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Prologue

INTRODUCING CHARON

 

Everyone thinks they adore the Vampire Council with its rules and regulations that allegedly govern all vampires and thereby ensure the safety of virtuous humans. People want to lose themselves in the tales of the Council members: Xavier and Thomas and their love; Anthony and Jaret and their guarding of humanity; Catherine and Harriet and their whims within a righteous vampiric empire. Most of all, the Vampire Ethic provides comfort with its guarantee that goodness protects an individual from a vampire attack, with its promise that all vampires defend innocence.

Vampires accept this reality because it gives them a collective soul. The ethic protects them from the stereotype of evil incarnate preying upon humanity. Or, in the least, obedience to it keeps them alive, lest the Council hunt them down and murder them for transgressions against it.

Humans desire the Council’s laws to maintain their fantasy of security from the supernatural realms. Who would dismiss a hidden force of vampire police that might swoop in at any sign of danger and annihilate the perpetrator?

Yet deep inside, so many long for something different, something that avoids this utopian trope and perfect world, all tied up in a pretty bow. Part of everyone, that piece so desperately stamped down and derided, seeks an alternative story.

To be sure, many will deny it. Fight against these words and honorably cast them out as the devil’s temptations. Yet no proof of Satan or such demonic forces presents itself. Because even those thoughts really stem from the inner being in everyone, that secretly locked-up atom inside a person that pines for freedom and seeks release, even as the goodness scolds it.

Still people contest these words. Deny them.

Yet a fascination with villains thrives in America. Think of the great antiheroes of history and their legendary fame. The Wicked Witch of the West. Darth Vader. Hannibal Lecter. The Joker. The infamy of historic figures such as Adolf Hitler or Ted Bundy or the Son of Sam. The people who don the costumes at Halloween of Lord Voldemort, Dracula, or Vlad the Impaler because it empowers them for a night with beautiful wickedness. People laugh at Scar, Ursula, and even Mr. Potter. They read the tales of Lex Luther and Cujo, privately wishing they would eventually triumph over the heroes of the story and bring a bit of destruction to the globe.

Jack the Ripper lives through the ages because he successfully hid himself, true. But also because his perfect malevolence went unpunished. People want that for themselves. His legend draws them back again and again to that story with the hope of their own misdeeds going unchallenged.

Thus, whether admitted or not, people long to meet Charon. Yes, so many cry out for Charon and his story. People want him. Readers desire him, need him, really. The world will have no choice but to love him. All will embrace him as they have these other villains of history. They will celebrate his perfect treachery.

Unlike those obedient to the Vampire Council, Charon hardly worries about a bit of notoriety from time to time. Fear of retribution never enters his vocabulary. He need not concern himself with the Vampire Council and its regulations. Nor does Charon often fret over any other person or entity cracking down on his masterful empire.

 

ART HEIST

31 January 2015

New York City, New York

 

Charon walked briskly through the darkening night as soon as the moon called to him. His mission hurried him past several tasty-looking young men, despite the hunger for their blood that lurked in his belly. He hardly paused to admire the New York City skyline as he passed the Empire State Building.

He reached into his pocket and reviewed the instructions one more time. It still bothered him that the man demanded that so much money be transferred into a Swiss account before he would provide this information. Naturally, Charon killed him as soon as he handed over the plans, but he nonetheless lost those funds, which now went to the gent’s family. Not that he needed the money with his otherwise vast wealth. It was the idea of the man somehow getting one up on him that disturbed him.

Charon crumpled the paper and threw it into a trash can, right before he turned down a darkened alley. Charon swiftly moved upon the security guard, twisted his neck, and shoved him aside. His vampire abilities recalled the instructions perfectly and shut down the museum’s entire security system without alerting outside authorities.

Charon ripped off his black outer garments and brushed off the John Varvatos suit, making sure he looked completely impeccable. The suit fit his muscular body perfectly, framing him into the most desirable twenty-something-year-old man in the city. He glanced in a window at his reflection to fix a strand of his short sandy hair before moving toward the front door of the Museum of Modern Art.

Tricia waited, as expected, at the front door and began to unlock it as he approached. Her conservative blue business suit hardly fit the tight body underneath, though the hose showed off an alluring calf, or at least Charon imagined it would be for those so inclined.

As she opened the door, she peered around nervously and nodded to a nearby guard before looking at Charon. “Mr. Haden,” she whispered, “I’m afraid we have to cancel our plans.”

“Blade, please.” Charon smiled brightly.

Tricia blushed. “Blade. Our security system went down. Or, at least it seems so from the front desk here. The guards are looking into it. But I don’t think I can take you into the museum until we get it back online.”

Charon’s shoulders slumped, and he pouted. “I leave early in the morning. I so wanted this private viewing. I hate to try to blackmail you”—he grinned—“but my donation was contingent upon seeing it alone with you.”

Tricia fidgeted with the keys in her hand. “Please, step inside so I can at least relock the outer door.”

Charon walked inside and nonchalantly brushed against her, making sure their hands touched ever so slightly. He hovered close and spoke in a whisper. “Is there anything we can do to change this? I’m in a hurry. Though I might be able to get a bite to eat afterward, to further discuss the art and my gift to the museum. If any charming and intelligent curator would join me, that is.”

“Let’s see what we can work out,” she whispered. Tricia giggled and looked around. “Come to my office.” She said this loudly, so the two closest guards heard her.

They moved toward a hallway and went around a corner, toward the small office where Charon had first negotiated this deal with the single woman in her thirties. He plied her with stories of his love for art, true enough, and then added the insinuations of a single man’s longing for a spouse and kids, all complete fabrications. She shared the same longing and flirted with him shamelessly. His initial check for a few thousand dollars, drawn from an untraceable account, convinced her of his trustworthiness, and here he sauntered, almost at his real goal.

While plenty of evidence revealed his first meeting, nothing would record his appearance here tonight.

Just before reaching Tricia’s office, she dashed down a side hall and picked up her pace. “If they know I’m doing this, they’ll stop me. Come on.”

