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​Ecstasy Unleashed
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​Chapter 1 – You’d better
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Felicity

––––––––
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Felicity’s car

Friday, midnight

––––––––
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Felicity felt as though she was on autopilot, driving back to Cain’s house. Cain was sitting silently beside her. It had been a long night. After sending home their last ‘customer’, Felicity had quietly questioned Ben. “What are we going to tell Mr. Penten?”

Ben had surveyed the remains of the vampire attack on the store and shrugged. “We were robbed...by a gang...they were probably on drugs.”

“There’s no money missing,” Felicity had pointed out.

Ben smiled. “That’s ‘cause I fought them off.”

That’s when Alyson had started laughing again. “You did? You and Felicity, that’s your story?”

“It could happen. Anyway, I guess you could have been here, but something tells me that he won’t want to be involved in questioning,” he’d said with a gesture towards Cain. Sindy had already slipped out the door.

Cain answered. “I can have been here if you’d like. I’ve got valid ID, and you must admit, it would make your story a bit more credible,” he’d added with a smirk.

Ben probably hadn’t liked the insinuation that no one would believe that he could have done it alone, with only the help of two girls, but he kept quiet. Felicity had then brought up another problem. “So, where do we say all of the ashes came from?”

After a thoughtful moment, Ben had asked, “Got a blow dryer?”

And so, Cain and Felicity had gone back to her room for her hair dryer. Upon leaving the store, they had been very surprised to find Sindy sitting out front on the curb. 

To Felicity, she had looked very frightened and alone, sitting on the edge of the parking lot, hugging her knees and looking out into the dark. It had been very odd to see Sindy that way. She got up immediately at their approach, trying to put on a brave face, but it had appeared. Felicity tried to picture how it would feel to have to walk out into that darkness alone, and actually felt sort of bad for her. “You need a ride somewhere?”

Both Sindy and Cain had looked very amazed that she would ask, but of course, Sindy hadn’t accepted. “Na, I’m good.” She’d quickly walked away, and Cain hadn’t said anything about it.

They’d gotten into the car, and then Felicity had turned to Cain. “You have an ID, like a driver’s license?”

“Mm-hmmm.”

She’d just stared at him for a moment. “I can’t really picture you standing in line at the D.M.V.” He’d laughed and pulled his license out of his back pocket for her to inspect. She’d held it up in the light from the parking lot lamps. “Who is that?”

He’d laughed again. “It’s supposed to be me. I paid someone to go get their picture taken for me. Tell me that there’s some resemblance,” he’d added hopefully.

She had studied his face and the picture in turns. “I guess. He does look a lot like you, but you’re definitely the better looking of the two.”

“Thanks.” He’d given her a smile and a kiss, and then she looked at the card a moment longer. It was issued in New York, but listed his address as being in a town that she didn’t know. The name read: Cain Herald VI, Sex: M, Eyes: Bl, Ht: 5’ 11”. He must have seen her looking a bit confused. “Something wrong?”

She’d looked up at him tentatively. “It says ‘Cain’.”

His eyes had turned downcast as he answered quietly, “Christian Herald has been dead for about two hundred and ninety years.” She must have still looked confused. “Did you expect me to list my date of birth as December 25th, 1664 as well? It’s not always easy, trying to live in the ‘civilized’ world, but I’ve managed. In order to keep possession of the Manor and keep my bank accounts in order, I do have to die now and again, on paper that is.”

“What’s the VI?”

“That’s the Roman numeral for six. I am actually considered to be my own great, great, great, great-grandson. It gets a bit confusing, I know. I’ve figured out how to keep things going pretty smoothly now, though. 

Every thirty years or so, I have a fictional girlfriend ‘give birth’ to a new persona, my son and namesake, to whom I am given sole custody, of course. I give him about twenty years to mature, then I die, and he takes over. It’s just a bunch of paperwork, really, but you’d be amazed what you can accomplish by giving the right amount of money to the right people. There’s probably an easier way to go about it, but I prefer to keep things as legal as possible. I don’t like to feel as though I’m hiding anything.”

She’d glanced at it once more and then handed it back for him to put it away. It also read ‘DOB: 12–25–64’. “According to that, you’re over forty.”

He’d grinned. “I know. I look pretty good for my age, don’t I? It’ll be time for a new one soon. I start at twenty-one and usually let it go until fifty or so. Much past that, and I start drawing odd looks. Of course, I try not to use it unless I have to. It serves.”

Just then, Allie had startled them by rapping on the window. Cain had rolled it down for her. “You two haven’t even left yet? Let’s get this over with, and then you can get a room.” Cain had just shaken his head with a smile as Felicity started the car, and Allie went to get into her own.

They had returned with a blow dryer to find that Allie had gotten hers as well. They did their best to blow all the ashes out of the broken window and door, while Ben used the attachments on the vacuum cleaner to try and clean up behind the counter. They didn’t want it to look ‘too’ cleaned up before they reported the incident, but at least the ashes were scattered around sufficiently, so as not to be noticeable. Then Ben had called the police and Mr. Penten, trying to sound out of breath and distraught.

They spent a good deal of time answering questions and standing around waiting to be allowed to leave. They had all agreed ahead of time as to the exact events of the evening, so that there had been no discrepancies when reporting to the authorities.

Since there was no money missing and only the windows were broken, they weren’t very closely questioned anyway. Mr. Penten was none too pleased about having to close for repairs on a Saturday morning, but at least insurance would cover the windows.

They had finally been allowed to go their separate ways. Allie and Ben each left in their cars, as Cain and Felicity got into hers. She had been about to automatically drive to Cain’s house when he’d turned to her. “You’ll probably want to go home, to shower and change. I can walk if it’s easier.”

Felicity had been behaving normally, cleaning up, answering questions; to everyone else, she must have seemed fine, but she felt as though she was in shock, doing things because she had to, but not really thinking about anything but what had happened and what it might mean for the future. Now that it was finally quiet, all she really wanted was to crawl into Cain’s bed and be safe in his arms.

Once he’d mentioned it, though, she’d realized that a shower would be a very welcome thing. She’d had little bits of slimy mud and God knows what else smeared on her from her struggling with the last zombie. She had washed her arms in the sink at the DownTime before the police had arrived, but she’d still felt grossly soiled. She had turned to Cain slowly and asked, “Would you come with me...and wait? I wanna go to your house after.”

He’d looked a little concerned, as though just realizing that she might be upset. He’d given her a little smile and said, “Of course, luv, whatever you’d like.”

She had driven back to her dorm and left Cain in the car while she went in. She had wanted to have him follow, but Maggie had been standing in the doorway, talking with someone. Felicity didn’t feel like being questioned as to Cain’s presence.

