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'MY QUEEN IS SAD,' SAID the dark, saturnine being who lounged in a throne-like chair, watching his followers with heavy-lidded eyes. 'Bring a smile to her face. Entertain her.'

'Yes, master,' they cried, grovelling and squirming, on their knees - prostrating themselves, eager to please him. 'Whatever you say, master.'

Those who were mere hangers-on, not yet like him or those related to him, flaunted their sexuality, resplendent in leather. The women, every one a beauty, wore basques or tightly laced corsets over which their breasts bulged, nipples ripe as berries. Their skirts were so short they barely hid the apex of their thighs, affording glimpses of luxuriant floss, or denuded and jewel-pierced labia. The length of their legs was accentuated by black stockings and high-heeled shoes.

The men had also been selected for their good looks. Some were naked apart from straps that crossed their chests and banded their bellies, with thongs that ran down to lift their cocks and cradle their balls, then disappear into their bottom cracks. Others wore stylish suits, mostly black, and some had affected lavish costumes from earlier days; frock coats, breeches and top boots. Nearly all flourished an implement of some kind - a flail, a crop, a rattan cane or a flogger.

As for the rest? They were less substantial, weaving in and out of the shadows, sometimes solid, clad in clinging shrouds or robes with wimples, or priests' habits or old-fashioned mourning dress. They changed shape constantly, solid looking flesh becoming as frail as mist, not quite of the real world. Their faces became distorted, their bodies skeletal - they whirled, transmogrified, human enough to dance with the rest, then as intangible as smoke.

Flares in wall-hanging braziers lit the vault. The walls were shiny, dripping with moisture. Lichen sprouted in masonry cracks. Stone coffins stood in gloomy alcoves, the lids open, the musty smell of damp earth hanging like a miasma over them. Tombs were used as tables, where candles dribbled wax down ornately decorated silver holders. The platters were silver, too, and heaped with party fare, cut glass goblets and bottles of vintage wine. The humans among them picked at the delicacies and washed them down with champagne. There was ample opportunity for the gratification of every appetite. An ugly manservant clad in rusty black was on call, his sunken eyes on his master, filled with dog-like devotion, ready to do his bidding, always.

One of the acolytes, a slim youth wearing nothing but a spiked collar, picked up a flute and started to play, the music enticing but eerie. He attracted the attention of a tall woman dressed like an Amazon, and she sidled up to him and wound one of her long legs around his thigh, rubbing her crotch against him with all the careless abandon of a whore. He ignored her, continuing to play.

The master glanced at his beloved, his bride and queen, concerned for her. She drooped at his side, so beautiful in her sorrow that his heart clenched and, had he been different, he was sure it might have broken for her. All he could do was send out waves of sympathy, his mind touching hers soothingly, and put his arm around her in an embrace that would become physical as dawn approached.

'Dearest,' he murmured, and licked a tear from her face. It tasted of salt, and blood. 'Be patient a little more. The time is rapidly approaching.'

'But I miss her so,' she whispered, that glorious mass of fair curls tumbling about her chalk-white face. 'She was my best friend. Leaving her was so hard to do.'

'Even for me?' His slanting green eyes held her misty azure ones, and he caressed her through the diaphanous robe that shrouded yet did not hide the perfection of her body and limbs. The flares struck sparks from the gems in her hair and ears, and on her neck and arms. Worth a king's ransom, they were an insignificant part of his fortune.

'I made my choice, and have never regretted it, but this doesn't mean that I lost all feeling for her,' she sighed, and it was like the wind stirring the treetops, or the merest whisper of wavelets running up the shore.

'I know, darling, I know,' he breathed, and bending his head he kissed her nipples through the silk, and passed a hand between her legs, the fabric parting like water. It was not yet that longed for moment when darkness began to yield to the sun as it appeared over the horizon, but her flesh already carried the illusion of warmth and heat, her secret folds wet for him.

He could feel his cock hardening in anticipation, the hunger in him almost as great as the craving he had satisfied earlier in the evening. His desire for her was insatiable, time of no meaning to either of them. She had not changed since that fateful night long ago when she became his, and he had been the same for far, far longer. There were definite advantages to being as they were.

'We'll provide amusement, brother,' cried a redheaded woman of bizarre, unearthly beauty. Her hair sprang from her head, coiling and twisting like snakes, then falling to her supple waist. 'My sisters and I have been clubbing. You should come. These places are for dancing, and filled nightly with nubile flesh, gorgeous girls and virile males, gyrating to a savage beat... like the drums we've heard in Africa. But more... much, much more besides. The air quivers with pheromones, and is spiced with the smell of sweat and sweet, fresh blood as adrenaline pumps through their veins. They start to lose control, obsessed by sex, blatant in their search for mates. Not long-term partners, but what they call "one night stands". These are the clothes the girls adopt. Immodest garments, expressive of their sexual freedom.'

