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The Little Vampire
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Elisha Cummings was small. Size mattered, and it was why she was walking alone down a mountainside road three days before Christmas, because she alone had slipped out of the last town her family had been staying in when the others had come for them. She had read the headlines the day before, in a discarded paper, which confirmed for her the hollowness she felt inside. The headline had read: Three Bodies Found in Motel Fire. The others had come, had disabled her father and her two brothers, and had burned them alive. And she had got away, not because she was smarter, faster or more prescient, just because the day the others came she had snuck out the bathroom window to go to a movie theatre, to watch a sentimental romance film. She was alive because she had disobeyed her father; now, he was gone, and she was alive, alone, and frightened.

At the last truck stop she had felt eyes staring at her, two grungy men in coveralls. She understood why, of course, but it had unnerved her. It was the first time it had happened when her brothers were unable to stare the men down. They had been thinking about how she looked, whispering some vulgar assessment of the hitchhiking runaway. That was what they had called her – a hitchhiking runaway. It was true, she supposed, but it felt wrong. She had run, yes, but not away from her family. She had run away from the others.

Elisha was pretty. Barely five feet tall, perpetually young, she could have passed for any age from fifteen to twenty. As she was presently dressed, like a disaffected teen, she probably looked like a very young girl trying to look older. Her curly dark hair, as nearly black as possible, was braided and pulled up in the back, dressed by cheap, brightly coloured butterfly clasps. Her dark eyebrows, probably too thick by modern standards of beauty, were still perfect, with just the slightest arch on the left that made her appear perpetually intrigued when seen in the correct light. Dark mascara highlighted what she considered her most impressive feature, jade green eyes that seemed to be aware of everything, impeccably placed beside a nose she was convinced was too large for her face, though no one who had ever remarked on her appearance had ever felt that way. She also had problems with her lips, convinced Angelina Jolie’s lips were perfect, and so regretful she had much thinner lips and a slightly narrow mouth. Yet in her face, a neat oval with a faintly narrow chin, her features made her beautiful, even if she denied it.

The last time she had looked in a mirror the only feature she had seen was the pimple in the fringe of her left eyebrow, near her temple – and the fear in her eyes.

In her winter jacket and baggy black jeans her figure was buried.

Removing her gloves as she walked farther off the main highway into the trees, along a private road she wrongly thought must be a logging road, she checked her cellphone. It was a first generation iPhone, one she had begged her father for, and one her brothers secretly envied. Why she checked it she was uncertain, because the battery had been dead for the last day. And even if it hadn’t been, what would she have expected? A message from one of the others apologising for killing her entire family? A message telling her they were sorry for her loss, and that she could stop running?

The road turned abruptly and she almost walked into a small turnaround cleared to one side. Restoring her direction, she returned her gloves to her hands and hunched in her huge coat.

She wasn’t supposed to feel the cold, but she felt it. Her brothers were always saying how impervious they were to the cold; her father certainly was – had been – but she felt it, like microscopic icicles were being driven into every exposed pore. She would never shiver, she knew, but it was still entirely possible the meagre meat on her bones would freeze solid. Maybe, she thought, that might even be for the best. Maybe freezing to death would be better than being found, punished, and burned alive.

What had happened to her family was her fault. She knew that and it seared her heart knowing it. When the message had come that she was to be sent to him, her family had been stunned. When she had begged with her father not to make her go, there had been no hesitation. Her father had rejected the command, which was what it was, without hesitation. Her brothers had thumped their chests and said outright that their sister was not chattel. And now they were dead, burned alive for refusing to whore her to the tyrant who had declared them all his subjects.

Ahead was a narrower road, overhung by trees, and the snow was now ankle-deep. She walked on without really considering the oddity of that, and without seeing the battered old Ford truck, with the equally old plough on the front, nestled at the turn. She was focused inward, quick thoughts twisting across the last two years as they had travelled, an erratic path meant to defy the command given, a fruitless attempt to find some support amongst their people. It had been an entirely empty effort dogged by a persistent pursuit, with fear preceding them everywhere they went, and a trickle of betrayal becoming a deluge late the previous summer.

Losing her entire remaining family was too much to bear without breaking her heart.

Hunger suddenly aroused her senses to the outside world.

Digging in her pocket, she found an bottle with a V-8 label. She stared at it almost uncomprehending. What was left in it had frozen firm. That seemed so impossible to her. Blinking at it, she put it away and slowed her pace.

Miles later her stomach was growling, desperate for sustenance. A flicker of movement left of her focused her attention there and she saw a rabbit darting through the snow. The compulsion to chase it was powerful, but the idea disgusted her. The thought of killing a bunny was awful to her. But you killed a cat, her brain reminded. But I was starving. There was no excuse for killing anything, but she was so very hungry, and the cold was cutting her flesh.

She squinted into the shadows of the trees and saw the rabbit again; she would have had it but for a sudden screeching. That spun her and she saw a wounded bird of some sort being tackled by a fox, a fat mangy creature the size of a small dog. The bird died, and the fox began to feed, only to find itself snatched a moment later, its neck broken with such sudden force it issued no death cry. Settling down by a tree, Elisha laid the dead fox on her knees and wept. But she was starving, and this was sustenance, and wasn’t it the nature of things that predators took prey?

“Please don’t have had babies,” she whispered to the dead fox.

She removed her gloves, knelt, and leaned as she lifted it up and exposed its throat. With a twinge of self-loathing, she paused to remove her dental bridge and put it in her pocket. With her canines exposed, she closed her eyes and tried to block the smell of the fox from her mind, flinching as the muscles that controlled the extension of her primary fangs tightened in anticipation. Two rips, the first to remove enough flesh and fur to reach the veins, and the second to create a pooling hole, made it possible to feed. She relaxed her fangs and buried her mouth in the wet, warm flesh, sucking the blood from the wound. She could feel the stain of it on her chin and paused to sob, feeling beaten by the experience, but then she returned to feeding, sucking at the blood, pausing only once more to spit out a shred of flesh that dislodged from the wound and entered her mouth. She very nearly vomited at that sensation, but hunger kept that in check.

