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  To the troll who lives under the bridge—I know the taste of your fear.
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Los Angeles, California

September 2009 

Thirty Minutes Ago




Staked out on a side street, Justus and Naomi sat in their sunset bronze Toyota Venza, watching Gabriel’s shoulder-heaving sobs live through the law-enforcement-grade cell phone Justus had stolen from one of their recent victims. Before Joe had arrived under the pretext of picking up Gabriel’s prescription, Justus had planted a hidden camera in a nonworking light fixture near the elevator.

“Forget all that Hollywood tripe. We’re making our own private snuff film,” he had said after completing the setup.

Poor Gabriel, Naomi thought, reclining against the tan leather headrest. This is probably the worst thing that’s happened since he was turned.

“It’s gone well, hasn’t it, love?” After slinging an arm across her shoulders, Justus stroked the curled ends of her dyed-auburn plait. “Just as planned.”

She tilted her head to the side as she observed Gabriel’s grainy figure through the phone’s screen. “He’s crying so hard.”

“A bit o’ dust in the eye,” Justus joked. “Or perhaps a holdover habit from his Mesmerized days. I read somewhere he can activate the waterworks on command.”

A faint frown creased Naomi’s pale forehead. “You said he’d be less emotional.”

“Hush now.” Justus swooped over to the passenger side and kissed the corner of her mouth. “Overanalysis dries up your cunny.”

“I never noticed,” Naomi muttered.

“You’re not the one fucking you.” He licked her bottom lip. “I want it soaking wet at the drop of a hat.”

“Sometimes I am”—she side-eyed him—“the one fucking me.”

As his fangs nicked her lip, he gulped down the blood before it could bead. “Wife, what did I tell you about that? Self-pleasure is strictly forbidden unless I will it so.”

Naomi shrugged. “I get lonely. And bored.”

“You know what they say about idle hands …” Justus settled his chin on her shoulder as they gazed at Gabriel’s real-time mourning. “Do you fancy the sad sack?”

She scoffed. “He’s gay.”

Justus nodded, the sharpness of his chin irritating her collarbone. “Mostly, yes. But he’s a vampire too. He can be swayed, especially if he’s under my influence. Which he is.”

I told you this before, but I’ll say it again to jog your memory. “I don’t want him. He’s artificial.”

“True. He’s not an unearthly beauty like your ex, nor devastatingly roguish like myself. Handsome enough, though. Probably more so if he lost his polished appearance. Once he and I are thick as thieves I’ll have him pop out his contacts. Ruffle his hair a bit. Give him that just-fucked look.” He circled an arm around her wasplike waist. “I want to share him with you, dearest wife. We can both enjoy defiling him.”

“But he loves …” Naomi stopped herself before uttering her former fiancé’s name. “His costar.”

Running his palms over the contours of her lower ribs, Justus said, “If that’s what you want to call it. I’d say he just loves cock.” With a chuckle, he brought the cell phone closer to her face. “Look at the poor pup. Absolutely pathetic. But he’ll be great practice for you to shape as I tell you to. We’ll change him together. It’s the closest we’ll come to procreating.”

Naomi stared past the on-screen image. Gabriel’s grief was too raw, too real. There’s no entertainment in watching a sophisticated celebrity come apart like a child when he loses his favorite teddy.

Justus pressed his cold lips to her ear and whispered, “Imagine the possibilities for our reign of terror. The Silver Screen Prince at our beck and call. And you, my wife—my queen—will rule him as I rule you—until he overpowers you, which he inevitably will. Pansy or not, Gabriel is male and therefore destined to someday outrank you, despite your seniority.” She remained silent until he pinched her cheek. “What’s gotten into you? Besides your own naughty little fingers.”

“He’s been with …” Naomi gritted her teeth. “… Raiden.” The images her mind conjured of their mouths meeting, breathing in sync as their bodies joined, were difficult to bear. Inevitably, she remembered the human-life passion she had felt for her betrothed. I ached for him.

“Aha!” Justus snapped his fingers. “Now I see. You’re afraid of indirect contact with your killer.”

Naomi bobbed her head. “I don’t want to touch anything—anyone—Raiden touched.”

