by the sheer vibrancy of my surroundings, I rose to my feet.

      The office unfolded around me like a perfectly composed tableau. Every detail stood out. I noticed, as if for the first time, the intricate patterning of the wood paneling, the nuanced interplay of tasteful lighting and subtle shadow. The desk gleamed like the glassy surface of a lake. The camera lens reflected light in Sebastian’s poreless, thin-boned hands. Harlan’s eyes glimmered in startling shades of autumn leaves. Even the brushstrokes of the painting of Highgate Cemetery on the wall seemed to breathe with life.

      I opened my mouth, meaning to describe what I was feeling, but no words could have done it justice.

      “It’s great, huh?” Harlan remarked, leaning back in the chair. Despite the strain of infusing me with enough blood to ignite the vampiric spark, he looked mostly composed again.

      “It’s more than that,” I finally said.

      “Then I think we’re done here.” Harlan glanced at his watch, swung his boots off the desk, and rose. “Sixteen minutes to sunrise. Sebastian?”

      Sebastian nodded, already folding up his equipment. The room dimmed as the softbox light blinked off. Though still dark, the world outside had begun to lighten—a warning to all three of us.

      Harlan moved with panther-like ease. “You’ll be fine here until tomorrow night. But maybe call your assistants. Let them know business is closed, just in case one of them gets curious and opens whichever casket you pick to crash in.”

      I nodded. A quarter of an hour wasn’t nearly enough time to make it back to the villa in Queen’s Wood. I’d have to remain here, as Harlan suggested. Fortunately, though Gabriel never slept at Deep Graves, the premises were fitted with blackout curtains for just such contingencies.

      Before I could form another reply, a viscous pain tore through my gut, catching me completely off guard. I knew this part was coming—the shedding, the violent expulsion of human tissue as the internal systems rewrote themselves—but I had entirely forgotten. Now, as I doubled over, Gabriel’s and Elizabeth’s graphic descriptions came rushing back with horrifying clarity.

      “Sebastian,” Harlan called, catching my arm to stop me from collapsing. “Get the curtains.”

      I was only half-conscious of Harlan draping my arm over his shoulders, guiding me forward. Half-blinded by pain, I stumbled with him into the parlor. He unlocked the front door, pushed it open, and deposited me on the doorstep, where I crumpled, head in my hands, trying not to vomit as Harlan presumably assisted Sebastian in lowering every blackout curtain and preparing a casket.

      A blessedly cool breeze swept over me, easing some of the unbearable discomfort. Lifting my gaze, I let the view of the cemetery across the road fill my vision. I could see the moss clinging to each headstone, the wings of stone angels, their features worn by the passage of time in a way that would now never happen to me. Whatever I was made of now, it was something far more enduring than stone.

      For a fleeting moment, I longed to see myself in a mirror, to witness what magic the vampiric blood might have wrought in me. But a powerful, searing pain wrenched me forward, banishing all such vain impulses. I managed to lean out the door just in time, expelling a foul, black substance onto the pavement rather than the polished wooden floor. Even in my near-death state, I was conscious of how displeased Gabriel would be with the mess.

      I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, marveling at its pale, smooth, marble-like perfection. Turning it over, I noted how its lines and pores had vanished, leaving behind an unnaturally flawless, opaque surface. If I wasn’t so accustomed to Gabriel and now Elizabeth both being this way, it would certainly disturb me.

      Harlan returned to the doorway, handing me an oblong square of glass and steel. His telephone. The screen was shattered with cobweb-like cracks, but I could still make out the words Rita Deep Graves flashing across it, alongside a small hieroglyphic icon depicting a coffin.

      “Talk to her,” he instructed. “Tell her business is closed today.”

      I did as he said, barely registering my own words. The pain still tore through me, forcing me to pause mid-sentence to spit out another mouthful of that dreadful black liquid.

      “Thomas,” she said, a touch weary. Since she’d started working at Deep Graves, Rita had become essential, not only to the business, but to the infrastructure of both my life and Gabriel’s. Her voice had become nearly as familiar to me as the scents of formaldehyde and lilies. “You sound wasted. Do you need me to pick you up from wherever you are?”

      “That will by no means be necessary,” I assured her. “Just make sure you convey the message to Hyacinth that the premises are closed today for the purposes of…” Another wave of nausea overtook me. I dealt with it swiftly, then croaked into the telephone, “restoration works.”

      “Okay, well…” Rita hesitated. “Gabriel asked me to be at Eve Hall to pick him up at nightfall and take him straight to Deep Graves. So if you’ve got some kind of rockstar party with cocaine and strippers going on, you’d better clear out before then.”

