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IN A TORCH LIT CAVE, a man stood in front of a crowd. He perched himself on a rock formation and looked over the people who gathered to hear him speak. He raised his left hand to command the room. 

“Brothers and sisters, today marks a new era.” His German accent colored his emotive tone. “I am going to lash out at our oppressors!” 

The crowd cheered. With their left hand over their heads, they beat the air with their fists, as they yelled: “Freedom!” 

“I am about to reign terror on this mortal city, and yank our lord from his comfortable abode to answer to us for once.” The people cheered again. “We are oppressed by his rules, order, and dogma. It’s about time that anarchy became our ritual!” 

“Anarchy.” The crowd chanted in unison with their fists thrashing about in fevered repetition. “Anarchy! Anarchy!” 

He patted the air to quiet his followers. 

“If I die in your service, you know what to do next. You know who to target. Today, justice begins for our faction.” 
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Chapter 1
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“Riley? Riley!”

“Over here.” Riley heard the clatter of heels on the wooden floor.

A dark-haired woman raced to the cashier’s counter. Her warm-toned skin gleamed in the iridescent spot lighting. Hazel eyes sparkled with enthusiasm.

“What are you doing?” Her brow furrowed.

“Nothing, Aubree. Just straightening up.”

“You’re reorganizing the drawers I organized, aren’t you?”

“You caught me.” Riley raised her hands in surrender. “Every time I reach for one thing, I get something else. I was just switching a couple of items to make cashiering more efficient, that’s all.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. Why?”

“Because your hands are still up.”

“Oh. It has been that kind of day.” Riley shrugged and put her hands down. “So, what’s the big excitement that you tap danced your way up here?”

Aubree tilted her head. “Very funny.”

“I figured the noise was expectant of some news we can use.”

“It is: went through the mail in our downstairs office and... drum roll, please.” Aubree handed her boss an envelope. “It’s from that mysterious address again.”

“Thirteen thirteen Mockingbird Lane?”

“Try, five thirty-two North Seventh Street, Chicago, Illinois, which we researched and the place doesn’t exist.”

“Maybe whoever it is doesn’t want us to find them using a search engine.”

“Or a map.”

“Or the post office. Perhaps it’s a strange game of geocaching in reverse.”

“In reverse?”

“Yes, they find and give us cursed objects that appear to be for our benefit but we can’t find them to return the objects when the original murderous owner comes looking to collect our souls.” Riley dropped her pitch an octave for the last five words. “Dun dun dun dah!”

“You do realize how horror movie-esque that sounds? No more NetTixets for you late at night.”

“In the G-rated version of my nightmare.” Riley laughed. “If the leprechaun wants to leave me his pot of gold and I do not have to chase down a rainbow, more power to him.”

“That version will not keep me up all night. Besides, I couldn’t outrun a murderous curse in these shoes if I had to.”

“Designers these days... what were they thinking? Impracticality?” Riley smirked at their amusing banter, but then she became somber.

“What is it?

“The envelopes and the checks inside are disturbing to receive with no legitimate return address. No live person to meet. No one to thank.” Riley twirled the brown paisley envelope on her fingertips before placing the paper into her back pocket. “And I wouldn’t advise running in three-inch heels anyway. Not on this slick floor.”

Riley walked away with that ever-growing emotional turmoil twisting her insides. Every time those letters arrived, Riley felt guilt, relief, and an overwhelming sense of failure. She was damned if she cashed the checks and damned if she did not.

What was a business owner to do in an economic downturn?

Live on the streets after she laid off her friend for lack of funds? The reality of Riley’s predicament was all too clear.

“A person who likes their privacy. Can’t say I blame them.” Riley talked to the painting in front of her.

“Oh, c’mon, no one’s here: open it.” The jasmine scented woman followed her. “Well, at least, let me.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t run out the basement door with it. You’ve threatened it before.”

“And, rightfully so.”

As she sauntered by her cultivated art, Riley straightened a painting on the wall. The stark white environment glowed against the bamboo flooring. This contrast produced a harmonious effect to exhibit art.

Art she displayed with pride. Pieces lined the store as if the presented paintings were part of a high-end museum collection. Perfect mounts and tags set next to each framed element. To her delight, Riley showed the best and brightest talents the city had to offer.

On her way back to the counter, she gazed out the front window. Darkness lurked beyond the building and street lights. Riley wished the cold murky nights would usher people into the warm, inviting gallery instead of away.