She’d gone to her room and gathered her things for a shower. She’d come back to her room after, and found Cain sitting on her bed. He’d gestured to her open window. “I hope you don’t mind. Didn’t want people to think I was sitting out there casing the place.”

She’d just smiled, giving her head a little shake. Cain had busied himself looking through her schoolbooks, as she’d changed into her sheep pajamas and thrown clothes for tomorrow into a bag. She’d then slipped on some socks and sneakers, put on a sweatshirt over her pajamas, and went to give him a kiss. As much as she wanted to just melt into his arms, she gave him only a quick peck on the lips. She didn’t want to be here; Cain’s felt safer. “See you at the car.”

She’d planned to say she was going home for the weekend if asked, but Maggie was gone. Cain was already in the car when she got there. So now, they were driving back to his house. All was quiet, and she was glad. She couldn’t talk anymore right now. She just stared at the road and wanted to be there already.

They entered the house and went straight downstairs. She dropped her bag and unzipped her sweatshirt, dropping it to the floor, while eyeing his bed. Cain looked at her thoughtfully. “Tired?” She just nodded her head, took off her shoes and socks, and went to get into the bed. He took off his boots and followed her. He was gazing at her curiously as she got beneath the covers. “Are you all right?”

She nodded again, but she could feel the tears welling up in her eyes. Cain must have seen them because he instantly came to her and wrapped her in his arms. “Oh, Felicity, it’s all right. It’s all right now, you’re safe.” She drew a deep breath and tried not to cry. He must think she was so weak. She didn’t know what to say until he spoke again. “It’s all right, it’s over now.”

She looked up at him through watery eyes. “No, it’s not. You heard her. Chris wants me. He wants to kill me...or worse.”

He seemed a little shaken by the ‘worse’, but still tried to comfort her. “You know that I will never let you fall into his hands. Don’t be afraid, you’re safe now.”

“But there were so many of them, grabbing at me...”

He looked almost surprised at her. “You’ve fought far worse. You killed Luke and that vampire in the cemetery. These tonight were nothing compared to them.”

“But they were so rotten...and awful.”

“They may have seemed the stuff of nightmares, but you’ve seen them before. They are stupid, slow, and easily defeated.”

“Yeah, for you. I’ve seen you fight. You’re so good at it.” 

“Unfortunately, I’ve had a lot of practice.”

“Ben killed like four of them! Allie killed one. Even Sindy, did you see her? She was like, ripping them apart.”

“She killed two or three,” he said with a little shrug.

“I didn’t kill any. All I did was hide behind my vial and scream.”

Cain leaned back to smile at her. “You are a gentle soul who shouldn’t be expected to engage in such pursuits, but you have a strong spirit and have done remarkably well in these situations. You shouldn’t reproach yourself for not fighting like the others. Ben seems to have ‘hating vampires’ in his blood, that fuels his efforts. Alyson does usually fight well, but she’s had formal training, and still, you’ve done just as well as her in the past. Sindy...well, against mindless zombies, she hasn’t much to fear. They can scratch and bite at her all they like, but without a stake and the presence of mind to use it properly...” He shook his head. “They can’t really hurt her.”

“I guess knowing that would give a person confidence. They all have something to make them feel confident and strong. I don’t have anything.”

Cain tipped her chin to make her look at him. “You’ve got me.” She tried to smile, but the phrase ‘screaming horror flick chick’ kept haunting her. She tucked her head back down into his chest for a hug. She loved the fact that Cain made her feel safe, but still, she didn’t want to have to run to him every time that danger threatened.

There was a simple solution. Go home. Go back home, where danger wouldn’t follow, just remove it from her life. It sounded so easy, but she wouldn’t do it. If she left, she knew that she would never see Cain again. He was going to take care of all of this and then leave. Somehow, she just knew it. Felicity was unwilling to let him go, not yet.

Holding the vial out in front of her to ward off that zombie had seemed so flimsy and stupid. She wished she’d had the confidence to fight them like Sindy. Sindy seemed to be unafraid of anything. Well, she was frightened of Chris and Marcus, but who could blame her for that? Chris may not be all that intelligent, but he was smart enough to kill her for real and to get Marcus to help him do it, but Sindy sure wasn’t scared of much else. What must it be like to have the assurance of immortality to fall back on?

Something else came to mind, a solution that she had been very carefully avoiding. She could let Cain mark her again. It wouldn’t guarantee anything; Chris may still be able to work around it, but she was pretty sure that it would protect her from any lesser vampires he might make. They were driven by instinct. They should have an overwhelming desire to stay away from her if she were marked.

In fact, she suddenly realized that Ben had that advantage. No wonder he had managed to kill an impressive three zombies and one real vampire, without getting hurt. They were unable to bite him!

Still, she had kept the experience of being marked by Cain, safely hidden away from her conscious mind. It was not something she had ever thought to consider again. It was so much easier to think of Cain as a man, and not someone capable of such strange things. He was just holding her quietly, trying to make her feel safe. She looked up at him again, trying to ‘see’ the vampire in him. It just wasn’t there for her to see, not now. He smiled at her. “You needn’t worry about Chris. I won’t let him get to you.”

“I know, but he had so many others.”

“Whom we killed.”

“He can make more.”

Cain looked thoughtful. “I suppose it’s possible that he kept a few in reserve, but I doubt it. As for making more, we won’t give him the time. Creations such as his take time to reawaken. Unless he uses a considerable amount of care in making more, they will take a week or two to come back. In fact, judging by the condition of some of them, I’d say he made them more than a month ago.”

“Yeah, I guess, but he still has Marcus. Cain, no offense, but I don’t even think that you could take him.”

Cain gave her a kiss on the forehead. “Don’t you worry about it. For you, I’d fight Satan himself. Now get some rest. I’m going to go and take a shower of my own.” He hugged her close for another minute and then got up from the bed. At least she felt safe here. She lay there, feeling very comforted, just lying snuggled warm in his bed and watching him move about the room.

She admired his body as he undressed. She had to smile, remembering that earlier, in her room, he had purposely not watched her as she disrobed to change. He was such a gentleman. She’d been glad at the time. He had seen her body often enough in the past week that she shouldn’t be self-conscious, but she still was a little. Now she noted that he didn’t even seem to notice or care if she watched him. Everyone she knew seemed so much more confident than she was, in every way. He shut all the lights, save those behind the bar, and disappeared into the bathroom. As she listened to the water begin to run in the shower, she drifted off to sleep.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Beep-beep-beep. Felicity awoke, thinking that her alarm clock sounded very odd. That’s because it was the microwave. Oh yeah, she was at Cain’s. She didn’t feel as though she could have slept long. It must still be the middle of the night. She opened her eyes and found Cain in the dim light, coming out of the laundry room to go behind the bar. He’d already showered, and his hair was mostly dry. He was dressed in a pair of blue pajama pants, nothing else.