      “Rita,” I said, my voice suddenly serious, sincere. “That was a one-time event. A momentary lapse in judgment. And those women were burlesque performers, not mere strippers. But yes—as I’ve explained to Gabriel, more than once—I understand that the business premises cannot be used for such purposes.”

      Once I managed to wrap up the conversation, Harlan and Sebastian appeared on either side of me, each gripping an arm and pulling me to my feet.

      Together, they guided me toward the casket they had chosen, an overwrought, baroque affair crafted from ebony wood with real ivory inlays. As soon as they eased me into it, its velvet-lined interior felt instantly soothing, like sinking into a luxurious cloud. The pain still gripped me, but it was fading, retreating in merciful waves.

      “Comfortable?” Harlan asked. He and Sebastian hovered above me, their faces spectral against the softly illuminated ceiling. The sheer gall of the question, considering he was the one who had put me in this state, almost made me laugh.

      I managed a faint nod and a clipped reply. “As comfortable as one could reasonably hope to be.”

      “That’s a relief,” he said, flashing the same half-challenging, half-teasing smile he’d worn when he first stepped through the door. “Because sunrise is in five, and I wouldn’t have time to do anything about it if you weren’t. Sweet dreams, fledgling.”

      He snapped the lid shut, sealing me in darkness just as another wave of pain washed over me.
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      I shot upright, banging my forehead against solid wood. I wasn’t exactly accustomed to waking in a casket. Everything came flooding back: my scribbles in the notebook, Sebastian making off with the hearse, and the subsequent surprise visit that had resulted in my rebirth as a vampire.

      I pushed the lid open and swept my gaze around the room. Both the parlor and the office beyond the half-open door were in disarray. My coffee mug lay shattered on the floor, vases of lilies and roses knocked over, their crushed petals scattered across the wood. Papers littered the ground. Blood streaked one wall, spattered across the dark paneling. Yet the mess didn’t bother me. Every detail glowed with the same vivid beauty I’d felt the instant the vampiric blood took hold in my veins.

      Lifting my arms, I stared at my hands in wonder. They were pale and smooth as marble, no longer human. And, of course, no tentacles. Not many can say they’ve been a mortal man, a were-octopus, and a vampire, all in a single lifetime. Fortunately, I am a resilient creature, capable of adapting to any era, any form.

      I leapt from the coffin, landing without a sound. I had expected soreness, the ache of a hangover perhaps, but instead I felt magnificent.

      A burst of amazed laughter escaped me, though no one was there to hear it.

      I ought to be angry with Harlan for robbing me of my choice, but anger has always been a slippery thing for me to hold onto. And besides, the sheer beauty of everything around me, the lightness and strength of my own body, were too extraordinary to deny. There was simply no room left for rage.

      When I stepped into the small bathroom and caught sight of my newly vampiric reflection, I even felt a reluctant gratitude. I had been thirty-three, still relatively young, certainly by modern standards, when XiXi’s venom first immortalized me. Now, I would be thirty-three forever. Without tentacles. Without that strange, amphibian cast to my skin that had drawn the wrong kind of attention.

      I was every bit the handsome devil I had been, only more vivid, more vibrant. My thick mane of tarnished-gold hair fell to my powerful shoulders with a slight curl, the stubble on my chin glowing in the same shade as it caught the light. My skin was impossibly pale and smooth, my eyes filled with unnatural intensity, the deep greens and coppery flecks marvellously clear. My right cheek still dimpled when I smiled to get a better look at my new fangs, sharp and opalescent.

      Once I managed to tear myself away from my reflection, I set about cleaning up the mess. Before long, I had mopped the floor, disposed of the shattered vases and the mug, and restored everything to a polished sheen. The slightly damp papers I placed neatly back on Gabriel’s desk.

      A quick glance at the antique, ornately carved grandfather clock in the corner behind the desk told me it was just past seven in the evening. Gabriel would be on his way to Deep Graves, and when he arrived, he would find everything in order.

      I threw on my long woolen trench coat, though I no longer needed it. Vampires don’t feel the cold in quite the same way mortals do, and there were no tentacles to hide. I tucked my notebook and Montblanc pen into an inner pocket of the coat. I also noticed a few letters had been dropped through the mail slot. I scooped them up in the same fluid motion I used to open the door, then closed it behind me, locking it and pulling down the iron bars.

      It was the first of February, and the air outside was nearly frosty. A group of teenagers—so they’re called these days—in school uniforms rounded the corner, casting glances across the road at Deep Graves. Admittedly, it’s an extraordinary building. Its Gothic architecture, narrow arched windows, and carved stone saints looming above the door where the Deep Graves sign hangs in ornate Gothic lettering all give it a distinct presence. A car drifted past me up the hill at a leisurely pace, but behind it all was a hush, an eternity that most would never notice.