“A valid concern. But you’ll do what I say, love. You always do.”

Motioning to Gabriel, she asked, “Will you convince him to sleep with you?” Translation: will you spare him the indignity of conscious rape?

“Hypnotic coercion?” Justus clucked his tongue. “Not necessary. He’s in a vulnerable state. Easy prey, easy lay!”

“Maybe there’s another use for him.” Naomi tried to keep the plaintive edge out of her tone. “He could be your spy.”

“When I’m inside him, he’ll be our insider too. But you’re not ducking out of our future three-way. It’s your wifely duty to please.”

Naomi stared at the sobbing figure. “I pity him.”

“Because of his sniveling surface.” Justus’ amber eyes glowed, reflecting what was on the screen. “You don’t have the authority to command him as my equal, but with my permission, you can influence him. In time I’ll teach you how to puppet without my help.” His burning gaze shifted to her face. “See the beast, Naomi. Let the fledgling fill you with desire. Your master rules it so.”

“Justus, I can’t help it if he leaves me cold.”

“You find the boy distasteful? Don’t judge till you taste him.” Justus tee-heed. “He’s young, freshly turned. Barely taken any victims. He’ll be our sea glass.”

Naomi blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Surely you’re cleverer than that.”

“Sea glass …” She recalled how it felt beneath her fingertips. Warm or cool, depending on the elements. Eroded into smoothness. Placid. “A blank slate. An empty mold.”

“Clay before the kiln.” Justus tapped her head with the cell phone. “I knew your brain was hiding in there somewhere. Not so vapid as your former blondness would suggest.”

Bastard. Naomi swallowed the violent verbal vomit that surged like an undigested meal.

Justus nudged her. “I’ll draw him in with my sex appeal. Your feminine wiles will coax out his softer side.”

“What if he’s a misogynist?” Like you, she did not add aloud. “He won’t want to be friends.”

“Friends, is it? Relatives is a more accurate term. After all, you come from the same blood.” Delighted by her shudder of discomfort, Justus grinned. “Seeding virgin births outside the womb—I’m a ruddy biological pioneer,” he crowed. “If we’re to get technical, you and Raiden are my blood-children. Gabriel is my blood-grandson. Although I have the girth of years to encompass my grandfatherhood, I prefer to think of myself as an uncle. Deliciously incestuous, no?”

Naomi grimaced. “V. C. Andrews stories don’t appeal to me.”

Justus cocked his head. “What are you on about?”

No wonder he doesn’t get my literary reference: he hasn’t opened a book in a century. “I don’t want to sleep with your grandson, nephew, relative—whatever he is. And I wish you wouldn’t call yourself my father,” she griped. “We’re married.”

“It’s a gray area, love. Related by blood, though not in the traditional sense.”

“I don’t feel right about it.”

“I don’t care about your feelings.” Justus roughly gripped her wrists in one hand and squeezed them like twigs he intended to snap. “Your useless emotions have no bearing on the outcome of this conversation.”

“I’m sorry!” Naomi gasped. “I’ll be more careful.”

“I’m not sure that’s proof enough of your devotion.” His pupils dilated as he forced her to make eye contact. “Swear your loyalty to me.”

Feeling the mental prodding of his influence, she let herself halfway succumb—just enough to fool him into believing her powerless. “I swear I’m true to you.”

“Only when you’re not in one of your snits.” Twisting her wrists, he hissed, “It might be better to break you all over again.”

“But now you have a new toy.” She jerked her chin toward Gabriel’s antlike form. “He’ll fall under your spell quicker than I did.”

Releasing her wrists, Justus complained, “That’s part of the problem. I prefer a challenge. Raiden …” He stopped himself. “Never mind. Leave the seduction plot to me. You’ll do whatever I tell you, yes?”

Naomi focused on the floor to disguise her relief at having escaped Justus’ wrath with her bones intact. “Of course.”

“Excellent. Look, darling!” He tipped up her chin and indicated the screen image. “Your blood-brother just arrived. What horrors await his unsuspecting eyes!”