He didn’t seem to notice that she was awake. Her eyes lingered on his broad, muscular shoulders as he took his cup out of the microwave and turned to lean on the bar. He was reading the newspaper. She lay there, for what seemed like a very long time, just watching him drink from his mug and read. Even in that unassuming pose, he seemed so strong and unshakable; handsome and robust, her protector. And yet, he seemed so incredibly normal, like any guy in his pajamas, reading the paper and drinking his morning coffee...only it wasn’t coffee.

She knew that there must be blood in the cup. That seemed so strange to her. She realized that he never drank in front of her. He must purposely drink when she was not around. She wondered how much of it he actually had to drink. Where did he get it all from? How could he actually drink that? She could not imagine voluntarily drinking blood; it seemed so nauseating. It was true that his body had been changed to need it, but still. What did it taste like? He didn’t actually like it, did he? Did it taste good to him now?

He finished what was in the cup, stood there for a moment finishing the page he was reading, and then put down the mug. Felicity closed her eyes. She wasn’t sure why, but she knew he was going to look up at her, and she didn’t want him to know that she was awake yet. She liked lying there cozy and sleepy, just watching him.

After a moment, she heard him moving around behind the bar again. She opened her eyes to see him take something from the refrigerator. It looked like a Ziploc bag...of blood. He began to pour it carefully into his mug. She leaned up a little on her elbow to see better. She just couldn’t believe that he had blood in a bag like that, in the refrigerator. Surely it seemed perfectly normal to him, but it was just so odd.

He saw the movement and looked up to see her awake. He seemed a bit startled, and she was very glad that she hadn’t made him spill it. He carefully finished pouring and then closed the bag. 

She was still openly watching him with morbid fascination. He just stood there for a moment, looking back at her. She sat up better on the bed. Finally, she had to ask. “Where do you get that?”

He furrowed his brow and seemed to think that she would already know. “The butcher.”

Felicity sighed with realization and relief. “Oh, it’s cows’ blood.”

Again, Cain seemed a bit confused at her response. “What did you think, that I robbed the Red Cross?” he asked with a little laugh. He turned and put the cup into the microwave, setting it for a minute. “Actually, this is pig’s blood, but sometimes it’s cow.”

Felicity was looking at him very strangely. “You can tell the difference?” 

Cain gave her an odd little smile. He seemed amused that they should be having this conversation. “You’d be amazed.” She just stared at him for a moment until the microwave beeped. Cain removed his cup, swirled it around a little, turned to face her, and took a small sip. It almost seemed to Felicity that he did it very intentionally, for her to watch, as though it were high time she faced the truth. He was not human, no matter how well he could pretend to be.

She watched him as he drank some more. “I guess it’s a lot different from...” she forced herself to say it, “human blood.”

Cain gave her a weary little smile. “Water and wine, my dear. Water and wine.”

So weird. How could the same thing taste so different, just because it came from a different source? “So do different people taste different, too?” Felicity suddenly shook her head, becoming disgusted with herself. “Ech, why am I even asking you this? This is so morbid.”

Cain gave her a sympathetic little laugh. “It’s alright; you’re allowed to be curious. I won’t tell anyone,” he added, conspiratorially. Felicity tried to regain her composure and think of something to change the subject, but before she’d the chance, he answered her question. “If you continue to think of it as ‘wine’, different people are like different vintages, if you will. Some are similar.” He eyed her a bit hesitantly. “Some are very unique.” After a moment, he then gave a little laugh. “I suppose you could consider animal blood to be watered-down grape juice in comparison.”

Cain had never denied her any information that she’d asked after, but she still felt as though this was a very rare and privileged conversation; one only relegated to the middle of the night in a dimly lit room. It was a conversation that she would not have the courage to continue at another time. She decided that if she was going to satisfy her curiosities, she ought to do it now while she still had the courage. “What’s it like for you, when you...feed, from a person, I mean? Is it just...food?”

By the look on Cain’s face, she could tell that he thought she already knew the answer to that. “What do you think?”

She looked away for a moment, biting her lip and remembering when he’d drunk from her. “I think it’s...much more,” she answered reluctantly.

He seemed glad that she would admit it. “Much, much more.” Cain took another sip from his cup but seemed to find it distasteful now.

Felicity nerved herself to repeat the real question. “So, what’s it like for you?”

He came out from behind the bar and leaned against it, in front of the bed. It seemed obvious that this was a topic that she had been avoiding all along. “Are you sure this is a can of worms you want opened, luv?”

Felicity’s answer was quiet but insistent. “I want to know.”

He sat down on the bed next to her, with his mug still in hand. Its content was so dark; it could almost be mistaken for black coffee...almost. Felicity raised her eyes from it to find him watching her inspect the cup with quiet amusement. She fidgeted a little and rested her hand on his leg.

Felicity was very interested in what he had to say, and yet even through that, she could not help but be very physically aware of his body. He was only half dressed and so close to her on the bed. The temptation was great to try and rebury her questions back into her subconscious mind in lieu of other pursuits. Damn, but the man was sexy!

She kept her eyes on his face and chased indecent thoughts from her mind. He had lost his little smile and seemed to exude an odd sense of anticipation over the conversation of blood and his vampire experiences. As though these were things he had been waiting to discuss. Like he could hardly believe she would finally ask, and was unsure how to answer in a way that she would accept and not be frightened of. “It’s kind of hard to explain.” He took her hand and kissed it. “It’s more the kind of thing you have to...” He then, in a bizarre gesture, dipped one of her fingers into the blood in his cup, “experience.”

He was holding her hand in front of her. She looked at her bloody finger, then back at him, thinking You’re crazy if you think I’m going to taste that. She moved her hand towards his mouth and looked away from him. Cain sucked the blood from her finger, almost as though it should be something seductive.

He leaned forward to make her meet his gaze. “Perhaps my experiences have caused me to view things differently than most, but it is only blood. ‘Tis not something vile or distasteful, really, just a natural thing. It’s in all of us, in one way or another, and to both of us, it means life.

The experience of drinking it, however, from a vampire’s point of view, is something not easily relayed. Kind of like trying to describe sex to a virgin,” he added with a grin.

Felicity pulled back her hand, trying to keep her mind from the remembrance of losing her virginity to him in the very bed she now sat upon. “Now you’re just teasing me.”

He stood up with a little laugh. “Good analogy though.” He went to put his cup down on the bar. “You must realize that this is not something I have all that much recent experience in.” He looked at her with a fond little smile. “But from what I remember from less enlightened days, most feeds were like...a one-night stand. An intense, erotic encounter with someone you barely knew, that culminated in brief, fleeting ecstasy... Then you left them and moved on.” She did not look very kindly upon that description; however accurate it may be.

