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      In my century of unlife, heartbreak has left me a pathetic bloodstain on a woman’s doorstep more times than I can count. It doesn’t get easier even as the women get interchangeable. Like horror flicks, love cycles through the same cardboard cutouts and the same rolodex of plots, yet your heart still skips a beat at a jumpscare. The conclusion is already pre-written, the runtime a countdown, but you are much the same fool.

Act one? Superficial variety. A housewife in a loveless marriage. A girl beaten by johns. A mother that wishes she wasn’t. A butch with a blue-collar job that will kill her if men don’t get to her first. A barely-housed barely-citizen. Women with a doomed future, all of them.

I’m always act two. An outstretched hand spun of ichor. Run with me.

As a rule, they do.

It’s a fantastic pitch, to a future-less woman. Run with me, lost girl; rend the night asunder. Bonnie to my Bonnie, heart of my still heart, my razor smile. Plunge your claws into my lungs and feel my breath arrest, reshape, so pliant; we are liquid now, you and I. Hurt me—I will regrow like an axolotl. We are blood cocktails poured into bone vessels; release yourself from the skeleton cage, and like a river, run.

But no one wants to run and rend forever. It’s all very romantic, to snarl against the cruel world wrist-deep in a sharp-fanged girlfriend, but eventually, the heart wants a house with un-taped windows and a nice lunch in daylight.

I tell them; I’m bluntly honest. No, I don't have a trust fund. No, I’m not foreign nobility. No, there’s no secret society somewhere in Venice; more like a myriad shitty whisper networks, some of them still on paper. No, I’ve never invested into that one thing that got super popular—do you have the funds to invest into anything? So why do you think seventy more years of living would manifest into riches?

Not-living. Unliving. Whatever.

I don’t turn her if I see the sparkle in her eye that tells me she doesn’t believe me. That she thinks somehow, someway, I shall whisk her away to a Romanian palace with virgin-filled golden baths. I turn the ones that say, I’m already poor and may as well be dead—what’s one more thing?

What’s one more thing? Maybe nothing. Or maybe, it is the fleck of dust that finally tips a crumbling tower to ruin.

Sophia was different, like every woman before her. A child pageant model turned ballerina turned seven eating disorders in a six-foot-tall body. She had deep shadows under her eyes and a hopeless kind of smile. Here’s the part that’s actually different: she approached me. A lonely side of a bar, just like in films. She slid up to me in her raggedy clothes and asked me what kind of drink I would like; we were surrounded by incredibly loud Irish men, but I heard her.

Next thing I knew, I found myself outside, someplace darker and quieter, and Sophia was telling me everything that had ever gone wrong for her. In summary: once adulthood hit and she irreparably damaged her ankle, every promising future collapsed into a lightless tunnel of selling booze in twelve-hour shifts. Pretty terrible, rather despairing, but in her soft voice, it sounded more like a noir adventure. She was smiling the whole time, through every word, as if to her nothing mattered, which is how I knew for a fact that it did. Or, I thought I knew. I knew Soph would die to feel special again.

Though truth be told, I wasn’t sold on her quite yet. I left Soph my number, of course—never say never—but I walked away intending to forget about her.

Because the cynical part of me gave her a year. Maybe two. As soon as she realised mundanity was always inevitable, and that with these teeth, she was never again going to be prima. And you know, my paramours tend to keep secrets from me. It feels important and wrong and naughty to them, but I don’t actually care if they’re still seeing their husband—they’ll eat him in a hunger pang soon enough anyway. I knew Soph had a secret, I could feel it, and I figured it was probably something—oh, what would be stereotypical for her? A bit of porn work on the side? Weed? Loving Big Bang Theory? I’d grown weary of all of it, wanted nothing to do with it.

Except those weren’t her secrets. It was just that Sophia was a serial killer. One that wouldn’t be sated with human targets.

I suppose I am very barely lucky to speak of her in past tense.


    
        Now

    



The shriek of my doorbell wakes me exactly an hour past sundown. I roll languidly in my single-size bed as the bell screams again, again, again. Is there a gas leak? Oh well. I might be old enough by now to survive a fiery explosion.

At the tenth ring, I roll out of the duvet and into my robe and nearly tumble down the thin carpeted stairs. My flat is a “loft” in the sense that some ingenious landlord split a one-and-a-half-height ceiling of a room in a Georgian manor-turned-complex and crammed a bed into the resulting “lofted” cubby. Thank fuck I’m short.