“Aren’t you in charge tonight?”

Tricia pressed the elevator button three times. “Technically. But with this glitch in the system, not really. I’m too low on the totem pole, so to speak.”

Inside the elevator, Charon held his tongue because Tricia wiggled around nervously, and sweat broke out on her brow.

He placed his hand gently on her back. “Relax.” He patted her. “We’ll just take a peek and get out of here.”

She nodded, sighed, but then grinned at him. When the door slid open, she again scurried away with Charon in tow.

She smiled at the guard standing nearby. “Thomas, Bill wanted you to help him in the other wing with something because of the outage. I said that I’d watch over The Starry Night until you got back.”

“Why didn’t he call me on this thing?” Thomas tapped his walkie-talkie.

Tricia shrugged. “No idea.”

Thomas shook his head and walked down the hall. When he turned the corner, Tricia raced the last few feet to the painting.

She screeched to a halt in front of The Starry Night and stepped aside, motioning for Charon to stand in front of it. Charon scanned the area, but no guards were in sight.

“Join me.” He reached over, wrapped his arm around her waist, and pulled her close.

Just as Tricia began to resist, Charon latched tightly onto her, yanked her close, and leaned down and bit fiercely into her neck. Her warm blood flowed delightfully down his throat until her heart stopped and he dropped her to the floor. He hardly took notice as images of her innocent life passed through his mind because of the blood. Who cared about another lost and lonely soul?

“Aren’t you beautiful?” Charon asked the painting as he took hold of it.

Time for some vampire speed. Charon clutched the painting close to him and ran with supernatural speed through the building. Even pausing to unlock the front door with Tricia’s keys went so quickly that no one spotted him. He never slowed until safely back in his hidden lair, deep underground.

Charon placed the painting on a wall and sat back to admire it. “Exquisite!” He poured a Jack Daniel’s and Coke, deciding to stay in for the rest of the night and enjoy his latest acquisition. The boys back at his palace would love it. And Tricia, after all, satisfied his hunger for the night. He lost count of how many times he’d visited the museum to visit this particular Van Gogh, perhaps his favorite painting in the entire world. How delightful to add it to his private collection.

 

DID THAT TALE gain everyone’s attention? Good. Read on. Learn about Charon’s origin, and find out why he went scot-free of any recrimination from that precious Vampire Council despite his caper at the Museum of Modern Art.




Part One: The River Styx

 




Chapter One: Loki

11 AUGUST 2011

Fort Lauderdale, Florida

 

Charon cheered again when Loki appeared on screen, as he and his old college buddies watched a pirated copy of Thor before they headed out for the night.

“Dude, I thought once we graduated you’d mature or something and quit being a complete ass.” Bill tossed a handful of popcorn at Charon, who dodged most of it. “Still cheering for villains is so undergrad.”

Charon raised an eyebrow. “Because you were so mature last night when you seduced that girl to get a little action?”

Bill shook his head. “Adults have sex. Children worry about pretend characters.”

Charon paused the movie. “Shut the fuck up when Loki’s on. He kicks ass. Perfect evil, though his little hurt act gets old. Just grow a set and embrace the evil.”

“Come on.” This time Ken threw popcorn at him. “Keep this going so we can get out of here and meet chicks.”

Charon shook his head. “Not my style. Anyway, we’re going to my bar tonight, so good luck getting laid there.”

Gene laughed. “Right. Um, we’ll go with you until you hit it off with some dude you want to deflower. Then you’ll suck his face off in a corner while we quietly take our leave to a straighter climate and get our groove on.”

Charon wiggled his eyebrows. “You should try it sometime. You may like it.”

Ken grabbed his package. “Show me.”

“Whip it out, big boy.”

“Stop!” Bill held both hands in the air. “No one wants to see that. Start the fucking movie again.”

The group watched the rest of the movie, all of them teasing Charon when Loki fell into oblivion at the end.

Ken punched Charon in the arm. “Poor Loki. Dead dude floating around in space.”

“Just watch.” Charon grabbed Ken’s fingers and twisted until he cried out and yanked his hand away. “I bet we see him again. No way they let his lovely evil die away so easily. Let’s go.”

About twenty minutes later, the four men climbed into Ken’s car. “I can’t believe I have to fucking drive. Not cool. There are plenty of bars within walking distance, so I could drink, too.”

“Poor, sober Ken.” Gene mock cried. “Like you’ve never driven drunk before.”

“Yeah, but it’s not cool.”

“Because you borrowed Mommy’s Lexus?” Bill laughed.

“Fuck off.” Ken pulled out of their rental property driveway and started toward the gay bars in nearby Wilton Manors. He cranked the music, prompting Gene and him in the front seats to belt out the lyrics.

Bill tilted his head and looked at Charon. “Seriously. Don’t you think it’s time to stop the act?”

“What act? Dude, not another heart-to-heart. We just did this last night.” Charon loved these guys, at least as much as Charon loved anyone. But he loved them because, ever since being thrust together in a quad during their freshmen year of college, they partied hard, embraced the joys of life, and no one cared how it affected anyone else around them. Charon lived his whole life that way, never having dreamt that he could find soul mates that easily. “You getting soft now that you have a responsible job? Or is growing up with Daddy the pastor catching up with you?”

“Don’t be an ass.” Bill jerked his head slightly toward the two dancing fools in the front. “They can’t hear us. You can let your guard down. I’m just saying, aren’t you going to want more in life? How long can you keep up with the whole I’m-like-the-villains shtick? You’re not really Loki, you know. Don’t you want something more? Don’t the one-night stands get old after a while?”

“This coming from the dude who has a girlfriend back home but got laid last night? The fiancée permits a fling here and there? Seriously?”

“It was a sloppy blow job. And I’m not proud of it. A little sick about it, actually. Hardly romantic. Stupid decision by a drunk.”

“And hardly all mature and reformed, either. To answer your question, I’m not planning on any change of character. Been this way my whole life. I like it. It works for me. And just to set the record straight, if I ran into Loki, I’d bend him over a sink and fuck his brains out until he couldn’t walk. Then I’d take over his empire. I’m a much more powerful bad guy than him.”