Reluctantly she focused on the video stream. Despite the poor lighting, she ascertained Raiden’s shock and disbelief. “Do you think the hoodie you stole from him has enough of his scent on it to convince Gabriel he’s Joe’s killer?”

“Possibly,” Justus replied with a dismissive wave. “That’s not as important, though, as the breadcrumbs I left our Hansel to follow. Watch closely.” Eyes alight with merry malice, Justus drew her nearer to the screen. “This is the good part.”

* * *

As pride injuring as it was, Gabriel’s declaration of war did not propel Raiden to flee and leave his creation the sole responsibility of cleaning up Joe’s murder. Although he hates me right now, he needs my help. I’ll prove I didn’t kill Joe.

How are you supposed to do that when the bodyguard’s corpse reeks of you? his id taunted.

I’ll figure it out—and I’ll figure out who killed him.

“As far as I’m concerned,” Gabriel was saying, his voice hoarse with grief, “you’re my goddamned enemy.”

Raiden swallowed the assaulting sting of treachery in that proclamation. “Does anyone else know Joe was supposed to pick up your prescription here?”

“Did you hear what I said?” Gabriel spat. “If I could kill you, I would.”

Raiden suppressed the threat of tears. “You know the cops can’t find him here like this.” Again he asked whether anyone else knew Joe was at the parking garage. Keep him focused on the facts. Don’t let your own emotions get in the way. “Please tell me you didn’t communicate with him through your personal or work cell.”

“I’m not a goddamned imbecile!” Gabriel seethed. “Arranging a pickup for prescription-strength appetite suppressants isn’t something I want advertised in the press. I used a discardable phone for my communications with the doctor’s office.”

“A burner … good.” Raiden paced. “Gil, we have to get moving.”

Gabriel shook his head vehemently. “I will not participate in covering up your crime.”

“Fine. Don’t participate—but don’t get in my way.” Raiden stalked over to his Nissan 350-Z, a rental that was the same make and model as the one he had driven in Michigan. “I have some rope and a couple of spare tarps in the trunk.”

Gabriel seemed to momentarily forget his rage. “Seriously?”

“You know I’m always prepared.” Raiden surveyed the parking garage, taking in some of the details he had missed upon arrival. “By the way, why the fuck did you park on the first level?”

“In case of surveillance.” Gabriel pointed to the camera above the elevator. “Though I determined the cameras weren’t recording, I was too frantic to return to my car; I assumed manifesting would be quicker. If I’d gotten here in time …” He took an uneven breath. “I could have halted your murder-in-progress.”

Raiden popped open the trunk and grabbed the tarp and rope. “Out of respect for Joe, I won’t dismember him.” He manifested to the bodyguard’s side and quickly unrolled the tarp. “I’ll take him to a forest. Cremate him. Bury the ashes.”

Gabriel knelt and rested a protective hand on Joe’s chest. “I forbid you.”

“Your DNA’s all over the scene, Gil. It’s evidence.”

The actor glared at him. “Your DNA is present in greater quantity than mine.”

“No, it’s not. I haven’t touched him.”

Jettisoning his fist across Joe’s body, Gabriel cold-cocked Raiden in the jaw. “Lie to my face again and I’ll tear your head from your neck.”

Although Raiden anticipated the blow, it still pissed him off. Calm down, he self-commanded. If you lose your shit, he’ll lose his ten times worse.

“A vampire murdered him, Gil. But it wasn’t me.” The only other vampire I know of is Justus. If he’s behind this, we’re both doomed. Regaining his balance, Raiden ignored the pounding pain in his face. “The longer we stand here and argue, the less time we’ll have to clean the scene and hide Joe’s body.”

“I don’t want to hide him!” Gabriel shrieked. “I want my friend’s murderer brought to justice. I’ll tell the world you—” As if his tongue had been switched off, he stopped talking midsentence.

“Gil?” Raiden observed the actor’s blank expression. “Where did you go?”

“When you got here, I asked you where you were when Joe was attacked,” Gabriel said in a monotone. “First you said you were in your room. Then you said you were on set. Which was it?”

“I was—” He broke off, bemused. “I was on set. With Fagan. Ask her, she’ll confirm. Nate saw me too. And Baza and the crew—they all saw me.”

