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Content Considerations

			


			This book is meant to be a celebration of queer love and members of the LGBTQ+ community, but it does contain content that may be disturbing to some readers. Content includes gun violence, gore, ableism, sexual harassment, domestic violence, political messaging, suicidal ideation, and death.

			
Reader discretion is advised. 

			



This book is dedicated to every single member of the queer community—past, present, and future.

			
We are here. We have always been here. And we will continue to be here.

			
No matter what.

		

	
		
			


Foreword

			


			by Margaret Hall




			There’s just something about a vampire, isn’t there?

			When I was approached by Contrarian founder Jamie Ryu to co-edit this anthology, I was immediately on board. While much of my professional career has been spent in the theatre, it is no surprise to anyone who has spent more than fifteen minutes in my presence that I love a good vampire story. As a teen, I wholly fell under their spell, honing my craft as a writer and refining my tastes as a reader as I worked my way through every piece of vampire fiction I could get my hands on. Now an adult working deeply within multiple branches of the arts, I remain eternally loyal to the monster lurking just out of view.

			This collection of short stories honors one of the defining features of vampiric literature: queerness. 

			The vampire is an inherently queer figure. They live in the shadows, slipping between the lines of terror and temptation. Vampires don’t just scare us; they seduce us, terrifying us while pulling us closer, daring us to look deeper. They are the monsters we want to touch, even when we know we shouldn’t. They exist on the margins of human society, resisting traditional norms of relational behavior. Their queerness is not only defined by their sexuality or gender expression. It is their intensity as the personification of want, of yearning, of taboo desire, that renders them inherently and automatically outside of the societal norm.

			A brief history lesson: the vampires we know today are far from the creatures they once were. The original vampires of folklore weren’t exactly enticing. They didn’t think or feel or fall in love. In the oldest stories, vampires were little more than rotting corpses with an appetite. They clawed out of their graves bloated, stiff, and stained with gore; hardly the kind of figure that could carry a romance novel! These vampires came from deep-rooted folk beliefs, especially in Eastern Europe, where they were feared not for their seductive power, but for their mindless greed.  They were far closer to what we now think of as zombies, animated by hunger, and hunger alone. In most folkloric vampires, you won’t find internal conflict, or motivation beyond their never-ending, gnawing need for more.

			The turning point came in the late eighteenth century, as Europe was gripped by the slow-motion horror of tuberculosis, then known as consumption. The disease didn’t leave its victims disfigured or foul-smelling; it instead gave them a delicate, otherworldly appearance. It hollowed them out with such slow precision that death seemed more like a final sigh than a sudden shock. Those who suffered from consumption could live for years as their countenance slowly transformed, their skin going pale and luminous, their eyes growing dark and fever-bright, and their bodies wasting away, leaving a fragile shell of the individual behind. At the end of their convalescence, their lips would stain red with the blood that spilled forth from their ravaged lungs, dripping out life as death descended. 

			In a society obsessed with appearances and symbolism, this new image of death proved captivating. Unlike the terrifying chaos of the plague or the brutality of smallpox, tuberculosis made death look almost graceful. Artists of the Romantic period—drawn to passion, loss, and longing—began to paint the sick not as tragic but as transcendent. Writers described consumptives as delicate angels, too sensitive for the world. Death became beautiful. Pain became profound. The figure of the dying person, wasting, ghostly, and oddly radiant, became something to admire. And it is from this cultural moment that the modern vampire began to rise.

			The image of the consumptive body—thin, pale, and burning from within—laid the groundwork for what we now recognize as the vampire’s stereotypical look and feel. The monster no longer had to be foul and bloated; it could be lean, elegant, wounded. Its hunger didn’t have to be mindless; it could be romantic, even erotic. The vampire became a creature suspended between life and death, with a body marked by suffering and a gaze that could slice through emotional defenses. It wasn’t just about blood anymore. It was about yearning.

			This transformation wasn’t accidental. It grew directly out of a society struggling to understand beauty, sickness, and desire all at once. As tuberculosis swept across Europe, consuming the healthy, the young, and the beautiful, people started to believe that an individual’s proximity to death could reveal some deeper, hidden truth about their spirit. Susan Sontag, in her powerful essay Illness as Metaphor, pointed out that tuberculosis was once seen as “a disease of passion”1—something that exposed the true soul of the afflicted. To be sick wasn’t just to die, it was to suffer proximity to the transcendental release of eternity. And in the vampire, that idea found its perfect metaphor: a creature that suffered eternally, loved desperately, and walked forever in the shadows.

			The vampire morphed into a captivating mirror, a mirror for everything society feared but could not look away from: sickness, sensuality, desire that didn’t obey rules. In the hands of Romantic writers, and later Victorian ones, the vampire became the embodiment of all things forbidden and fascinating. A monster who could feel. A body that could want. A presence that could make you shiver, not with fear, but with the thrill of being seen, hunted, chosen.