Bill shook his head and laughed. “You’re a twisted fuck.”

“And that’s why you love me.”

“Well, some of us know you’re alone, too. Always alone.”

Charon glanced out the window and watched the streetlights pass by. “I like it that way. It keeps life simple.”

Poor Bill. Dude grew up in an oppressive Christian environment and those religious scruples bit him in the ass from time to time. Of the four of them, Bill possessed the closest thing to a conscience. Thankfully, they parked outside the bar and hurried to get inside before Bill continued his interrogation.

Charon scoped the crowd of pretty guys, especially large for it being a weekday, and even winked at a hot little number as he twirled around on the dance floor. By the time he got to the bar, Gene already handed him a Jack and Coke and raised his glass in the air.

“To our night at the gay bar!” They clinked their plastic together and drank. “Don’t know why you make us come here, though. You seem to find plenty of action at our places. A threesome two nights ago, if I remember.”

Charon laughed. That hot jock blowing him as he got sucked off by his girlfriend ranked as one of the hottest hookups of the last three years. “Just lucky that night. Closet case. He’ll never be the same again.”

Bill and Ken joined them, and they chatted a bit before Charon saw a dude staring at him from across the room.

“Fuck.”

“What?” Bill asked.

“Another love-at-first-sight idiot. No way I’d do him, even for a night. I totally don’t want to deal with this.”

“Where?” Gene looked around. “I don’t see anyone. And how do you know that already? Maybe you’re just too in to yourself.”

“Trust me. Look at him pining away over there.” Charon pointed to the average-looking guy, not hot, not ugly. Probably in college, waiting for Prince Charming to walk through the door and sweep him off his feet. Hoping that Charon might be it. Ugh. “I’m going to put an end to it now.” Charon hopped off his stool and started toward the other side of the bar.

Bill grabbed him by the arm. “Just leave him alone. He’s harmless.”

Charon jerked his arm away. “You’re getting soft.”

Charon walked straight across the bar and stared at the guy the whole time. The dude glanced into his drink, shifted from one foot to another, and cautiously looked back up at Charon with a nervous grin.

“Hey.”

“Listen, neither one of us wants to waste our time tonight. I saw you ogling me, but you’re so not my type. This is not happening. No way, no how. It creeps me out to think of you just undressing me with your eyes. So go troll for someone else. And try to stay in your league this time.”

The guy almost spilled his drink as he set it on the nearest table without taking his eyes off the floor, and then walked toward the front doors.

Charon spun around and noticed a much hotter number eyeing him. Mid-twenties, short brown hair, pretty blue eyes, nice biceps exposed by his tank top. As he walked by, the guy held up his glass.

“Impressive asshole move.” Despite his words, he grinned.

“Gotta do what you gotta do.” Charon moved past him and returned to his friends.

Gene shook his head and handed him another drink. “You really are getting worse. That was wicked. That dude was never gonna approach you.”

Charon threw back the rest of his drink and tapped the bar to order another one. “Better safe than sorry.”

The silence unnerved Charon. Did they decide on some conspiracy against him? Was this heading toward some awkward and dumbass intervention? Fuck it.

“Hey, guys, so this isn’t your scene. You can fire away. I’ll find my way home. Eventually.” Charon smiled, hoping to convince them that all was well and they could just get going.

Gene and Ken drank the rest of their liquor and nodded as they walked away.

Bill hesitated, setting down his half-full glass. “You sure?”

“Couldn’t be more.” Charon slapped Bill on the back. “Go get another pre-marriage blow job.”

Bill half smiled—it seemed an attempt to appease Charon more than anything—and followed his friends out the door.

The alcohol relaxed Charon the minute his friends left. He dialed into his inner party boy, scanned the room, and headed right for the hot little twink in the tight jeans, dancing with his friends. He moved to the music himself, bumping into the guy a few times, making sure their eyes met as often as possible. Definitely mutual interest.

After a couple of songs, Charon let his arms fall to his side, feigning exhaustion, and walked back toward the bar, staring at the guy the whole time. He admired the dude’s bright green eyes, his soft musculature, his light complexion.

No shock when about a minute later the guy stood next to him at the bar, ostensibly to order a drink. “Hey.”

Charon smiled widely. “Hey. Nice dancing.”

Twink grinned back. “You hitting on me?”

“What do you think?”

Twink shrugged. “Just wondering.”

“Wondering, or hoping?”

He laughed this time. “How about both?”

“Good. Me too. Let me buy that.” Charon slapped a twenty on the bar and waited for the bartender to finish the transaction.

“Ever been up there?” Twink casually motioned toward a dark balcony above, where a couple people stood alone and watched the dancers.

Charon shook his head.

“Too bad. Want a tour?”

Twink pushed away from the bar with his drink in hand and walked swiftly toward a set of stairs without waiting for a response. Charon liked his hubris. Confident little fuck. By the time Charon reached the top of the stairs, Twink was halfway down, beyond the two men leaning on the railing, and moving into a pitch-black corner. Charon sauntered along, barely noticing that one man had his pants around his knees with someone sucking him off right at the point where darkened shadows concealed the men’s identities.

Charon slowed down, unable to see a thing, and a set of hands reached up and pulled him into a kiss. Charon reciprocated but took control, yanking the little guy toward him as their tongues intertwined. Charon felt the urgency of the other as he sucked at his tongue and clung to the back of his neck.

Charon slid his hands down the guy’s back and then shoved his hands into his pants and grabbed his ass cheeks. No underwear. Totally hot.

The slight man pulled his hands down and grappled with Charon’s belt, rubbing his now-hard cock once he got the zipper undone. Twink fell to his knees and in seconds had Charon’s dick halfway down his throat. Charon moaned with pleasure as he cupped Twink’s head in his hands and pushed himself even farther in, only holding tighter when he felt the first gag.

Charon savored the feeling for a minute or two before pulling the guy off and standing him up.