She struck a pose in the shimmering sequinned slip she wore, low necked, sleeveless and with no back at all, stopping short where the V of her buttock divide showed, the whole kept up by shoestring straps. The skirt was brief and handkerchief pointed and her legs were bare, her shapely feet thrust into gilded sandals with high wedges.

'So, you've been mingling with the natives, have you?' he answered ironically.

'Oh, yes,' chimed in another, ebony-haired, dark-eyed, stately as an empress, wearing a pink chiffon blouse with nothing underneath, and a pair of tie-dye bootleg jeans. 'It's like taking candy from a baby. They are so susceptible to our wiles, such easy prey.'

'Be careful,' he warned, every line of his body proclaiming hauteur and leadership. 'We aren't in a war torn area now, where corpses pass almost unnoticed.'

'We're not stupid,' returned a third female, tossing back her braided and ornamented silvery-blonde hair. Younger than the others, she was as petite and charming as a fairy, yet he knew her to be the most vicious of the trio. Even though she was dressed in a silk skirt and matching brassière top, there was nothing of the ingénue about her.

Like those of her sisters, and him, her eyes held the darkness, wisdom and depravity of centuries.

'We've brought back some playmates,' said the redhead, her scarlet lips curved in a sly smile.

She clapped her hands imperiously, and a couple of young men appeared from the darkness near the bottom of the steps. They had their arms protectively around two girls, though all were making a brave attempt at appearing nonchalant.

'Cool,' one of the youths opined nervously, glancing round at the vault and its unusual company. 'But the sounds are crap. We can't dance to that stuff.'

'Oh, darling, how remiss of us,' cooed the silvery-blonde. A snap of her fingers and rap blasted from unseen speakers. 'What did you say your name was?' she asked above the uproar.

'Lenny,' he answered guardedly, crop-headed, tattooed, and with rings in one eyebrow. A sweaty white T-shirt covered his well-muscled chest, and his lean hips were encased in denim, the bulge at his crotch emphasised. He jerked to the beat, unable to keep still.

'Well now, Lenny, you agreed to come with us,' the blonde went on, reaching out her long blue lacquered talons and tweaking his nipples through the cloth. 'What are the girls called? Danielle and Maxine, is it? Welcome aboard.'

'You said there was a party... plenty of booze and drugs,' objected the other man, a heavier type of Scottish extraction. He looked as if he could be trouble.

'It is a party, Robbie,' insisted the brunette, coming across without appearing to move, and winding her shapely, alabaster arms round his neck. 'And your little girlfriends will have a whale of a time, probably better than if they'd stayed with you. We know how to pleasure women, you see, and it's not all bang-bang-thank-you-mam.'

'Don't know what you're driving at,' Robbie snarled, looking like a thug with his shaven head and attitude. 'I've never had any complaints. They like a hot cock up 'em.'

'And do you?' the dainty blonde asked, reaching down and squeezing the packet behind his flies.

'Hey, what you getting at?!' he bellowed, torn between withdrawing and continuing to enjoy the pressure of her hand. 'We're not shirt-lifters, if that's what you mean.'

'Would I suggest such a thing?' she breathed coyly, batting her eyelids at him and increasing the grip on his cock. 'You're impudent. How dare you question my judgement? I think you need to be punished.' She swung round to her sisters, saying, 'Don't you agree? This rude oaf will benefit from being chastised.'

'Indeed, and the other clod,' they cried contemptuously, and the arched roof echoed as their followers joined in, excitement running like wildfire among them.

'But first, we must attend to the girls,' the brunette reminded. 'Such feisty little darlings, who think they know everything there is to know about men, sex, and the universe. Time they were taken down a peg or two. This will amuse our queen, won't it, master?' and she turned her dark eyes to him enquiringly, red embers glowing in their depths.

'It may. But turn off that atrocious noise. Have you tasted them?' he asked, already weary of the show. The music ceased abruptly.

'Of course,' replied the three sisters in unison, nodding emphatically. '"Sweets for the sweet,"' added the blonde, licking her cushiony red lips. 'Try them, my lord.'

He shook his head, smiling ruefully. Was there nothing new under the sun? This was not a good metaphor for such as he, but his thoughts often lingered nostalgically on that majestic orb so long denied him. He was a creature of the night. Yet was he to be forever hassled by those who had followed him willy-nilly, those who were a long-time part of him, and those who had ambitions to become like him? Sometimes, weary of them, he would take his queen to some remote island where they could be quite alone. But by the very nature of their affliction, paradise such as this could not last long. Small animals, rodents and suchlike, would suffice for a short while, but then the wild craving would drive them back to civilisation in search of bigger game.