He took on a gentler tone. “But then I learned to drink not to kill. And then I learned to drink not for food. Once I drank, for the experience... That was something entirely different. You know that I don’t drink human blood any longer, not on a regular basis. You also should know that it is an experience like none other, for me, and for you. 

To drink from a host, for a vampire, is the ultimate experience. Just as sex may be for a human being. Sex is meant to be pleasing for you. ‘Tis procreation; vital to the continuation of human existence, and so, the Lord made it enjoyable as well.

While physical love in the human sense is enjoyable still to the vampire, blood...that is true ecstasy. Drinking blood is my ensured continuance, as well as being one half of the act of creating another, and so, acquiring blood is pleasurable to my body, as sex is to yours.

In order to assure cooperation from the one whom a vampire chooses to drink from, there is the venom. That ensures that your body will find it pleasurable as well. 

Now, in the common order of things...in the world of ‘predator’ and ‘prey’, you may consider that a ‘dirty rotten trick’,” he said with a little laugh. He gently eased himself to sit back down on the bed next to her again. “But ours is not a common relationship, is it?”

Felicity gave him a shy smile and dropped her eyes to the bed sheets. “I think I see where this might be going.”

Cain sighed. “It doesn’t have to go anywhere, but I must submit that although it’s a comparison that you haven’t the perspective to fully appreciate...having sex without love, a ‘one-night-stand’ if you will, is like drinking from someone...for the blood. I can’t say why there should be a difference, but drinking from someone that you truly care for...that experience is like the difference between having sex, and making love.”

He continued cautiously, as though he knew he was moving into tender territory. “Drinking from you, for your mark... Well, I didn’t take much. I didn’t want to weaken or overly frighten you more than necessary. I never would have hurt you, but...drinking from you...” his voice dropped to the barest whisper, “was beyond divine.

I thanked God for my self-control, because nothing less than iron will could have pulled me from your throat that night.” He closed his eyes and seemed to breathe in her scent, to help recreate the moment in his mind. There was a moment of uneasy silence between them as he recalled the experience.

She couldn’t bring herself to speak, so he asked the unvoiced question that had always lain between them. “That night...we never have spoken of it, not really. Your thoughts, impressions, feelings...and fears. To be honest, I’ve been afraid to ask.”

He seemed suddenly so vulnerable and frightened of her response. He was usually so confident that those times when he did leave himself open to her, so obviously exposed emotionally, it melted her heart.

She gave a small smile and swallowed nervously. How could she possibly call up that memory again and then try to describe it?  “I don’t think I have the words.” She took a deep breath and forced herself to dig out the experience from her memories. She closed her eyes and could feel it as though it were happening again. Her rapid pulse, the prick and penetration of his fangs into her throat, the swooning dream state, the waves of...

She raised her eyes to his. “It was...divine.”  Her voice trembled with the whispered confession, and she felt choked, tears rising to her eyes. She couldn’t have said why, except that she had tried not to face it for so long, hidden it away, but she had known it all along, of course.

She looked at him silently, her bottom lip slightly quivering. She knew what he wanted. Did she want it too? She would feel comforted to be marked, but that seemed almost an artificial reason. Part of her wanted to relive that experience; she did. She had just been loath to admit it to herself, until now, but another part of her was still afraid. 

Not really afraid that he would hurt her. She trusted him. If he said he had sufficient control, she believed him, but she was frightened that, to her mind, he would no longer be Cain, her safe and comforting rescuer. That he would become...something else. One of them...a monster.

Eventually, she made a decision. She knew how to decide what she truly wanted; a way to see how she would feel about it. She told him in a quiet, little girl’s voice what she needed him to do. “Change for me.”

Cain clearly did not like this turn of things. He was obviously worried to frighten her away from him. It seemed as though he worried that if she saw him that way, their relationship would not recover from the development. He answered her in a mumbling sort of voice, avoiding eye contact. “Oh, I don’t have to. I can do it at the last second, you wouldn’t even know...until you felt it.”

Felicity smiled. “What, you’re suddenly shy? I want to see.”

He tried to shrug it off. “You’ve seen others.”

“Not up close, not like this. And they’re not you,” she insisted.

Cain looked very reluctant and still had trouble meeting her eyes. “Sure, you can handle it?”

Felicity put one finger to his chin to tilt his head to look at her, as he so often did to her. “Guess we’ll find out.”

Cain fidgeted on the bed next to her. He’d obviously like to decline, but she was determined not to let him. “You sure?” he asked one last time. 

She let out an exasperated huff. “Are we going to do this or not?” Without another word, she watched as Cain closed his eyes, seeming to prepare himself mentally, and brought forth...the vampire within.

He didn’t change all that much, really. It was a bit unsettling to see his cheekbones begin to move of their own accord. It was slight, but she was paying close attention. She noticed the sides of his face seemed to shift upwards a bit, as his upper jawbone seemed to lengthen. To accommodate his fangs, she assumed. He kept his mouth closed, but his face did look subtly different in shape.

Then, he opened his eyes. Felicity had to force herself not to flinch. His eyes...they were a golden yellow color, rich and bright, like marigolds. They each had a long black pupil, like a cat’s. It was very disconcerting to see those golden orbs staring out from Cain’s face, where his beautiful marine blue eyes used to be.

Felicity stared at him a moment, then hesitantly reached up to brush the hair from his eyes. She let her fingers trail down the side of his face and then gently part his lips, pulling the corner of his upper lip up to one side, to see his fangs. An incredibly sharp and thin, gleaming point was there. She quickly pulled her hand away.

She stared into his eyes a moment and then said in a disappointed little voice, “I wish your eyes were still blue.”

She felt terrible when he looked down, almost ashamed. “What color are they?” he asked.

Now she looked at him with amazed wonder. “Don’t you know?”

He gave a little shrug. “I’ve been told, but a vampire can’t see its reflection. I haven’t seen myself since I died.”

She studied their color once more, so she could truly describe them for him. They were actually kind of beautiful in a strange way. “They’re a rich golden yellow.”

He gave her a small nod. “Figured as much. Maribeth’s are a very light golden orange, and most of my...offspring’s are light as well, but some vampires have red. Guess it depends on your...lineage.” He became increasingly uncomfortable, as she simply stared at him. “Are you done?”

Felicity couldn’t help but become indignant. “No.” She looked at him for a moment and then slowly leaned forward to give him a soft, hesitant kiss on the mouth; sweet, deliberate, and unrushed. After an initial startled moment, he began to kiss her back, and she even bravely let her tongue very briefly enter his mouth. She was vaguely aware of his fangs, but it wasn’t distressing, really. It was a kiss...from Cain. She then leaned back and looked into his eyes again. “Yes. I mean, whatever...it doesn’t matter. It’s still you.”