“Turn around and drop ’em, sweet thing.” He spun the guy around and shoved his pants down.

“You got a condom?”

Charon licked his ear instead of answering. Twink turned his head and accepted the kiss and passion as Charon reached around and grabbed his penis in order to stroke him to more and more excitement.

“Oh. Do me. Will you do me?” the hotty begged Charon.

Charon shoved the dude against the wall, the invitation now open. He spit on his own hard shaft and shoved it in. He loved the pain he heard in the guy’s voice as he planted himself all the way in, until his pubic hair tickled the guy’s ass.

“I like that you shave,” Charon whispered.

“Fuck me.”

Soon enough, Charon gave one final thrust and shoved his face into the guy’s hair as his semen spurted into his ass. They stayed in that position for a minute before Charon pulled out.

He reached down to pull up his pants and underwear.

“You wanna help me out?” Twink sounded desperate as he pushed his still-hard dick against Charon.

Charon stepped away but leaned down and kissed Twink on the forehead. “Gotta run. Take care of that, but close your eyes and think of me.”

“You’re just taking off?” There was hurt in Twink’s voice. “We could hang for the night.” Now desperation.

“Can’t.” Charon hurried away before it got even worse. Not that he minded dismissing someone when the time came. It just took energy Charon wanted to reserve for another, longer lay later in the night.

He dashed down the stairs and headed for the front door. Time for another bar, before Twink raced after him and begged for a second chance or regretted caving in to not using a condom and pleaded for Charon’s status. Sure, he could ease the guy’s mind since he was negative on his last test, but if Twink wanted to fuck strangers, he better get used to the anxiety.

He almost exited when someone reached over and grabbed his arm. “Going somewhere?”

Charon tried to jerk away, but the other one held tightly. Painfully so. “What the fuck? What’s wrong with you?”

Charon turned to see the hot dude in the tank top from earlier in the night, who toasted his “asshole move” but now gripped him tightly.

“Let me go.”

He released him. “We should talk.”

Charon smirked. “And why would we do such a thing?”

“Because I have an offer you’re going to want to hear.”

Charon laughed. “Bad come-on, dude.”

“It wasn’t one. I’m straight.”

Charon started to ask another question when Twink appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “Listen, I’m heading out. If this is such a great offer, why don’t you come along?”

Charon hurried toward the door and pushed it open. He paused for but a second when he heard the guy following behind him. Why the fuck did he invite the guy along? Strange. But something about him intrigued Charon. No harm in hearing him out.




Chapter Two: Labels

11 AUGUST 2011

Wilton Manors, Florida

 

Charon walked briskly toward the traffic light, continuing on the path to the little wine bar across the street where he’d intended to go before his new straight pal delayed him. Without a word, the guy caught up to him.

“You care where we go?” Charon asked.

“Nope.”

“You’re weird.” Part of this whole scenario absolutely creeped Charon out, like the time the dude approached him about getting into porn, but unlike that time, another part of him wanted to listen to this one’s proposal or insanity or whatever. Like some fatal attraction drew him to this stranger.

The guy laughed softly. “You’ve no idea.”

Even stranger. Whatever. Charon intended to keep this in public and safe. Might as well enjoy a freak session with a straight guy while he waited for his semen to build back up for another run at some hot little number. Might even spend the night with the next one.

Charon sat at a small table to the side, expecting the guy to take the opposite seat. Instead, he went over to the bar and ordered something. He returned with two empty red wineglasses and set them on the table.

“My treat.”

“I don’t let guys treat me. Leads to expectations and bullshit.”

Again the dude laughed. “Typically, I suppose so. Drink anyway. This is a very expensive bottle, and I would hate to drink it alone.”

“What’s your name?” Charon asked.

Dude smiled. “In time.”

This got more fucked up by the minute. Total mistake to engage the lunatic, no matter how good-looking or powerful his aura. “Don’t you even want to know my name?”

“I don’t need a formal introduction, Charon. Though in a minute, I’d like to learn your real name, and not the frat-boy image you portray.”

“You know my name?” Charon’s jaw dropped open, but he recovered quickly. “And I don’t go for frat-boy covers. I am who I am.”

The man nodded. “I stand corrected. You’re quite right. It’s not some façade but rather your true persona. That’s why we’re sitting together, actually. Though I still know it’s not your given name.”

The shop owner appeared with the bottle of wine, holding it out to the guy with a sweeping gesture. “Not many ask for this one. Rare. With a wonderful bouquet! Still, it usually sits there for quite a while.”

“Because most can’t afford it.” He sounded like Charon with the snotty, dismissive answer.

The waiter attempted one more time to chat but gave up and uncorked the wine, poured it, and took his leave.

“He usually talks up a storm.” Charon smelled the wine. Exquisite.

“Tiresome.”

Charon laughed despite the guy unnerving him. “I enjoy his chatter. Nice enough.”

“Nice doesn’t usually appeal to you.”

Charon tasted the wine. “That’s the second time you claim to know something about me. And kind of got it right, but not quite. I like nice people. In small doses. And when I seek it. Before this gets any stranger and you reveal that you’re a serial killer or whatever, would you explain what the fuck’s going on? How did you know my name? What exactly do you want?”

This odd companion lifted an eyebrow and took a long drink of the wine, then held it in his mouth for several seconds before swallowing and closing his eyes. After a long moment, he opened them again. “That is wonderful. Perhaps you’re right about him. He recommended it, so I should go lighter on him.”

“That’s not an answer to my question.”

“I don’t intend to answer it right now. Since you’re so eager to get on with our business, allow me to cut to the chase. At this point, you’re free to go as you choose. That freedom won’t last long. The longer you persist with hearing my offer, the more entrapped you become in the game. I’ll explain everything, on my time—not yours, but you’ll have to be patient. When I finish this small monologue, I’ll ask a few questions. More curiosities than anything, to fill in a few gaps in my knowledge. You may answer or refuse. Any refusal becomes an end to our conversation. That is, until you reach the point of no return. Understand?”