The sisters shrugged and beckoned their captives forward. Even the tough Robbie could not resist. In an instant their clothing had been whipped off, eager hands obeying the sisters' silent commands. Despite all their big talk, Robbie and Lenny were hugely embarrassed, trying to hide their genitals with their hands. The girls, however, once over the shock, preened themselves before so many admiring eyes. The one called Maxine was coffee-coloured and leopard lean, and Danielle was plump, with a typical peaches-and-cream English complexion.

'On your knees, slaves,' the sisters commanded, and Lenny and Robbie were propelled forward and down by hands that could be felt but not seen.

With their shoulders pressed to the cold stone floor and their bottoms in the air, they presented a lively spectacle for the audience. Their testicles hung like ripe fruit between their thighs, their stubby pricks exposed and getting bigger, and their cracks in full view, with the tiny mouths of their arseholes pursed as if fearing invasion.

The master glanced at his queen. Not the ghost of a smile hovered over her lips. She looked as sorrowful as ever. 'Get on with it,' he shouted to his sisters.

The redhead took a flogger to Robbie's bare hinds. It had several thongs, each tipped with a knot. She raised her arm and it swished down in a direct line, landing across his rump. He jumped, grunted, then braced himself, taking it like the man he thought he was. He was rewarded by the brunette, who slithered beneath him and took his cock in her mouth. He yelped as she started to suck, then succumbed to the temptation of her experienced tongue. She milked him of his semen, swallowing it in great, greedy gulps, then writhed upwards and sank her sharp incisors into his neck. The creamy spunk that lingered round her mouth turned blood crimson.

Lenny, meanwhile, had been set upon by two women in leather who wound themselves around him, demanding that he lick their slits, the crops of their male escorts landing on his back and thighs. They allowed him to kneel up, in order that he might pleasure the women more fully. One at a time they crouched over his face, held back their labial wings, exposed their engorged nubbins and had him lick them till they came. This didn't take long. Then they rolled him on his back and sat astride him, one over his face, the other impaled on his upward straining cock.

The remaining sisters attended to Maxine and Danielle. They were hauled to a double crosspiece centre floor, and iron cuffs clamped round their wrists. Maxine's breasts were pressed to the wood. Danielle faced outwards. Both had their arms strung above their heads by chains slipped through rings and bolts. Their legs were opened, spreaders thrust between them and manacles attached to their ankles. They did not struggle, though Danielle started to sob. Both had popped pills and consumed alcohol during the evening and the sisters had evoked strong magic. If anything, this resembled a drug-induced dream. Tomorrow they would wake with hangovers and no memory of their visit to the vault or anything that transpired there, not even the sisters' embraces that had drained them of their body fluids, just a little, nowhere near death.

'Such fun,' murmured the redhead, apropos of nothing in particular as she ran her hands over her victims' bodies, weighing their breasts, pinching the hardened nipples, running down their silken skinned bellies and dipping into their opened clefts.

She drove a finger into Danielle's pink hole, wetting it from the juice glistening there, then transferring this to the clit that protruded like a little penis between the girl's labia. She tickled the eager organ and Danielle cried out. The redhead immediately stopped all caresses and picked up a long, flexible cane. The air sang as she brought it down across Danielle's thighs. The girl screamed, and the audience roared.

The dainty blonde was examining Maxine's rear, smoothing her hands over the girl's muscle-packed buttocks and hollow flanks. 'You work out?' she asked.

'I do.'

'You prefer to make love to women than men?' The blonde trailed the tip of her whip around the lips of Maxine's sex as it pouted between her legs.

'You could say that.' Maxine's attitude was defiant.

'I do say it, and I say that you understand the paradox of pain and pleasure,' the blonde went on, wetting a finger in Maxine's vulva and applying it to her forbidden hole.

She strained against her bonds, muscles standing out under her shiny dark skin. 'Get off me,' she snarled.

For answer, the blonde gave her a taste of the lash, hard and fast and repeated several times. A lattice of stripes marked the brown backside. Maxine did not utter a sound or make any movement. The spectators murmured their approval, and each took a turn at beating the girl, till the blonde ordered them to stop and set her free, then lay with her on one of the divans, pleasuring her and taking her own pleasure in turn, though leaving some for her dark-haired sister who hung over them hungrily, her lips drawn back over her sharp white teeth.

'Come away,' the master urged his queen, wearied by a spectacle he had seen time and time again.