Cain stared at her for a moment and then shifted back to his human face. His eyes began to well up with unshed tears as he looked at her in wonder. “Have I ever told you how incredibly in love with you I am?” She smiled.

“I think you may have mentioned it, yeah.” They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment longer. “Not that it matters, but this is definitely a better look for you.”

Cain laughed. He was still looking at her in amazement. As though he couldn’t quite believe she was still there, and not frightened away from him. Felicity gave him another shy little smile. “Well, we’ve got some experimenting to do, don’t we?”

Cain became flustered, as though embarrassed to ask it of her at this point. “No, I don’t need to...”

“You’d better,” she said playfully, trying to bring him around to being his normal self again. “Now who’s being timid?” He still looked as if he didn’t quite believe her. She knew that he really wanted to, but was afraid to give in to his desires, only to find that she would resent him for it. “I’d be safer if I were marked,” she reminded him.

When he did not answer, she gently moved her hair to one side and tilted her head slightly to expose her throat. He needed no further persuasion. Cain began to lean in towards her when she hesitated and put a hand up to stop him for a moment. “Self-control, right? If it’s okay with you, I would like to walk out of here with a heartbeat.”

Now he smiled. “As you wish, my lady.” He leaned into her, and she let him come first to her lips for a kiss, passionate and deep. After a time, once her head was nicely spinning with the venom of his kiss, his lips left her mouth to move down the side of her neck, until he reached almost the very spot where he had bitten her before.

Her heart began to pound, her pulse to race, as she anticipated the feel of his teeth at her throat. She tensed for the pain, but it was another kiss he bestowed upon her skin. He placed one kiss after another until she was beginning to wonder if he would go through with it. 

Then she felt the tips of his fangs pierce her flesh. He did it quickly and decisively in one swift bite, hugging her to him closely. So keen were the points of his teeth, that there was only a moment of pain...and then she felt the venom.

It was much more prominent to her senses now that she recognized it for what it was. She could feel the warmth of it spreading from her throat to move throughout her body. Her limbs felt heavy, and the actual bite seemed almost numb. 

Cain held her firmly as the dreamy, euphoric haze that often accompanied his kisses now grew into more and enveloped her mind until she felt almost as though she were floating. That’s when he began to drink. At first, just a small and almost hesitant tug at her throat. She felt his lips seal over the spot in a gentle kiss, but then, he truly drank. He sucked strongly at her throat, and as before, on the night of her first mark, as her blood filled his mouth, she heard him issue a low moan of pleasure. It was almost as though she could feel vibrations of it travel through her body, tugging at nerves that ran deep to secret places within her. His sucking felt like a tide of longing, washing over her, again and again. Waves of soothing comfort, pleasure, and an ever-increasing desire for more.

She gave herself over to the rhythm of it, swooning in his arms and reveling in her surrender, but after only a few moments, she felt him withdraw. He covered the spot with little kisses and licks and finally pulled back to look upon her face.

She felt dizzy and abandoned, left teetering on a precipice of passion. She tried to clear her mind and opened her eyes. It took a moment to truly focus on his face. She wanted to ask why he had stopped, but some part of her mind chastised her for her foolishness. Would she have him drink her to death?

After gazing upon her for a moment with eyes once again blue, he leaned forward, and she almost wished she could beg for him to return to her throat, but he only kissed the spot once more, and then his lips moved to taste and tickle her ear. He kissed and nuzzled her cheek and whispered, “I could have gone on far longer. I know how much you can safely give, but I thought it best I take things slowly, test the waters. Are you well?”

“Mm-hmm,” was all she could manage to utter. She let herself lean against him, her head on his shoulder, but then he leaned her back so that his lips might meet hers. He tempted her with whispering little kisses at first, his tongue darting about her lips with teasing little licks. Finally, she managed to pull herself from her haze sufficiently to wind her hand into the hair at the back of his head to hold him firm for a true kiss. The kiss was long and grew heated until she needed to lie back, longing to feel him over her. 

She wanted to be covered and completely permeated with his presence, outside and in. She wanted him to...own her. Never a phrase she would have chosen before, but at this moment, it was a basic and carnal need, an apt description.

He left her lips to pull the pants from her legs and just as quickly discard his own. He then climbed back on the bed to straddle her with a leg on either side of her hips. She looked up at him through heavy-lidded eyes. He seemed to tower over her, strong and masculine, dominating. And yet she had no fear of him, none. His words from the first time they had made love drifted back to her. ‘Have trust, never fear’, and she did have perfect trust.

He put his palms flat to her belly, cool and soft upon her skin, and slid them slowly upwards, to cover her breasts beneath the little tank top she wore. He cupped each breast for a gentle squeeze and then sought to find her nipples to lightly pinch and tease.

His hands left her breasts to support her back and sit her up so that he might pull off the shirt over her head. Once he removed it, she lay back again, and he ran his hands over her breasts once more, his fingers lightly rubbing back and forth and drawing little circles around her nipples.

Cain moved his body and parted her thighs so that his knees could rest on the bed between them, and then moved down so that his lips might cover the nipple of her left breast. He gently suckled her, and her body responded with warm and wet anticipation between her legs, but her breath caught in her throat when she unmistakably felt the tips of his fangs against the plump flesh of her breast. He did not bite her but hovered there a minute as she held her breath.

He suckled her for a moment more, allowing her to breathe, and then looked up to her pleadingly, with his now golden eyes. She was still unused to seeing him this way, but although it caused her heart to pound, she was not really startled or afraid. It was as though she were allowing herself to discover this new side of him now, not as something to fear, but something interesting and new. After a moment’s hesitation, she gave him a quick little nod of her head. Let him do what he would; she was beyond worry over such things.

She lay her own head back on the pillow and could not resist but to move her hips against him and press her body to his, although it was only his smooth stomach that the downy hair between her legs rubbed against. He sucked upon and kissed her breast a moment more before piercing it with his bite.

Felicity felt as though the room was spinning and needed to open her eyes to prove it wasn’t so. The warmth and comfort of the venom was renewed within her, and his suckling upon her breast to draw her blood was an experience sensual and exquisite. He did not let it go on long, though. As he left the bite, she felt the peculiar mixed sensations of the cold air against her skin and the warmth of the venom pulsing beneath.

This time, when he brought his lips to hers for a kiss, it was with a hunger that was passionate and demanding, as she had never felt from him before. It was tinged with the slightly metallic taste of her blood. She kissed him and wrapped her arms around his lower back, silently begging him to consummate their love once more.