Charon swirled his wine and laughed. “You’re even more fucking nuts than I thought. Whacked completely out of your mind. You somehow think you’re the Phantom of the Opera.”

“Yet still you sit here. You obviously sense that I offer something marvelous.”

Charon raised his eyebrows. Kook.

The man leaned over the table toward Charon. “Even in your brilliance, with all your wealth, your complete control over all situations, and utter disregard for those around you in your quest for whatever you want, I possess something you would die for. It would rival the rather impressive art collection on your walls.” Again Charon wondered how this guy learned so much. “Your furniture, the penthouse, none of that can measure up to this opportunity. But you have to play my game to get it or even find out what it is. First question. And I warn you, don’t piss away this opportunity with your attitude.”

He paused, but Charon said nothing. How did he know so much about Charon? Instinct told Charon to accept the offer to get away and leave at once. Nothing good could come from this impossibly weird conversation, could it? On the other hand, he taught himself that information about Charon for a reason. And the bottle of wine spoke of wealth, as did his Guess jeans and DKNY tank top. The Rolex, too.

Charon looked around. The owner of the shop chatted away with a couple of other patrons and four other customers sat around a table across the way. Perfectly safe. Might as well continue. If anything, this totally odd interaction could amuse Charon for a while.

“What’s your question?” Charon lifted his glass and smelled the wine again.

“How did you get the nickname Charon?”

Charon shrugged. “In college, from my fraternity brothers. No big deal.”

“Of course not. But you must admit it’s intriguing. I already figured they labeled you with it. Let me rephrase the question. You seem more like an Eros, the way you convince anyone who sees you to fall in love. Or, at least they think they want to love you, until they meet the real you.”

“Well, you just answered your own question, didn’t you? I hardly act like Eros, pining for true love and offering it to those around me.”

“Still, then what about Apollo? A beautiful and powerful God. Or Achilles? He’d even match your sexuality. But Charon? Have you seen the depictions of him? Snarled and ugly as he demands payment for crossing the river into death.”

Charon laughed at the brief lesson in Greek mythology. He already knew it, of course. Truth be told, Charon fit his image much better than those dazzling names and personas. “They may match my appearance better. Yeah. That’s true. But I got slapped with Charon because I paddle anyone who comes my way across the River Styx toward gloom, only humor them to get what I want. The name is about where I lead people.”

“Charming.” The man smiled and then tilted his head back and roared with laughter. “Especially that you so embrace the negative moniker given by those closest to you. Your truest friends even think you’re a fiend.”

“Yeah, well, speaking of charming, it’s not like they’re much better.”

The man nodded. “To an extent. At least, they were. Yet since college, they returned to their given names. Reformed their behaviors quite a bit, this weekend notwithstanding. You, however”—he shook his finger at Charon—“still go by your Greek god’s name to the point of using it anywhere you go, not just with them. You still party like a freshman. There’s nothing mature in your life. Now, that could be the trust fund you stole and live off. No need for responsibility with you.”

Fuck. How did he know about that? Nobody knew that. Nobody. “Can you read minds or something?”

“No, I can’t. I like to toss you little tidbits from time to time to keep you interested. But it’s not time for me to explain that yet. We’re still learning about you.”

“What else is there to tell?” Charon became uneasy again. “You nailed it. I don’t intend to change. Charon suits me just fine. I like it.”

“And being unencumbered by relatives or people close to you helps as well.”

Charon nodded and took a big drink. “You got it.”

“Though I learned a lot, I still haven’t figured out if you mean that or have resigned yourself to it.”

“I’m not lying to you.”

“Perhaps to yourself? Anyway, I’m sorry I’ve frightened you to this point. I didn’t know how else to get your attention.”

Charon poured each of them more wine and gave in completely to the moment. Something held him here despite his initial fear and the general creepiness of what this guy knew. He either needed to bolt now or stick to it. No one ever intimidated him into fear or submission.

“Actually, you’re lying to me for the first time. You’ve enjoyed this. You love the fear and control over me, as much as I do when I get it over other people. But you were at least right. It got my attention. So no more bullshit. What other questions do you need answered before you reveal this amazing game you want to play?”

The man smiled and leaned far across the table toward Charon, mere inches from his face. “That’s the Charon I’ve grown to know and love. That’s better. Good.” He moved back into his own space. “Your real name?”

“Blade Haden. How on earth did you know everything else but that?”

He smiled. “Just making sure you were still compliant, despite the real you coming to the surface. Of course I knew it. You gave it to yourself.”

“Well, I never knew any other name.”

“I know. So, Blade Haden-cum-Charon. I think we’ve almost advanced to the next stage.”

“Your point of no return?”

He nodded.

“Then let’s cross it.” Charon drained his glass.

“You don’t want to ask any questions? Maybe I’m a cold-blooded killer and chose you as my next victim.”

“Then I’m already dead. And I did wonder about that. But I hardly think that’s your game because this took too long. You took too much care for something as pedestrian as that.”

“Come now, humor me with a little something.”

Charon thought for a minute. He really had nothing else but wanted to move to the next thing. “Okay. What’s your name?”

“Good question. I’m afraid you don’t need to know it.”

“Seems like we might spend some time together, at least for the night. Am I supposed to just shout ‘Dude’ every time I want your attention?”

He laughed. “Fair enough. How about this? Call me Styx.”

“Sticks? After all this buildup, you want Sticks?”

He shook his head. “S-t-y-x.”

“Ah. I see. You like my nickname and want to be like me.”

“I’ve no desire to take on someone else’s persona. Give me more credit than that. But I do intend to be the river that transports you to where you long to go. Just as the River Styx provides our dear Charon with transportation.”
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“That’s totally weird.” Charon laughed at this guy. “Seriously, Styx? Lame.”

Styx glanced around the wine bar before he stood up and leaned close to Charon. “It was spur-of-the-moment to humor you. But if it annoys you, all the more reason to go with it. It’s time. We’ve crossed the line. Come.”

Charon hesitated as Styx walked toward the door, opened it, then turned around and motioned for Charon to follow him. Styx smiled. Well, if one must die at the hands of a deranged straight dude, at least pick an absolutely gorgeous one.