Soon his sisters would seek their coffins and the rest of the Undead slink into safe sleeping places, too. As for the humans who admired them and liked to play at being vampires, they would get into their cars and drive back to town, something deep within them satisfied by this brush with the mysterious, hellish and damned. They thrilled at the idea of the blood drinker, were probably toying with the fascinating notion of begging Dimitri to grant them eternal life, but were not quite sure. Not that he would do it. He chose with great care those to whom he offered the Dark Gift.

––––––––
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'IS IT DAWN?' THE QUEEN asked listlessly, staring at the breathtakingly handsome man who was her husband and lord.

She loved him, and was it possible for someone like her to say 'more than life', then this would have been her vow. He was so tall, so elegant, and had smooth pale skin, save for the flush on the prominent cheekbones and the crimson of his lips. He had fed not long before. Shoulder-length black hair and green eyes, an aristocratic, aquiline nose, and that arrogant, self-willed, sensual mouth completed his charismatic appearance.

'Almost,' he said, held out an arm and she slipped her hand into the crook of his elbow. Together, they left their riotous followers and retired to another, smaller vault.

The manservant preceded them, opening the heavy iron door and saying, 'Pleasant dreams, master... mistress.'

'Thank you, Carl,' she said. 'Don't forget to lock up when our guests have gone, and clear away the mess.'

'Yes, mistress,' Carl said, and backed out, closing the door carefully.

The vault was dark, save for a thin sliver of bluish light striking through a small aperture in the arched roof. There were no furnishings except a catafalque, draped in black and purple. Suddenly soul-weary, she sank into its velvety depths. He was there, holding her tightly against him, snatching at this moment that only happened at sunset or sunrise, when they could unite their bodies; human for a brief, heavenly while.

Their clothing had vanished and he ran his large hands over her perfect form, the hollows of her throat, the swell of her breasts, the tips of her nipples. She reached up and thrust her hands into his raven hair, pulling his face down.

His mouth joined hers, their saliva blending. She caught the aftertaste of blood, and this made her all the more lustful. Hot thrills seared her, and blinding visions of their encounters with those who had unwittingly supplied them with sustenance as darkness fell. Their unity, their separateness from mortals, their lawless, blasphemous existence, their utter loneliness and dependency on one another for any sort of comfort, made her cleave to him even more.

He covered her with his body as if enfolding her in giant wings, then entered her in one savage thrust. This was real. No phantom or astral congress, but a flesh and blood one. She gloried in his superhuman strength, his violence and need, the wildness of his nature, akin to the wolves with which he sometimes ran when it pleased him to shape-shift. She flung up her arms and gripped the carved bars at the head of the catafalque. It shook beneath his savage pounding. Her clitoris throbbed with need and he eased off, sensitive to her desires, slipping a hand between them and rubbing her till she was almost peaking. He pounded into her and she cried out as ecstasy took her and tossed her on high. He went in deeper, as if trying to become a part of her, and his growls grew louder as his frenzied invasion of her reached its height.

She felt the icy torrent of his semen as he released it inside her, and beat at his back and dragged her nails across his skin. He looked down at her and she drowned in the sea of his flaming eyes. She was drenched in human sweat and human love juices, remembering, just for an instant, what it had been like to walk in the sunshine, laugh and joke and enjoy the foods that nourished mortals.

Then the single bar of light became stronger and he reached up and pulled the curtains close around the funereal bed, making the darkness complete. She curled into his arms and lost consciousness, carried away on a whirlwind.

But, just before she was entirely absorbed in her strange, vampire dreams, she heard a woman's voice whispering plaintively, 'Don't forget me. Never forget. I loved you, too.'
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Chapter 1
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A COLD MIST DRIFTED in from the sea. Stella could smell it, salty and pungent and damp. The moon was full, hanging like a severed head, streaked with lines of thin black cloud. There was no shelter. The bushes were stunted and bent almost horizontal by the endless buffeting of the wind.

How did she get there? Was she dreaming?

She remembered going to bed in the house she shared with Kate. She had felt lonely and disgruntled, for the walls were thin and she had been unable to avoid hearing Kate shagging her latest boyfriend. Their moans and joyous exclamations and the creaking of springs had roused her to fever pitch. She had pushed open the neck of her knee-length T-shirt, smoothed the lush curves of her breasts and circled the tips of her nipples till they crimped. This was exciting and something she had not done in a while. After unsatisfactory experiences with a couple of fellow students, she had decided to give sex a miss till Mr Right turned up. Kate had laughed, said she was naïve and would never be able to stay the course. Listening to her yowling like a cat on heat, Stella thought she was probably right.