			This is the vampire we know now. Not the brainless corpse, but the beautiful shadow. Not the bloated dead, but the elegant mourner. They are suffering made seductive, danger made delicate. And they carry with them all the ache of forbidden longings, be it physical or emotional, that society so often tries to bury. From the moment tuberculosis painted death in poetry, the vampire stepped forward, red-lipped and waiting.

			The three foundational texts of English-language vampiric literature—John Polidori’s “The Vampyre” (1819), Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla (1872), and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897)—are not just landmark works of gothic horror; they are saturated with homoerotic tension and coded longing. Each text drips with desire that dares not speak its name, produced by authors many scholars believe hovered somewhere along the queer spectrum.

			In “The Vampyre,” John Polidori introduces the vampire not as a grotesque revenant, but as a refined, aristocratic predator, a striking departure from the folkloric tradition.2 His titular vampyre bears a striking resemblance to Polidori’s employer Lord Byron, with whom Polidori was fascinated. The character of Lord Ruthven is less a monster than a man, whose power lies in his unsettling charisma and his ability to command obsessive devotion, especially from other men. His young companion Aubrey is seduced not just intellectually but emotionally, drawn to Ruthven’s mystery and magnetism even as he recoils from the dark implications of his nature. Ruthven’s danger is rooted in the intimacy of his influence. The queer subtext is difficult to ignore; the relationship between the two men is marked by secrecy, betrayal, and a strange form of emotional possession. Ruthven drains not only the life from his victims but the psychological clarity from his closest companion, destabilizing boundaries between friendship, attraction, and domination. In a society rigidly policed by the norms of masculinity and heterosexual propriety, “The Vampyre” opened a door, quietly but definitively, to the possibility of queer desire being both thrilling and ruinous, seductive and inescapably dangerous.

			Sheridan Le Fanu’s Carmilla is perhaps the most overtly homoerotic of the three foundational vampire texts, yet its queerness is shrouded in gothic ambiguity. At its heart is a story of fascination and hyperfixation: young Laura is obsessed with the mysterious Carmilla, who enters her life under strange circumstances and gradually becomes both confidante and predator. Carmilla does not hide her desire; she gazes, touches, and whispers, always lingering a moment too long, always too intimate. The connection between the two girls transcends friendship but cannot fully settle into a known category. “Sometimes after an hour of apathy, my strange and beautiful companion would take my hand and hold it with a fond pressure… it was like the ardor of a lover… her hot lips travelled along my cheek in kisses,” Laura confesses early in the novel, both enthralled and confused.3 The lesbian desire here is not metaphorical; it’s physical, sensual, and unsettling in its intensity. Yet, Le Fanu’s depiction is not entirely moralistic. Carmilla is a monster, yes, but she is also deeply lonely, wounded, and searching for connection in a world that will not allow her love to exist. In its portrayal of desire that defies explanation and control, Carmilla anticipates modern queer narratives—tragic, tender, and haunted by possibilities outside of heteronormative oversight.

			Then, of course, there is Dracula. Bram Stoker’s epistolary novel, widely recognized as the most famous piece of vampiric literature in the English language, is a fever dream of Victorian sexual anxiety, and beneath its surface of moralistic horror lies a roiling undercurrent of queer panic and fascination. Nowhere is this clearer than in Jonathan Harker’s first encounter with the Count, a scene soaked in erotic tension and gender role inversion.4 Harker, the respectable English solicitor, finds himself disoriented and helpless under Count Dracula’s gaze, his body penetrated not by fangs alone but by the violation of his self-control. As scholar Christopher Craft notes in his work “‘Kiss Me with Those Red Lips’: Gender and Inversion in Bram Stoker’s Dracula,” the first half of the novel involves significant acts of voluntary and involuntary submission by Harker, whose horror is laced with a kind of dread-laced thrill.5 Count Dracula’s attacks on men carry a different charge than his seductions of women. They are covert, bodily, and intimate, disrupting the binaries of Victorian gender and sexuality. The novel’s broader narrative, too, trembles with queerness, not just in Count Dracula’s connection to Harker, but in the deep homosocial bonds among the men fighting him, in Lucy’s unruly sexuality, and in the moral panic over bodies that resist control. Count Dracula becomes a site onto which every sexual fear of the conservative class is projected: promiscuity, gender role inversion, foreignness, disease. And yet, the reader is drawn to him—he is compelling, tragic, masterful. In trying to destroy Count Dracula, the novel also memorializes him, placing his queer hunger at the center of its mythology, a seductive threat that lingers long after the last stake is driven.