Twenty minutes later she did her best to bury the animal’s corpse, crying silently, and then used handfuls of snow to wipe at her face. Her chin came clean, and she had gotten only a dab of crimson on her one sleeve so her coat was not in need of much cleaning. Wiping at the small stain, making it less obvious, took a few minutes more. And then she was done, and on went her gloves. And she was feeling a satisfaction that made her hate herself. She was sated, and energy was trickling into her anew.

The walk continued, and she knew it was growing dark, though her vision was precise enough that it mattered little to her. She could still smell the fox blood on her breath, but beyond that she could also now smell smoke. It was a more pleasant odour to her than the iron taint of blood. It gave her focus.

Some fifty yards along, in a cleared area that overlooked a long slope where the trees were thin enough to peer eastward off the mountainside, she saw a strange cabin that was almost a chateau, but not quite. It was surrounded by a dozen outbuildings, quiet and still, with not even a porch light on. But it was the source of the smoke, and inside there were lights in two rooms. One was a hearth room – she could see the massive stone fireplace now – that had a wall of triple-pane glass facing onto a porch covered by snow. The porch and the windows looked out to the view. Above, from behind equally impressive windows, came the other light, dimmer but somehow warmer. The curtains there were filmy white, and hid the details inside.

She pictured herself walking up and knocking on the door, announcing in her most polite tone, “Hello, I walked down the wrong road. I appear to be lost. Could you tell me where I am?” Charged by the fox blood she could probably have exercised some enthralling effect, which her brothers always said she was rather good at, but her heart had never been in that sort of overt manipulation. Aware that she was bone tired despite the sustenance, she sighed and looked the way she had come, wishing there was enough light to look at her map and decide where she had gone wrong. Absent the light, she trudged in a roundabout circle to one of the outbuildings that appeared to be accessible. The building was really an old stable – she could still smell the faint odour of horses from decades ago, she was sure – though now it was a woodshed. Stacks of neatly cut kindling and split woods were intermittently separated by rows. There was enough wood to last till the summer, for sure. And at the back was an old snowmobile, the front buried in hay and the back covered by a brittle canvas tarp. She went there, arranged herself a nest, and settled into the hay, scooping it on before she tugged the tarp across to cut the wind.

Elisha fell asleep.




Inside the cabin, Randy Crisp was sitting in his hearth room, staring at the same page of the book he had been reading for the last hour. Randy was a fairly big man, standing six-three with a frame that carried its two-hundred pounds as muscle, though of late he had been noticing some paunch around the middle. Since he knew he would never presently get past the impenetrable page before him, he finally marked the page with a blue shoelace, set the book down, and stared at himself in one of the mirrors on the mantle. He could only see his face from his present position, and he found it fitting that he looked physically tired and weary of life. He was both of those; he was, in fine point of fact, suicidal. Of course, he had been suicidal for the last three months. It was why he had bought this place and outfitted it, crawled into it, and cut off contact with everyone who wanted to share his pain.

Randall Crisp was a junior, his father having been the Randall Crisp who had built a fortune from oil stocks. For the past five years, his father dying of a heart attack almost five years ago to the day, Randy had been taught a regular series of nasty lessons about wealth, life and love. The end result was he was suicidal, even if he was incapable of making a quick job of it. His father had always said he lacked the commitment to really stand above his peers; and now, oddly, that lack of commitment was keeping him alive.

The primary lesson about wealth that he had been taught was that even if he was good at what he did, almost as good as his father, that in no way prevented the other shareholders of the family fortune divesting him of his responsibilities. He had spent two years almost doubling the family net worth, and then made a magnanimous gesture, donating twenty million dollars on behalf of the family when an earthquake and tsunami reduced a half million people to homelessness. While praised in the press, he was vilified in the next meeting of the larger family; his uncle had set lawyers on him, and while he had gladly made the millions up, reducing his share in the holdings, that hadn’t been enough. Two years ago he had been saddled with a lawyer as a co-manager of the Crisp fortune. Everything had gone downhill from there, and pushed by the lawyer and his accountant conspirators, greed driving them for promised bonuses, he had been outvoted on liquidating several holdings to buy heavily into mortgage certificates. The subsequent market crash had lost them over half their real wealth.

His personal problems had developed about the same time the lawyers and his relatives reduced him to a combatant. Drinking led to an immensely embarrassing weekend in Las Vegas, six months of tabloid Hell, and the need to generate a restraining order against a washed up starlet who professed her love for him on two separate late night talk shows. By the time that mess was resolved, he had gone from blissfully unknown to some sort of poster child for the rich and entitled, though in truth he had done nothing particularly reprehensible. The life lesson was embedded in him though, because it proved how nearly thirty years of intelligent decisions could be undone by one stupid shrug.

Love was the last of his lessons, because after the mess and being pressured by his relatives to a point where he resigned his active role and took as much of his money out of the family company as possible, he had fallen in love. He had known the woman for at least two decades, on and off, and suddenly seeing her outside the pressures of his focused life he realised she was what he wanted. She concurred, he proposed, and two months before their wedding she disappeared during a vacation in Europe that she had taken with her sister. By the time they found her body he was in France, paying private investigators, and so he was present when a detective had broken the news that what happened to her and her sister was him. That wasn’t how they put it, of course, but the reality was it was his fault that some amateur idiot kidnappers followed the sisters from Italy with the thought of extorting money. During transport of the two – who he would have paid millions to free unharmed – the driver of the van had an asthma attack, steered into oncoming traffic, and killed himself, the two women, and one of his two accomplices. The only reason there was no instant solution to the mystery of their whereabouts was that there had been no identification surviving the fire. Only by happenstance had one of his private investigators thought to check death records and send dental records to the morgue containing the unidentified bodies.

Randy had come back to North America shattered, to find his family desperate to dump their chosen managers and return him to his former position, and to find his face on the front of a dozen papers that laid out the whole sordid loss he had suffered in excruciating detail. Rejecting them all, he had liquidated his remaining interest – severely reduced by stupidity in his absence – and bought the land around him. His intent, to retreat and put a bullet in his skull, would have been carried through but for his lack of commitment. He had since given up that ambition too. So, now, devoid of any real goals, feeling weary of the unnecessary abuse the world heaped on people, he was living like a high-tech hermit in his own private Hell.

Snapping out of the reverie he was in, he rose and went to the fire, stunned that it was so low until he glimpsed the nearby clock. It declared he must have been sitting staring into the past for seven hours. It was almost midnight.

“I need wood,” he muttered.

