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Case 001: The Devil in Glass Slippers

Johnnie straightened his black and silver tie, thumb sliding over the rose-shaped tie pin made of diamonds set in silver. The suit was bespoke and the equal, if not the superior, to that of any snob in the room. Already a few people had cast inquisitive, nose-up glances his way, sensing a normal amongst their powerful, abnormal throng. They could not dismiss him entirely, however, not when he had clearly been invited, since there was no other way to get into Jesse Adelardi's parties.

He might be a normal, but in every other way he fit the part, right down to his costly clothes. His suit was a smoother black than his ink-dark hair, which was razored so the ends fell in jagged wisps around his face. His eyes were a dark charcoal gray, hard as he looked at the man beside him. "So, now are you going to tell me why you insisted I come? You know I hate costume parties."

"Masques," Rostislav corrected, smoothing his own playboy fine hair. If Johnnie was a shadow, Rostislav was sunshine. If Johnnie strove to be a good little human, Rostislav was an abnormal troublemaker born. "They're called masques."

Johnnie shrugged. "A rose by any other name would still be just as annoying."

Rostislav slid him an amused look, gold eyes glinting. "The Ice Queen vexing you again?"

"As though he ever does anything else," Johnnie replied with a slight grimace that was quickly smoothed away. "I really do not feel like discussing him right now. Tell me why you dragged me here, or I am leaving."

Rostislav sighed at him, long and pointedly. "We are here to find a pair of shoes."

"I am leaving," Johnnie replied, and turning sharply on his heel, strode from the balcony where they had been watching the ball down below, out into the lobby of the casino where the party was being hosted. It was a beautiful building; his father often used it to conduct business or simply spend time with friends. The Last Star, it was called. It had the finest ocean view around, for those who could afford the rooms where that view might be obtained.

Generally, Johnnie loved being at the Last Star. Right then, he wanted no part of it. Masques creeped him out. Maybe he should learn to let go of childhood trauma… but, no, he really did not feel like it. The worst part about costumes was the not knowing. He did not see the fun in it. People were hard enough to understand, and abnormals harder still, without the additional challenge.

"Wait, wait, wait—" Rostislav grabbed his arm and forced him to a halt. "Come on, Johnnie. Don't stomp off in one of your hissy fits."

Johnnie ignored that. "I am not going to dig you out of whatever mess you have gotten yourself into this time, Rostiya. Do it yourself."

"Please?" Rostislav said, golden eyes pleading. "It's not what you think. I didn't start this mess."

"Start from the beginning," Johnnie said. "Tell me everything, and if you leave anything out, I am going home and will ignore you for a very long time."

Rostislav winced, knowing the words were no bluff. "All right, all right. I was asked to consult on some old junk."

Old junk being Rostislav's rather flippant term for magical artifacts. The abnormal world was rife with magic-imbued objects that were never properly cared for or deactivated. Most were harmless, but too many were not. Rostislav, a witch of no small ability, consulted on the various objects people found and helped to render them harmless, or at least find the person who could render them harmless. "In with the mess was a pair of shoes. Dancing shoes, made of glass."

"Cinderella slippers?" Johnnie asked, immediately intrigued despite himself. History was rife with ways for abnormals to hide themselves amongst humans and from each other. To save energy, many abnormals put spells into clothing, jewelry, or the like, that cast an illusion—a glamour—over the wearer.

Old legend held that a particularly powerful abnormal—no one knew what kind—had placed a spell in a pair of slippers made of glass. Ostentatious and stupid, but abnormals excelled at nothing so much as showing off while hiding in plain sight. "So we are looking for missing glamour shoes?" he asked. "That should not be too much of a problem."

"They aren't just glamour shoes, unfortunately," Rostislav replied. "Examining them revealed they were actually holding a demon. I put them in a spell cage while we went to lunch. When we came back, the shoes were gone."

"Wonderful," Johnnie said and returned to the balcony, staring down at the people below, lips pursed in thought. "So somewhere down there, a demon is wreaking havoc with some Cinderella." He looked at Rostislav. "I do not see why this concerns me. You are the witch. Find them and destroy them."

"I can't find them," Rostislav said, blowing out a frustrated breath. "I've tried. I finally told Jesse—"

"Jesse?" Johnnie demanded. "You are helping Jesse Adelardi?"

Rostislav glared at him. "Yes," he hissed. "Business is business, and I don't need you to lecture me. The shoes are what matter, and right now I need your help, all right? I didn't get a chance to determine what the demon had to do to break free of the shoes. All I know is that they are Cinderella slippers and this is Jesse's ball, so we need to find them soon."

"Let us hope that we figure out which tradition was used by the sorcerer who put a demon in a pair of slippers." He looked out over the crowd again and murmured softly, "Shake and quiver, little tree, throw gold and silver down to me."

"So does this mean you'll do it? I promised Jesse that I knew a clever little detective who could help us."

Johnnie rolled his eyes. "I am no detective. Finding the odd missing object and such for people does not a detective make."

"If you say so, Johnnie," Rostislav said with a smile. "Let's find the slippers. It's entirely possible they're not even here."

"No," Johnnie said, eyes still on the crowd. "A demon in Cinderella slippers would find no better place to be than a costume ball. So let us go find Cinderella and hope we do it before the stroke of midnight." He glanced back at Rostislav and sneered at the gold half-mask Rostislav was sliding into place.

"Didn't you bring a mask, Johnnie?"

"I do not wear masks," Johnnie replied. "You know that."

"Yeah, yeah. You really need to learn to mellow."

Johnnie ignored him and turned away, sliding into the role of finder that he seemed to have acquired over the years. He looked over the crowds of people again, murmuring softly to himself again as he caught sight of a woman with a particularly extravagant coiffure. "Riddle me, riddle me, what is that; over the head, and under the hat?"

Rostislav frowned at him. "What?"

"Nothing," Johnnie replied. "Just nonsense. Make yourself useful, witch, and see if you cannot pick out bits of Cinderella style spell work. I doubt we can detect the demon itself, but the spells and effects employed with Cinderella slippers are more or less rote. Hunt them out, or at least try."