			It is under the shadow of these three texts that the vampire evolved into an archetype of forbidden appetite: a creature defined not simply by bloodlust, but by the very transgressiveness of that hunger. As scholar Nina Auerbach explores thoroughly throughout her book Our Vampires, Ourselves, every age embraces the vampire it needs,6 and what our culture has needed time and again is a figure who embodies desire without apology. Whether it’s the monstrous yearning of Count Orlok in Nosferatu or the decadent sorrow of Anne Rice’s Lestat de Lioncourt, the vampire’s craving is always more than just physical. It is a hunger for connection, identity, touch. And unlike more sanitized romantic archetypes, the vampire doesn’t mask their need in politeness. They feed. They consume entirely. They transgress, and in doing so, they refuse to perform the chastened rituals of “acceptable” love. In this way, the vampire becomes not just a monster, but a mirror for the queer self: perpetually outside, perpetually longing, perpetually alive.

			Today’s vampire doesn’t just hunger for blood; they hunger for connection, for understanding, for something forbidden. And that desire, outsized, dangerous, impossible to sanitize, has always carried a distinctly queer charge. The moment the vampire became “human”, it also became “other” in a way that feels deeply familiar to anyone who’s ever loved differently, secretly, or too much.

			Throughout modern history, vampire fiction has surged in popularity during moments of cultural repression and liberation alike, functioning as both escape and protest. When you trace the vampire’s popularity in the United States alongside various LGBTQ+ rights movements, the correlation is clear. In the early 1930’s, during the backlash to the Homophile Movement of the 1920s, Bela Lugosi’s depiction of Dracula allowed the disenfranchised to escape, ever so briefly, into a compelling combination of extreme wealth and resolute desire. By 1976, as the gay liberation movement made countless strides toward equality and equity, Anne Rice had ushered in the era of protagonist vampires with her bestselling novel Interview with the Vampire.

			

			While Dracula remains the most famous vampire by name, Rice’s rich catalog of characters are, in my view, just as influential. Rice’s vampires were the center of her stories, shifted out of the shadows and into the spotlight as the characters audiences were supposed to identify with, root for, and bond to. They were, in one loaded word, human. Born from Rice’s all-encompassing grief following the death of her young daughter, the first novel 

			in her Vampire Chronicles explores the complicated interpersonal dynamic between two vampires, Louis and Lestat, and their proclaimed daughter, Claudia. Rice never hid the fact that she considered Louis and Lestat to be analogous to herself and her husband Stan, with Claudia aligning with their five-year-old daughter Michele. Rice’s depictions of vampirism, queer domesticity, trauma, and forgiveness have become foundational for all vampiric media that has followed. She explicitly encouraged readers to embrace the unknown with empathy rather than cower in fear, setting the stage for all that was to follow. 

			On Buffy the Vampire Slayer, America’s cheerful heroine fell in love with not one but two vampires who proved to be complicated men with deep-seated sexual struggles. Both relationships walked the line between eros and annihilation, casting queerness not as a literal sexual orientation but as a metaphor for “the othered” sexual self—strange, magnetic, and overtly dangerous. When True Blood, Twilight, and The Vampire Diaries exploded in the early 2000s, they brought this psychological queerness out into the open. These stories emerged alongside American debates on gay marriage, with characters whose longing and conflict mimicked the slow mainstreaming of queer love; once hidden, now visible; once monstrous, now desirable. The vampire was no longer just a monster. It was a lover. It was us.

			What we call a vampire today would be unrecognizable to the villagers who once whispered of bloodthirsty revenants clawing out of graves. In modern lore, the vampire is no longer just a monstrous “other.” It is us, refracted. Vulnerable, seductive, tormented, and painfully self-aware, the contemporary vampire hungers not just for blood, but for intimacy, identity, and meaning. That evolution has rendered the vampire unmistakably queer. Not merely in terms of sexual desire, but in the way it embodies the outsider’s longing, the refusal to conform, the hunger to live and love differently. This is not accidental. It is baked into the bones of the vampire’s literary history.

			Now, as the queer community faces down vitriolic hate once more, the vampire is rising once again as a favored archetype to cope with violence, both emotional and physical. The eight stories in this collection utilize a bevy of different tropes, archetypes, and cultural touchstones as they push the boundaries of the vampire romance genre in different ways.

			First in the collection is Ezra Wren’s “Sweet Crimson Dripping: Overture,” a lush, operatic exploration of queer longing across centuries, and the families we find along the way. The richly imagined piece entwines themes of trans embodiment and immortal grief with a gloss of historical romance for a final product that complicates animalistic bloodlust by rooting it in trauma, tenderness, and the politics of being perceived.

			Mae Murray’s “Blood and Oil” is a haunting piece of eco-horror, mining the everyday banality of evil in the twenty-first century as the setting for transformative rebirth. In the last twenty-five years, the concept of vampirism outside of strictly blood drinking has been heavily explored in fiction, questioning what it means to consume life in alternative ways. Murray’s piece is a worthwhile addition to that evolving canon, straddling the worlds of vampire fiction and modern dystopia.