He went to the back hall by the kitchen, pulled on his boots, and dug out the old parka he used when gathering the wood. The woodshed was only twenty feet from the back door, but it was still too cold to prance outside in a shirt and shoes. It struck him as he zipped his parka up part way that for a suicidal person he was awfully sensitive about chilliness.

Before he exited the cabin he flicked on the outside light, the action reminding him he didn’t need wood – the house was electrically heated and he had enough backup power, in the worse cases of downed lines, to power him for a few days. But he wanted a fire, which helped with his insomnia, so he was doomed to fetch the fuel.

Randy went out to meet with his destiny.




Randy paused while gathering the wood because the tarp over the old snowmobile had moved and was undulating under a persistent chilly breeze. His selfish consideration was that the damn tarp had come loose from its ties over the old snowmobile, and that if it blew away he would have to put up with it slapping around against the house. He had only just got used to the absence of unnatural sounds, and the idea of a tarp waking him – if he ever fell asleep – was too irritating to contemplate.

The only reason Elisha didn’t hear him approaching was she was so exhausted she had fallen asleep to the repetitive sound of the brittle, irregular heaving of the tarp, and his footsteps didn’t register past that sound. What did register was the instant he heaved the tarp back to cover the snowmobile, exposing her to the dim light from the bulb just outside the shed, and the brisk wind. The sound of the tarp woke her, she promptly bolted upright, and she stumbled back into the wall with a tremendous scream.

Randy’s response to her rising and screaming was to let go of the tarp and backpedal several steps, bellowing almost loud enough to drown her shrill screech. That he nearly voided in his pants was in the forefront of his mind as the initial shadow she was resolved itself to a young girl. He found himself blinking at her without any comprehension of how she had got to where she was, that consideration replacing his momentary concern about nearness to incontinence. He almost convinced himself she was an hallucination, some final descent into madness after these many months, but it was far too cold for hallucinations, or at least that was his present theory.

Elisha stared at the man, her green eyes buried in the shadows, unblinking while he blinked as if she were a mirage. He was an enormous man, over six feet, and he had broad shoulders that made the parka he wore stretch tight. He hadn’t evidently shaved in a few days, though he was fairly clean-cut otherwise, and he had a pretty face, she thought, though he was currently morphed from whatever was his natural restful expression to something near terror. The smell of him, immediately apparent, was a taint of sweat and fear, but underlying it was a pleasant smell that she recognised as Irish Spring soap, a soap her eldest brother used to playfully refer to as his secret weapon.

“How did you get out here?”

She considered and rejected several lies, and then finally went with an answer that was easy to remember. The truth usually was. She declared, “I walked.”

“From where? From the highway?”

“From Dixon.”

“From Dixon,” he repeated, incredulous.

“Yes.”

“That’s…miles.”

“Yes.”

“Why would you walk out here from Dixon?”

She liked his voice, because it reminded her of her father’s, though he was obviously much younger and certainly not one of her people. Still, he had the same quality that allowed him to ask questions without them seeming to pry. And he was composing himself rapidly now that the shock of finding someone in his woodshed had passed.

“I got lost,” she said.

He made a face that made her smile, a doubtful expression that was now entirely replacing earlier incredulity. He repeated, “Got lost.”

She was surprised to find herself producing her map, stepping close, and saying, “I thought there was a shortcut. This road.”

He took the map, still blinking excessively, and held it so the slash of light from outside caught it fully. She had used a highlighter marker to mark a path, and he squinted at it, turned the map, and then held it so she could see it and pointed to the marked road. He asked, “Is this where you thought you were headed?”

“Yes.”

“You’re here,” he corrected, showing her the rough location she was at. “You must have had your map upside down.”

It was immediately obvious he was right. She blushed furiously. It was one of the most obscenely simple mistakes she had ever made, and she knew that even if she excused it based upon the past few days of stress it was a bizarre mistake. She was usually able to point north without a hint, and was almost never off by more than a few degrees. And she had been going entirely the wrong way, off by a full one-hundred-eighty compass degrees.

“You can’t stay here.”

She took her map when he held it to her, folded it, and smiled pleasantly. She said, “I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

“It’s thirty below, at least,” he observed. “Let me get some wood and come inside. There’s room, plenty of room, and…you’re lucky you haven’t frozen to death already. You must be freezing.”

She was cold, and spent a moment watching him gather an armload of wood.

“I just came out for wood,” he said conversationally. “It’s a lucky thing I never sleep.”

“You never sleep?”

“Hardly ever, until I give in and take sleeping pills.”

“I can carry some wood.”

“No, that’s okay. Come on. You’re not cold?”

“Yes.”

“Come on.”

She followed him to the house, to its back door, and he dumped the wood into a chute.

“I better get another load.”

“I can.”

“Go in. Straight down the hall and up the stairs there…. The fire’s warm. You have to be numb from this chill.”

She hesitated at the side of the door, and he peered at her, a befuddled expression replacing his doubt from earlier. Elisha thought he was awfully pretty, and guessed if he shaved he would look like many of the film stars she had crushes on. He had wavy brown hair, unwashed and blown by the wind, but not unpleasant to look at – styled by the breeze, as her mother used to say of her hair when she was little. He had a sharp roman nose, a square jaw, and she was sure his eyes were blue, though as he blinked at her and shifted his weight the light seemed to turn them grey.

“It’s not locked,” he said, and then he realised her hands were probably freezing. He promptly opened the outside door and said, “Go on in. Just dump your coat inside. I think there are some blankets in the chest by the fireplace mantle. Wrap up. I’ll make you something warm to drink as soon as I get back.”

Feeling awkward, she asked, “Are you inviting me in?”

“Ugh…yeah. That’s an odd thing to ask when you’re freezing.”

“I’m a stranger.”

“Well, so am I from your viewpoint.”

She smiled, killed it instantly when she realised her dental bridge wasn’t in, and so entered without another word. Inside, she dug around to find her bridge, fitted it, and slid a fingertip along to check it was seated well. Her canines never fully retracted, and this thin bridge made it possible for them to look more normal. Sadly, she knew they also ruined the healthy profile of her perfect teeth, making it look like she was wearing clear braces.