“According to your initial statement, you were in your room, waiting for me.”

“I meant I was waiting for you to call. In the studio. You got me in a panic. I said the wrong thing.”

“You panicked because you murdered Joe.”

“I panicked because you thought I murdered Joe.” Raiden raked his fingers through his blond locks. “Because you still think I did.”

“I know you did.”

“You’re wrong!”

They continued like this for several minutes until Gabriel went stock-still. “Shh,” he said. “Someone’s here.”

Raiden pricked up his ears. He smelled metal: keys. Then underarm sweat and faux leather. The chemical reek of laminated plastic. The sickly-sweet odor of grape booze.

“Security guard.” Raiden dropped his voice vampire low. “I thought this place was abandoned.”

Gabriel did not seem as concerned as the situation warranted. “Are you prepared to steal his life as well?”

Not answering, Raiden took advantage of the distraction and heaved Joe’s body onto the tarp. “Are you prepared to steal it?” he finally said, batting away Gabriel’s hand. “Or will you help me clean up this mess before we have to kill another innocent person?”

“They’re food,” Gabriel said. “Not people.”

Raiden blinked. “I thought you wanted to keep your kills to a minimum.”

“You promised to leave Joe alone.” Gabriel folded his arms. “Perhaps callousness isn’t an undesirable trait. Perhaps it’s an evolutionary one.” He nodded, agreeing with his assessment. “The absence of caring isn’t a problem: it’s a solution.”

“What do you mean?”

Before Gabriel made it to the stairwell, Raiden intuited what his creation would do, but he did not believe it possible until after he heard the surprised shriek three levels below and smelled the splatter of spilled blood on the breezy, pollution-clogged evening air.

Did I make him this way? He wondered, dazed. Or has he been like this all along, waiting for the right moment to unleash his savage side?

Gabriel burst through the stairwell door, his swollen lips speckled with blood. “Problem eliminated.”

Raiden was speechless. Gil said he heard a voice in his head. A voice that sounded like me. But I wasn’t there. At least I think I wasn’t. Did he kill Joe and convince himself I did it?

At this point, anything was possible.

* * *

“Is it working?” Naomi asked Justus. “Can he hear you?”

He held up a finger to silence her. Behind his back, she rolled her eyes. Now that he’s distracted … She flexed her mental muscles, attempting to tune her channel to Justus’ frequency. At first she got nothing but static. A wah-wah sound. Then the sound became a word. Wah-wah-what you’re going to do is—

As if flicking off a greedy mosquito, Justus jerked his head.

Naomi’s gut cramped up. He knows I’m eavesdropping.

Justus orbited his head in her direction. You’re a naughty wife. His voice inside her head sounded as clear if she were wearing headphones. How long have you been listening in?

Not long. Anyway, this is the first time it’s worked. Guess I’m a fast learner, she telepathed back, terrified of his discovery, yet curious to see if her thoughts would reach him in consensual dialogue as opposed to his usual one-way intrusive entry.

Telepathing is instinctive to vampires. A sneer cast a shadow on his closed lips. You can’t credit yourself for following your nature. It’s like learning how to walk. One day you’re wobbling, clinging to the furniture, afraid to step into the open with no support. Then something grabs your interest; you forget about the fear and begin walking unassisted. At that point, there’s no turning back.

No turning back, Naomi repeated. Are you angry?

“Darling, would you believe me if I told you I was proud of you?” he asked.

“I’d believe you’d want me to believe that.” Naomi inwardly retreated into the isolated chamber she hoped he had not yet discovered. If he finds this room, I’m fucked. Then again, I’m fucked no matter what. Time to test the strength of these bars. Can you hear me? she asked, taking care to block the garret’s entrance with her protective waves. Justus?

In her main mind-room—the lobby, she christened it—she heard Justus say, Anything to add to my instructions for Colin?

She slipped out of her undetectable private network and answered on her unsecured Wi-Fi connection. Remind him of his aversion to murder. He’s not a born killer like you.

Not yet, he boasted, but it’s too late to undo the impulse killing. Unfortunate sod, showing up at a time like that.