Still pleasuring her breasts with one hand, she let the other glide down across her belly and lift the hem of the T-shirt. Desire made her ache as she traced the mat of curly dark hair that covered her mound. Unable to stop herself, she let her favourite finger, the middle right one, slide across the closure of her outer lips. Her clitoris hardened, perking up beneath her touch. Within seconds she was rubbing herself frantically, legs spread, abandoning thought in the irresistible desire to masturbate to orgasm.

She had fallen asleep as soon as she peaked, and now there was the sensation of flying that she associated with dreams. She could see clearly, every boulder of that rugged terrain starkly defined. There was a ruin below her. She looked down on its ragged, broken towers sticking up like dragon's teeth, and into its dark maw.

And then she saw him, standing there waiting for her.

His face was upturned, the most beautiful face she had ever seen, framed by a tumbling mass of inky hair - those ascetic features and that melancholy expression, and eyes of so dazzling a blue that they pierced her to the core. He held out his arms and she floated down into them. She was aware of the insubstantial nature of their embrace, yet of its curious flesh-like quality. Lust swept over her, a primordial passion unlike anything she had ever known. Strange, sensual music played somewhere - and ethereal voices ululated wordlessly, accompanied by the faint, faraway howling of wolves. It made her skin crawl, but aroused her to a frenzy. She wound herself deeper into the stranger's arms.

She wanted to tell him how beautiful he was, but no words would come out. He knew though, she could tell, nodding at her and smiling such a radiant smile, and such brilliant white teeth. Then he was gone and she was bereft, wondering if she had imagined him. Tears wetted her cheeks. He was so perfect a being, and she wanted him desperately.

His hand came to rest on her shoulder. She turned to see him bathed in a golden penumbra. She was naked and so was he. He was well built, with a broad chest punctuated by two wine-red discs, a flat belly, and a tangled bush of pubic hair from which sprang a large cock. The stem was thick, the luscious purple cap rising from the rolled back foreskin. It was wet and shiny, jism oozing from the little slit.

She stared down at it, riven with the longing to lap at it, then she tingled all over at the feather light sensation of his fingers on her breast as he cupped it in his palm and thumbed the nipple. He was much taller than her, but she was aware of the effortless way in which his tongue flicked at her lips, entered her mouth, and savoured it. His breath was spiced with cinnamon, yet with an under-taste of iron - or blood. She was possessed of a dark, hungry need and lifted her hips and ground her pubis against the bulk of the engorged penis rising like a spear between them and pressing into her belly.

He grasped her and lifted her and held her for a moment, then lowered her onto his mighty phallus. She cried out with shock, for it was like a bar of solid ice. He was gentle, letting her take him inch by slow inch, till she was fully impaled, his helm nudging her cervix, her inner muscles gripping him like a velvet glove. Though his phallus was freezing it burned with a white heat, searing her vagina, stabbing her with the most intense sensations of pain and pleasure. She locked her ankles around his waist, his hands supporting her under the buttocks, and they were no longer on top of the tower but revolving in outer space, against a backdrop of indigo nothingness spangled with a multitude of stars. His mouth was on hers, his fingers finding her rampant clit, circling and frigging it.

A myriad images flashed across her vision - of deltas and cocks, semen and sexual juices - of men and women copulating - of deviants, too. Men with men and women with women, and threesomes, foursomes; any and every connotation. Lovely, bizarre, untamed women gorged on blood and spunk drawn from male partners. And there was a man; a large, powerful, awe-inspiring figure with a harsh face and green eyes with fire in their depths. Beside him, linked with him as if welded at the genitals, was a fair-haired woman of intense beauty, not wicked like the others who enjoyed cruelty for its own sake, but a sad creature.

And then the visions vanished and the universe turned from indigo to pulsing crimson. She could hear the pounding of her heart as she watched the awesome spectacle of a torrent of blood pouring down like a waterfall over a precipice.

She wanted to scream, but was caught up in orgasm, no gentle climb or ecstatic plateau, just a terrifyingly fierce climax that wracked her from toes to cortex and stripped her of consciousness for a second. The pressure of his enormous cock intensified and she bucked against him, embracing him with arms and thighs, straining to make him a part of her as waves of blissful agony lit up her every nerve. And he was there, too, filling her with the sudden rush of his freezing libation, his face buried against her shoulder momentarily, as his hips continued to jerk.

Then suddenly, abruptly, she was alone. She lost all sense of direction, could not tell which was up and which down, tumbling into a black pit of oblivion, her last thought one of heartbreaking loss and terror.

––––––––
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IS IT THE SINGER, OR the song? Stella wondered, staring into the dark hall, half blinded by the strobes.

She was the singer, playing the intro on the guitar. And the song had been composed by her and Kate, who extemporised on the keyboard. Jez added rhythm with a soft swish swish of snare drum, while Tommy's agile fingers worked magic on the violin.