Trudging back to the woodshed, Randy was still trying to fathom how she had survived the walk. He fitted the tarp back, got a larger load of wood, and was soon pushing it into the wood chute by the side door. That accomplished, he went in, took off his parka and boots, and gazed at her boots when he placed his beside them. They were nice boots, probably some sort of designer ones with functional buckles on the side that he was sure must come up almost to her knees, but they were in no way meant for winter walking.

Elisha could feel him in the house, but she was unafraid, and remained kneeling in front of the waning fire, enjoying the heat that was washing across her. Only now did she know how cold she had been, and had she been alone she probably would have stripped and knelt there in the altogether, letting the heat as near to her bare flesh as was safe.

He sat on the lower ridge-stone beside the fire grate, opened it, and put in two logs, settled them, and then closed it. His eyes were, much to her surprise, a dappled hazel colour. It suited him, but mystified her how different they looked in indirect or dim light. He was peering at her with an expression that was one part concern and one part surprise, and while that sort of surprise often upset her, she found it pleased her that he was stunned by how she looked in fewer clothes. She could have alleviated the oddity by asking him a question, any question, but she had no desire to spoil the moment, which was one of the few peaceful ones she had in recent memory.

Randy was equally at a loss, because, while she was incredibly pale, this strange girl from his woodshed was stunningly beautiful. She had an oval face that was symmetrically perfect, and the individual features in it were so perfectly balanced she almost seemed surreal in the firelight, the most obvious of her features standing out being green eyes that shamed the lustre of emeralds. Her lips, parted slightly to reveal what he guessed were clear upper braces, should have been chapped by the icy weather outside but were, quite the opposite, just slightly damp and naturally red enough that he was thinking it would be a shame were she to ever obscure them with lipstick. Had he just been focused on her face he probably wouldn’t have felt his throat warming with a coming blush, but what she was wearing below the neckline was impossible to ignore. She had on black jeans, which he had seen outside, but he hadn’t see a hint of her blouse, which was a blood red satin affair that was modestly cut to reveal enough skin to promise something more and draw the eyes to the frilly ruffle that only just obscured her moderate cleavage. With short sleeves, even when he managed not to stare at her frills or the silver crucifix just below the hollow of her throat, he found himself tracing the line of one arm down to a thin hand, one clasped over the other on the top of her thighs. She wore a strangely designed ring, the only jewellery visible other than the silver cross at her throat.

“Sorry,” he muttered, blushing. “You look…. I’m stunned you haven’t got frostbite. You must have been freezing.”

She smiled a little more, strangely comfortable with this man, even though she was vaguely aware he was big enough and strong enough to hurt her. Yes, she might be stronger, but his size was to his advantage, and she had fed so little recently she was sure defending herself against him would be difficult. And yet, even with that flickering awareness, she almost laughed aloud. Like most men, he had lingered a little too long in certain places with his eyes, and his thoughts had fluttered to something vaguely carnal, but unlike most he had shunted aside those instant flashes and was really, truly, and honestly concerned about her wellbeing.

“I’ll make something warm. Are you hungry?”

She considered telling him she was starving, realised that might lead to a problematic explanation of her appetites, and dismissed the response. She lied, “No, not really.”

“Okay.”

He stood, and she looked up, now even more conscious of his size. Something about the way he looked down on her was uplifting though, because even while he was now twice her height, or more, there was no psychological tell in him. Most people, men or women, responded to vantage as leverage, even if they quashed the reaction. It was reflex to dominate from above. But this man was abnormally closed emotionally, confident in some peculiar way without being intimidating, and he was simply gazing down without any psychological hint of advantage.

“Hot chocolate? Would you like that? Or tea, or coffee?”

“Hot chocolate would be wonderful,” she replied, meaning it. She had little taste for most foods, but a few still triggered her to enjoy them, and anything with chocolate was blissful. Coffee, too, but she was preferential as to real coffee, not the swill most people drank.

Randy left her and went to put on the kettle, made her a hot chocolate – he wouldn’t have anything but water when he was seeking sleep – and when he returned she was still in the same place, her eyes closed and a faint smile on her lips. The entire time he had been gone, he had been fascinated by the idea she was unharmed, pleased to think so, and still struggling to explain how that could be. He was also regularly visiting the idea that he had snapped, lost his mind entirely, and she was an incredibly vivid hallucination.

When he set the mug down on a small tray on the ridge-stone, she opened her eyes and studied his expression. She had been sitting still, feeling the cabin, and intruding on his privacy. This realisation made her blush faintly. Her father had taught her and her brothers how incredibly rude it was to take advantage of people that way, but she forgave herself because it wasn’t an intrusive act with him, not at this instant. Tracing his thoughts made her feel relaxed, even if there were fractured rushes of his darker imagination.

“Thank you.”

He sat on the floor nearby, watching her sip the hot chocolate, wondering if she would suddenly disappear and confirm his growing suspicion he was insane from the months of isolation.

“I am real,” she said, as if reading his mind.

“Sorry I’m staring. I’m just stunned you aren’t frostbitten and half dead.”

“Hum, this is very good.”

“I imported it from Belgium. A chocolatier makes it exclusively for my mother, but he allowed I was family enough to have some.”

“It’s very, very tasty.”

“Good.”

“You don’t drink it,” she observed, knowing it for certain.

“No,” he admitted. “I’m not even sure why I brought it out here.”

Elisha was tired of running away, and felt comfortable here, and more than that she felt a twinge of the deep sadness in him that matched her own – loss unexpected, unwanted, and impossible to forget. Her brothers had both told her manipulation was her best skill, which had always bothered her, even when they had explained separately that all women did it by their very nature, a belief she found somewhat offensive. Still, she knew it was also true; she was pretty, and she had additional capabilities that made manipulation easy – and at this moment in her life, she was desperate to rest. If manipulation was necessary, it was forgivable, she thought, so long as it wasn’t harmful.

“Maybe you knew I was coming,” she teased.

“My imagination has never been that good,” he replied, an honest statement that was consequently and devastatingly flattering.

“You haven’t asked my name.”

“Haven’t I? Oh…mine is Randy Crisp.”

He had hesitated to provide his surname, and rapidly she searched her memory for some hint as to why. She hit upon it immediately, and understood why he was faintly familiar. He had been embroiled with some Hollywood starlet a few years prior, not long before her family plight had meant constantly moving. The news had, after that, been remote for them at best. She thought it terribly strange to find a rich man hiding in the forest near nowhere. But his emotional context and his conscious thoughts defied any impression he was a self-indulgent brat.