			U.M. Agowike’s “Teeth Sharper than Moonlight” takes the stereotypical “damsel running from a monster in a diaphanous nightgown” image and transposes it into the world of consensual kink and the role of fantasy in long term relationships. Calling upon both the classic humanoid vampire and the Ancient Greek vrykolakas, this monster-meets-monster story is a beautiful bridge between both the old and new depictions of vampirism.

			Like many before them, Austen Lee joins the long line of writers that use vampirism to explore the danger that has historically accompanied taboo pleasures. “Suckr” grabs hookup culture, gay bar cruising, and dating app anonymity by the throat, hunting flesh with a predator’s patience. While many of the most famous serial killers in the United States have specifically targeted queer individuals, “Suckr” flips the script in a series of unexpected ways that are sure to satisfy.

			In Andi Astra’s sprawling fantasy “The Girl in The Grove,” a vampire queen long resigned to her monstrous nature comes across an injured fae. As the familiar game of power and indulgence shifts, the fae flips the script on everything the queen considers natural. Sensual, sorrowful, and steeped in old forest magic, this tragedy lingers on the slow unraveling of inherited legacy and the courage it takes to want something of your own, if only for a moment.

			When a reclusive, bar-owning vampire falls for her human employee in Anna McG’s “When the Day Met the Night,” desire becomes something far more dangerous than bloodlust. This quiet love story unfolds in the space between safety and secrecy, where trauma and trust brush shoulders behind the bar. Blending the loner-vigilante archetype with the yearning tenderness of mortals who still believe in good, the story subverts the “forbidden love” trope by making safety, not seduction, the primary hunger.

			

			In L.A. Barron’s “Still, We Rot,” vampirism is state-regulated, monetized, and riddled with bureaucratic cruelty. Set in a crumbling healthcare dystopia, the story reimagines a reluctant vampire as a working-class queer woman surviving on the margins. Drawing from the medical horror genre and neo-vampire tropes, this is a story of rage, refusal, and queer tenderness in a system designed to devour you.

			Lastly, Lyndall Clipstone’s “Sweetest Midnight” is a sapphic vampire romance set in the cut-throat world of dance, where broken rules lead to bodies broken open. Against the eerie hush of a lakeside summer, it is a tale of yearning in all directions, plunging into the sensual unease of fairy-tale horror. Erotic, eerie, and devastating, “Sweetest Midnight” reclaims the trope of the monstrous feminine and asks: what if the greatest threat to a woman’s body is the systems that claim to refine it?

			More than ever, uplifting queer stories is of the utmost importance. We hope that this collection of new, queer vampire love stories will soothe your soul, embolden your spirit, and strengthen your resolve to live your lives as freely and as openly as possible. Like the vampire, queer love endures; it shapeshifts, it survives, and it will never be driven back into the dark.
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Sweet Crimson Dripping: Overture

			


			by Ezra Wren

			



			The first time Ambrose DeVoreur was stabbed, he was still human. Six hundred and fifty-four years later, he could still recall the feeling of iron ripping into flesh, his gasping breath as the blade pressed into something essential, something soft and warm and full of love and joy. Anger too. Despair. All of it seeped out of him, blooming crimson over yellowed bandages, trickling down the plane of his stomach, pooling at his knees. 

			“Shall we, darling?” 

			Ambrose glanced at the man standing in the doorway, lips curved on an ashy, light-brown face, frozen beauty preserved for eight hundred years. Marcel had been older when time had halted his ticking heart. He had been thirty-two. But only Ambrose knew about that. At their lavish parties, he told people he was twenty-seven.

			“Let’s.” Ambrose looked down at his shirt, eyeing the ruffles at the collar, the bronze brocade corset Leonora had tied for him minutes before. He adored this style of clothing, missed wearing it anywhere and everywhere. A smile graced his mouth. Perhaps it was not so much the clothing that he missed but the company he’d kept while wearing it. 

			

			Memories of fumbling fingers tearing at his laces flashed through his mind, grazed his neck with recollections of soft cool touch, the sharp points of fingernails at his throat, the press of teeth against alabaster skin. 

			Ambrose picked his coat off the divan and shrugged it on, following Marcel out to the dim hallway that ran between their suites. Marcel was a handsome man, bearing eight centuries of joy and pain in bright onyx eyes, his rich brown waves swept back from his brow and flowing over the tips of his ears. Ambrose remembered Marcel’s long hair from centuries before, brushing his shoulders, thick as velvet. 

			“What are you looking at?” Marcel cast him a sidelong glance. 

			“Well, since I can’t admire my own reflection, I’ll have to settle for yours, won’t I?” Ambrose flashed Marcel a boyish smirk. 