      After walking uphill past a few houses, I reached the wall shielding Highgate Cemetery’s famous West Side from unplanned visitors. Or at least, that was the idea. I swung myself over it effortlessly.

      The sense of eternity that seemed to underpin the entire area felt much stronger here, inside the cemetery. I began strolling uphill along a narrow path that wound between tombs and trees.

      I passed the freshly dug grave where, just a few nights ago, as I lingered in the cemetery to watch the sunrise, I’d caught Harlan burying a shattered mirror along with a torn portrait of his ancestor, Algernon Thornhill—Venedict’s father, the man who’d built Thornhill Mansion.

      It hadn’t been entirely clear what he was trying to accomplish, but it was obvious he hadn’t planned it well. With barely ten minutes until sunrise, he’d climbed out of the grave he’d dug, covered in dirt, scraps of canvas clinging to the knife still clutched in his hand.

      Despite the state he was in, and the strangeness of it all, he rose with casual, feline grace, brushing off grave-dirt with the ease of someone who had done this sort of thing before. And the look he gave me when he realized I was there seemed to suggest that somehow I was the one who’d been caught out.

      I hadn’t pressed for an explanation—only offered to help him finish, an offer he accepted.

      The earth was still raw, unsettled.

      When I reached the little chapel and the cemetery’s tall black-and-gold wrought-iron gate, I sensed the approach of a car. Turning to glance through the bars onto Swain’s Lane, I saw a black Rolls-Royce with dark-tinted windows gliding downhill.

      It slowed to a crawl, then stopped. The door opened, and Gabriel stepped out, our eyes meeting through the bars. His widened slightly, as though unsure he was really seeing me.

      How suitable that he should find me here, among the graves.

      “Thomas?” He looked baffled, a rare expression on my brother’s face. “What on earth⁠—?”

      “Gabriel. I have been, well, as you can see—” I stepped closer, lifting my arms in a near-Christlike gesture. “XiXi’s venom appears to have… waned.” Hardly an explanation, but a start.

      He looked almost crestfallen as he approached the gate, the car idling behind him.

      The streetlights caught the pale gold of his hair, falling in a silken sheet almost to his waist, setting it aglow. He was taller and leaner than I, his features finer, his coloring cooler. But aside from that, he was the nearest thing I had to a mirror image, especially now that we belonged to the same species again, for the first time since our mortal days. As we studied one another, it struck me with the force of revelation that this was a homecoming.

      To my surprise, a lump rose in my throat.

      Glancing past him, I hoped to glimpse Elizabeth in the car, but most likely he’d dropped her at the villa on his way here.

      “I already knew, from observing you,” I said, stepping closer until I gripped the bars, “but now I understand what a miracle the dark blood is.”

      “It truly is,” he said, watching me with something like awe. “And however you’ve come upon it, little brother, you are magnificent.”

      He reached through the bars, slim, strong fingers curling around my chin, tilting my face first one way, then the other, as though he needed to examine my familiar features, now transformed, at every possible angle.

      Well-accustomed to Gabriel’s fussing, I allowed it with the resigned patience of a cat being paraded at a pet show, knowing full well resistance would only prolong the ordeal.

      At last, he sighed in admiration and released me, not even bothering to remark upon the stubble at my jaw, though it had been his pet complaint for years.

      He turned halfway and called to Rita, still waiting in the driver’s seat.

      “Rita, I’ll walk home. Take the rest of the night off.”

      Even from twelve feet away, even through the iron, I could feel her presence, her mortal blood pulsing beneath her youthful skin. She was late twenties, I guessed, milk-chocolate skin embellished with tattoos, long dark hair in immaculate braids, dressed in a charcoal suit.

      She had long since acclimated to our peculiarities and never questioned them. It was a key factor in why she was both well-paid and, crucially, still alive.

      Gabriel’s gaze returned to mine, his voice dipping. “You’ll have to learn to manage the bloodlust. If you drain any of my assistants, I’ll be terribly disappointed. Especially Rita. She’s my favorite.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I promised, though whether I could keep that promise remained to be seen. I’d observed vampirism long enough to know bloodlust was a force few denied for long.

      I returned Rita’s wry smile before she leaned over to shut the door Gabriel had left open. The Rolls glided away, silent as a phantom.

      As soon as she was gone, Gabriel vaulted the fence, his tailored coat sweeping as he landed soundlessly beside me with that inhuman grace.