"Oh, yeah." Rostislav made a face. "Because illusions, love spells, and enchantments are so bloody uncommon at a bloody masque."

Johnnie regarded him coolly.

"All right, all right," Rostislav replied, throwing up his hands. "What are you going to do?"

"Examine shoes," Johnnie replied, striving to keep his voice even and unaffected and not let out the bitterness that always came with the knowledge that he had no abnormal abilities to draw upon. He was the quintessential ugly duckling, and heaven and hell forbid anyone let him forget it. Already he could see the looks, feel the curiosity. Some knew him and would tell those who did not. Others would simply figure it out for themselves. Everyone wondered why his father had adopted him. Nearly all pitied him. Many regarded him as potentially amusing. All looked down on him. "Shoes and people."

He pointedly dropped his gaze to Rostislav's shoes, which were as perfect and golden as the rest of the man and ensemble. Rather than a fancy costume, Rostislav simply wore a suit and domino mask. Looking up again, he said, "I suppose your shoes are in order."

Rostislav laughed. "I hope we find them quickly, Johnnie. Thank you for coming to help me. You'll be home soon enough, I promise."

Johnnie shrugged dismissively and stifled a sigh. What waited for him at home but another fight with Elam? Home was seldom a welcoming place at the best of times, and worse still when the Ice Queen was in a foul mood and eager to take it out on his unwanted brother.

Gods above, he wished the day would come when he stopped hoping for Elam to return just some of what Johnnie felt for him. Shoving the thoughts away, focusing on the task at hand, he watched as Rostislav descended the grand staircase and rapidly vanished into the throng below.

Johnnie stifled another sigh, then finally descended the stairs himself. Immediately the press and crush of people began to irritate him. The stench of sweat, perfume, smoke, and the underlying bitterness of too much magic in too small a space gave him a headache, and he fought his way through it until he at last found a bit of free space near the main bar.

He skimmed the crowd, looking absently at shoes where he was able, but mostly looking for a possible Cinderella or the 'prince.' As it was Jesse Adelardi hosting this event, he should be the 'prince' for whom the demon would have to seek to fulfill the Cinderella strictures.

It was an ever raging debate, which had come first—the slippers or the tale. Most held the tale had come first and many an abnormal had been inspired. Others held that the slippers had come first: that once upon a time, an abnormal placed a spell or trapped a demon within a pair of slippers in order to win her prince and obtain freedom from an evil stepmother.

Johnnie had always thought that was close, but did not believe it had played out quite that way. The various mothers, that was the key. A dead mother, a stepmother, and then the 'fairy' godmother, which in some versions was simply the spirit of the 'good' mother.

The closest he ever came to being a true abnormal was by studying them incessantly. The only thing he excelled at more than finding things was knowing things. Reading, research, talking to those who would indulge him…

His private theory in regards to the Cinderella slippers was that it had never been Cinderella herself who obtained the slippers through positive means. Far more likely, he had always thought, that some girl's over-ambitious mother had plotted to see that her plainest, most lackluster daughter landed a successful marriage. Possibly her only daughter, or perhaps her youngest, but whatever—she could not or would not be what her mother wanted.

So, bring in magic. A mother who placed a spell or spells in… a new pair of slippers? A favored pair? And suddenly her daughter was far from plain, far from ordinary. Attract the prince, ensnare him, and the deed is done. A glamour, a love spell, tied together just so to make a happily ever after. Such things had been done since the beginning of time.

"Master Desrosiers," said a cool voice.

Johnnie nodded at the vampire, acknowledging and then dismissing him. He did the same as several others greeted him. He was not here to socialize, and they were only acknowledging him because they did not dare offend his father. Turning away from the crowd, he glanced at the bar for a potential place to sit.

Oddly, the bar was occupied by only the bartender and four other guests. Two of the guests wore masks, and two did not. One of the masked was a sharp looking figure in green, and Johnnie sensed he should know the costume, but he did not. The other masked figure was some sort of yellow bird. Of the two unmasked, one was a beautiful woman dressed mostly in diamonds. The other was a plain looking man dressed in simple black, with nothing to cut or soften the severity of it.

Johnnie passed his eyes over each—the two masked figures avoided his gaze, the woman met it and immediately dropped her gaze, and the plain looking man met it, smiling politely before returning to his drink.

No Cinderella candidates here, then. They lacked… something, though, as usual, he could not put a finger upon what was off. He simply knew they were not right. Well, beauty obviously. The point of Cinderella was that 'she' would be the most beautiful at the ball. The woman in diamonds was stunning, but there were others more stunning. The plain man, obviously not. The two masked figures were not remarkable enough of costume to fit.

Approaching the bar, he sat between the two unmasked figures, a barstool of space on either side. "Vodka rocks," he told the bartender. The bartender nodded and turned to pour the requested drink, and Johnnie turned slightly so that he could look out over the crowd again, carefully maintaining an air of boredom. He was looking now solely for Adelardi—if he could find the prince, Cinderella would present eventually. It was only just past nine; Cinderella would not make herself known to the prince before ten.

Where was Adelardi? He should be around and highly visible, even in costume. This was his fête, so where was he? It occurred to Johnnie then, he had never asked Rostislav the purpose of this party. Odd Rostislav had neglected to mention it, but perhaps he had simply forgotten.

Not his annual charity ball. It was the wrong time of year. Not a holiday, though that would have fit a costume ball. Birthday? The ball did not seem to fit that, though. It was possible, but he did not think that was it. He turned to the diamond-encrusted woman. "I beg your pardon, do you know the reason for this fête? I am afraid a friend brought me, but he did not tell me the purpose."

The woman shrugged and turned slightly away from him. Johnnie lifted a brow at that, but said nothing.

Before he could turn and ask the man on his other side, the very one he sought suddenly appeared. "Master Desrosiers," Jesse said with a smirk. "I am honored you deigned to attend my little fête. You look quite stunning, as always. I shouldn't doubt more than a few here would love whatever taste you were willing to give."