The guard was probably only there to relax after work, Naomi mused. That parking garage hasn’t been in service for a while. Likely he just wanted some peace and quiet.

And somewhere to indulge in his libations. Well, one less cog in the wheel.

You told Gabriel to kill him, she realized. He didn’t do it on his own.

Right! Justus tittered. The boy’s so easy to puppet. Much easier than you or Raiden. I do adore a good bracing challenge, but there’s something quite appealing about blind obedience. Colin doesn’t even remember falling under my influence when I was playing doctor!

Justus hasn’t found my hidden room, Naomi convinced herself. The waves drowned out the sounds of her inner dialogue, masking it from his hearing. Or if he has, he’s doing a damn good job of pretending he hasn’t. With a shiver, Naomi realized she had no clue how many isolated chambers Justus had in his mind. Unless he’s never found a reason to create one. But surely a vampire of his age and prowess would have discovered this ability that she, less than six years turned, had started to hone only a short time ago. But if I’ve learned anything about my abductor, it’s that pathological arrogance is his Achilles’ heel. If he hadn’t overpowered me, I could’ve ripped out the other tendon. Recalling their knock-down, drag-out fight in Vegas, Naomi fantasized about destroying that vulnerable part of Justus again.

Raiden’s so cock-struck he’d carry Colin’s balls for him if he asked him to. Are you ready for the waterworks, love?

Immersed in her unheard thoughts, Naomi nearly failed to reply to Justus’ question. Is Raiden going with him to bury the bodies?

He’s certainly not invited to the bodyguard’s funeral. Weren’t you listening?

She scrambled to fashion a reasonable excuse. I couldn’t hear all of it. Some parts were like a bad frequency on a radio station. I only got bits and pieces.

The reception was clear as a bell. As Justus extended his hand, she shrank from his touch, but he merely patted her head.

You’ll do better next time.

Naomi recovered from her fright. Thank you for your confidence in me.

Telepathing doesn’t mask sarcasm, love.

“My bottom’s falling asleep.” She stretched across the Venza’s seat and pecked him on the corner of the mouth. “And I’m hungry, aren’t you?”

“Dinner can wait until after the live theatrics.” Justus rubbed his hands together. “I’m betting on another fistfight, but maybe we’ll get lucky and see some spilled innards.” He twirled her braid around his finger. “You haven’t fully lived until you’ve seen a vampire stuff his liver back into his rib cage. It’s iconic—like my hypnotic coercion. Bloody brilliant!” Justus crowed. “Raiden has a whole legion of alibis and Gabriel still won’t believe him because I told him not to. He thinks Raiden’s playing him; that the voice inside his head is his maker taking the piss.” He waggled his eyebrows. “My powers are absolutely mesmerizing, no?”

Ignoring his dig at Gabriel’s TV show, Naomi said, “But what happens when Raiden tries to prove his innocence by asking his coworkers to vouch for his whereabouts?”

“Daft creature!” Justus tsked. “He can’t do that. Then he’d have to reveal they’re both responsible for Joe’s disappearance.”

“Of course. How stupid of me.”

“Your suboptimal female brain hinders your logic,” Justus said, “but you give head like a strumpet disguised as a scholar.” He chucked her under the chin. “Come to think of it, all this fighting’s made me right twitchy.” Indicating his erection, he raised an eyebrow. “Let’s say we kill two birds with one stone. You take care of me; I’ll take care of Gil.” He wound her braid around his fist and pulled it, forcing her into a bow. Hefting his cock out of his pants, he declared, “Family first.”

“Family,” Naomi echoed, lowering her head until her mouth was level with his turgid prick. “Is that what we are?”

His leaking tip greased her cheek. “Blood runs thicker.”

And one day yours will run like water, she thought, choking him down as the waves swelled around her, securing her free will inside the pristine abattoir she was priming for Justus’ future slaughter by her hand.