Charon followed him to the door. As he passed him, Charon leaned in and whispered in his ear, “I’m not dumb enough to go somewhere alone with you.”

Charon walked several feet onto the sidewalk and turned around. One second, Styx closed the door; the next, he spun around and vanished completely. Before Charon could ask “What the fuck?” a force slammed into him and took his breath away. Charon struggled against it to no avail. His body moved with such speed and strength—through town, across roads, and even over a swamp—that he almost threw up.

A couple times, he thought he saw a human form carrying him, maybe even Styx’s tank top, but no way could a person move this swiftly or bear Charon’s six foot one, two-hundred-twenty-pound frame that easily.

Sore, bewildered, and totally pissed, Charon gasped for air when Styx threw him onto a sofa that faced a wall of windows through which a huge body of water was visible. Charon guessed it was the ocean but had no idea where exactly.

“What the fuck?” Charon sat up. Too late for fear, he let the anger consume him instead.

Styx casually sat opposite Charon and crossed his legs with his back to the water. “You crossed the line. I warned you.”

“What fucking line? What’s going on here?”

Styx sighed and rolled his eyes. “Would you like a drink to calm your nerves? The wine in my cellar is even better than what we had at the bar.”

Charon launched out of his seat but halted two steps away, realizing this ass could overpower him again if he tried anything. He breathed heavily and glared at him.

“You’re feisty. That’s another reason I chose you.” Styx motioned back to the sofa Charon had vacated a moment ago. “Please. Sit. I’ll grab the wine, and we’ll discuss this in more a civilized manner. You’re angry, as I predicted. But you’ll come to love this opportunity.”

Charon eased back onto the couch as instructed, then waited as patiently as possible while Styx left the room.

Charon scanned the room, noticing the wealth for the first time. Though it was dark out, Charon could just see the waves that cascaded onto a sandy shore that served as the backyard. Furnished in a very contemporary and sparse style, everything stank of money, even more than Charon possessed, with white leather chairs and couch, glass tables, a seventy-inch television, and what looked to be original statues and paintings.

Styx returned a moment later with another bottle of wine. “A private reserve from a small winery in the hills of Italy.” Styx opened it, poured two glasses, then swirled the wine as he crossed the room and handed one to Charon. “It’ll taste better after it breathes.” Styx returned to his chair.

“Listen, I appreciate the wine.” Charon sat the glass on an end table without tasting it. “You’ve got a great view and all. Beautiful, stunning art. Decent hospitality. Except that you fucking kidnapped me.” Charon’s voice rose with each word of the last sentence. “And you’ve had some weird proposal and approach ever since we met. With all due respect, could we cut to the chase?”

Styx smiled and drank his wine. “All in good time.”

“What ocean is that?”

“You’re full of questions. I’ll humor you on this one, just don’t forget who’s in charge. It’s not an ocean. That’s the Gulf of Mexico, off Florida. I bought this place for more than it was worth because I could renovate much of it to meet my special needs. It’s not easy to find something this isolated in Florida, where you can also still build a home.”

“You carried me here that fast?” Charon almost whispered the question as the reality of his captivity began to set in more and more.

Styx smiled and nodded.

“So what the fuck are you?”

This time he laughed. “All right, all right. You’re impatient. But I knew that. And seemingly unafraid by the circumstances. I predicted that, too.”

Charon decided to level with the dude and see where that got him. “Fear isn’t something I tolerate. Frankly, I learned to conceal it. But you don’t know me as well as you think. This is creeping me out. Then again, at some point, you just have to go with the situation and see where it leads, so you might as well suppress the fear because it won’t change anything.”

Styx threw his head back and laughed more heartily this time. “That’s the spirit. That’s why I chose you. Let’s begin.” He drained his wineglass, sat it down, and clapped his hands together before standing up and moving to hover over Charon.

Styx frowned, leaned over, and opened his mouth. Charon flinched at what he saw before pure fascination took hold as he watched the fangs smoothly descend. Holy shit. A vampire. As in, they really exist? No way.

“Impressed?” Styx asked as he stepped away and returned his mouth to a normal human one.

“You could say that.” Charon again masked the range of emotion swimming through his head and sounded as casual as possible. “It certainly clarifies things. Either you want to convert me, get me to do some bidding as a human, or I’ll be dead soon enough. Not a lot to worry about, really, until you explain yourself.” Charon reached over and gulped down his wine, then held the glass up to Styx. “You’re right. This is good shit. Shall we?”

“Indeed.” Styx reached for the bottle and refilled their glasses.

“So spill it. You’re a vampire?”

Styx nodded. “You accepted that rather well.”

Charon contemplated a moment, especially marveling at the fact that his fear really had disappeared completely. “You know, the way you picked me up and sped here scared me, but at some point, I accepted death or fate or whatever. That alone introduced something extraordinary, right? I guess you being a vampire explained it. No need to piss my pants or anything. Like I said, only three choices from here, no matter how much I scream. Can’t think that you’d let me just dash out of here and onto the beach to get away.”

Charon left one thing unsaid, at least until he calculated the situation. Could this whole mess turn out in his favor? This guy alluded to it when they first met. If he just wanted to suck his blood out and leave him for dead, Charon would still be back in Fort Lauderdale or floating in the Atlantic Ocean. Play it cool, he figured, and see where it got him.

“That’s true. As I mentioned a number of times, you’ve crossed the point of no return. You’ll play my game, whether you want to or not. Death is the only way to opt out.”

“Yeah, well, that won’t happen voluntarily.”

Styx smiled. “I’m counting on it.”

“Let me get this straight. You obviously stalked me, learned all you could, then picked your moment to nab me. You targeted me specifically. You threaten to kill me, but it doesn’t seem inevitable or I’d probably already be dead. What gives? Why me?”

“Why you, indeed. That’s precisely the question we should start with. It began with your appearance. The muscular body because you work out. I’d say about 6’1”, not too short, not too tall. The glowing green eyes, the short coifed hair in a faux-Mohawk. It’s a fabulous look. But you already know that, don’t you?”