Johnnie ignored him. He did not deign to respond to such unclever taunts.

Jesse laughed softly. "Johnnie, Johnnie, as cold and beautiful as any vampire, but it took you only twenty-six years. Dance with me."

Finishing his drink, Johnnie placed his hand in Jesse's and followed him to the crowded dance floor. Immediately people moved to give them plenty of room, and Johnnie felt the prickle of eyes upon him, the heat of envy and the cold of contempt.

More than a few vampires disapproved of the way a Dracula had not only taken in a human, but worse, adopted him. Humans were prey, not kin. The only thing worse would be if he and some vampire dared to take up together.

Thinking that, of course, led to thoughts of his brother, but Johnnie stubbornly ignored them. He focused, instead, on Jesse Adelardi. Not a Dracula, but wealthy and powerful enough in his own right that he was counted high amongst the elite. There were always rumors floating around about that he was set to marry this daughter or that and be made an Alucard, eventually to take up Dracula.

So far, none of those rumors had come to pass, and the lack of marriage always created further rumors. Jesse was, of course, heartbreakingly beautiful. His was a handsome beauty, in contrast to Elam's more androgynous features. His hair and eyes were a deep, soft gold set in flawless sun-kissed skin. It was little wonder that he could get Rostislav to do whatever he asked. Johnnie had tried to tell Rostislav a thousand times the futility of being a human and loving a vampire, but they had always had stubbornness in common.

"I suspected you were the help that Rostislav mentioned," Jesse said, smoothly leading the dancing, hand warm where it curled around Johnnie's hip. How many people, over the hundreds of years of Jesse's life, had fallen victim to his warmth and charm and beauty? "I do thank you for coming."

Johnnie ignored the thanks and simply replied, "He neglected to mention the purpose of your masque."

"Oh?" Jesse asked. "It's the one hundredth anniversary of my hotel. I've never managed to stay so long in one place; it's quite exciting for me. The day it opened, I threw a masque." He pulled Johnnie closer, turning them neatly, moving gracefully across the dance floor. Beautiful, so close to perfection, but Johnnie remained unmoved. He possessed no special ability to resist vampires, he simply had grown up with them, amongst them, and the lure of that wicked beauty had lost its shine along the way. "Naturally, another masque was the only suitable option."

"Of course," Johnnie said, turning his head, following a pair of handsome blue high-heeled slippers. No. He turned back to Jesse. "You are careless."

"It was not my spell cage that failed," Jesse replied.

"Mm," Johnnie murmured, "but you did possess a pair of Cinderella shoes. You are no necromancer, but neither are you a fool." He pulled away as the dance ended and sketched a half-bow that was only just barely polite.

Jesse's mouth quirked in amusement, but he said only, "Thank you for the dance, Master Desrosiers."

"My lord," Johnnie murmured in reply, then left him, moving through the ballroom, surreptitiously examining shoes. After half an hour, he decided to try something else. He searched around for Rostislav—and paused, frowning, when he finally saw Rostislav tucked into a discreet, shadowy corner with Jesse. What they were doing, he could not determine.

But he could guess.

He turned away in anger and contempt—and envy. Vampires never took humans as lovers; it was beneath them to have truly amorous relations with their food. If Jesse was doing anything, he was toying with Rostislav, and Rostislav knew that.

But Rostislav had always loved Jesse, the same way that Johnnie had always loved Elam. Stupid, to fall for vampires, but they had fallen all the same.

Rostislav was apparently wearing the mask of a fool for the ball, Johnnie thought as he glanced toward that dark corner again. He watched them a moment, quoting softly to himself, "So true a fool is love, that in your will/Though you do anything, he thinks no ill." Turning away again, he climbed the stairs he had earlier descended.

Away from the crowds, standing in a dimly lit hallway, he weighed his options. He should have had Jesse or Rostislav give him access to the spell cage in which they had tried to bind the shoes. Going back down into the crush below was not worth it, however. Not when he had other means to try first.

Moving to the lobby, he pressed the button on Jesse's private elevator. Though he possessed only ordinary senses and laid no claim to special abilities, one could not live his entire life amongst abnormals without some effect. He could almost always feel magic, unless it was very slight or too subtly cast. He could also smell it, when it was strong enough or, like downstairs, there was simply a great deal of it.

He felt it now, like a prickle across his skin, as he stepped into the elevator. Glancing at the control panel, he immediately saw where a special key was required to access the very top floors. Jesse's rooms occupied the top three floors of the hotel.

The thing about the more powerful abnormals, Johnnie had learned over the years, was that they stopped worrying about normals. Instinct drove most normals to avoid abnormals like Jesse Adelardi. Over time, Jesse and his ilk, Johnnie's family included, become accustomed to being avoided. They largely ceased to notice normals.

As a result, they seldom bothered to incorporate wards against normals in their many and varied defensive spells. All the wards and spells blocked all levels of magic and mischief—except good, old-fashioned normal mischief.

Reaching into an inner pocket of his jacket, he extracted a suitable lock-pick and made quick work of the penthouse access. Tucking the lock-pick away again, he pushed the button and leaned against the back wall as he rode to the topmost floors with a slight sneer on his face.

The doors opened without a sound a moment later, and he stepped out into the first of the three floors. This floor was the living room, dining room, kitchen, and a beautiful patio complete with garden and fish pond. He knew from two previous visits that the second floor was equal parts library and museum; all the long-lived abnormals had a penchant for books, antiques, pieces of the long years behind them. The top floor was Jesse's exclusive domain. It obviously contained his bedroom, but beyond that, Johnnie did not know. No one else went there, ever.

Crossing the room, he slipped into the study and immediately found what he sought. In one corner of the room was a large, round oak table, stained dark. The table top was not wood, however, but set with black chalkboard. On one end of it, pieces of chalk were neatly laid out. A sorcerer's table.