“My name is Elisha Cummings.”

“That’s a beautiful name.”

That he had said it so carelessly was charming, and that he had embarrassed himself saying it was more flattering than the words. She had such a positive impression of him that she imagined herself revealing what she was, having him express a restrained degree of quiet surprise, and having it change nothing between them. That fantasy evaporated from experience, and she smiled for him; that she knew it really was a smile for him, not born of manipulative need, made her feel better about herself.

“Your jeans are wet,” he observed.

She realised they were, and admitted, “I guess I didn’t brush off the snow well enough.”

He stood and said, “I’ll get you something to wear.”

She let him go, enjoyed the hot chocolate, and shuffled through his thoughts while he went upstairs, grinning when he consciously cursed himself for his physical reaction to her. That she hadn’t noticed until then made her feel oddly ashamed of herself, because it meant her guard was wavering, but the way he chastised himself for the mostly imagined affront almost made her laugh aloud. He was muttering, she knew, and when she focused she could hear him. “…ignorant,” he was muttering upstairs, between moving clothes and opening drawers. “A teenage girl shows up half-frozen in my woodshed and I get a hard-on to end them all. Useless jerk. You’d probably be fired up over a corpse even more. It’s God damn ignorant. This should do, but she’s so small…maybe not.” Elisha giggled, scolded herself, and rose with the grace that she almost always worked to constrain, knowing it was visibly unnatural. She returned the mug to the kitchen, rinsed it, and walked to the bottom of the stairs. She leaned on the edge of the wall, smirking, and continued shamelessly eavesdropping on his conflict. Closing her eyes, she listened both to his voice and his thoughts. “Could be worse. She could be a ten year old, I suppose, making me a complete pervert. What is she anyway? Fifteen?”

“Boy, are you ever way off,” she said softly.

His thoughts were different than his monologue, and she sensed a certain sorrow underneath the self-conscious patter. Images flashed in her mind’s eye of a woman, not so much pretty as striking, but the emotions swirling around those flashes told her more than the superficial images. This woman had a laugh that melted his heart, and he had loved her. He had lost her, but she was still strong in him, and it was prolonging his mourning her. His sorrow sparked hers and she consciously stopped intruding into his mind, refocusing herself to her outward senses. She felt comfortable in the heat of the cabin, and it drew her defences down. She smiled again as she heard him muttering to himself, “So much for sleeping tonight. That close to actually falling sleep, and now I might as well just sit and stare at my damn crotch all night. I must be cursed.”

He seemed to find something then, and she slipped back to the hearth room, curled onto the end of the couch closest to the fire, and cast him a welcoming smile when he came in. He was carrying an armful of clothes in front of himself, and did a wonderful job keeping that shield until he had sat in a nearby armchair, after setting them on the arm of the couch. She was almost disappointed not to visually confirm what she knew, and she felt she was an evil tart for even finding his situation funny.

“Everything I own is probably six sizes too big, at least, but one of these might do.”

She chose the green sweater on top, knowing that subconsciously it was the choice he had made, the garment he wanted to see her in, and she amused herself wondering what he would do if she was to change right in front of him. The weirdest glimmer told her he would probably faint, and the idea that she might somehow disappoint the positive view he seemed to have of her was enough to belay her naughtiness. She asked, “Where can I change?”

“Sorry. There’s a bathroom just back there,” he said. “I probably should show you the layout of the place.”

“I’ll only be a moment,” she promised, rising without thinking about her motion, and going to where he had gestured.

Randy might have said something more, but the fluidity of her motion as she stood from the couch was such that he was struck speechless. The lithe movement of her body, all five feet of it, was mesmerising as she left the room. He was still blinking at the otherworldly grace of her movements when she returned. She was wearing his sweater, which came down to nearly her knees. It looked for all the world like a nightshirt on her. Its turtleneck was rolled down and still absorbed her neck and half of her chin, and above that she was smiling, a slightly goofy grin that as much as said aloud that she could easily disappear entirely in the sweater. She had let her hair down, and her braids were swaying amongst loose strands, framing her pale face and trailing down to the middle of her back. He was chagrined to find himself staring at her while she sashayed to the couch, sat with her legs folded, and smiled at him pleasantly. He ended up focused on her legs, shapely for what little was visible, and was almost brought to a chuckle by the sight of her hot-pink toenail polish. He probably would have even commented, except he found himself mortified to be swallowing one of the most inane remarks his brain had ever formulated.

Elisha was deeply delighted when she felt an echo of the words he wasn’t saying. Almost unconsciously, certainly doing what she did before her conscious mind wrapped the action and analysed it, she extended her legs and wriggled her toes. She peered at them, and smirked because she was fairly certain she did have pretty feet. He definitely thought so.

“Ugh…I should show you the house.”

“Okay.”

He rose, making sure he had the clothes she had left on the couch as a fore guard, and for the next ten minutes he gave her an awkwardly endearing tour, ending back in the hearth room with the remark, “And that’s all of it.”

“It’s beautiful here,” she said, which was a compliment more about the feel of the place than its décor, though both were true. “You forgot to put away the extra clothes.”

“Oh. I should do that. Are you hungry?”

“No, thank you.”

“You’re tired. I should let you sleep. You can have any room you want. Well, any of the empty rooms, I mean…obviously.”

“Thank you.”

“There’s an electric fireplace in the room at the top of the stairs. It’s central, the room is, so it’s warm. No windows, though.”

“I think that would be lovely. Randy, is your name actually Randall?”

“Yes.”

“May I call you Randall?” she asked. He had seemed to twitch discomfort when she had said Randy, and she didn’t want that reaction from him. She wanted him to feel comfortable with her.

“Sure.”

“Randall, I promise to go in the morning if you want, but if you would let me stay a day I would appreciate it.”

“Of course. You need to rest. Stay…. Well, it’s almost Christmas. Does anyone know where you are? I mean, do you need to call anyone? Sorry, not my business…but the room upstairs has its own phone. You have to press nine to get a line out, but call anyone you need to call. Anyone.”

“There is no one,” she said, surprised to hear herself say it. She felt a stab of sorrow and buried it to save her smile.