“I’m pleased with my look. Do you like my hairless chest, too? Or is it the trail of trimmed belly hair down to my junk? I thought you weren’t gay.”

“I’m not. This has nothing to do with sex. Still, for the end game, I want the perfect specimen.”

“So you picked me for my beauty?” Charon laughed. “This is getting stranger instead of clearer. I mean, of all the hot guys in the world, me? Don’t get me wrong, I’m flattered and all. Just seems random.”

“To the contrary. There’s nothing random about your selection. It took centuries for me to arrive at this point. Before I could select people, I needed to perfect the plan and all it required. Once I finished that, I spent the last five years choosing my contestants, including you. It started with your appearance, but I rejected at least a hundred others who fit the bill after further investigation. You can probably guess the personality traits that added to my wish for you. You’re callous. A fiend. You care for no one but yourself, or at least put your needs and desires before all others. My background investigation confirmed it all the more. No, there’s nothing random about the study I did of you for the last five months.”

Charon sipped his wine, starting to enjoy the game. Why not go down with a little entertainment, at least? More and more he sensed an opportunity lurking here, one that he could seize. Perhaps become a vampire himself? That would not suck, no pun intended.

“Well, you’re chatting me up now. That’s good. Still not really any closer to the big reveal. What’s going on? You said contestant? What, is this a vampire version of The Price Is Right?”

Styx laughed again. “See! It’s just that moxie that called me to you.”

“I’m just being myself.”

“Of course. And right now, you want to learn more so you can use the situation to your advantage. See? I know you better than you realize.” Styx pointed at Charon. “You want to become like me. You want what I have. And you’ve already figured out that you may just get it. That’s why you became so casual so quickly. That’s why you put aside any fear. And that’s why I wanted you in the game.”

Styx jumped out of his chair and rushed toward Charon. He cupped Charon’s face in his cold hands and wiggled it back and forth. “Too bad I’m not gay, because this would be the perfect time to plant a kiss right on those luscious red lips. I do believe that you’re already in the lead.” Styx released him but remained nearby.

“You’d make a shitty producer if we’re going with the game show theme. Because here I sit, well into the episode, with no idea how to play it or what I might win. What kind of contestant did I become? What am I leading?”

Styx plopped to the floor and stretched out his legs in front of him. “You’ve entered my competition! There will be three of you. You’ll meet in a bit. And the games will begin at once.”

“What’s the prize?”

Styx reached over and patted Charon on the knee. “Exactly the spirit. Exactly. I’ll tell all of you at once. The others have waited a tad longer than you. They’re even more anxious. In fact, I think we should get them, don’t you?”

“Where are they?”

“Locked in rooms downstairs.” Styx stood up. “Not to worry. They have similar views of the channel and all the amenities one could ask for. But I’ve magically held them here. One for two years, the other for just over a year.”

“What took so long? Aren’t they pissed? I’d be.”

“I imagine they are. But I don’t care. And what took so long was finding each of you. I needed the perfect three contestants. You round out the panel, so to speak. So let’s begin.”

With that, Styx reached over and pulled Charon out of the chair. He let go of Charon’s hand and spun around toward the stairway he had descended earlier to get wine. Styx motioned to follow, so Charon grinned and headed toward him.
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Charon followed Styx down the stairs, which emptied into a level just beneath the living room with the same glass wall and view of the water. A full bar stood along another wall with glass shelves, liquor bottle after liquor bottle, and contemporary steel barstools underneath a lacquered counter. The wall opposite the windows was all racks of wine bottles, one on top of another, from floor to ceiling. The furniture down here was more masculine, black leather and dark woods. Three lounge chairs faced the water, like three people sat there for hours, drinking and admiring the setting sun in their retirement.

Except that no retired people lived here and it appeared completely staged for something else entirely.

Styx smiled as he opened more wine, carried the bottle and one glass to the far left chair, and sat both on an end table next to it.

“Please.” He motioned toward the chair and wine. “That’s all yours. Sit. Josh will prefer straight-up bourbon, and Grady doesn’t drink. I’ll put out some apple juice, just to piss him off. Relax a moment while I fetch them.”

“Is this competition with a couple dogs or something?”

Styx answered as he disappeared down a hallway. “I imagine that’s what you’ll think of them.”

Charon tasted the wine, another excellent vintage. If he survived this event, he decided to take up learning more about wine. Maybe buy a winery or something. He had mastered the arts and other refinements, but his college buddies and nightlife always kept his drinking tastes simple. Jack and Coke. Shots. Something quick and easy.

Maybe Bill was right. Maybe Charon needed something new in his life, a major change, and becoming a wine snob just fit the bill.

A moment later, Styx appeared with an African-American hotty, a couple inches taller than Charon, with carefully sculpted hair, incredibly hot muscles clearly evident since he only wore a pair of basketball shorts, and glistening white teeth.

“Who’s he?” He jerked his head toward Charon.

“Josh, meet Charon. Charon, Josh. He’s the final contestant. We begin soon. Josh, you’re in the middle there, with your bourbon. Please let Charon know about yourself, since you and Grady already met. Charon can introduce himself once you’re all together. I’ll fetch Grady.”

Styx spun around and left Josh and Charon in an awkward silence. After a second, Josh jerked his head toward Charon and came around in front of him. He held out his fist for a fist bump, then flopped into the chair next to Charon.

“Better obey, or he freaks.” He sipped his drink. “What do you want to know?”

Charon arched a brow. “What do I need to know? Seems like you know what he wants better than I. So, are you the one who’s been here one or two years?”

“One. And I don’t mind it. Once I figured out what I’ll get at the end. Grady’s the one who can’t get over his anger. That’s why it’ll take longer to get him. Because Vamp has to control him first.”

“You call him Vamp? He told me his name was Styx.”

“What the fuck? Actually, to be honest with you, you know, he never gave a name. That’s just what we call him.”

Charon nodded and fell silent.