At present, the board was covered with an elaborate spell cage, the kind that took years to be able to draw without errors. Rostislav was an excellent witch, though. Johnnie felt the usual twinges of bitterness and jealousy. Being the adopted son of a Dracula only made him more acutely aware of all the special abilities he did not possess. He was quite literally nothing, minus that his last name was Desrosiers.

The closest he would ever come was to read and watch and learn. He would never be able to make a spell circle that would work, but he could read them as well as any sorcerer. A lifetime of relentless study was the only reason he was able to hold his head up in a room full of people who would be his superiors if not for his surname.

On the table before him was a spell cage: a double circle of intricate, high-level runes woven together to trap whatever object was placed inside the empty circle within the inner band of runes. Rostislav had been thorough; breaking it should have been difficult for anyone other than Rostislav.

Johnnie studied the circle more closely, examining every meticulously chalked rune, every stroke and curve. It was perfect, exquisite work, except… he bent over the table as far as he dared, hands carefully braced on either side of the circle, looking more closely.

There.

A break in the inner circle, no wider than the edge of a razor. That would have been enough to ruin the spell cage and render it ineffective. But once a circle was set, or activated, breaking it was not as simple as smearing the chalk—protections against such things were automatically put into all spell circles. In order to sabotage it, the break must have been done before the circle was activated. Even Rostislav might not have noticed such a minute gap. Johnnie probably would not have, had he not been looking for such a flaw.

Rostislav should have been looking for flaws as well. Hmm. Knowing Rostislav, and knowing Jesse, no one else would have been anywhere near this room when the shoes were brought out and the work done. Rostislav would have done all the work, obviously, but Jesse would have insisted on observing.

Once they realized something had gone wrong, Rostislav would have gone over the cage with a fine-toothed comb. He should not have missed the flaw; he was a better witch than that. "Man is practiced in disguise; He cheats the most discerning eye," Johnnie quoted softly, and turned away from the useless spell cage, picturing Rostislav in his elegant suit and the perfectly matched shoes.

He remembered Rostislav and Jesse tucked into that dimly lit corner while people danced and laughed around them, oblivious.

What was the game? Why bring him into it and yet not into it? Why would Rostislav lie to him? That upset him the most. Why would his friend lie to him?

Frowning in thought, he left the study and strode to the windows in the living room. Beyond the lights of the casino and hotel was a great deal of nothing. Here and there, where the moonlight slipped through the clouds, he could see the never-ending motion of the sea. Otherwise, it was only black. The casino was in a carefully selected middle of nowhere; even the locals who worked in the casino were either abnormals who lived there, or normals who lived at least half an hour away.

The Last Star drew hundreds of thousands, and the taxes Jesse paid to the Dracula were no small part of the reason that the Desrosiers territory was one of the wealthiest.

Leaving the window, he strode back to the elevator—and halted halfway, the glitter of gemstones just catching his eye. He knelt and reached under the couch, picking up a ruby bracelet he knew well; he had given it to Rostislav two years ago as a birthday present. It was a long standing joke between them that he always gave Rostislav such nonsensical, ostentatious gifts.

Kneeling in front of the sofa, he could now smell traces of Rostislav's citrusy cologne… as well as traces of exactly what he had been doing on Jesse's sofa. Johnnie sneered as he stood. So Jesse and Rostiya were definitely having an affair.

Why? A vampire caught in such dalliances with a human would turn himself into a laughingstock. Even a vampire as powerful as Jesse stood to suffer, and suffer greatly, for committing such a taboo. What did Rostiya stand to gain from such a hopeless arrangement, whatever the precise nature of the arrangement may be?

Nothing. Nothing but pain.

Hitting the button for the elevator, Johnnie stepped inside and pushed the down button, brooding as he returned to the lower levels. When the doors opened, he left the elevator slowly, still lost in thought. He stopped halfway, deciding that he did not want to confront Rostiya until he knew for certain what was afoot.

Turning around, he returned to the elevator and rode it up to the floor housing the Desrosiers suite. Though he had made no plans to come here, and would not have come except it was Rostislav who had asked, his father and brother were frequent visitors, and so Jesse always kept their suite ready.

It opened immediately to his keycard, the lights flicking on as they sensed movement. Removing his jacket and tie, he strode to the bar tucked into the corner of the room and poured vodka over ice in a crystal rocks glass.

He had just taken a sip, enjoying the ice cold bite of good vodka, when all the lights went out, leaving him in absolute dark. His skin prickled, and on the air was the sudden scent of myrrh and musk roses. Someone was in the room. That should have been impossible. The room was so heavily warded, a demon would sweat trying to break through. None but the Desrosiers and Jesse could walk in here without permission.

Johnnie reached out slowly, carefully, and set his drink back down upon the bar. He could see nothing; it was the most absolute dark he had ever experienced. Even the windows gave no light, though he knew very well that lights from the casino and the parking lot should have been filtering through the curtains. "Who are you?"

No answer immediately came, but Johnnie did not lower himself to repeat the question. There were eyes upon him. He could feel them like a touch. He could always feel eyes upon him.

"So you are the infamous human child of the Dracula Desrosiers?"

Johnnie said nothing.

Fingers slid down his arm, warm through the fine linen of his shirt, curling briefly before dropping away, and Johnnie only just barely kept himself from showing any reaction. The man was behind him and had not once made a single sound until he'd spoken.

Definitely a man, to judge by the hot-toddy voice, the shape and feel of those fingers. They touched him again, those fingers, and Johnnie spun sharply around, the back of his hand swinging up and cracking hard—

But only against the hand that caught his. The hand that did not let go, but only lightly squeezed his fingers and held fast.

"Unhand me," Johnnie said, voice cold. "You have no business touching me, or being here at all, and I will not tolerate it."

"In all the places I've been," the man said, "never have I encountered one as breathtaking as you."

Johnnie froze, momentarily startled by the words.

"Beautiful, elegant, graceful, but also cold, haughty, and proud. You could be a vampire but for the lack of fangs."