The pub was crowded, a meeting place for students, many from the college Stella had attended until recently. But a career in computer science and business studies was not what she wanted. There was a drive within her impossible to control - the burning ambition to compose and perform. At moments like this she was in her element - on stage, leaning towards the microphone and launching into the lyrics.

'And where is my darling now? She's lying in the cold ground, so fair and pale of brow.'

'Jesus, that's bloody mournful,' Jez had complained at rehearsal, running a puzzled hand through his hennaed dreadlocks. 'What's up, doc? You got PMT or something?'

'No, it just came to me in the night,' Stella replied. 'I woke up and made a note of it. And the music, too - leastways, the da-de-dah bit. Kate got it together. She knows about writing down notes and stuff.'

In the night? She remembered waking in need of the lavatory, then climbing back into bed and snatching vainly at fragments of her weird dream. Nothing would come to her, accept a feeling of cold that seemed to have penetrated her vitals, a certain soreness between her legs, and the song.

Kate had pronounced it to be brilliant, and immediately worked on it, then tried it out on the other members of Zero700 and decided to launch it at the next gig.

This was it. Here they were, here she was, mouthing those oddly poignant lyrics. Who was it in the ground, and who the inconsolable mourner?

She suddenly noticed that it had happened; a hush that falls over drinkers and bar staff alike when a tune grabs their attention. She sang on and when she finished, was met by spontaneous applause. She bowed and took a break, wanting a drink and a cigarette.

'Hi there, sis.' It was the instantly recognisable voice of her brother, Stephen. She had not seen hide or hair of him for over six months and this suited her fine. They had never got on well, and since the funeral of their parents, tragically killed in a car accident two years before, the situation had worsened. Stella spent the time at university, and Stephen, older than her, dipped his fingers into any number of pies. He liked to think of himself as an entrepreneur, but his ventures were not successful. He usually managed to avoid trouble by the skin of his teeth, leaving his partners to face the music.

'What do you want?' Stella demanded offhandedly, refusing his proffered lighter and using her own.

It was the intermission and another band was setting up. Jez and Tommy had gone to the bar and Kate was holding court, surrounded by a gaggle of admirers. Stella wished she would join her. Stephen always made her uneasy. It was hard to believe they had been born to the same mother, fathered, presumably, by the same sire.

'That's not a very nice way to greet your only relative,' he said smoothly, and eased his leather-covered backside onto a stool, then snapped open a beer can. He was elegantly dressed, as always, a lean man of medium height, with a sharply featured face and short hair, cut and bleached by a top stylist in a prestigious salon. He always found the money for luxuries, no matter how deep in debt.

'I'd rather we didn't meet at all,' she said, puffing furiously at her cigarette; fat chance of kicking the habit with slime-balls like him about.

It was noisy at the side of the stage where the bar extended, enabling performers to get a drink, if they could make themselves heard above the hubbub. She caught the manager's eye, and ordered a lager. While she waited she spotted Kate's fiery hair and signalled urgently. Kate nodded and extricated herself from her fans, coming across, tall and slim and extremely attractive. Not for her tatty jeans and sloppy old sweaters when facing her public; she always dressed up to the nines. Tonight she wore a black, backless strappy top and a pink satin skirt split to the thigh. Her generous breasts were unfettered by a bra, her long legs alluring in fishnet hold-ups with lacy welts and the most outrageously expensive, spool-heeled shoes on her feet, yet she managed to get away with it. Worn by anyone else, her clothing would have earned her the label of hooker.

Not Kate Barnes, however. She was a free spirit who just about managed to make a living with her music, but if times were hard, then she took any job available, never too proud to stack shelves or man tills in supermarkets. She carried her independence into her relationships, too. Most of the time she went to bed with men of her choice, but was not averse to the more gentle embraces of women.

Stella thought about this as her friend approached. Though they'd lived together for months, making love had not been part of the equation. She sometimes wondered how she would feel if they did. She envied Kate her experience and confidence, listened to her talking cynically about men, and often met her various studs strolling about the flat bollock-naked, on their way to the bathroom or kitchen. She'd learned to turn a blind eye, but lately had started to wish that she, too, might find a lover. This longing had grown since the night of her extraordinary and illusive dream. She found herself in an almost permanent state of arousal, her panties damp at the crotch, her labia super sensitive, her clitoris a swollen bud at the apex, no matter how often she played with it.

She felt like it now, leaning her elbows on the bar but wanting to finger herself, and when Kate came up and looped an arm affectionately over her shoulder, she said, a touch resentfully, 'Lucky you to have so many groupies.'