“Oh. Well, Elisha, you can stay here for a few days. I mean, if you do, if you stay here a few days, I’ll probably be going to Dixon on the twenty-seventh. I can drive you there, at least.”

“Thank you,” she said. “Are you always up so late, Randall?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Well, tonight, not so unfortunate. But, yes. Don’t mind me rattling around here. I have wicked insomnia.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, allowing herself to reach into him and push a soothing sensation. “Maybe if you sat by the fire you could rest now. You seem so very tired.”

He blinked, his head strangely foggy, and complied with her suggestion. He sat, setting the clothes aside as he did, and vaguely felt some embarrassment that it might be obvious how her presence was affecting him. Yes, he had been alone a long time out here, but it was rude and isolation was no excuse for rudeness. His mother had always insisted on proper, gentlemanly comportment.

For the first time in her long life, Elisha felt a sense of rightness in what she was doing. Holding his eyes, she came near and leaned in, touching his cheek. She whispered, “Close your eyes and sleep. Everything…everything will be peaceful. There will be no bad dreams, not tonight. Shush, and sleep.”

“I’m so tired,” he whispered, eyes drooping.

She cradled his cheek till he was in a peaceful sleep, his head tilting back comfortably in the big chair he had chosen. She smiled at his expression, untroubled and so entirely relaxed. She was distracted by the gentle pulse of his carotid artery and closed her eyes to break the intense urge she had to feed. She had never bit a human being before, though she had tasted human blood – whole blood, purchased from sources her father had never revealed.

Withdrawing, she went upstairs to the room at the top and went inside. She was tired, and the room was warm enough even without the fireplace. She went to the bed, stripped off the sweater, and slid into bed naked except for her cross and ring. The sheets were Egyptian cotton, at least eight hundred thread count, and the comforter was some man-made fill that was luxuriously supple and warm as the womb. Curling up into a fetal position, she closed her eyes and slept as peacefully as the troubled man below. For the moment, at least, the others were nowhere in her thoughts, and she wasn’t afraid.
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Morning took Randy by surprise, and he almost fell out of the chair he was in, sitting up suddenly and blinking away the remnants of a dreamless sleep. That he had slept at all astonished him, but it was more stunning to see the seat across from him occupied by a smiling vision in green. Folded into that small love-seat was his house guest, holding a mug of hot chocolate, and looking over its rim at him. Her smile was enough to instantly remind him of the night’s events, and he had a strange curiosity about how long she had been staring at him. Neither of these fleeting considerations took voice.

“Good morning,” she said mildly.

“What time is it?” he wondered, looking at the nearby clock to answer his own question. It was ten o’clock. “Wow, I haven’t slept like that in months.”

“Well, I’m happy you slept. You looked so comfortable, I almost curled up beside you.”

That remark made him swallow timidly and her blush, because it was clear she had meant it innocently and yet it had another obvious implication when spoken aloud. He wiped his face with his hands and asked, “Did you make out okay? The room was okay?”

“Yes; wonderful. And I ate already,” she lied. “Would you like me to make you breakfast?”

“I don’t eat much. I don’t eat breakfast, I mean. I almost never eat it.”

“That’s bad for you, Randall.”

“So I hear. I should go change.”

She watched his departure with a bemused expression, and brazenly intruded on his thoughts. While she marked her invasiveness down to stress and an inherent inquisitiveness in her personality, the truth was far less comfortable: she was distinctly aware she felt comfortable in his thoughts. Yes, he was male, which made them strange to her, and especially this morning his subconscious was running toward lewd, but even though he was troubled by his loss, and struggling to find a path that suited, there was something safe and peaceful about him. Being inside his head was like being wrapped in a hug like her grandmother used to give her so, so many years ago. The selfishness of her need was embarrassing, and she knew better than to be so invasive, but circumstances conspired to excuse her the impropriety.

She closed her eyes and reclined, smiling when he got into the shower, feeling the water on his body and enjoying it. The idea that he was resisting doing something about his physical reaction to her made her happy, because it suggested he was incapable of being entirely selfish. When he turned the water colder, she giggled aloud because of the distinct thoughts he was having about whether he could freeze such a reaction for a whole day. Somewhere she had read that a cold shower actually had the opposite effect on ardour, and based upon his psychological reactions it was likely true.

He shaved after the shower, which was strange for her, because while she had occasionally invaded the thoughts of people in crowds, she had never done so inside such an intimate setting. She could picture his image of himself in the mirror, feel his conflicting arguments about shaving, the subtle embarrassment he felt at wanting to correct what he thought might have been a bad impression, and she was lost in the sensation not of the razor but of the conflict. He was evidence, as much as she needed in her present state, that decency was possible and that good beings still existed. He was an ideal distraction from her frightening recent past.

His return, dressed comfortably and appearing refreshed, prompted her to open her eyes. She was embarrassed to blurt out the statement, “You’re very handsome.”

He blushed.

Of course he would, she scolded herself, given that a stranger he thinks is a runaway teenage girl just blurted out he was handsome because he took the time to shave, comb his hair, and…he was handsome. The idea struck her as strange, and then she shrugged away the discomfort she had felt saying it aloud. She wasn’t complimenting him because he needed to hear it, or because he had shaved. She was telling him what she thought when she looked at him, not through his eyes, but with her eyes. The immediacy of that made her feel a tug of excitement, which was not a reflection of any carnal thought, but rather the realisation that despite everything, despite her fear and her uncertainty about how to survive alone, she could appreciate him in the moment. He was handsome, and that was true even if she hadn’t been certain he had inner beauty to match his outward appearance.

“I suppose that was forward. I’m sorry, but you are,” she said decisively.

“Thanks,” he murmured, clearly uncomfortable to have received the compliment. She sensed why, actually reading his deepest thoughts that instant, and her smile held because one of the deepest twitches in him provided the answer to his earlier wonderment: no, he couldn’t have a cold enough shower to resist thinking about her physically for the entire day. The fact he was struggling not to react to her presence was so pleasing she nearly told him so, but then she would have had to necessarily explain why the thought even crossed her mind. His real consternation though, his rational thoughts, were cantering his discomfort on what he thought was her age.

“You’re looking at me,” she said, “like you don’t want to be looking at me.”