How much easier his life would be if he did have the fangs. "You will explain to me your purpose here. Fangs or not, I am a Desrosiers and will not tolerate your crass behavior. You will unhand me and tell me who you are."

Soft, deep laughter brushed across Johnnie's face, smelling like some sort of sweet, fruity candy. "I saw you downstairs and was captivated. I wanted a closer look."

"There is not much to see in the dark," Johnnie replied.

"Not for you, perhaps," the man replied, squeezing Johnnie's hand again—then his thumb brushed over Johnnie's bottom lip.

Johnnie jerked his head back and hissed, "Do not touch me." He glared at the man he could only feel and hear and smell, but to judge by the soft laughter, it had no effect.

"You're truly the most captivating person I've ever met," the man replied, and abruptly let Johnnie go.

Johnnie flexed the fingers of his suddenly free hand, wondering why it felt so strange. It tingled, as though it had fallen asleep and was just beginning to wake up. So too his lip, he realized. He frowned and lifted his other hand to touch his lips.

All the while, he felt the presence of the stranger, but he refused to ask again who the man was. Instead, he asked, "What do you want?"

"To be with you in hell," came the reply.

Johnnie jerked in surprise, not having expected that reply. He had never encountered anyone besides Rostiya who could quote Russian poetry. Intrigued now, though he knew he should be frightened or at least still angry, he gave the next spoken line of the poem. "It would seem your words/Bode neither of us any good."

A hand cupped his chin, the man's thumb rubbing along his lip again. "Tell me how men kiss you. Tell me how you kiss."

The words hung there in the air, thick and heavy, and Johnnie could not quite repress an unexpected shiver. He asked again, though he hated to lower himself, "Who are you?"

"An admirer," the man replied. "I admired you standing beneath the hard shine of the lights. I admired you dancing across the floor. I think I admire you most here in the dark, where I alone can see you."

"How can you see me?" Johnnie asked before he could bite the question back. "How well can you see me?"

"Perfectly," the man said. "Dark is as day to mine eyes."

Johnnie frowned at that. Nearly all supernaturals could see well in the dark, but he knew of nothing that could see that well, except perhaps ghosts. This man was no ghost. He did not know what the man could be, and that annoyed him. He should know. The stranger must be exaggerating, and his magic was simply good enough to overcome the wards. "Why can I not see you, then? Why must I remain in the dark? Afraid that if I know your face, you will be made to suffer the consequences of your actions?"

The man laughed. "Consequences? No. I've nothing to fear from consequences."

"Then why—" Johnnie was cut off by soft, warm lips, a mouth that tasted like sticky-sweet fruit candy. He tried to draw back, offended and infuriated, but one hand cradled the back of his head, sank gently into his hair and grasped a firm hold while the man's other arm wrapped around his waist and held fast. The man took his mouth more firmly, plundering it with a boldness that no one would ever dare display towards a son of a Dracula.

Johnnie did not mean to react—he did not want to encourage the abominable behavior—and yet he realized after a moment that he was responding.

It was the kind of kiss he'd always wanted. The kind of kiss he'd never gotten from the few attempts he'd made to find lovers when he was younger. But those he'd considered dating had only wanted to amuse themselves with the Desrosiers human, or use him to get more prestige. And all of them had been doomed to failure anyway because they had not been Elam. His only lovers had all been forgettable one night stands. Even his first lover was a woman whose name he could not recall, a witch he'd met while out shopping one day who'd invited him back to her room for a few hours of fun.

Why could he not be kissed this way by Elam?

The stranger pulled away the barest amount, drawing a breath. His lips ghosted softly over Johnnie's, then his tongue was lapping where his lips had just been, and then Johnnie was being kissed thoroughly again, and even thoughts of Elam momentarily fled.

When the second kiss ended, the stranger drew back. Johnnie drew a breath to speak—then realized he was alone. Orange-yellow light slipped through the curtains, a sliver of light peeked from the bottom of the door. Johnnie licked his lips, tasting a stranger on them. No one dared treat him in so crass and familiar a manner. He chose who to kiss, and when, and how. He licked his lips again, tasting fruit candy and a hint of dark beer.

Annoyed with himself, he resisted an urge to lick his lips a third time and picked up his vodka. Draining the glass, he set it down again and went to retrieve his jacket and tie. He restored his clothing quickly and checked his appearance in the bathroom mirror. Johnnie scowled at his reflection and smoothed his mussed hair. Unfortunately, he could do nothing about the fact that it was clear he had just been well and thoroughly kissed. A rush of sudden, unexpected heat washed through him.

Johnnie turned sharply away from the mirror, furious with himself. He was angry, and only that. Whatever else he was or was not, he was a Desrosiers, the youngest son of a Dracula. He would not tolerate such insults upon his person. He chose who to kiss, and when they proved unworthy, he cast them out. How dare some shadow act so—so crassly, so presumptuously.

Leaving the suite, he made his way to the elevators and back downstairs. He thought of the strange encounter, the kiss, the possessive grip in his hair, around his waist. He thought of Elam, tried to imagine Elam holding him in such a way, kissing him that thoroughly. His gut twisted with an old, familiar ache. It was so impossible a situation, he could not imagine it. All he could see was Elam's perfect, beautiful face, the cold eyes that dismissed him as carelessly as they would a servant. Elam, who would not lower himself even to Jesse's level and use him in a dark corner.

Johnnie frowned, mind pulled back at last to the real problem at hand. What did he really know about this situation? Rostislav had called him to help find a pair of Cinderella slippers. The spell cage to contain the slippers had been purposely broken, rigged to fail. He supposed it was possible that someone else had done it, but the chances were slim. That razor thin cut had been as meticulously placed as every rune. That aside, Jesse was no fool. He must have had some suspicion as to the true nature of the slippers. Until they were completely safe, he would not have permitted anyone not strictly necessary anywhere near them.

So which of them had sabotaged the shoes and why?