* * *

Raiden gaped at the newly mangled corpse splayed out on the garage’s first level. The fermenting stench of wino wine wafted from the still-steaming blood seeping from the grievous wound in the security guard’s throat. Gabriel had torn out his voice box midscream.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “You made a huge fucking mess.” He flashbacked to the first time Gabriel had taken a victim in Detroit. This is worse than the virgin’s cleanup. Dismayed, he realized the paltry supplies he had in the back of his trunk would not eliminate bloodstains from concrete.

“I only emulated the example set by my maker,” Gabriel said in a childish tone. “Follow the leader.”

“There’s nothing we can do about the bloodstains except pray no one connects the dots and links Joe’s disappearance to this garage. As for the security guard …” Concentrating, Raiden bit his lip. “I don’t think he works here, so this might not be the first place the cops investigate.”

“He wasn’t guarding this derelict parking garage.” Gabriel rolled his eyes. “Clearly he was trespassing.”

“We need to get back. People will wonder where we are—where Joe is. What’re we going to tell them?”

“He quit.” Gabriel wiped his nose. “I have a copy of his notice. I can say he called and said he decided to take his leave a few days in advance.”

“What about when his family reports him missing? The police might ask for your cell records. They’ll see there aren’t any texts about him leaving earlier than two weeks from the date on his notice. Did you talk to him on your personal cell for a few minutes? At least your calls would be in the phone records.”

Gabriel shook his head. “He was with me twenty-four seven. There was no need to talk on the phone. If we did, it was extremely brief.”

“You could write a letter. Or rather, type one. Then plant it somewhere. When the cops come around, you’ll have proof he told you he was leaving early.”

Gabriel glared at him. “You expect me to write a letter from the perspective of my dead bodyguard?” 

Raiden shrugged. “Or I could do it. You’d have to read it to make sure it’s right—that it sounds like him.” His eyes darted to the inoperative cameras. “Gil, we need to find out who set me up.”

Gabriel nudged the guard’s corpse with his foot. “This guy would still be breathing if you hadn’t murdered Joe. Admit your guilt.” His eyes glazed over. “Would be a pity to waste him.” He lay atop the security guard like he was about to penetrate him and did … with his fangs.

Horrified, Raiden backed away from the atrocious sight. Gabriel was consumed by the lust of feeding, thrusting against the security guard’s carcass like he was simulating sex. “I can’t admit to something I didn’t do, Gil.”

“Don’t mind if I don’t offer you a bite,” the younger vampire snapped. “Our nights of shared meals have come to a screeching halt.”

Dumbfounded by Gabriel’s depravity, Raiden set about the business of readying the second tarp. His instinct told him distracting Gabriel from his meal would incite more chaos, so he went about his task as quietly as he could.

However, after a moment of slurping, Gabriel snapped back his head and regarded Raiden with a reptilian gaze. “Where’s Joe?”

“In my trunk.” Raiden swallowed. “I packed him up before I came down here.”

“Put him in my car.”

“That’s not a good—”

Dropping the guard’s corpse, Gabriel manifested behind him and gripped Raiden’s upper back. “On second thought, I don’t require your assistance.”

Raiden’s shoulder blades made a ghastly cracking sound as they splintered beneath Gabriel’s devastating squeeze, the pain sending him tumbling headfirst. He heard a thunk—bone hitting concrete—and lay immobilized on the chilly floor. Through the diaphanous film of blood dripping from his scraped scalp into his eyes, he woozily observed Gabriel’s fast-forward movements: bundling the guard’s corpse in the tarp; knotting the rope around his neck (what remained of it); binding his arms to his torso; tying his legs together and securing his feet at the ankles. He then manifested to the stairwell and disappeared.

Fading in and out of consciousness, Raiden writhed on the ground like a wingless dragonfly. He winced at his own pitiful cries. Gil really might try to kill me. In this state of mind, his creation seemed capable of greater feats than he himself had ever achieved. Is someone else pulling the strings? Is Justus …

Gabriel held Joe’s wrapped corpse in his arms like a swaddled infant. Towering above Raiden, he planted his feet on both sides of his head. Slowly he raised one foot and dangled it inches from Raiden’s face.

“I will annihilate you,” he said in a stranger’s voice. Lightly he set the tip of his Dior Homme derby shoe on Raiden’s forehead and rested the sole on his nose and mouth. The heel covered his chin. “But first I’ll take immense pleasure in witnessing your inevitable self-destruction.”