			“I know you were unschooled for a very long time, my sweet, but if you’re looking at another, then it is not a reflection. Do I need to sit you down with the books about how light works again?” Perhaps Ambrose was out of his depths trying to play mischief with its very master. Marcel’s eyebrows rose, drawing a crease on his forehead. 

			“I know how light works.” Ambrose tilted his head back, raising his chin. “Perhaps if you stopped hoarding antiques and got me an aluminum mirror, I would be less inclined to stare.” Or maybe Ambrose would never get anything done, go anywhere. Not that he could be faulted. Who could have told him, during his human years, that he would one day look upon his own reflection in the mirror and be glad?

			Their winding staircase was a bitch to walk down in his thickly heeled leather boots, but Ambrose achieved it with the utmost grace, tickling the cool marble banister with the tips of his fingers. 

			

			In his mind, Jacques waited for him at the bottom, a black curtain of hair sweeping a cinched in waist, a gorgeous smile on soft lips that would kiss him. Ambrose imagined a hand outstretched, heavy rings on every digit, long fingernails filed to a point. He imagined taking it, Jacques twirling him in the center of their magnificent entrance hall, brown eyes glimmering as they caught the light of their crystal chandelier. Ambrose imagined laughing. Imagined joy. 

			The last time Jacques had touched him, they hadn’t lived here. They’d lived in Marcel’s ancestral manor. The manor where they’d danced, where they’d sat beneath the apple trees in the orchard late at night, whispering to each other, where they’d picnicked with Marcel in their small private clan of three. The manor where Jacques had touched every part of his body and called it beautiful. The manor had long since burned down. And Jacques had burned down with it. 

			Ambrose turned away from his memories toward the front doors of the château he and Marcel now called home. The car was already waiting below the lavish wide steps, the vast expanse of their green lawns stretched out behind it. 

			“After you,” Marcel said, opening the door for Ambrose. Always the gentleman, since the day they had first met in that dark alley behind the tavern. The same hands that were now curled around the handle had curled around Ambrose’s waist, flattening against his bleeding wound. He had called him darling. Poor darling, to be exact. 

			Ambrose stepped into the car and sat on the warmed leather, the overly sweet scent of caramel wafting into him, filling his throat with a taste of something from a long gone past, burning his chest with the ache of recollection. 

			“This car smells sickly,” he said as Marcel took his place behind the wheel and drove away, circling the large stone fountain glinting bluish in the moonlight on this pleasant night. The car rumbled down the gravelly drive towards their open gates, beyond which lay the open road that would take them to their destination for the night. “Did you hear what I said?” 

			“I did. But how about ‘Thank you, Marcel, for starting the car?’ ‘Thank you, Marcel, for warming my seat.’ ‘Thank you, dear Marcel, for opening the gates.’”

			“I would never call you dear,” Ambrose said, rolling his eyes. A laugh warmed his throat as he turned to look out the window. 

			“Nor would you ever say thank you, you ungrateful brat.” Marcel laughed too, hands wrapped around the wheel of his flashy sports car, one of many. Ambrose had said many times that Marcel would live for 1600 years, because this obsession with collecting vehicles over the last half century must be his mid-life crisis.

			In his cold, silent chest, Ambrose wished Marcel would live all the millennia left to come. He was a good man, perhaps the best Ambrose had ever known. Ambrose tore his eyes from the vampire who had not only given him his life but offered to share it, and fixed his gaze instead on the road ahead, on the glimmering lights in the distance, where their pleasure awaited. 
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			Ambrose handed his coat to the man behind the counter and glanced toward the open doors, within which lay the ballroom, all decked out for the party. Marcel sourced two champagne flutes, handing one to Ambrose. Ambrose took a sip, closing his eyes as the flavors settled on his tongue, burning a path down his throat to a stomach that would not keep them. 

			Something to worry about later. For now, pleasure. 

			

			The party was already in full swing—chandeliers dimmed, laughter and conversation drowning out the music booming through the speakers, the air thick with the heady scent of perfume mixed with sweat, hors d’œuvres, and alcohol. Marcel set his empty glass down on a passing tray, shooting a glance at the bar. Ambrose knew to follow his mesmerizing eyes as he leaned in to whisper, “whiskey,” to the man standing behind the long, elegant table in uniform. 

			Ambrose nursed his champagne. He had come to appreciate the sensation of fizzy bubbles on his tongue, scratching away at him, laboring to make their presence known. He had labored once to make his presence known. He never would again. 

			As his eyes slid over the crowd, they landed on wide, bright green eyes framed with thick lashes on a doll-like face. Her pink lips curved, cheeks warming as Ambrose straightened. He set the flute down on the table, tapping Marcel’s heirloom ring to let him know he was about to depart. 

			Ambrose knew how to step, how to move as though all eyes were watching, how to carry the wind in his shoulders and float as though he were walking on the clouds. Marcel’s gift had made him more apt, but even as a human, Ambrose had been quite capable. That was why they had wanted him. That was why they had killed him. 