That statement made him blush again, and this time she felt bad about having spoken, because she felt his discomfort surge. The realisation this was the first time in her life she had been utterly alone with anyone outside her family, and a few female friends years ago, made her reflect on the natural awkwardness she felt. After so long a life she thought it bizarre she was so sheltered, but she shrugged it away, except to cherish the peculiar form of innocence that it might imply. The idea she could be shy, really and deeply shy, was compelling. It meant some spark of who she was deserved to be alive.

“I meant,” she tried gingerly, “I get the impression you feel like you ought to reprimand yourself for looking at me the way you sometimes have. And that isn’t any better, is it. I still sound horrible, and conceited, or just foolish.”

This man before her then did something so utterly endearing she almost sighed aloud. He put his hands in his pockets, bowed his head, and tested a small smile. He said with a befuddled tone, “No, it sounds like you’re a Hell of a lot more aware than I am. I’m sorry, Elisha, but you’re beautiful, and I’ve been out here a while all alone, and I feel like a dolt that I end up staring at you.”

“I’ve been stared at before, Randall,” she said truthfully, “and I can’t say I mind you staring at me. Some men stare and I feel like I need to immediately take a shower. You have an expression of admiration, and I find it enormously flattering.”

“You speak very well. I mean you speak maturely, for you age.”

He regretted that choice of words, she could tell, without even having to get inside his head. It made her feel consciously attractive, and that made her feel a pang of hunger that was driven less by a need to feed than a sudden desire to taste him. That made her feel herself appalling, until she reflected that it was probably natural for a million reasons. She was scared, or had been for so long, and he was so comfortable to be near; and part of being what she was compelled her to think about the stuff of life…of his life.

“How old do you think I am?” she asked, managing to make it a teasing question with little effort.

He looked at her, right into her eyes, and that made her heart skip. How odd, she thought, that he could do that. He wasn’t even trying to be charming. He was clumsy inside, conflicted, and still he looked her right in the eyes – he had a confidence that might have been shattered by his recent past, but was still largely intact below the cracked surface of him. It wasn’t arrogance either, but just confidence, quiet and tangible.

“You’re probably fifteen, or sixteen, right?”

Now, she thought, were I to tell you the truth, you would think I was a liar. She decided to stick to the lie on her passport and driver’s license, though both had been lost in the fire at the motel, and said, “I’m twenty-two.”

She was thrilled to get the rush of belief from him, because he might have automatically thought she was lying. He didn’t, though. His first reaction was to think not that she was being untruthful, but that she was astonishingly youthful for her age. The flicker of something lustful under that thought made her feel even better both about herself and him, because he suppressed anything overtly offensive so automatically even though now his professed moral compass said he didn’t have to.

“You doubt me, right?” she asked, knowing otherwise.

“No, but…you look younger, in a way. The day I turned thirty I gave up judging women’s ages, mostly because I’m awful at it. My mother has always lied so much about her age I doubt I have a context for judging ages.”

His smile was more comfortable, and Elisha felt her own reflecting that comfort. Much to her amazement, the idea that she was older had less to do with his smile than a slight twinge of embarrassment he felt because he was still looking at her with esteem. Something inside her responded to the genuine appreciation in his eyes when he turned them back to hers, and she straightened her back and struck an unintentional pose that she felt echo in his thoughts. It wasn’t sexy, he was thinking, but she felt a surge of even deeper appreciation from him that made her feel outlandishly powerful. He thought well of her, and the way she moved intrigued him. The mix of their thoughts in her head should have warned her from her automatic intrusion, but she was enveloped in the safety of his presence.

“Are you relieved I’m older than you thought?”

“Amazed,” he confessed. “I suppose I’m relieved, too. I was beginning to consider myself a pervert. God, that doesn’t do anything to make me seem less ridiculous.”

“I don’t see ridiculous when I look at you. How old are you, Randall?”

“Thirty-five.”

“You might have looked thirty-five last night, but this morning I might have guessed twenty-five.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere,” he said lightly. Sitting, he reclined, and screwed his lips to a self-conscious smile. “If I was blind, just listening to you speak, I would never have been able to guess your age.”

“Do I sound like a little girl?”

“You sound ageless.”

The way he said it made her blink at him curiously, and she realised she had stopped intruding into his thoughts. She hadn’t done that consciously, but his superficial kindness had drawn her focus to him in another way entirely. She wondered, “How do you mean?”

“You sound self-possessed, and intelligent; mature, certainly. You remind me of my mother in that way, though in no other. She has a voice, a way of speaking, that’s disarmingly mature. You always get the impression, when she talks to you, she’s absolutely aware of herself and you…whoever she’s speaking with, I mean. She makes you feel like she’s lowering herself to whatever height you can achieve, without ever seeming condescending.”

“Thank you. Do you have a good relationship with your mother?”

He laughed and admitted, “No, but not for her lack of trying. Unfortunately for her, I inherited too much of my father’s personality.”

She smiled and said obscurely, “I don’t mind you looking at my feet.”

He blushed, and excused, “It’s the nail polish.”

“Is it?” she wondered, fairly certain that had little to do with it.

She was surprised he admitted, “No.”

He left it at that, and she shifted unconsciously to give him a better view, almost giggling when she realised she had done it so confidently. Without a ghost of bashfulness, she said, “I suppose if this sweater didn’t entirely absorb the rest of me, you would occasionally have something else to stare at.”

“I’m sorry,” he sighed. “I really am. I’ve been out here so long, I obviously have no manners anymore.”

“Do I appear to be unhappy?”

“No, but then you’re being polite.”

“Actually, Randall, I find it gratifying to have you look at me this way. You seem to lack a leer, and the idea you find me alluring is satisfying my ego immeasurably.”

“Well, I’m happy to be pleasing.”

“You prefer Randall to Randy, yet you introduce yourself as Randy. Why is that?” she wondered.

“People took to calling me Randy to differentiate me from my father, but since he died I found it annoyingly familiar, especially after people who barely knew me got to using it. But you get into a habit of being…polite? I suppose polite fits. It would have sounded pretentious to ask them to call me Randall. Formally pretentious.”

That he answered her so comfortably, growing ever more relaxed, made her smile continuously, because now she was connecting with him personally without being intrusive in a way he could never have understood. She cautioned herself about the trickle of excitement she was feeling, because she knew she was glancing at his throat too often. She knew she was thinking about his lifeblood too intimately.

He said, “Last night I thought you had braces.”