The thick clouds over the sky damped her spirits even more. She felt the empty malevolence of the starless shadows within her bones. As she stopped at the counter, she watched as the night grew darker still.

Riley shook her head. The darkness could not touch her. She worked and lived in the same building. With a quick glance toward the wall clock, she casted off the ominous sensation that called to her.

She had no worries. Life was the same no matter what she did. Time was a series of repetitive factors with little action or emotion to stir her torpid heart.

As she came out of her morose trance, Riley realized Aubree continued her lecture in the background. She heard her employee but did not listen to the actual words. Riley simply nodded as she brought herself back into reality.

“You’re not really listening to me, are you?”

Riley turned to Aubree. “Sure I am.”

“Then what’s the last thing I said?”

“What’s the last thing I said.” Riley smiled to the unimpressed Aubree.

“Ah-uh.” The taller woman wagged her finger at the petite blonde. “Someday. I’ll catch you.” 

“Me? I don’t know what you are referring to. I’m a good boss. I listen to every word you say.” She acted innocent of trespass then grinned. “Anyway, it’s about nine. Why don’t you go home? I’ll lock up. I might as well- oh, remember, I won’t be here for a couple of days.”

“You live upstairs.” Aubree leaned against the counter.

“Even on your supposed days off, you’re here. What you need is an intervention.”

“Curse of the gallery owner.” She winked at her friend. “You never know, I might just vanish on you one of these days. No intervention necessary.”

“I wouldn’t argue. You need the vacation.”

“And, go to Paris. Haven’t been there since high school.”

“Have you heard your French?”

“What? La ruine est expressif.”

“The ruin is expressive?”

“That’s not what I wanted to say.”

“And that accent could use a little work.”

“Great. Thanks for the tip, Miss French minor.” Riley cleared her throat believing that was the problem with her French accent.

“Anyway, that’s where I want to go. Able to communicate or not. I need to spruce up our nonexistent marketing campaign.”

“Communication is not your problem. Solitude is. You could date one of these days.”

“Blasphemy! How can I be a tortured artist without the rejection, the wretched loneliness, societal alienation?” Riley put the back of her hand against her forehead in true dramatic fashion, then laughed as she straightened out her posture.

“I’m not joking, Riley. You spend all of your time here. You don’t even paint anymore. What’s up with that? You should find some guy off the street and have your way with him.”

“And mug him for the electric bill?”

“Riley!”

“Why stop there? Next, it’ll be fixer-uppers. White picket fences. You’ll set me up with the stranger who sends me these checks from the dark attic of his mother’s rundown motel.”

“Well, it’d be a change. Matter of fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you take one day off the premises since I’ve been here.”

“No, that would be logic. I’ve had nowhere to go and no money to do it with. Maybe I should mug someone. Prison stripes are the new orange.”

“Now you do have the money.” Aubree pointed toward the envelope. “Aren’t you the least bit curious about your mysterious benefactor?”

“Someone who sends money and exhibitions to the gallery for no reason?” Riley took out the letter and bounced the thin parcel in her palm. The handmade item looked as if children glued it together, yet the design on the paper appeared antique. “And these funny little envelopes using a trust?”

“C’mon. They’re not that funny looking. Just misshapen.”

“Curious, no. Concerned, yes.” Riley slumped her shoulders and growled. “We go through this every single time.”

“Then show some spine, blondie.” With a soft swing, she socked her boss in the arm. “The Riley Austen Gallery needs your courage.”

“Is that what that is? Smells more like desperation.”

“It’s dried ink on a check.”

“Well, at least you didn’t call me ‘shorty’ this time. Okay, fine.” Riley ripped open the envelope with her fingers and pulled out the check. “Let’s see what we’ve got this quarter.”

Aubree read over Riley’s shoulder. “Ooo, wow. Forty-five grand.”

“Do you want to do the honors?” She waved the check in the air.

“You sign it and I’ll deposit it. After Will and I elope with it.”

“Funny.” Riley walked back to the cashier’s counter. She flipped the check over and signed the back. “You just wish the checks came engraved in your name.”

“What I wish? Is that you could get a vision off it. See who watches you from afar.”

“Sensitive, not psychic. I sense energies not receive addresses or lottery numbers. Sorry. Thanks for playing, anyway.”

After Aubree huffed with disappointment, Riley reached into a drawer and grabbed a deposit slip. After she finished her writing, she handed the paperwork to her sales representative. “Have fun.”