			“You’re a good dancer,” the woman said, looking down at his feet. Her eyes slid up, gliding over his legs, his hips, his waist, pausing at his pale bare throat, until they finally fixed on his face. Her dress took him back ages, the swishing satin skirt glinting like emeralds in the light, the sequins on her bodice shimmering as she moved.

			“I have practiced.” Ambrose refrained from letting her know that he had been around when this dance was invented, that he had witnessed the fashions shift across centuries, that her dress was not fine enough to be the real thing but still beautiful. Ambrose called a smile to his lips and swallowed back the bitterness coiling into the sweet recollection of Jacques spinning about the great hall of their old countryside manor in a dress not dissimilar. Jacques had worn green better than most people would. 

			“Your hair is lovely,” Ambrose said, eyeing the fire red floret she’d gathered at the crown of her head. 

			“Wow, look who’s talking.” Her gaze followed the silken length of his near-white hair swishing at his waist. 

			Ambrose opened his mouth to thank her when a wind cut through their dance, long fingers slipping into the gaps between his, a hand settling on his waist. 

			“Apologies, dear, but I have not seen this one in ages!” Algernon purred, flashing the woman one of his irresistible smiles. She glanced at Ambrose, then back at Algernon, cheeks flushing, and then she was off, searching for another partner. 

			“Did you ask whether I wanted to dance?” Ambrose arched his eyebrows. 

			He and Algernon had crossed paths many times over the centuries. They had been new vampires at the same time, heeding to different Sires with very different styles, very different ways of life. Sires who hated each other. On many occasions, the two of them had shared a treat that could have landed Ambrose in a mess. Claude and his underlings were known for their carelessness, the brutal way in which they handled their meals, leaving a trail of bodies in their wake. 

			“Do not pout, handsome,” Algernon said. “It could give you wrinkles.” 

			

			“But you know it won’t.” Ambrose eyed Algernon’s outfit, an original he’d owned for a century at least. He remembered it from a time before, a time between Jacques and now. Their paths had crossed at a different party in a different city. They had shared more than a meal that night. Algernon was brutal at everything he did. Beautifully brutal. 

			“I have missed your face.” Algernon smiled down at him. What a handsome mouth. He had lips that seemed designed, painted. They were soft, Ambrose remembered. He eyed the straight line of Algernon’s nose, the arch of his brows, his dark deep-set eyes, the cutting line of his cheekbones. A man of many conquests. “Tell me, do you like my hair?” 

			“I think it would be tragic if I say no now,” Ambrose replied. Vampires did not regrow things. Not fingernails nor teeth nor hair. And Algernon had cut his blond locks short, a mass of curls atop his head, leaving only fuzz along the sides and back. Algernon looked at him expectantly, quirking an eyebrow. “It’s gorgeous.” 

			“Good. I like to impress you.” Algernon’s voice was like rough satin, like a nail scratching over a record, like gasps and moans on hot summer nights while Ambrose called out his name. “Don’t take my example, of course.” He released Ambrose’s hand, taking a strand of his long, pale hair. “This could be spun gold.” 

			“I’d say silver, if you’re looking for accuracy,” Ambrose replied. “Can you stop touching it with your greasy fingers?” 

			“My fingers are not greasy,” Algernon replied, dropping his hand regardless. His eyes narrowed, brown glinting almost amber—hunger spelled out in a gaze. “They have missed you too.” 

			Ambrose shook his head, instinctively leaning into Algernon’s palm, taking his hand again. The music had somehow grown louder, the laughter and conversation drowned out, muted by the man standing before him. His boots clapped against the marble floor of the ballroom, the lights overhead weaving gold into Algernon’s soft curls. 

			“Is that a no, Ambrose?” Algernon leaned into his ear, bending to match the difference in their height. His neck smelled like musk, like an invitation, like bite me. “I would so love to remind you of before.” 

			“Does Claude know you’re propositioning Marcel’s puppet?” Ambrose could have bitten Algernon and it would have been less cutting than this. The other vampire pulled away, his young handsome face conspiring to collect itself in the center, pinching. “Isn’t that what he said the last time you and I crossed paths?” 

			“That was… that must have been a decade ago. Time really flies when you have an endless supply, doesn’t it?” Algernon pressed his hand, spinning still. “Ambrose, that was not about you. Or even about me. Claude and Marcel’s history shouldn’t come between us.” 

			“Us? Next thing I know you’ll be asking me to wed.” Ambrose rolled his eyes. 

			“Now, don’t run before you walk, love. I know you and Jacques liked to pretend, but I am not them and I’m not quite yet ready to play house with you.” Algernon’s laugh cut into Ambrose, burning him right through. If he looked down, Ambrose suspected he would find his corset ruined, red blooming where he had once been stabbed. He shifted, easing out of Algernon’s grip, ripping his fingers free, and turned on his heel. 