Kate grinned and hugged her. 'They're okay, but there's not much talent on offer tonight. They should be hanging round you. You're the singer... the front person. But you throw off the wrong sort of vibes, girl; too cool by half. It's fine to keep 'em dangling, but you've got to give 'em the come-on, too. Whether you follow through or not is down to you.

'The new song was a smash,' she went on breezily, 'just the sort of funky, folksy thing that's our trademark. We'll include it in the new demo tape.'

'You need a manager,' said Stephen, materialising beside her.

'And who the fuck are you?' Kate raised a haughty eyebrow and looked down her nose at him. She was slightly taller in her high heels.

'This is my brother, Stephen,' Stella said, simmering with rage. He was so damn pushy. She didn't want to introduce them, but couldn't very well avoid it, so she added, 'Steve, meet Kate.'

'I saw you on stage just now,' he said imperturbably. 'You're great. In fact the whole band has enormous potential. I can introduce you to someone who'll take you on and handle everything... knows everyone there is to know in the entertainment business. Why don't I take you to meet him?'

'Cool it,' Kate cautioned. 'There's Jez and Tommy. We don't do a thing without asking them.'

'Did I say you couldn't?' Stephen spread his hands apologetically and gave her the benefit of his most winning smile.

Stella hoped she would not be taken in by it. When he liked, her brother could charm the birds right down out of the trees, a well spoken, well educated product of the public school system. He was knowledgeable and bright, in with the right people, using his connections. The Kerricks had always been top drawer, until recent years when their fortunes had declined. There were not many of them left now; only Stephen and Stella in this particular branch of what had once been a thriving, influential, politically oriented family.

'Who is this guy?' Kate was in no way convinced.

'His name is Quincy Dubois.'

'I've heard of him,' she said, nodding her thanks when he placed a rum and coke in front of her. 'Doesn't he run a swingers club for liberated adults?'

'Among other things,' he said with a sly smile, and he was looking at her breasts that pressed so intimately against the jersey top, the nipples lifting the thin fabric.

He's disgusting, Stella thought, sick to the stomach to see him leering at her friend. 'I don't think we need someone like him, do we, Kate?' she broke in.

Kate had that pensive look on her face, the one Stella always suspected, for it usually meant she was mulling over a scheme. Most times they worked, but there had been one or two failures. 'I'll see what Jez and Tommy have to say,' Kate replied, smiling at Stephen in a challenging way that few could resist.

'You do that,' he said, resting a hand on her thigh, 'and if they agree, I'll set up a meet.'

Kate did not move; she simply glanced down at his hand. He took it away and, 'How come I haven't seen you before?' she asked, sipping her drink.

'Stephen and I don't exactly gel,' Stella answered for him.

'I wouldn't say that,' he rejoined, his lips smiling but his eyes steely. 'However, I couldn't let my little sister's twenty-first birthday go by without getting in touch.'

'Oh, right,' Kate said. 'It's tomorrow, isn't it? We're throwing a party.'

'Am I invited? She has something to celebrate. It's not every day a girl inherits a property from a grandmother several times removed.'

Stella didn't miss the viciousness in his voice, though he covered it well. This bequest had always stuck in his craw. He considered that it should have come to him by rights, as he was the eldest. But no, Emma Kerrick had been adamant, clinging to life till she was over a hundred, remaining in her manor house in County Wicklow, and ensuring that no one robbed her of it. She eventually died in the year Stella was born. To the surprise and chagrin of all, her will stated that Stella Kerrick would have both Troon Hall and Emma's investments and savings on the day she reached her majority; not eighteen, but twenty-one as it had been in her day.

'You've mentioned this, haven't you, Stella?' Kate said, giving her a shrewd glance from sparkling brown eyes. 'You lucky bugger! Wish I had a fairy godmother, or grandmother or whatever.'

'I've not thought about it much,' Stella admitted. 'In fact, ever since I was told the legacy was being held in trust for me, I've found it rather an embarrassment. I know dad was piqued because he hadn't been selected, but for some reason my ancestress wanted me to have Troon Hall and all it entails. I don't know what the hell I'm going to do with it.'

'You'll visit it; that's what you'll do, and I'll come with you,' Kate announced, downed her drink and stood up. 'Meanwhile, Posh Tart Lady of the Manor, the support band have finished, and we've punters out there and another set to get through.'

It was while Stella was into her second song, her mind focused on the words, the interpretation, the chords under her fingers, that she looked towards the bar. The pub was packed, the lights reduced to a glow. It was nearly impossible to distinguish a face in the crowd, but a pale oval drew her gaze, drew and fixed it and imprinted itself there forever.

He was wearing dark glasses. They obscured his eyes but reflected her, a tiny figure with a guitar. He was not drinking, just staring at her with relentless attention. She was sure it was him - her angelic/demonic lover, though his hair was slicked back and tied in a ponytail.