“And a bluebag, please.”

“Right.” Riley handed her the unzipped plastic carrier. “Here.”

“You should be grateful.” She grasped the bag into her slender fingers. “In our down economic times, these checks are the only things keeping this gallery afloat. Your salary. My salary. The lights. I’ve seen the books.”

“I get a salary? When did that happen?”

“It’s the check stub with the zeroes after you pay all the bills.”

“I knew there was a catch. Too bad, my sixth sense can’t help with a recession.” Riley gave a faint smile. “Embarrassing, isn’t it? I wanted to accomplish something on my own. But you’re right, we would’ve folded six months ago if it hadn’t been for him or her.”

“And that’s a bad thing?”

“I feel dirty for taking the money so easily. Not giving it to charity, or something.”

“You mean needing it. Honey, it’s okay. That’s why a dashingly rugged man with short brown hair and brilliant brown eyes, olive skin, and cleft chin sends it to you.”

“Sounds more like your Spanish slash French boyfriend to me. You do realize, your kids’ll be confused.”

“That’s it?” She snapped her fingers. “He’s probably your secret admirer.”

“Will?”

“No, not William. I’d kill him for it. Your benefactor.”

“You mean: hermit stalker. He wants to follow me so bad but he can’t leave his house. He must write a check.” Riley bounced her fists in the air. “Oh, the compulsion!”

“You have a bizarre sense of humor, woman. But your ancestors were Irish, so I’ll cut you some slack.”

“Gee, thanks. I’m afraid our little mystery will remain a mystery. I have neither the desire nor the inclination to pursue the matter. Lest these checks stop coming and we can’t have that.”

“Lest? Going for the dramatic again?”

“Did it work?”

“Not even the first million times, but maybe you should hold another mixer instead. Seems like after that night nine months ago, we started receiving these donations.” She batted her eyelashes.

“He might return. Sweep you off your feet. Fulfill your every whim.

Fantasy...”

“Now who’s going for the dramatic?” Riley chuckled. “You should call Tony for backup. I wouldn’t want you getting hit in the head over our bestowed livelihood.”

“Tony’s busy doing his detective thing. Mom wants him home for dinner once a week, but ever since those kids came up missing, it seems he’s on a stakeout every single night.”

“It’s been six weeks. They haven’t found those two kids yet?”

“Three kids. Another one was taken the other night. Let’s see, that makes: a white kid. A brown kid. Now a black kid. All under the age of six.”

“Damn. What the hell’s going on out there? Go to the store and collect the whole set? Sick bastard.”

“I don’t know, but I’m surprised he hasn’t enlisted you yet.”

She giggled then snorted. “It was fun, highlight of my life, bailing Miss Sensitive Law-Abiding-Citizen over here out of jail. You should’ve seen your mug shot. Absolute perfection.”

“Yes, I like avoiding damning publicity. No wonder no one stops by anymore.” Riley snickered. “I’ve since retired from such lawful activities that got me arrested in the first place, thank you very much. And even though I’m still quite upset with your brother for putting me in that situation, he’s the best one for the job.” Riley reached into a drawer and pulled out a blue cellular phone. She played with the selections. “I have his number somewhere in my contact list. Tony, Tony, Tony... Ah, yes, under “asshole comma the.’”

“No, no.” Aubree waved her hand over the display. “Kids are more important than walking me to my car. Besides, I called Will to pick me up tonight. He’s usually early.”

Right on cue, the door chimed. A motion from the entrance and the welcome notes sang. Riley loved the little enigmatic song.

“Speak of the devil.” Riley widened her eyes as a man entered the gallery.

She had to admit Will was an exceptional view. He was the cliché: tall, dark, and handsome, but creepy. Even with cologne on, he smelled like old rusted pennies.

As a sensitive, he felt empty to Riley. The shadow and depth of his soul’s chasm she could not ascertain. What she could feel was a strange sense of peril when he came into the room.

For Aubree’s sake, she remained silent. Although Riley could not help herself from feeling the way that she did, she stopped shy of stupid. She would not let her unwarranted suspicion destroy a friendship.

“The press never rests.” The petite blonde tossed her phone back into the drawer. She hit the handle with her hip and the compartment closed.

“Not these days.” Will put his arm around the beautiful woman in the short black winter dress. He kissed Aubree on the cheek then noticed the check in her hand. “Oh, you got another one of those envelopes. I did some research-”

“Aubree Poretta! Secret. It’s a secret. Do you want me to explain to you the fundamentals of what a secret is?”