Johnnie worried his bottom lip in thought, but immediately stopped when he tasted hints of fruit candy and dark beer. Rostislav, he needed to focus on Rostislav. He would solve his own sudden personal mystery later. What if Rostislav had broken the spell cage? He could have done it before the cage was activated, or after.

So, going with the idea that Rostislav had been the one to sabotage the spell… Rostiya would know that wearing the shoes would mean that he had cast a love spell on Jesse, the 'prince' of the ball. Given only he and Jesse had been around the shoes, there was no one else who would have wound up wearing the slippers.

In breaking the ward and wearing the shoes, he would have gotten Jesse to love him, after a fashion. Jesse would love him, and likely for a very long time, because breaking a love spell was no easy task.

Love spells were one of the few things universally frowned upon by abnormals. Though not forbidden, except as individual territories dictated, when those casting them were caught, they were most often heavily punished. It was complicated, dangerous magic because it manipulated a person completely—mind, emotion, and body. Forcing the breaking of a love spell almost always broke the victim.

If Rostislav had chosen to wear the shoes…

But that did not fit Rostislav. He loved Jesse, but resorting to such a spell would be dishonorable in Rostiya's eyes. Neither would he ever view it as real love, and that he would find unbearable. He would also be punished severely for casting such a spell on so powerful and influential a vampire.

So that theory could be discarded.

That left Jesse. So what if Jesse was behind it? That made even less sense. Jesse stood to gain nothing by arranging for his own succumbing to the love spell. He would likely be afflicted the rest of his life—well, the rest of Rostislav's life, which was still too long by vampire standards, and there was no telling how it would affect Jesse when Rostislav died.

Johnnie laughed. No vampire would ever tolerate such a thing. The only way Jesse would even risk it was if he knew it would have no effect, and the only way to properly block or break a love spell, and so cause no harm, was real love, and that was impossible. Vampires did not love humans.

But the back of his mind whispered, unable not to see the logic, what if he did?

Society would not stand for it. If Jesse ever admitted to loving Rostiya, he would suffer for it—rejection, isolation, loss of standing, possibly even violence. He would be fortunate if the Dracula did not oust him from the territory.

Unless…

Unless it was a convenient accident. Hardly the first time a mistake was made and a dangerous object was not properly warded. Should the whole thing be nothing but a tragic accident, then Jesse would merely become an object of pity, a delectable bit of gossip, shunned by society but not treated as harshly as he would have been otherwise.

It fit. It explained everything neatly—except that it must be wrong. In all he had ever read, all he had ever heard, not once had he ever come across a case of a vampire who fell in love with a human, never mind one who chose to love a human openly.

Down below in the ballroom, everything had gone still. The guests formed a circle of gawkers around the center of the dance floor, where three figures stood locked in quiet, but clearly tense, conversation. Johnnie's chest went tight, twisting with longing and pain, as he stared at the third figure, who spoke with obvious anger to Jesse and Rostislav.

Elam: beautiful, pale, delicate, and cold Elam. Tall, slender, with grace in his every movement. The perfect smile, the perfect voice—perfect in every way. Perfectly uncaring whenever he deigned to acknowledge his detested little brother. "The love that lasts longest is the love that is never returned," Johnnie murmured softly.

Rostislav glanced up and saw him. Seeing his attention distracted, Jesse and Elam followed the direction of his gaze. Johnnie simply stood and stared back. He cocked his head the slightest bit, indicating they should come upstairs and leave behind the gawkers surrounding them.

He waited, still and patient, as they made their way up the stairs and toward him—two beautiful, flawless vampires and a handsome, striking witch. As they reached him, Johnnie looked up at Elam, meeting the pale blue eyes he loved and hated in equal measure. "Good evening, Ellie."

Elam regarded him coldly, immediately irritated by the despised nickname. "John."

Brotherly greetings exchanged, Johnnie turned to Rostislav and recited, "What is it that is too much for one, enough for two, and nothing at all for three?" Rostislav smiled faintly and shook his head, acknowledging without words that he knew Johnnie had figured out their ruse—and that he would keep the secret. That settled, Johnnie spared a glance for Jesse, who only stared back and said nothing.

Elam broke the silence, his voice perfectly modulated to freeze. "Why am I not surprised to see you here? What do you have to do with this mess, John?"

Johnnie ignored him. "Shall we discuss this matter in private?" He turned away and led them to one of the many conference rooms on that floor. When they were all inside, and the door closed and locked behind them, he leaned against the wall and folded his arms over his chest, and said, "Now, then. Ellie, I assume you are here about the Cinderella slippers and the unfortunate love spell that is part of them. No doubt it is woven with the demon bound to them to make it unbreakable." He looked to Rostislav for confirmation of this theory and received a slight nod.

Elam's mouth twisted with sneering disgust. "I was summoned here because Adelardi was caught consorting amorously with the witch. Lo, I arrive and find he reeks of magic, with a known troublemaker of a witch—and you."

"You know I like a problem to solve," Johnnie replied. "Are you hoping to burn a witch, brother?"

Elam regarded him coldly. "That isn't funny. I am hoping that we have not, in fact, lost one of our most valuable citizens to the machinations of an unreliable witch," Elam replied. "You will forgive me if I doubt anything you might say in defense of your questionable friendship."

Johnnie ignored the jibe; his brother had never approved of his friendship with Rostislav, but Johnnie would not give it up, not even for a chance to please Elam. "It was an accident. Rostiya asked me to come here to help him when the shoes went missing. I have been investigating."

Elam sneered, and Johnnie fought against the same hurt, the same bitterness, that he always faced when his brother so coldly dismissed his abilities. It was not much, his store of knowledge and his knack for solving problems, but it was something. But he was normal, and Elam would never believe that a normal could adequately solve abnormal problems. "What did you supposedly uncover?"

"I examined the spell cage Rostiya built to contain the shoes, upstairs in Jesse's study. They miscalculated the power of the demon bound in the shoes and the love spell woven with it. Naturally, once placed within an inadequate spell cage, the shoes woke from their dormancy and immediately sought out the nearest suitable Cinderella—Rostiya. After that, there was nothing that could be done. The nature of the slippers precludes the wearer knowing he is the victim. The 'prince' too would know nothing until too late. I was brought here to find the slippers before irreparable damage could be done, but it was done before I even arrived."