Hyperventilating, Raiden closed his eyes against a blow that did not come. Gabriel was already halfway to his car, a corpse under each arm, speedily manifesting until he had reached the Vette. Struggling to catch his breath, Raiden gawked at Gabriel cramming the corpses into the tiny trunk of his convertible.

After hopping into the driver’s seat, Gabriel made eye contact with him in the rearview mirror and flicked him off. Revving the engine, he donned his shades and reversed the convertible until the back tires were inches from Raiden’s feet.

The singer choked out a scream. “Gil, no!”

“Not yet,” Gabriel called. “But soon.” Shifting gears, he flung the car forward and peeled out, vanishing around the corner, destined for whereabouts unknown, leaving his maker to lick his wounds.

As Raiden’s bones began the hellish healing process, he first crawled, then limped, to the fourth level. He sat in his car for at least an hour before he could bring himself to lift an arm up to the steering wheel. Fortunately, no one else wandered into the structure while he recovered.

How? he thought on repeat. Why?

The stars were out, twinkling brightly, already dead, by the time Raiden’s tears had dried and he could bring himself to start the engine.

* * *

Fresh off his gargantuan orgasm, Justus clapped his hands. “Was that not a harrowing shitshow? I came harder than a full-blast faucet when Gabriel nearly ran him over! Waste not, want not, love.” He pushed his twitching prick deeper down Naomi’s throat. “I have a chore for you,” he announced once she had drained the last drops.

She raised her head and wiped her mouth. “Yes?”

“For dinner tonight, find me someone who doesn’t taste like stale soap operas. I want quality.”

“An ingenue?”

“A sophisticated tourist. Preferably from money, with a home base in the Far East.” He caressed her neck. “Early twenties. Clean-cut. Naive.”

“Gender?”

“I don’t care how they identify. Just get me a tasty bite.”

She indicated the screenshot Justus had taken of Gabriel’s hunched back. “What are you going to do about him?”

“None of your business.” He wagged his finger. “Just wait for my cue.”

“Okay.”

“A casual affirmation won’t do. You know what I want to hear.”

“Yes, sir.”

He put his hand next to his ear. “Better than that.”

“Yes, Master.”

“Perfect.” When he kissed her, he nibbled her upper lip. “Don’t fuck up my dinner,” He warned through a mouthful of her blood. “I want it hot and fresh.”

Withdrawing, Naomi promised, “I’ll make sure my husband is satisfied.” 

“Good girl.” He waved her away. “Hit the pavement. You and our meal can walk the few blocks to the loft. The exercise will do you good. Remember, darling,” he called out the window, “we’re off to San Francisco the day after tomorrow. Nephew’s going to need our support.” He pointed at her. “I foresee a visit to our favorite Frisco bar. Mourners don’t like to drink alone.”

“Don’t they?” she called back.

“Not this one.” He waved. “Toot-a-loo.”

Naomi waited for Justus to drive away, then headed toward The Boulevard to find her husband’s prey, picking up a piece of her own along the way—she took the hard-up john in the alley, fangs hot and gnashing, crushing his life-force beneath her thumb like a gnat. In flashes, she pictured the defeat in Raiden’s posture, as well as Gabriel’s haunting wail. She remembered the night Justus had taken her; there was nothing Raiden could have done to save her—or himself.

Although she was aware Justus had brainwashed her into believing Raiden bore the brunt of responsibility for her turning, she nevertheless obliged the lingering hatred she felt for her former fiancé’s part in her human death. As she had nurtured the seed of contempt for nearly six years, it felt natural to feed it. I was engaged to my blood-brother. Now I’m married to our blood-father. Dear God. She shuddered, desperate to stave off the knowledge that her relationship with Justus was not only nonconsensual but also symbolically incestuous. Thank God Raiden and I didn’t fuck after we turned. But if Justus gets his way, there’s no telling what he’ll make us (and Gabriel) do for his own amusement.

“Where’s a therapist when you need one?” she muttered, wiping the blood from her lips as she stole the swatch of skin that held her signature bite from the john’s neck.