“It’s okay, Riley. Will was looking out for us.” Aubree patted the man on the chest.

“You wouldn’t want to be caught in the middle of an F.B.I. sting operation, now would you?” He pointed to the tattered envelope. “That lawyer doesn’t exist. The trust is untraceable. No one knows the bank. It’s... it’s-”

“I don’t care as long as the checks don’t bounce and we’re still in business tomorrow. Unless of course, Will wants all three of us to live on his meager muckraking wage? I’m sure, that’ll keep the gallery open.” The reporter did not react he was so stunned, but Aubree gave an awkward glance. Riley saluted. “Now, good night. Don’t spend it all in one place.”

With reluctance, the others nodded. William helped his girlfriend into her coat. Aubree appeared discouraged by Riley’s sudden uncharacteristic yet poignant behavior.

Both waved. “Good night.”

“And no more research.” Riley heard the door shut and the chime fade. An acute sense of relief came over the gallery owner. She felt satisfied to have shut down Will’s investigation, any other curiosity he might conjure, and Aubree’s unstoppable mouth.

A secret was supposed to remain unspoken. A secret was never to see the light of day or be known to another person outside the confidence. That is what a secret was.

Riley took a deep breath and relaxed. She brought herself back into the moment. No more wishing or fantasizing or worries on her part. Aubree and Will were gone and it was time to close. Riley had a bed to warm.

“Maybe I’m wrong about him...” She laughed as a strange

thought crossed her mind. “Nah, it’s definitely a spray tan.”

The lone curator went and stood in front of a large, modern interpretative canvas. She followed the curves and straight lines. Bright colors flowed into darker ones.

Art made her feel better. The darkness could rage outside the gallery and inside her heart, but not when she gazed upon another artist’s creation. Even as alone as she felt, the renditions in oil, watercolor, and ink created solace.

She sighed at the beauty that hung before her. For a few moments, Riley forgot about her pain. She pushed away the memories of her failures: past relationships, business insolvency, and the very thought of happiness.

These pieces were her babies. Unlike her own paintings, the children she exhibited were innovative, thought-provoking, and electric. She could only hope to create such genius one day.

“And what do you have to say about all this?” She folded her arms over her stomach. She exhaled. “Nothing? Typical.”

While she stood memorizing the canvas, an epiphany came into her mind. “With Aubree away, I get to arrange the drawers. Just the way I like them!”
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Chapter 2
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The petite blonde darted to the cashier’s counter. She emptied the paperwork drawers. She heard the door chime, but did not look up. She knew the customer would find her.

“Hey, Riley, you in here?” A familiar male voice resounded off the plastered walls. The light East Coast-Italian accent was smoothed by a rich African baritone.

“In here, Officer Tony.”

“That’s Detective Anthony Porretta.” The man grinned with pride as he drew nearer. He glanced at the multicolored canvases on the walls. “Has been for a year now.”

“Yeah, I know. I still have the stains.” For a brief moment, her fingers played drumbeats in the air. She remembered all too well the wet ink of fingerprinting and the shear color of embarrassment. “Aubree just went home with Will.”

“I waited for them to leave.”

That got Riley’s attention from her reorganizing scheme. “Any reason why?”

“Needed to talk to you.” His neat brown suit and tie were underneath an unbuttoned black leather trench coat. His crisp white shirt appeared pressed and dapper. “Didn’t want to disturb the lovebirds.”

“Oh? And here I thought you were avoiding family commitments.”

He snuffled. “I see you’re still in business, but none of your stuff is up.”

“It’s slow but I’m managing to keep this place open by selling one painting at a time. Other people’s paintings. Mine aren’t that good.”

“That’s not what Aubree said.”

Riley slapped her hand onto the counter. “She cannot keep a secret, can she?”

“After working with her for two years and you’re finally noticing that? A little slow there for being a fortuneteller.”

“Please.” Riley shook her head. “Mock me all you want, but you’re the one who disappeared for ten months, not me.”

“Asking for forgiveness every time I saw you for that little mishap got old. I didn’t know what else to say? Apologizing seemed weak for what happened to you.”

“I’ve been through worse.” She waved off the sentiment and put the paperwork back in the drawers. “Something else I can do for you then? A painting? A postcard?”

“Maybe not something else.” He leant against the counter. “I know you don’t watch the news much anymore, but I was hoping you would’ve heard about the missing boys.”