Eleventh ring. The baby from the downstairs flat joins its screaming. This is the fifth time this week; I get no visitors and order almost nothing, but, probably thanks to the wonders of Irish bureaucracy, I’m getting letters for names I don’t recognise and deliveries for god knows who. Cheap shit, random trinkets. Keychains, paper toys, a model of a yellow American bungalow, a snow globe with a lighthouse and something Greek inscribed on it. Must’ve been for the previous tenants, names and addresses mixed-up. I’ve not been bothered enough to send the items back, and I never got anyone knocking for them, so who really cares.

Twelfth ring.

“Yes, yes, I’m coming!” The living have no patience. I sprint past my dedicated clothes hanger chair—which, on account of how rare it’s become for me to leave the flat, has become more of a box storage chair—and my homemade bedazzled Chappell Roan poster, printed on eight A4 papers and taped together to cover the dirtiest “white” wall. Thirteenth ring. Humans have always been so rude.

Only when I open the door, I learn that I’m wrong: I meet the ice-cold gaze of a predator. A woman a head taller than me, dressed in jeans and a leather jacket. Tousled and short black hair, killer eyeliner, stony expression. By appearance alone, beautifully intimidating. But when I inhale her scent: baby predator. A few years of vampirism, if that.

“Olha?” she asks.

Ew, ew, not the hard Irish “l,” I hate how they say it.

“Not with that accent,” I grumble. “It’s Olya, didn’t I tell you?” Did I turn her? A few years ago, I was a mess. I unearth a very thick accent so I can slur my words and hopefully hide that I have no idea what her name is. “I’m so sorry, um—Mi-uhh-ah?”

She strides past me like I’m not speaking, her Doc Martens stamping dirt into my grey carpet. Near the rickety dining table, she stops, drumming her fingers on the wood. Her gaze lingers on the newspaper collage I’ve glued over my tall and very curtainless windows, then on the thrifted glass cabinet with all the nonsense I’ve been getting, then the poster. The fledgling vampire surveys my humble abode like it’s a swamp hag’s hut: with pensive curiosity and mild distaste.

“I know that you know the invitation thing is a myth,” I say, easing the door shut, “but it’s still polite.”

Still turned away from me, she says, “I don’t know what I expected.”

I lean my back on the door and cross my arms. I’m not hungry, but I am annoyed.

“You’re very judgy for someone, what, seventy years my junior?”

“Are you Sophia’s sire?”

I freeze. I’d rather never hear that name again—but that’s not what happens when you give a small menace big teeth.

I sigh. “Who’s asking?”

She whips around, face taut. “Jamie,” she spits out. “Your fledgling got my girlfriend.”

I close my eyes. Count to ten. Children are a forever-responsibility, Olya, didn’t you know that?

“If you wait for a week so I could be done with my commission, I’ll pay for the funeral.”

She grimaces. “What? What funeral, Niamh’s a vampire.”

Another deep breath. “Would you start from the beginning? Yes, I am Soph—I mean, Sophia’s sire. But we’re not in touch. I haven’t the faintest clue where she’s been or where she is or with whom.”

Wait. Wait.

As I’m speaking these words, it dawns on me what all of this means. God, I’m an idiot.

Sophia is back in Dublin.


    
        Then

    



“Soph, we can’t keep moving cities like that.”

She stared out of the train car at the green blur that was France. Long and silky straw blond hair hid half her face from me.

“I thought you always wanted to see Brussels,” she said.

“Not under duress!”

“Am I your duress?”

She said this simply, quietly. Her impassive expression didn’t shift one bit. Soph looked exactly as calm as when I’d found her elbow-deep in the viscera of the entire neighbouring flat. A day ago, I’d gone to a party with those vampires; the outing had been miserably unremarkable, but I wouldn’t kill them for it. Soph found the word “killing” garish. At the scene of her crime, she had described it as “immortalising them in a mural,” and I failed to point out they were already immortal.

“Of course not,” I said as I reached over the table to cradle her hand. “I’m just saying, you could be more discreet. Pick better targets.” What I didn’t say was, do you have to kill other vampires, too? Can you not stick to humans? Can I talk to anyone at all without finding them dismembered later—please?

Soph shrugged. “It just strikes me now, like artistry used to.” Inexplicably, she smiled at me and winked. “You of all people can’t complain.”