      We might have taken the vaulted tunnel beneath the cemetery, through the Circle of Lebanon, cutting toward Villa Graves. But tonight, I craved the open air, the vastness of the sky pressing down on wrought iron and crumbling tombs. So we went uphill on foot, the earthen path damp and ivy-cloaked, a raven croaking low from atop an ornate crypt as we passed.

      Soon, we reached the top of the cemetery, where, separated from us only by a wrought-iron fence, Thornhill Mansion loomed. Its stained-glass dome spilled fractured bands of color into the night.

      Until recently, Thornhill had been in surrender to creeping decay. Even now, despite extensive restoration by mortal contractors (undoubtedly funded, at least in part, by Gabriel), nature still fought to reclaim it. Ivy curled up the stone walls like grasping fingers, the marble steps bore jagged cracks, and the gardens stretched out in a sea of wild grass. Forgotten statues and stone angels thrust their heads above the overgrowth, as if feebly attempting not to drown.

      “You still haven’t told me,” Gabriel said finally, pausing and turning toward me, “who gave you the blood.”

      His gaze flicked toward the mansion, a knowing, slightly strained smile curling his lips, his eyes on mine. He already knew the answer had to be one of the mansion’s residents.

      Gabriel would have wanted to be my sire. He would have considered it his prerogative. I wasn’t sure how he’d take this, but there was no avoiding it.

      “Last night,” I began, “Harlan and Sebastian came to me shortly before dawn. Harlan thought he had a bone to pick with you, after Eve Hall. He was determined to turn me first, to teach you a lesson, as he phrased it. To…” I hesitated, then finished, “put you in your place.”

      I braced for fury, for indignation, for some reaction worthy of such a provocation. But that was not how he responded.

      “To put me in my place,” he repeated, rolling the words on his tongue as if tasting something exotic. “I see. Well. Just this once, I’ll allow it.”

      And with that, he turned on his heel and started walking along the fence.

      I faltered, mouth half-open. I was poised to ask why Harlan had felt the need to assert himself so brazenly, and why Gabriel was not even slightly enraged by it. But I thought better of it. The less he dwelled on the insult, the less likely he was to decide it merited retribution. And the last thing I needed, in my first nights as a vampire, was to be swept into yet another melodrama with the Thornhills.

      So I let it go.

      But the question lingered.

      Only seconds passed before Gabriel half-turned to me again.

      “You could have called me,” he said. “Last night. Instead, I had to hear it from Rita. She said you’d shut the business for the day, though she couldn’t say why. I worried something was the matter.”

      “With me, or the business?” I asked.

      “With you, of course. The business is fine. Even you couldn’t ruin its foundations overnight.”

      I chuckled, then muttered, almost to myself, “Venedict might.”

      Gabriel frowned, as though he too disapproved of whoever was mishandling the business finances, yet found himself powerless to intervene.

      It hadn’t escaped my notice that, despite the last exchange I’d witnessed between them ending with Gabriel snapping his window shut on Venedict after a frosty, Oh, cry me a river, you little devil, he had nevertheless equipped his old flame with a Deep Graves credit card. And Venedict certainly knew how to wield it.

      He had been born to wealth, after all, and it seemed Gabriel couldn’t quite stomach the thought of him languishing in that crumbling mansion, draped in threadbare finery, rifling through a wardrobe of Victorian relics like a ghost attempting to resurrect a past that wanted nothing more to do with him.

      The money itself was no concern. There was more than enough of it, both from Deep Graves and from the vast lattice of investments that had swollen into an obscene fortune across the centuries.

      What troubled me was Gabriel’s refusal to shut the door, firmly and irrevocably, on the man who had shattered his heart more thoroughly than anyone else, and whose influence still lingered like a wound that refused to close.

      That is the danger of immortalizing your lover: they would always be there, a living reminder of what had been lost.

      When it came to matters of the heart, Gabriel and I had always stood at opposite ends of a vast spectrum. He loved rarely but catastrophically, with a consuming intensity that burned everything it touched… usually including the object of his affection. I, by contrast, drifted in and out of love with ease, preferring—wisely, I think—to remain only briefly and elusively attached.

      At present, there was Nina, a barrister I’d met during a lawsuit against Deep Graves over ivory in our caskets. But within a few months, another tantalizing creature would catch my eye, and Nina and I would drift apart, no harm done.

      At least, that was the idea. Over the months since we met, I had, admittedly, developed feelings for her that went deeper than fleeting desire.

      But only once in my long existence had I encountered a love that truly haunted me.

      What I felt for XiXi, once, had sunk so deep beneath my skin it left fingerprints on my heart.

      But that was a long time ago, and hardly relevant now.