An incredibly strong feeling of arousal clutched at her pussy and gave it a squeeze. Could he feel it too? She knew who he was, recognised him as the entity who had been with her in her dream. Her nipples were hot against her crop-top and the seam of her jeans cut into her lower lips, tightening as they swelled. Her clit thrummed to the beat of the music, ready to hurl her into orgasm. She could feel his fingers on her breasts, his tongue at her epicentre, his ice-cold phallus in her body. Her training made her carry on with her performance, but passion was boiling inside her, rising, climbing. She gripped the neck of the guitar, longing to touch her clitoris and ease her aching need.

Her voice did not falter or her fingers stumble over the refrain, but it seemed he was on the stage, and there was someone else, too, overshadowing him. He was being manipulated by a menacing, majestic creature who was using them both, working their strings like a puppet master. She could hear laughter above the music, in and around it and deep in her soul; echoing, thundering - while slanting emerald eyes with red sparks in the pupils burned into her mercilessly, body, mind and spirit.

She and the beautiful young man came together, staring into each other's eyes, locked in a fierce embrace. Her fantasy closed in around her.

Then her eardrums were shattered by a storm of clapping and whistling. Kate was bowing and kissing her fingertips to the audience. A prod in the back told Stella to do the same. Jez and Tommy were acknowledging the applause, and the world righted itself as the lights came up. She looked towards the bar, but there was no sign of him. He had disappeared completely - if he had ever existed at all.

Amidst the cheers and encores, the exhilaration of success putting the rest of the band on a high, Stella experienced the deepest doubts, fearing for her sanity.

––––––––
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'I WENT TO SEE HER TONIGHT,' Stephen said, lounging on the white leather settee in Quincy's luxurious riverside home. A leggy young woman was curled up beside him, her hand inside his flies, playing with his cock. Her hair fell in an unbroken sweep of gold almost to her waist. 'Zero700 are good; a bit rough round the edges but nothing a first-class manager couldn't improve.'

It was midday, and the view across the Thames was stunning, the City of London looking for all the world like a Canaletto watercolour of eighteenth century Venice. Towers and domes, spires and stacks, were all softened by distance, rendered light and buoyant. This spacious second floor apartment commanded a superb vista of river, shipping and buildings. From there Stephen could admire the capital without the inconvenience of air-pollution or road rage or beggars. Above all, he hated being inconvenienced.

Inevitably, an image of Stella flashed through his mind. Though of his blood she upset him more than most, an afterthought, born when their parents were in their forties. He had been ten at the time and away at boarding school. His jealousy of this little sister knew no bounds, especially when he learned of great-great-grandmother's will.

He had worked it out, studying family archives. Emma Kerrick, née Collingwood, was born in eighteen seventy-seven and married Clive, Viscount Kerrick, in the late eighteen-nineties. He had been the son of an earl with a large holding in Ireland, and their only child, a boy, was born in nineteen hundred. Several generations had passed; none of them prolific, and Emma outlived them all with a kind of grim determination, refusing to hand her property over to anyone.

But it was as if, at one hundred and three, she at last relinquished her hold on life when hearing of Stella's birth. At the reading of the will, the astonishing information had been revealed that this child would inherit the entire estate.

Though young at the time, Stephen listened to the adults talking and understood the implications. As he grew older it galled him all the more, for he loved money and power above everything and fancied himself lording it as an Irish landowner. No chance of that, unless - and here the demon within him smirked and giggled - unless she met with an accident, or could be proved incapable. She wanted to be a pop star. Pop stars often adopted hedonistic lifestyles that led to an early demise.

Sex and drugs and rock-n-roll. This was not so prevalent as in the seventies and eighties, but there, nonetheless. It was a life of enormous pressure and strain. Stephen had decided that Stella should be encouraged, and there was no one better fitted for the job of raising her to the heights and then destroying her than Quincy. He had no morals, no principles, and no milk of human kindness. Play their cards right, and in the not too distant future, Stephen might be the next in line for Troon Hall.

He gathered his wandering thoughts, aware of the mayhem in his trousers caused by the attentions of the girl. Quincy, who stood on the balcony with a pair of top-of-the-range binoculars focused on the passing water traffic, turned and trained them on him. He stared through the finely adjusted lenses for a long moment.

Stephen began to feel distinctly uncomfortable, his dick so engorged it threatened to poke out of his trouser closure. The girl, he thought her name was Sherry, unbuttoned him completely and let that eager serpent escape through the gap. As Quincy subjected them to that blank, unnatural stare, she lowered her head and ran her tongue around Stephen's helm, dragging a sigh from his depths, then sucking him vigorously.
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