			If vampires could cry, Ambrose would. 

			He had desperately longed for the ability the night their manor had burned down, the night they’d taken Jacques from him. 

			His eyes were as dry now as they had remained then, on a night worse than his own death. Ambrose strode away, passing through the crowd of dancing couples, meandering until he found an open door that led out to the back garden of the hotel. 

			The air was biting cold and fresh, pleasant. He didn’t need his coat, not really. In fact, Ambrose could be stark naked and he wouldn’t be bothered in the least. Still, he enjoyed the warmth, the comfort it brought, and a part of him wished he’d gone to the front desk and asked for it. 

			Ambrose wandered beneath the starlit sky, passing the neat flowerbeds and dainty fountains until he came upon a maze of tall hedges, the perfect place to hide. The music played on, streaming out through the windows and doors of the ballroom, easing its step until stomp turned into tiptoe, tickling his eardrums as he wandered among the hedges. 

			His stomach was turning, but not from the champagne that sat inside it, an alien trying to stick to barren soil. 

			Pretend, Algernon had said. Play house. 

			Perhaps one could be vicious even without teeth. With the sharpest of fingernails, Jacques had been gentle with Ambrose, tender. With the largest of vampire teeth, able to sire and rend apart, able to rip, Marcel had cared for him as a father might. 

			But with one phrase, Algernon had torn him down, ripped from him the semblance of healing he had plastered together over two hundred years of loneliness. 
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			Lost in his thoughts, Ambrose wasn’t listening for heartbeats as he wandered the hedgerows. He saw the secluded human just as their gasp slipped forth. Ambrose felt like a deer caught in headlights, keenly aware now of the fangs that had slipped out in his frustration, glistening bright in the shaft of moonlight that lit the maze garden in pure silver. 

			The human stiffened, hands tightening around the edge of a stone bench, color draining from their face as swiftly as water in an unplugged bath. 

			“I…” The poor thing looked as lost as Ambrose felt. The fear in those lovely blue eyes was palpable, the scent of terror thickening the air between them. Ah well. No avoiding this now. Might as well make the most of it.

			“May I have a taste?” 

			How about hello first, DeVoreur? 

			Seeing Algernon again had thrown him off-balance, his sharp tongue cutting through every polite ritual Ambrose had built over the years. But in the end, Ambrose always asked. He never took. Never forced. Nothing in the world could ever distract him enough to forget about consent. 

			The human tilted their head to the side, short brown curls flopping nearly to their shoulder. As they shifted, the moonlight cut across their face, exposing the tears streaking their cheeks. “Oh, dear, are you upset?” Ambrose asked. 

			“Am I dreaming?” The human’s voice sounded thinned out, breathing air through the thickness that had previously clogged their throat. 

			“No, you are not, but if you let me taste you, I can make you forget after. Truthfully, I will have to. This entire exchange, in fact.” Ambrose crossed his arms, shaking his head. Silver-white hair flicked past his eyes and over his shoulder. “I will not pry, but it is quite dangerous to be roaming about in the dark like this, especially if you thundered away in a huff. Nobody will be looking for you.” 

			“How do you know I thundered away in a huff?” the human asked. 

			“Because I thundered away in a huff, and this was the most plausible place I could think of to come and make a fuss.” Ambrose pressed his lips together, glancing at the human. They couldn’t be any older than he’d been when Marcel had given him the gift. Twenty-three at best. “It’s dangerous. There are…” Ambrose’s eyes skidded to the hedges, as though he had the ability to see through them. “Others like me,” he finally admitted. “Not everyone is considerate.” 

			“To be fair, I didn’t know you existed five minutes ago, and I still think someone spiked my drink for me to be seeing those teeth. Wait.” They craned their neck, eyes bulging. “Where did they go? Am I… did I imagine it?” 

			It would have been easy to say yes, to dismiss it as delusion, but when had that helped anyone? In the end, he would have to look the person in the eye and compel them to forget. Ambrose shook his head.

			The human narrowed their eyes, mouth twisting from side to side in deliberation, then sighed and scooted over, patting the empty space on their bench. It warmed something that had refused to die in Ambrose, some lingering human sentiment that would always love these creatures despite the way they’d hated him. He moved closer, covering the distance at a snail’s pace, in case the human suddenly changed their mind. If they ran, he’d have to chase them, and that would be unpleasant for both of them. 

			In the end, Ambrose sat. The stone was not uncomfortable, although he would prefer a cushioned seat, a warm divan in front of a roaring fire, familiar arms around his shoulders, soft lips grazing his skin, gentle hands brushing his hair. He and Jacques had braided their hair together in the middle once, a marbled rope of black and white that joined them in yet another way. Marcel had called them ridiculous when he’d seen them, but the glint in his eye had betrayed his fondness. 