“I think he just wants us to know each other’s backgrounds, you know?” Josh leaned back and itched his crotch. Great, Charon had landed in some college locker room. “We really just know the basics about each other. Mostly because Grady’s a shithead. So I’ll fill you in. You probably haven’t been punished yet, but if Vamp gets pissed, it’s not pretty. To be honest, there’s not much to tell. My dad was a judge; Mom stayed home and spoiled me. Got to college, hated it, so partied hard and flunked out. Dad cut me off, but fuck that, you know? Mom slipped me money and I sold drugs until I got my own little empire going, see? That’s it, to be honest with you.”

“He picked you because you’re a drug dealer?” Charon stifled a laugh.

“So you’re an ass like Grady, huh? That’s cool. Fuck you, too. And, no, it’s not the drug dealing. You should see what I built. How much I’m worth. The women who flock to touch this body and experience me. I drive a camouflage Hummer, and I just pull up and women climb in to suck me off. Bet you don’t have the ladies all over you like that, even if you are kinda pretty.”

Charon smirked. “If I wanted women hanging on me, they would. But conquering guys is a lot hotter.”

Josh slapped his hand on the arm of the chair. “Guess I nailed it with pretty. Pretty boy.”

Great. A homophobe, too. Charon supposed that fit the locker room analogy. “Is that it about you? Seems rather mundane.”

“Guess I forgot to mention that I killed people to get most of my money.” Josh leaned over the arm of his chair and stuck his face inches from Charon’s. The light humor and carefree demeanor evaporated, and he stared into Charon’s eyes. “By the end of this, I’ll have you sucking my dick right before I twist your neck and kill you.”

Charon reached up and calculatingly pushed Josh back into his seat. “So my sexuality unnerved you and forced you to prove your masculinity? Charming.”

Josh and Charon jerked their attention toward the hall when they heard Styx speak. “I’m glad to see you two getting along so splendidly.” He reached behind him and shoved Grady into the room. “He actually complied rather quickly this time. Grady, this is Charon. You already know your dear friend, Josh. I assumed a bit of apple juice would appease you, while the rest of us drink like adults.”

“Fuck off.” Grady, every bit as hot as Josh, walked across the room, with that strange jock walk that Charon could never figure out. No one would naturally swing their arms that way and puff out their chest just to walk. Still, beneath the Indians T-shirt, Charon spied a hard chest and luscious biceps. Grady had especially pretty, plump red lips. He scowled, though, putting a dent in any allure.

“What’s going on tonight, Chief?” Grady yanked his arm away from Styx’s hand.

Styx walked in front of them after ushering Grady to his seat and slamming him into it.

“Chief?” Styx crossed his arms and stared hard at Grady, then scanned toward the other two. Charon thought Josh looked indifferent, and the entire scene made him smile with the shear absurdity of the experience. “And what are you smiling about?”

“Life.” Charon lifted his glass to Styx in a toast.

Though Styx persisted with his closed posture, Charon saw the hint of amusement in his eyes. “I’ve had enough with the names and nonsense. What’s up, you ask? It begins tonight. Do you understand? Tonight the contest commences. No more pouting and attitude, Grady. Josh, you’re not as special as you think. And Charon, you’re not as clever as you think. I’m in charge here, and will be until the end. I think you already surmised the game. One of you will become a vampire. The other two will die. It will all occur on my terms. Anyone gets any funny ideas, and you just elected to exit the competition early.”

Charon stifled a laugh, still utterly amused by the cheap Hollywood horror movie he found himself in. Styx glanced at him again, but Charon kept his cool and smiled. The news kept the other two quiet for what felt like several minutes as each pondered the information.

“I trust you introduced yourself, Josh?”

“Yeah.” Josh nodded.

“So he knows that you constructed your own little empire? That you killed without remorse to do it? That you lust for women and power.”

“Got it covered.” Josh spun a finger in the air.

“Good boy.”

“I’m not your boy.” Josh clenched his teeth.

“Ah, but you are. You’re all three my boys.”

Josh scratched his crotch again. “Is that why you brought a fag on board?”

“That had nothing to do with it. Now, Grady, tell Charon about yourself.”

“What’s he need to know? Nothing.” Grady scratched his head and then played with the string on his sweatpants.

Styx silently crossed the room, reached over, and twisted Grady’s ear until he shouted in pain.

“You ass. Stop it. I can’t be a vampire with one ear.”

“Then talk.”

Grady jumped out of his chair. “Dammit. Don’t fucking touch me. I’ll talk. I’ll talk.” He stared out the window and spoke to it. Strange bird with some intimacy issues. Perhaps Styx missed on including this one in the competition. Josh presented a legitimate foe, but Grady appeared beatable without much effort.

“I was born on a farm in Wyoming. Grew up angry, pissed at the world, hated the shitheads around me. My only release was playing baseball. Got drafted by Cleveland.” He pointed to his chest. “But went for an education instead. So I played ball in college until I got kicked off the team for a bar fight. Actually, it was about the tenth one, and coach claimed he couldn’t cover for me anymore. Tenth bar fight. Lost count long ago of how many people I pummeled. Been in and out of trouble since, until this fuck captured me. Lucky him, he didn’t want me as a sex slave.”

Grady fell silent but kept his back to everyone else.

“And tell them why I chose you. It wasn’t just the fighting. That’s rather mundane. Macho bullshit, really.”

Grady shrugged. “Don’t know. Maybe the dude I killed in the alley fight. Maybe just my strength. Probably that.”

Styx looked at Charon. “You probably ascertained that it had nothing to do with his intelligence. It was how he likes to control other people. To lord his strength over them, no matter the situation or innocence of the other party. And he has no regrets about any of it.”

Grady finally turned around. “Why should I?”

Styx smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “You shouldn’t. Please, sit.”

Grady complied without the recalcitrance.

“Good. Good. But Josh and Grady need to know something of Charon, here. After all, he’s the only one untainted by a murder. Why on earth would I choose him? Charon, will you tell us? You didn’t come from the happy little families of the other two, did you?”
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