And I guess I really couldn’t.


    
        Now

    



Jamie’s foot taps out a frenetic rhythm against my carpet. She sits on the very edge of her seat and grimaces at the glass of water I shove into her hand.

“You really don’t know Niamh?” She snorts. “Guess it’s true what they say about you.”

I put up a hand. “You don’t have to tell me more about your Niamh. They’re dead.”

“They’re not. They’re ancient.”

I sit down across from her. “How ancient can they be if I don’t know them?”

“You don’t ever spend time around other vampires.”

I roll my eyes. “How old?”

For some reason, Jamie looks down to her glass. “Eighty-three.”

Okay. So, yes, I suppose there’s a chance. I don’t know of any certain threshold, but common wisdom goes that past fifty, you can’t be gravely wounded by most normal means anymore.

Then again, this is Soph. She’s learned a lot of things from me.

I swallow my guilt. “Look. Sophia is not someone who likes to hang around. And I’m telling you, she’s vicious. I’m very sorry, but I think your girlfriend is dead. It’s best if you just don’t get on Soph’s radar. She’ll be out of town in a day or two, and then you’ll never hear from her again.”

That was how we lived.

Jamie shakes her head, still staring at the water I offered. “Not what she said when I saw her.”

What.

“You—what?”

“Niamh brought her home,” Jamie says, like that’s not the most important piece of information she’s told me so far. “She seemed nice. Weird, but pretty. Looked like a model. Didn’t know she was Niamh’s type.”

I don’t have time for Jaime’s jealousy. “And?”

She clenches her gloved hand around the glass and downs the water like it’s whiskey.

“And that woman I didn’t know was Sophia said she was looking forward to moving back home for good.”

No. She’s lying. Dublin isn’t even home, it’s just where the two of us met, and only for a week. Why would she say that? What did she mean? A ringing noise starts in my ears.

I almost don’t notice the flash of silver.

“You will help me find my girlfriend.”

It’s a very short blade. Silver is too soft for a weapon; most such daggers can only be used a few times. You need to strike once and strike right. Jamie is poised to stab directly into my eye.

But here’s the problem.

She’s wearing gloves. She’s holding the dagger by the handle. And even so, I can hear her skin sizzle.

Slowly and with an unimpressed scowl, I wrap my hand around the blade. The silver stings, slightly, like a dull needle. I press the meat of my fingers into the flat and jerk the dagger out of Jamie’s hands.

Her eyes fly wide with shock.

“As it happens, child,” I say, taking the hilt of the dagger with my left hand and feeling the prickling sensation recede from my right, “I am already more than interested in chasing Sophia out of town. But you can’t threaten me. I will eat you alive. Just count your lucky stars that your maybe-unliving girlfriend happens to need what I want.”

For a few delicious moments, this upstart little thing trembles at the sight of me, just as she should. I don’t look like much, but I predate this country’s very existence. I’ve survived heartbreaks and wars; vampires have died of so much less.

Then Jamie snorts. She looks away from me to glare with disdain at my shitty flat with my shitty drawings plastered to the walls and my shitty, wonky closet door parting open to reveal my shitty moth-eaten clothes. She has no clue this is what winning looks like. What life really looks like after you’ve died. As if I wouldn’t throw this fucking hovel away in an instant; as if this is me; I am so far beyond this.

I turn the dagger in my hand and proffer it to her, hilt first. Fear ripples across her bravado again. What a lovely sight, that.

“Don’t burn yourself too much, child.”

Jamie snags the dagger from my hand and shoves it into a bulky, many-layered sheath inside her leather jacket. The thing is so well-protected it distorts the symmetry of her silhouette, like a polyp.

“You won’t kill me,” she says, too confidently. “You don’t know where Sophia last was. I do.”

My turn to snort-laugh. “Sure, honey.”

I glance at the clock. Half to midnight. If I don’t find Soph by sunrise, who knows what kind of mess I’m going to have to clean up.

“You better be good with that dagger,” I say to Jamie. “And have a car.”
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Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding

Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as

presented to the users.



4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font

Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any

Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the

Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written

permission.



5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,

must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be

distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to

remain under this license does not apply to any document created

using the Font Software.



TERMINATION

This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are

not met.



DISCLAIMER

THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,

EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF

MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT

OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE

COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,

INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL

DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING

FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM

OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