The venom still caused her to feel as though she was floating upon a heavenly plane when the thrust she had awaited tried to bring her to earth. She only felt connected to her body through the hollow ache inside of it that he now filled with his own.

She wrapped her arms and legs around him, trying to anchor herself to the reality of their bodies intertwined. Desperate to be ever closer to him, she held him as though they could meld into one being. He rocked and moved within her slowly but with ever-increasing speed and intensity until he began to gently press his teeth to the tender place between her shoulder and throat. They felt flat and even, the teeth of his human self. Again and again, he gave her little play bites alternated with kisses, until she could hardly stand to feel the barrier of skin between them.

In breathless whispers, she begged him, the barest voice that only he could hear. “Please, do it, Cain. Drink from me, more.” The last was more a demand than a plea, and it seemed to ignite his fervor. He began to build his movements to a degree that she had never experienced from him, strong, bold, and desperate, where he had always been so gentle and patient before.

It drove her wild. She craned her head aside in a needy attempt to force him to drink from her before orgasm bore her away. He waited only a moment, and then once more sank his fangs into her willing throat. With his first pull upon her vein, her body’s climax caused her to grip and crush herself to him with all her strength, though her muscles were surely nothing to his. He withdrew his fangs to let out a cry of his own pure pleasure. He held her firmly as she felt his body fill hers with the warmth and magic of his satisfaction, and yet again, she was borne away to ecstasy.

When he loosened his hold upon her and caused his body to leave hers, he let his lips return to her neck. Not to bite, but only to gently kiss and suck upon the wound already there. Her muscles slowly untensed, and she felt amazingly comforted by his tender attentions to her throat. Slight shivers and aftershocks of pleasure moved through her now and then from the venom within. Gentle sighs escaped her throat until finally, he forced himself to leave her wound and find her lips instead. She felt herself in such a dream-state that she found it hard at first to find the words she wanted to say. After a moment, she managed to tell him, in a whisper, “You don’t have to stop.”

He let out a low moan that ended in a little laugh. “Yes...I do.” He rolled onto his back, and she quickly moved to keep contact with his body. Even to be only pressed against his side was so much better than to be separate. “The venom, it has a decoagulating agent in it.”

As if that explained anything. She felt annoyed that he might expect her to actually think at a time like this. She had meant to tell him ‘The venom’s also got my head reeling at the moment. A deco- what?’, but all that seemed to come out was a mumbled... “Huh?”

He laughed and sat up next to her. “It keeps the blood flowing freely so that it won’t clot too soon. Not only have I taken just about as much as I should, but we have to make sure it stops bleeding. My licking and kissing you there only makes things worse.”

She could hardly keep her eyes open as she voiced her disappointment. “Mmmm, but it was so...nice.”

He laughed at her again as he softly caressed her cheek. “Yes, I think you’ve had quite enough.” He used his finger to stroke the bite once more and then brought it to his mouth to taste. She watched him, dim and fuzzy, beneath her drooping eyelids. He seemed to inspect the wound at her breast without actually touching it, and then drew the sheets up over her body to her shoulders.

She was half-asleep and hadn’t even felt him leave the bed until he returned with a tissue to gently dab her throat once more. She tried to smile at him as he leaned forward to place a kiss upon her forehead. The next she knew, the world was black.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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When next Felicity opened her eyes, it was to see Cain putting a paper bag down on the bar. He was dressed and wearing his leather jacket; he must have gone out. She hadn’t even heard him leave. His return had awoken her, not from the noise, but from the feelings that his proximity produced. It was a bit startling, yet oddly familiar to recognize that her body was acutely attuned to his now, just as it had been when she was marked the first time, but now it was so much more. The connection was so meaningful now, and emotional as well. She found it very reassuring. 

Cain’s closeness gave her warm shivers and tingles of anticipation upon her skin; it made her long for his touch. It was his venom within her. She belonged to him now. She was marked for all vampires to see...as his. He noticed her awake and spoke as he took off his jacket. “Oh, good, I was hoping you wouldn’t awaken ‘til I returned. I hadn’t anything to leave you a note.”

“Where’d you go?” Her voice sounded oddly thick and groggy to her ears. She cleared her throat and blinked her eyes to clear the haze of sleep, and tried to ignore the odd sensations that his nearness produced in her now.

Cain laid his jacket on the bar and smiled at her. “Well, I figured you might be hungry and I haven’t got anything here, so I thought I’d do some shopping.”

Felicity suddenly realized that she was rather hungry. She rolled onto her side to see him better, without having to sit up. “What’d you get?”

“Now, keep in mind I couldn’t go far; I didn’t want to leave you for long, and it’s nearly dawn. There’s not much open around here at this hour.” With that disclaimer, he began pulling items from the bag, naming them as he placed them on the bar. “Bag of pretzels, Chocolate chip cookies...”

“Ooh, Entenmann’s?” she asked.

“Are they any good?” he inquired.

“Are you kidding?” she asked in disbelief. “What else?”

“Milk and orange juice. I didn’t know which you’d want. That’s it. Oh, and a beef jerky.” He gave her an apologetic little shrug.

“Interesting assortment,” she said with a laugh.

“I hope it’ll do. The gas station doesn’t exactly have a large selection, besides orange juice and cookies. Isn’t that what they give out at the hospital when you donate blood?” She giggled, and he moved to sit next to her on the bed, gently moving the hair away from her face on the pillow. 

He very slowly touched his fingertips lightly to her cheek, trailing them gently downward. As when marked before, she was amazed at the electric sensations that his touch caused on her skin. He leaned forward and gave her a tender kiss, which after a moment turned into lots of little kisses with which he smothered her face and neck, making her squirm and giggle. Each one was made into a magic little thrill by the mark upon her. He ended it by nuzzling the side of her throat and giving it a last, very deliberate kiss over his bite there. He inspected the spot for a moment and then looked at her with almost bashful concern. “How are you feeling?”

Felicity smiled at him, instantly touched and amused. “Look at you, you’re all concerned and worried about me. You’re so cute!”

He stood from the bed. “Vampires are not cute.”  He moved behind the bar, crumpled up, and threw away the bag.

“Well, you are. Relax, I’m fine...see!” To try and prove her point, she sat up far too quickly and suffered a major head rush. “Whoa.” She slowly lay back down.

“Uh-huh, think I’ll bring the cookies to you. Milk or juice?”

“Milk, and I am fine. I just sat up too fast.” 

He poured her milk into a mug. “M-hmm.”

Doubt tried to creep into her mind. “Why? You don’t think I need a transfusion or something, do you?” 

Cain laughed and then looked a little insulted as he opened the cookie box. “Of course not. I stopped well above what should be your tolerable level of loss. You just need some rest.” 