"An accident," Elam repeated with scorn. "You are telling me that Adelardi is a victim of a love spell because of a slight miscalculation?"

Johnnie laughed, his scorn the equal of Elam's, for it was Elam who had unwittingly first taught him scorn. "What do you suggest? That Rostiya would sacrifice his own reputation and standing to attach himself to a vampire? How would he profit, living the rest of his life as a taboo? It would do him more harm than good. Oh, I know. Perhaps Jesse engineered it, bored out of his mind and curious to see if living in what amounts to exile would prove more interesting."

"Perhaps some enemy is at work," Elam snapped.

"No," Jesse said. "Those shoes have been in my unwitting possession for years, part of a collection of artifacts I've always meant to go through. I brought Rostislav in to help me sort them and properly ward them. When we realized the nature of the shoes, we immediately sought to cage them until we could summon a sorcerer to banish the demon. We underestimated them. I got cocky, and cocky is the same as careless."

Johnnie nodded and quoted, "A bad beginning makes a bad ending."

"Indeed," Jesse said, shooting him a wry look.

Turning to Elam, Johnnie asked, "What do you propose to tell father?"

"That Adelardi is a fool and the witch a greater fool, but there is little to be done about it, as it would seem that it was an accident. However," he said, turning to Jesse, "you and the witch are under house arrest until my father says otherwise. In your current state, you cannot be trusted and so shall not be. Play in your casino, but do no more. I will tend your guests downstairs. Until such time as we can find an effective way to break the love spell, I am afraid you are quite useless. Johnnie, say your farewells if you must, then come home. We will no longer be spending our time here."

As he finished speaking, Elam called up his magic and vanished, as cold and clear a dismissal as Johnnie had ever seen. Silence fell with Elam's departure before Rostislav finally broke it. "You figured it out."

Truly annoyed for the first time all night, Johnnie said in his chilliest tones, "Of course I did."

Rostislav merely smiled. "Of course. How?"

"Your behavior in the dark corner beyond the columns by the buffet lines. The razor-thin break in the spell circle. The smell of sex and cologne. This," he finished and tossed Rostislav the ruby bracelet. "Why?"

"I'm surprised you have to ask," Rostislav said, looking at the bracelet in amusement.

Jesse cut in, "What in the hell were you doing in my rooms, and how did you get into them?"

"None of your business," Johnnie replied. "I refused to believe the reason that first presents. Vampires do not love humans, and they certainly never sacrifice their livelihoods—their lives—to be with one. Why drag me into this mess?"

"To lend the story credence," Rostislav replied. "You made it true. Everyone will believe now that it's an accident, that we are in this situation because of a mistake. It's not ideal, but it's better than keeping our relationship a secret."

Johnnie shook his head and said again, "Vampires do not love humans."

Jesse laughed. "Vampires don't like to admit it happens, which isn't the same thing. I'd rather love openly and be reviled than be accepted and love in secret, however great a fool that makes me."

"Makes us," Rostislav said and took Jesse's hand, and the look they shared was one not even Johnnie could sneer at, though he tried. Johnnie could only watch them. He hated that Rostislav had lied to him, had used him. Envy was bitter in his mouth, that Rostislav had what he so badly wanted.

Mostly, he was just sick of the matter and sorry he'd wasted his evening on being manipulated and betrayed. "Enjoy your house arrest," he finally said, not bothering to keep the curtness from his voice because, on top of everything else, Elam had forbidden him to see Rostislav again, and their father would undoubtedly stand by it. Rostiya had clearly not considered that possibility when he had decided upon this scheme and on using Johnnie to authenticate it. "I am happy that I could be of service to you, Rostislav. Should you require my services again, however," he finished bitterly, "you will have to pay for them." Brushing by them, he stalked toward the door.

"It wasn't like that!" Rostislav said, sounding hurt. Johnnie paused but did not turn back around. "I was trying to protect you, Johnnie. You're my best friend. If this scheme failed and blew up in our faces, how would it have looked for the son of the Dracula Desrosiers to be party to it? I'm selfish in doing this, but not so selfish I would truly betray a friend."

"But still selfish enough to sacrifice a friendship, since now it will be all but impossible for me to see you," Johnnie replied. He looked over his shoulder and added, "You made your choice, Rostiya, and now you must live with the consequences."

"Wouldn't you do the same damned thing?"

Johnnie turned back toward the door, not deigning to look at Rostislav as he replied, "Elam would think better of me if I conformed more. If I stopped dabbling in my mysteries, if I ceased to speak with you of my own free will, if I spent more time helping him and father instead of following my own whims and desires. Yet I have done none of those things, so the answer is no. I would not have done the same damned thing."

"So like a vampire, to expect everyone else to bend to you," Jesse said. "I meant what I said downstairs. It takes us decades to achieve the cold, arrogant pride that you wear so easily after only twenty-six years. If vampires look down upon you, it is because they are jealous you are already superior in so many ways."

Ignoring the comments, for that was all the attention they deserved, Johnnie said, "You are both fools."

"God damn it, Johnnie," Rostislav said. "Don't be this way. We're friends. I won't let you break it off."

"You made your choice," Johnnie snapped, "and apparently part of that choice was lying to me and sacrificing our friendship. You are the one who did the breaking. The next time you decide upon so mad a scheme, keep in mind that house arrest means losing everything."

He pushed the door open and left before anyone could speak further, angry and hurt and miserable—but he would not bend. Perhaps love was worth any and all sacrifice, but that love was of no comfort to those who were sacrificed.

Turning slightly to close the door, he caught a glimpse of Jesse holding Rostislav tightly. They looked beautiful together, and miserable together, and for a moment, Johnnie almost wanted to say something comforting.