After stashing the body behind a dumpster, she slipped into the stream of passersby and practiced tapping into their thoughts. Now that she was sated, the task seemed less daunting. Although she managed to catch fragments of musings, zeroing in on a single stream belonging to one person was nearly impossible. Their thoughts were slippery, like trout flapping on the deck of a ship. She whipped her head from side to side in a futile attempt to match thoughts to faces.

Home for dinner … Paper’s due on the seventh … A shame—he was so sweet … Sick of living paycheck to paycheck … Want to die.

Trying to discern the owner of the suicidal ideation, Naomi stumbled into someone’s back. The bedraggled girl was withdrawal-spasming from head to toe. She wore a spaghetti-strapped tank that used to be white and a flimsy pair of cutoffs that were so short the pockets rested on her noodle-like legs. Her clunky platform sandals made exaggerated stomping sounds as she struggled to remain upright.

“Watch where you’re going, lady!” the junkie shouted.

“I’m sorry,” Naomi apologized, flustered. “I lost my balance.”

Curling her lip, the girl retorted, “You’re lost all right. What’s a high-saditty chick like you doing in this part of town?”

“When’s the last time you had a fix?” Naomi parried.

“Why?” The junkie put her hands on her hips. “You want me to fuck you for it?”

Naomi felt her cool cheeks flush. “No, I didn’t … I wasn’t—”

“You ain’t got moola, we ain’t got nothin’ to talk about.” The junkie snorted.

Naomi concentrated on getting inside this human’s head. With one-on-one focus, it was easier than before and she tapped in almost immediately.

Shoulda never ran away from home.

I could run away, was Naomi’s subsequent wild thought. I could run away now. I could take her with me, get her clean, feed from her when I need to eat. Eventually I could reunite her with her family, then find mine.

Justus, however, would track her down; he had done so all the other times she had endeavored to slip away. The only way out was to kill him—or least disable him to the point where she could escape, like Raiden had done years ago in Japan.

But look what’s happening to Raiden now. He’s not safe.

“My husband likes escorts,” she said, placing her hand on the girl’s stick-thin, clammy arm. “He’ll pay you well.”

“‘Escorts’! Well, la-di-da!” the junkie mocked. “I hit the jackpot tonight. If you want to join in, it’ll be double.”

“I don’t join.” Leading the way to the loft, Naomi said, “I observe.”

Only that was a lie, because she kept her eyes on a flaw in the living room’s drywall and went under the waves to hide until Justus had taken his fill. He had royally complained about Naomi’s dinner choice on first sight. All the same, when the insulted junkie cursed him out, Naomi studied his expression as his knee-jerk displeasure morphed into indulgent enragement. He claimed to prefer “classy, moreish” prey, but half the time he liked the trashy, whorish ones just as well.

Maybe the streetwalkers remind him of his mother. Naomi knew she had been a “strumpet”: he had revealed that detail one night when they were high on PCP-laced blood from a club kid they had conned at a rave.

“We’re keeping her,” Justus announced after the junkie—Julie, she said her name was—passed out from blood loss. “She slipped under my influence faster than most. She’ll be our extended houseguest. A welcome-home present for Gabriel once he joins us at our valley abode.”

Naomi gawped. “You want to bring her to San Francisco?”

“Whatever I want, I get.” Justus leered. “I haven’t decided if I want to fuck her yet. Did you know she’s a year shy of adulthood?”

Naomi gulped. “I can take her back to The Boulevard. She won’t remember anything if you tell her not to.”

“You’ll do no such thing!” Justus scooped the limp girl into his arms and carried her to the sofa. “What kind of hosts would we be to deny this poor creature shelter?”

“But you’ll kill her,” Naomi said, vampire low.

“What did you think I’d do when you brought her home? Send her to a nunnery? Finance her higher education? Honestly, Naomi,” Justus tutted, “sometimes you have no idea who you’re dealing with. And I’m not just talking about me—you were the one who picked her up. You could have chosen someone else. Someone older perhaps. Before you point the blame”—he made a finger gun at her—”remember who you’re aiming at.”
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