He brought her the milk and open cookie box. She smiled and sat up a little as he handed her a cookie. “You’re going to serve me?”

“Always and forever if I could,” he said with a very serious and genuine look of love, as he sat on the bed.

She held her cookie and snuggled close to him as she nibbled it. “After last night, forever’s soundin’ pretty good. I wouldn’t mind a forever filled with nights like that.” She suddenly dropped the hand with the cookie back down to her lap to look at Cain in seriousness. “Except for the zombies. I don’t much care for zombies.”

Cain laughed. “No zombies, got it.” He gazed at her as she finished her cookie and took a swig of milk from her mug. He raised his hand to run his fingers through her hair and gave her a kiss on the cheek. She smiled, but then looked down at her lap in thought. “What is it?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Nothing.”

He dipped his head to find her eyes with his own. “What are you thinking about that’s taken the smile from your lovely face?”

“I was just remembering...that night at Tommy’s. Remember when Sindy called me a dog without a leash? She said I ought to have a license.”

Cain shook his head in disgust. “Why do you think of such things now?” 

“Well, I didn’t really get it then, of course, but she was talking about me not being marked, right?” Cain acceded with a slight nod of his head. “Like I was your pet or something. I never really thought about what that could mean...until now, but a vampire could do that, couldn’t they? Keep someone, like a pet. Someone to...play with, drink from.”

“You’re not my pet. I don’t think of you that way, and I’ll thank you not to use the term. It’s barbaric.”

“I’m sorry. I know you don’t do stuff like that, but others, vampires like Arif; they do, don’t they?” He nodded. “That, with him, it just seems creepy. But being with you all the time, that doesn’t sound bad at all. Call it whatever you want.”

He became very uncomfortable and moved away from her a bit on the bed. “Don’t talk like that. Is that what you want? To be shut up down here all the time, with nothing to look forward to but me?”

She smiled. “I’m sure you’d let me go out if I were good.”

“Stop it. It’s not funny. There are those, like Arif, who do that, you know. And it’s not always a voluntary thing.”

That caused her to shudder. “Sorry, but that’s not really what we’re talking about here. Why couldn’t I just stay with you? Not like a prisoner, but the way things are now. I think I could be very happy, spending all my nights with you.”

“There’s one major obstacle there. You’re not like me.”

“So? That’s okay. I can accept that now. In fact, right now, that’s seeming like a pretty good thing. I may not have enough in me to feed you all the time, but my body is making more even as we speak.” She smiled and spread her arms. “I’m a renewable resource.”

Cain rolled his eyes and groaned. “Felicity, the fact that I’m a vampire in itself is not entirely the problem, but think of what that means. You age, while I do not.”

“So...what, you don’t like old ladies?” she teased.

“Time is valuable for you when it means almost nothing to me. Unless you were to decide that a life like mine was what you really wanted... Well, unless that were so, then time spent with me, for you...is time wasted, time from your finite and ever-advancing life. To spend all your time with me, what kind of life is that? To not be accomplishing something, not to be actually doing anything of worth; to have no goals, no career, no family, no future; you deserve more than that.”

“I could be with you and still have that stuff, a job or whatever.”

“You have no idea how difficult it would be. You don’t want to spend your life trying to hide me from your friends and family, or to lie and make excuses for me during every daytime event you attend. You shouldn’t have to waste all of your energies on living a lie when you should be focused on your future in the real world.”

“All that stuff seems so important to you. I guess it should be important to me, too, but right now, all that I can say really matters to me is being happy. Being with you makes me happy. Doesn’t it make you happy, too?”

“Oh, luv, what a question. You cause my heart to soar like none other before you. I would very happily keep you with me until the end of my time on earth, but it would be at the price of giving up many of your human ties. I don’t know that it’s not more than you should be willing to pay. 

The life that I lead is certainly fulfilling and worthwhile in its own ways. At least I like to think so, even though it is very lonely much of the time. If you were to decide that, truly, in your heart, you want to share in that with me...Well, I don’t know that I could ever turn you away, but you are so young! Too young perhaps to know what you want from life. You need to live before you can die, or you will forever resent me for it.”

“But why can’t we just stay together the way that we are now? Things are good.”

He smiled sadly. “Good for me.”

“You don’t think they’re good for me, too? I love spending my time with you.”

“It all goes back to what I said before. It’s time wasted. I can keep you selfishly to myself for a small period of time, but I could never justify more than a little while. Your life is going by. You can’t be content just to let it.”

He turned to face her more fully on the bed and took her hands into his own. He raised them to his lips to kiss her fingertips, and then smiled as he gazed into her eyes as he spoke again. “Somewhere, out there in the world, is another man. A human man, and he’s just waiting to fall head over heels in love with you, much as I am now.”

“I’ll never love anyone the way that I love you,” she told him with a pouting voice.

He gave her a sad little smile. “I’d like to agree, but I have lived through love and heartache as you have not. I know it seems that nothing could be stronger than our love now. And I do hope that you will keep my love for you in a special place, always remembered in your heart, but you are a loving young lady, and your heart is big enough to love another as well as me. You’ll see.

Someday you’ll meet another, and his love for you will overshadow mine. I can’t say I look forward to the prospect, but I know it must be true, as he will be able to give you all of the things which I cannot. I could care for your every need, surely, but only he could take you for a walk in the sunlight. He can be a part of your life in the world, not I.

He will love you and protect you, treasure your precious heart, and make you happy in all the ways of which I can only dream. You’ll have a place in the world, a career, a happy marriage, and a family,” he said with a broad smile. “Children, lots of them; you’ll make a wonderful mother. You should have a real life.” He held back unshed tears and tried to smile as he continued.

“To stay with me might make you happy for a time. We could probably preserve restraint and safeguard your health through my tender drinks, albeit through great difficulty, but the years will pass and one day you’ll look back to see that you’ve nothing. You’ll have nothing in your life but me; nothing accomplished, nothing achieved, nothing to show for your time spent on earth...with death looming ever nearer. You’ll become bitter, vengeful, and you will either leave me, to be old and alone for the last of your days...or you will then beg me for the blood. Even if I were to give it to you, you’ll be older then. And I will love you still, but how resentful might you be, to be trapped for eternity in a body no longer in the blush of youth? You will hate me for not giving it to you sooner, but if I did give it to you now, how will you ever know of the life you’ll have missed?

No, to stay with me is the wrong decision for you to make in either case. No matter how badly I might long for you to make it. I try to tell myself that we could be happy together, always, but as you can see, upon closer inspection, all scenarios seem to fall apart. I can’t do that to you. I will leave because I love you. I won’t take your life away or make you waste it with me for my own selfish ends.