      As I followed Gabriel along the fence, I idly reached into my coat pocket and withdrew the small pile of letters I’d taken from Deep Graves. The first two, with their transparent windows, were unmistakably bills. The third was a flyer for a local street fair—useless, given that it was scheduled for daytime hours.

      But the fourth caught my attention.

      A heavy, cream-colored envelope. Premium paper, thick as skin. And the handwriting—slanted, graceful, unmistakable—made the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

      I tore it open and scanned the single sheet inside, my vampiric speed allowing me to absorb its contents in an instant.
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        * * *

      

      Thomas,

      I know you remember what you swore to me in the silence between the waves, in the fevered dark of our passion. You promised me your heart.

      For centuries, I have found no cause to hold you to that promise. I permitted you to live as you chose. But time is powerless to sever what was bound in blood and whispered vows. Now, I must remind you of that truth.

      In March of last year, I was wounded by a Hunter while at my winter residence in Venice. I escaped with my life - he did not. His life paid the price for his folly, though not before his blade pierced my heart. It did not strike deep enough to end me outright, yet the wound was grievous enough to set in motion a slow and inexorable decline.

      I have remained in Venice since then, unable to travel, brought to my knees by my condition. I can feel my heart slowly dying in my chest, its beats growing weaker with every passing night.

      I have sought out every physician versed in treating our kind, though I hope, for your sake, you have not had cause to discover how rare they are. None could offer a cure. There is no salvation for me, no way to stave off this slow death. Not unless I am given a new heart. And no, Thomas, I cannot simply take a mortal’s heart. Only a compatible immortal’s will suffice: Yours.

      I can feel you, even now, through the tide and the turning centuries. I wish you no ill will, but I do expect you to honor your word.

      Come to Venice. Two weeks hence, during the carnival, when the city teems with masked revelers and those like us move unnoticed.

      Come willingly, lovingly, prepared to face your last hour with honor. Do so, and I will grant you the length of the carnival—days and nights of revelry—culminating in the grand masked ball at my palazzo on the eve of March the Fourth. You will find me an accommodating hostess, intent on making your final moments exquisite.

      You need not trouble yourself with finding me when you reach Venice. I will find you. You understood the breadth of my reach when last we parted, more than three centuries ago. I assure you, it has only grown since.

      I have no reason to believe you are a man who would forsake his word. And yet, you should not mistake my generosity for leniency. If you break your vow, you will regret it. I have no wish to entangle others in our affair, but I know of your brother. I know what he is. There must be something in your blood that compels you to reach beyond the bounds of mortal existence. I always loved that about you, Thomas.

      I loved you truly. And when your stubborn heart beats in my chest, you will be mine forever—in a way even my venom could not make you.

      I must admit, the thought rather pleases me.

      Soon, my love. Once and forever,

      熙熙
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        * * *

      

      I folded the single sheet of paper bearing XiXi’s eloquent threats, then, unable to help myself, immediately unfolded it and read it again, as if the words might have shifted and rearranged themselves in the blink of an eye.

      But no. Her demand remained just as clear on the second reading as it had on the first. She wanted - no, she expected - me to come to Venice and willingly give her my heart as a replacement for her own.

      The audacity was staggering. My heart, still as stone all evening, gave a single, hard thud.

      So, she still had an effect on me, my long-lost love. For all the wrong reasons.

      How peculiar that I should receive a letter from her now—the first, I might add, that she had seen fit to send in over a century, despite clearly knowing exactly where to find me. And it arrived mere days after her venom had finally waned from my system. What were the chances of that?

      And why contact me after such a prolonged silence?

      Surely, over the centuries, other men had sworn themselves to her, whispered the same, in retrospect extremely careless, fevered oaths I once had. Surely some of them had also been infected by her venom, felt it take root in their blood and bones. And surely, she would turn to one of them now, for what I could no longer give her, even if I wanted to.

      By her own admission, only a compatible immortal heart would suffice.

      And mine, now vampiric, surely no longer qualified.

      Did it?

      I only realized I had stopped in my tracks when Gabriel turned toward me, his eyes boring into mine. He was already back out on Swain’s Lane, while I remained in the cemetery, rooted to the ground as if struck by lightning.

      Vampirism had made him an adept mind reader, but I had long since learned to veil my thoughts in mist when needed. The technique wasn’t foolproof, but most of the time, it held.

      I used it now, quickly shrouding any trace of XiXi’s letter in a dense, impenetrable fog.

      “Nothing of note,” I said, calm as could be on the surface. I folded the letter again and slipped it back into my coat pocket with the others. As if removing it from sight might somehow banish it from existence.
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