			“Well, why did you storm off?”

			“Someone I trusted hurt me in a way I did not expect,” Ambrose said. Trusted. Did he trust Algernon? He combed a thick strand of hair over his shoulder and began running his fingers through it, flitting against it harp-like. “I needed to gather my emotions in private.” 

			“Me too,” the human replied. 

			“I would offer to end them for you, but it’s not my style, I’m afraid.” Ambrose narrowed his eyes, offering a smile, surprised when he received the same. 

			“See, was that so hard?” the human asked. “Was it so hard to say you’d end them, instead of just assuming?” Their nostrils flared, a soft nose on a beautiful face, full lips and large teeth with a gap in the middle. “It’s worse when they know, you know? And they know. I’ve never tried to hide who I am. And especially who I’m not. What I’m not.” 

			Some long-forgotten organ inside Ambrose came to life. The human was like Jacques then, neither here nor there, perhaps in both places at once, perhaps not even on the same line of being as someone like him, someone who had ventured across a wall of brick, clawing it with the raw tips of his fingers. Marcel had given him a mallet. Jacques had held his waist while Ambrose swung. The three of them had crossed that line together, Marcel and Jacques holding Ambrose’s hands through the hardest moments. 

			Did this human have anyone to give them a mallet? 

			

			“Did you die to get those teeth then?” they asked. When they tilted their head back, Ambrose spied fresh tears spilling from their eyes. “Is that too personal?” 

			“I did,” Ambrose replied. He remembered having questions and nobody to answer them. He remembered binding himself to the point of pain because nobody had shown him how to do it safely. There had been nobody like him in his time, not that he knew of. The men would eat him with their eyes as he walked about the tables and served them drinks in his boyish garb, his hair gathered beneath a cap. They would grasp at the air and then a little closer, squeezing parts of him that made him round. Until he resolved to leave no roundness, to bind it all away, to carve out the rest with his hunger. He wished now he had tasted more food when his stomach could take it. Sometimes he wished he had never stepped foot in that place, that he had never met the man who’d followed him first with his eyes for weeks, then round the alley where Ambrose would die. 

			“Did it hurt?” The human closed their eyes, squeezed them shut. “It would be easier than living in this hell, I think. To live perceived as everything except…” 

			“It was the truest agony I’ve ever felt,” Ambrose replied. He leaned forward, glancing at them through his eyebrows. “I would not recommend it.” 

			“If you tasted me, would it make you feel better about your friend?” the human asked. 

			“Yes,” Ambrose replied. 

			“Would… would it hurt?” The tremor in their voice was clear as day. 

			“A bit. Only at the start,” Ambrose said. “It would feel good after that. I can make it feel good for you. I would.” 

			

			“Will I become like you if I let you?” Their blue eyes searched Ambrose’s gaze. Jacques had called his eyes diamonds once. Ambrose smiled as he recalled it. 

			“No,” he replied. 

			“Will I still feel like this if I ever become like you?” Ambrose wished he could fill them with as much hope as rested on their question. 

			“Darling, you will only stop feeling like this if you surround yourself with people who understand you,” Ambrose said. Instinctively, he reached out a hand. Marcel tucked his hair behind his ear every time he was upset. 

			You’re not Marcel and this is not your charge. 

			Ambrose let his hand drop. “There’s nothing wrong with who you are. I loved someone like you once. Still do.”

			“Will you tell me about them?” The human twisted to face him a little better, eyes wide with awe and expectation. 

			“Jacques was the second face I saw when I first opened my eyes, no longer human.” Ambrose looked up at the night sky, knowing that should he extinguish every star, blot out the moon, it would never be dark enough to match the tresses flowing down Jacques’s back that day they’d met, the intensity of their lovely narrow eyes. “They were enchanting. I was enchanted.” 

			“Were they also…” The human curled their upper lip back, pressing their teeth into the soft flesh of the lower. “Vampy?” 

			A laugh trickled out of Ambrose, warming him better than any coat could have. 

			“Yes. As vampy as they come,” Ambrose replied. “Jacques adored being as they were, relished the feed, and even with so terrible an education, they were gentle about it. Everything they did was beautiful.” 

			“An education? Do you go to, like, a vampire school then? Do they teach you how to kill people?” The human’s eyes widened. Ambrose wasn’t sure whether it was fear or wonder, but judging from their heartbeat, he could assume it was a bit of both. 

			“No. Nothing like that. We’re not supposed to kill people, anyway.” Ambrose brushed his corset. “And Jacques never killed. Even when their Sire punished them, they did everything in their power to fight it.” 

			Ambrose paused. It was more difficult than he’d assumed it would be, recalling the darkest moments of Jacques’s past, remembering the stories whispered into his ear while Jacques braided his hair with fingers that would never hurt him. 
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