Instead, he closed the door and walked away, reciting in quiet, bitter tones, "There they go, there they go. No blood's in the shoe. The shoe's not too tight. This bride is right."


Case 002: The Riddling Tale

Johnnie knew it was going to be a bad day when he woke up in the dead hours of the morning and was unable to fall back asleep. He stared at the ceiling for several minutes, anyway, willing himself to go back to sleep before at last conceding defeat.

Climbing out of his enormous four-poster bed, he padded naked across the hardwood floor of his bedroom and into the cold-tiled bathroom. It glowed a faint blue-white from a small nightlight plugged in near the door. Not bothering to turn on the overhead lights, he simply headed to the shower and turned it on. Another pale, blue-white light turned on as the water started, all the light Johnnie needed and wanted.

When the water was hot, he slid into the shower and closed the glass door behind him. Steam billowed over the top of the door, making the dark tiles glisten in the dim light. Beyond the splashing of the water, there was no sound. The clock on his nightstand had read 2:17 a.m. when he had finally climbed out of bed.

He wished he could go back to sleep. It was all the more frustrating for not having a reason for his sleeplessness; not even something as trivial as nightmares could explain it, for he did not dream.

Even worse, once he was awake, he did not sleep again the rest of the day. He had never managed to take even a nap. Reaching out, he snagged his soap and washed thoroughly, rinsing off and then washing his hair. He had never really had to bother with shaving. Finally, he dragged himself from the shower, shutting off the water and pushing open the door. He grabbed a towel from the hooks off to the right and toweled off lightly before returning to his bedroom.

Crossing the room, he went into his dressing room and reluctantly flicked on the sharp, bright overhead lights. Looking over his not inconsiderable wardrobe, he weighed his options, taking into account who might be visiting, what he would be doing, where he might go, if he would be back in time to change into evening dress, or if he would have to dress in something to accommodate night and day…

But his day was supposed to be a quiet one, and his father had announced no visitors for the day. Johnnie had no visitors, not since his only friend—

Sharply dismissing that thought, he focused on his clothing and finally settled on dark gray slacks with black pinstripes, a dark, smoky lavender shirt, and a vest to match the pants. From his jewelry case he chose a set of amethyst cufflinks. He set the matching tie pin aside, then went to his tie racks, pulling down a paisley tie in shades of gray and purple. He tied it in a Full Windsor, then arranged it properly with the vest and fastened the tie pin in place.

Going to the drawers and shelves for shoes and socks, he pulled out black for both and finished dressing. Last, he combed his hair and dabbed on a bit of his cologne, hints of apple and opium wafting through the room.

Leaving his bedroom, he walked down the hall, then down the winding stairs, and finally toward the northeast corner of the house, passing by the main library to his private library just off it. Throughout most of the house, the lights were set to work automatically. Johnnie hated it; any room that was exclusively his, he controlled the lighting himself.

Even here, in his library, no lights came on, and he most often chose to use only the barest amount required. As the room had no windows, to protect the books, he often required a great deal of light, but he contained it to where he was working.

He moved through the absolute dark with ease, as familiar with his library as he was with his own reflection. Reaching the chair where he had been reading just a few hours ago, he turned on a rose patterned Tiffany lamp.

Sitting down, he picked up the book he had been working through the past week, as well as his reading glasses. Sliding them on, he began to read. The book was, for all intents and purposes, a bestiary of abnormals. Naturally abnormals resented such a thing, but it was infinitely useful to normals who were dragged, willingly or otherwise, into the supernatural world that teemed below the surface. He owned several such compendiums, but this one was by far the most thorough and reliable. Obtaining it had put a nice dent in his savings, but the expense had been worth it. Every book he owned was worth it.

Granted, too many of the abnormals listed had nothing by them save little or nothing is known, but it still contained more information than any other bestiary he had obtained. Johnnie was reading it from beginning to end, despite the fact he had the contents all but memorized. Despite his efforts, in this and a few other books, he still could find no clue as to the stranger who had stolen two kisses in perfect dark.

Kisses he still remembered with crystal clarity, though he tried to forget them, be repulsed by them. It was the mystery of it that got under his skin, the audacity of it. "What lies lurk in kisses," he muttered to the empty room. He wanted to know who would dare treat him in such a manner and laugh at the idea of facing consequences.

The wards and the vision were the key. But the wards… the wards he had checked out. As he had already known, they protected the suite from everything, even those things normally neglected, ghosts and other such creatures, which were the only ones that could see in absolute dark with such perfect clarity.

So he had not a single clue as to who had taken liberties in the dark.

Irritated all over again, he focused once more on his reading. If this bestiary turned up nothing, he would resort to other books, though as of yet, he had not decided what those would be. He might have to go in search of the proper books if nothing in his own collection or the household library proved useful.

He read the bestiary until the clock chimed five, then set it aside and moved to his work table. As tempting as it was to pursue the matter of the stranger relentlessly, obsession hindered more than it helped. A cool, collected mind served better than a feverish one.

Settling at the table, he opened his latest journal—then paused, scowling when he saw he had mistakenly opened it, not to a blank page, but to the last personal entry he had made. He used his journals for everything, from research to recounting his days to empty his mind to whatever he fancied, really. The last entry was an accounting of his assisting Rostislav. In a moment of self-mockery, recalling the way Rostislav had called him a detective, he had given the entry a mock case number and name reminiscent of a bad detective novel.

That debacle had been three weeks ago. He had neither seen nor heard from Rostislav since. No doubt that was how Rostislav preferred it, tucked away in exile with his precious vampire.

Refusing to give in to the urge to throw the journal across the room, Johnnie flipped open to a blank page and marked it with date and topic, which was a continuance of his translations and studies of a set of alchemical journals he had acquired a couple of months ago. He had found them by chance in a normal bookshop that purported to sell books pertaining to witchcraft and other such things that amounted only to normal nonsense. The books he had found amongst all the nonsense, however, were authentic, and sold for a pittance because they were old and poorly cared for, and the normals had believed them to be only junk.
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