She blinked and ran the tip of her tongue across her upper teeth to confirm she hadn’t forgotten the bridge.

“Sorry; that was insolent,” he decided. “I was only going to say that those seem like odd braces, since you have such perfect teeth under them.”

She squinted at him, felt a twist inside, and without even considering where it could lead, she carefully removed the bridge. Lips closed, she said, “It’s cosmetic. I have pronounced…big…canines.”

“Really. I can’t tell.”

She surprised herself by opening her mouth slightly and lifting her upper lip enough to show him. Why was she doing that? The thought made her flush. Was she really so lost she was about to risk him discovering what she was? That could never end well.

“I guess so,” he admitted. “You still have flawless teeth. Do you always wear the bridge? It must be uncomfortable.”

She almost told him if he had worn one as long as she had, and for the reason she had to, it wouldn’t matter how uncomfortable it was. She had always complained to her father it was, and her father had always reminded her of the consequences of exposing even that superficial dental difference to the wrong people. Suddenly, unbidden, tears came to her eyes and she blinked to try to prevent herself crying. It was of no use. The memory had moved her from the desperate distraction of him to her losses.

Randy felt like a complete ass as she began to cry. She slouched in the love seat and covered her face, her soft sobbing becoming blubbering breaths and whimpers. He hesitated only a moment before he picked up a Kleenex box off the end table and went to her. He sat beside her, put an arm around her trembling shoulders, and said, “I’m sorry.”

It wasn’t his fault, and she shocked herself by stammering, “A few days ago, in a fire, I lost my family. I’m sorry. I’m not crying because of you, Randall. It’s just I used to complain to my father all the time about the bridge.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, Elisha,” he said with candid empathy.

She tried to gather her composure, accepted a Kleenex, and reached into him. There was no conflict inside him presently, though he was feeling his own loss. He was purely present, with no motives and no falsity. He was simply sitting beside her, with his arm around her inoffensively, because it felt right to him.

“It was…,” she began, pausing to consider the truth. A lie would have been simpler, but she said, “We were travelling, and someone started a fire at the motel. They died. I lost everything, and we hadn’t found a new home, and…and I have nowhere to go.”

“Well, as for that, I can do something useful. Stay here until you gather your thoughts.”

She looked at him askance, probing deep and finding his motives pure. She whispered, “You have such a strong presence.”

“I don’t really understand that, but thanks,” he said, managing a brief smile, though his concern for her quickly quashed it.

“I meant it as a compliment, candidly. You took me in, a complete stranger, and made me feel welcome. I feel safe here.”

He offered a conflicted grin and said, “I bring new meaning to the phrase misery loves company, though I had no idea I loved company.”

“Are you miserable?” she asked, finding her own faint smile. He was, she knew, at some level.

“Yes. Not long ago – when is it ever long enough? – my fiancé was killed. I felt like my heart was split in a thousand pieces. I came out here…to fade away.”

She knew he meant to die, to kill himself, and unwisely she whispered, “But you didn’t kill yourself.”

He was flustered by that, but her admiration for his strength only grew when he admitted, “No. I doubt I ever could. My father used to tell me I was never fully committed to anything.” He smiled ruefully. “I feel almost guilty to admit it, but even losing Kari isn’t enough of a reason to stop living. I think hiding out here is as close to checking out as I could have managed. Isn’t that terrible? I loved her, but only enough to hide away from the world, not reach truly Shakespearean levels of tragedy.”

“I don’t think that’s terrible. Isn’t it strange that I would end up lost here, in your woodshed, because I’m not guilty enough to kill myself either? I was supposed to be with them. I snuck out the bathroom window and went to see a rom-com.”

He asked, “What’s a rom-com?”

She smiled, knew he was seriously asking, and sat straighter with the explanation, “A romantic-comedy. It was Hollywood’s idea of a Christmas film, in this case.”

“Oh, I see. It’s one of those abbreviations that fall in my ignorance domain.”

She laughed and asked, “Ignorance domain?”

“That’s my mother’s phrase. Her main criticism of me is that I separate my life extremely, and she says my most unacceptable domain is the ignorance domain, which is where all the things in life I have no awareness of end up. She contends I appreciate the wrong things, because I have no idea what I’m missing.”

“And yet, you make me feel safe,” she observed. Looking up as she was, she could see his throat, the faint rushing tremor of his pulse creating a visible rhythm, and it made her look away uncomfortably to be incensed by the anticipation of the warmth in his blood.

He misinterpreted, withdrew his arm, and moved a foot away, setting the Kleenex box between them. A tissue-strength shield against what?

She glanced at him, feeling awful for the impression she had given just now, but unaware how to explain. How did one say, I needed to look away because I want to bite your throat, without it sounding odd?

“It’s Christmas Eve day,” he said casually. “I don’t even have a tree.”

She smiled, wished he was still holding her, and reminded, “You’re surrounded by trees.”

“True. It would be a shame to kill one, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes.”

He smiled and came up with an excuse to go to the fireplace, where he sorted ashes and perhaps a few live embers.

“Randall, do you believe in fate?”

“Not really,” he decided, glancing back. “But I’m not displeased by present coincidences.”

That made her smile, really smile. He was looking at her, but still she held the smile, though she knew it risked further exposure of her canines.

“You have mesmerising eyes,” he whispered.

That threw her, because she was convinced he had been looking at her teeth. But maybe that was her fear surfacing, a fear of what this decent man might think or do if he knew what she was.

“You did something to me last night.”

She blanched, her smile freezing, and her heart suddenly racing. How could he know? Yet, now when it probably mattered most, she never pushed her mind into his, even though he was shocking her with that sudden insight.

“Since Kari died, I haven’t slept more than a few hours at a time, almost always with the help of pills. Last night I remember you saying goodnight. I remember you telling me to sleep. And I slept. You can’t know how grateful I am.” He chuckled. “I’m going to believe you hypnotised me with your eyes. Best Christmas present ever.”

Her trepidation left and she giggled, relieved. She said, “Excuse my peculiar moods. I think I may burst into tears again suddenly, without warning. I feel lost.”

“I understand.”

“I know you do,” she said sensitively, certain it was true. She was equally certain she could trust that he was what he projected, and that made her feel a rising sting of sorrow that she couldn’t quite equate with her present intentions.