I’ve tried to be firm in the choice from the beginning, but loving you so does cause me to waver now and again, but when the time comes, I will leave you. I’m not yet sure when that will be, but it will come sooner than later. And you will have to let me go.”

He spoke gently and evenly, with a calm that she almost resented, but she knew that he was right. He was a good man trying desperately to do the right thing, though it break their hearts. Somehow, he remained composed, although she could feel the tears gently rolling down her cheeks.

She almost felt as though she wanted to beat upon his chest, to tell him that it was cruel and unfair, but anything she might say or do seemed only like a waste of their precious time. And so, she only crushed herself to him for an embrace and prayed that he would stay for as long as he could. After a time, he undressed and joined her under the covers. She held him tightly, as though afraid that he might leave her in the night, although she knew that was foolish. He held her as well, and eventually, they slept.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Felicity glanced at her watch and then snuggled closer to Cain to give him a kiss on the cheek. He cracked open an eye to look upon her and then closed it again. “Morning!” she happily cooed in his ear. He gave her a weary smile. “Still tired?”

“I’m usually just heading to bed right about now.”

“Oh yeah. Sorry.”

He opened his eyes again as he smiled at her remorse. “It’s alright. I wouldn’t let you leave without properly seeing you off.”

“I’m not leaving yet.”

“Aren’t you expected at work?”

“I was on from ten to four, but Mr. Penten said not to come in until twelve. Give them time to fix the windows, I guess. So that means I’ve got over two hours to kill before I have to get dressed.” She snuggled closer to him and let her hands wander beneath the sheets. 

He inched away from her a bit and laughed. “Aren’t you tired?”

“Uh-uh,” she replied with a smile, still seeking to fondle him under the covers.

He playfully pushed her hand away. “My dear girl, your appetites have become insatiable!”

“Aren’t yours?” she asked.

He chuckled at her. “No, and you should be very thankful that they are not. Otherwise, we might have quite an unfortunate situation on our hands.”

She smiled. “I didn’t mean that kind of appetite.”

“I haven’t the strength for either, and neither should you. We’ve hardly slept, and you haven’t even had a proper meal since...when? Early dinner yesterday?”

“More like lunch, dinner was just junk from the café.”

“See, you should get dressed and go to breakfast before work,” he admonished.

“And don’t forget, I also ate cookies,” she reminded him.

He laughed at her. “You have to rebuild your strength.” He gave her a kiss and whispered in her ear. “If you don’t prove yourself of a responsible nature, I shall be afraid to repeat that magical experience we shared last night. Please don’t take that away from me.”

She climbed atop him and leaned down for another kiss. “I’m responsible. I’m going to make love with you and still leave myself a whole hour to eat something before work.”

He shook his head with a grin. “Insatiable,” he muttered.

“Oh, please, you love it,” she insisted playfully.

He did his best to sound very weary and put out. “I suppose I might let you have your way with me...” she raised her eyebrows at him and smiled in amusement at his phrasing, “on one condition. This is serious, really.”

She made a great show of trying to look dead serious. “What is it?”

“You can’t ask for me to drink from you.” She smiled and was about to make a taunting remark when he stopped her. “No, really, I mean it. You have no idea the effect that has on me. In the heat of things, to have you begging for me to taste your blood...Well, I’m not infallible, you know. It’s too soon. I shouldn’t drink from you again, not now. So please, don’t ask it. Promise?”

She smirked as though enjoying holding even an imaginary bit of power over him. “Okay, I promise, but can I do anything else I want?”

That startled him a bit. “I suppose,” he replied with a smile. “What did you want to do?” She just grinned and disappeared beneath the covers.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Felicity had left Cain with only half an hour to get some breakfast, but he wasn’t complaining. He had teased her, though, in saying that she had better not return until nightfall, as he needed time to recuperate. ‘Even a man of his hale and hearty constitution needed some rest,’ he had told her.



She arrived at work to find gleaming new windows already in place, and the glass truck just leaving. Mr. Penten was just leaving as well. He told her again that he was glad for her safety and thanked her for her dedication and level-headedness the evening before. She felt like an idiot as she accepted his praise, remembering herself screaming and shoving the vial out in front of herself for safety.

Ashley was already inside, as well as Harold, working in the café. The shards of glass had all been swept away, and everything looked clean and perfect again. She still couldn’t help but picture filthy walking corpses behind the counter, though.

Ashley had rushed over to her, gushing with tales of Ben’s supposed bravery. Ben had done a great deal to keep things under control, ‘rescuing’ Felicity and Alyson more than once, but to hear Ashley tell it, he’d fought off an entire gang of thugs, almost single-handedly. “I knew that girl was trouble,” she’d told Felicity with a disapproving shake of her head. “Did you see how short her dress was? Even I have more couth than to wear something like that.”

About an hour before the end of Felicity’s shift, Ashley was off for the day. She stopped at the counter on her way out. “I’m outta here. When are you done?”

“I’m off at four.”

“Cool. I have a manicure, and then I’ll come back and pick you up to go check out Clarissa’s.”

? Oh yeah, the costume shop. “Oh, I don’t think so.”

“Come on. Even if you don’t go to the dance, you’re going to have to wear something on Halloween, right?” Felicity shrugged; she didn’t quite follow that logic. She liked to dress up for Halloween, but without a party to go to, what would be the point? “Besides,” Ashley continued, “I need someone to be there when I try on my costume, to make sure that it’s perfect. Ben doesn’t wanna come.” Felicity just shrugged again. “I’ll be back.”

Sure enough, an hour later, Ashley was out front, ready to drag her to the costume shop. Felicity glanced at her own car and then back at Ashley’s. It wouldn’t be dark out for almost two hours yet, and it wasn’t like she had anything better to do. She got in.

It was a bit longer of a drive than she had anticipated, but eventually, they arrived. It was also bigger than she’d expected. Felicity looked at the racks of clothes in wonder as they entered. “Wow, this place has a lot of stuff.”

“Best costume shop in the county. Probably also the only costume shop in the county, but still...we’re lucky they’re so close.”

“Yeah, only an hour away,” Felicity said in sarcasm.

Ashley affected not to notice. “I think they mostly rent costumes for like, playhouses and stuff, but come Halloween, they get pretty cleared out. I ordered my costumes months ago.”

Felicity looked at the abundance of clothes in amused amazement and then stopped to look questioningly at Ashley. “Wait a minute. You ordered both for you and Ben, right? How could you have ordered them so far ahead of time? You and Ben weren’t even dating then.”

“Oh, I know. I just ordered the uniform in a size to fit the kind of guys I always go with. I do prefer a certain build, you know, tall and trim, broad shoulders. Ben’s perfect, it’ll fit.” Felicity still had trouble believing half of the things that came out of this girl’s mouth in genuine seriousness.
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