“I have. Your sister keeps me up-to-date on all the current events. She is dating a news reporter, you know?”

Riley avoided eye contact with him and began shutting down the gallery. Tony tailed her. After she switched off the main lights, she turned the closed sign to the outside and opened the front door.

“You better go before I set the alarm or you’ll be questioning yourself all night.”

His stern countenance did not change. “We’ve hit a dead end.”

“No.” Riley pointed her index finger at him. “Jail isn’t fun.”

“I thought you’d been through worse.”

“I lied.” Her fingers balled up into a fist that punctuated her every word then wild gestures followed. “It was humiliating. Had to explain to the entire community why I was mistakenly arrested. Or, I would’ve lost everything. Instead they just slowly stopped coming by, friends and all, and purchasing anything from the suspected murderer. My parents still don’t even talk to me.”

“It was a miscommunication.”

“Miscommunication? My mug shot was all over the news for weeks.” She placed her hands on her hips. “They thought I was the killer. ‘How else would you know the particulars of the crime?’ They demanded.”

“The department got a false tip. It happens. They apologized.”

“What apology?” She readied the door with her key to lock the deadbolt. “I’m still waiting for one. The case was dropped with little to no fan fair. Absolutely no news coverage to undo the slander everyone inflicted upon my reputation. Tony, I was never exonerated by anyone.”

“This time it’ll be different.”

“How? You’re gonna arrest me before we get started?”

“Er, no.” He rubbed his face. He appeared confused about what to do about her accusations. Then his eyes widened to an idea. “You’ll work with me as an anonymous source. No one will know about our deal. Just you and me.”

“I suppose you wanted to start-”

“-right now.” He grabbed her jean jacket from a nearby coat rack and gestured toward the exterior. “Ladies first.”

At that moment she hesitated, Riley knew the stakes but also knew the consequences. She grasped her coat along with her keys from the door. She had a feeling the night was going to take her into a darkness she had never known.

She still walked forward with that knowledge. Was it courage or stupidity? Riley had been down this road before. She knew the answer to her question: definitely stupidity.

She used her keys to lock up and then followed Tony to his car. The unmarked police cruiser could have been a neon sign pointing at her: guilty as charged. Everyone else believed the story that she was a soon-to-be convicted serial killer.

Why not add to the urban legend? What did she have to lose at this point? The only thing she had left was what she carried with her: her abilities and her life.

After a drive across town, Tony and Riley stood on a street corner. In the lamplight, Riley zipped up her thick and bulky denim jacket with ivory flannel lining. She noticed how Tony readied himself to divulge departmental knowledge to a civilian.

“This location seems to be the mid-point of his activities. It’s been unofficially suggested that he’s around here somewhere.”

“Then where is everyone? Unofficially?” Riley glanced around. She half expected to see uniformed officers posted in every conspicuous place.

“Chasing clues in another zip code. Find a boy’s jacket and everyone’s scouring the bushes.”

“How ingenious of your kidnapper then.”

“With what happened to you last time, I wouldn’t doubt he knows how to play the system to his advantage.”

“You think the cases are related?”

“M.O.’s fit. Just substitute prostitutes for little boys.”

“That’s disturbing.” Riley rubbed her arms. The night just got colder. “You know, I really don’t remember agreeing to this.”

“You came.” Out of his inner coat pocket, Tony retrieved a plastic evidence bag with several items stashed within. “No decision is a decision.”

“Psycho-babble? Really?”

“Hey, if it works; it works. Don’t underestimate the power of manipulating a perp.”

She grinned. “Now I’m a perp? I see...”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it.” Tony appeared more than a little flustered over the witty repartee.

“Well, if I have to walk around with a scarlet letter of ‘M’ on me, then I’m allowed to tease.” Riley laughed. “Plus, it was funny to see you squirm, detective.”

“All right. All right. Let’s get down to business. We’re dealing with a real sick jerk. Prostitutes. Now little boys.” Tony’s cellular phone rang from inside his suit pocket. He answered it. “Yeah? I’m checking out a lead. It’ll probably take me an hour and I’ll come back to do that paperwork. Okay? Bye. Stupid, bureaucrats.”

“Good thing I wore pants and a sweater today. It’s chilly out here.” She shivered from the case details, but she would never let Tony know that.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
BLOOD

E .RELA] IVE

NAMES:

VAMPIRE&

\‘\/






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





