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Top Pick Vampire Series - Night Owl Reviews 

Top 20 Author of 2018 - Amy’s Bookshelf Reviews

Best Vampire Series 1st place Winner by Public Reader Vote

in The Paranormal Romance Guild 2012 & 2015 Reviewer’s Choice Awards

“It’s extremely rare to find an author who can write engaging plotlines, captivating settings, and powerful, life-like characters that live deep in a reader’s heart long after the story is over. Melanie Nowak possesses this unique gift. This thrilling novel depicts intriguing external and internal conflicts, while the engaging plot flows smoothly through many unexpected turns and twists! Descendant of Darkness is another brilliant addition to the Almost Human world!” 

- Gigi Lupo, www.ParanormalRomanceGuild.com

“This series has continued to be consistently excellent and I have to say I am seriously impressed that the level has remained so outstanding with each book. If you aren’t reading this series, you should be!”

– Melanie Newton, www.NerdGirlOfficial.com 

“This book is filled with emotions that run deep and brings the characters into new challenges. The ever-continuing series of vampires and "almost-humans" continues to expand and add more excitement on this journey that is certainly addictive! Nowak writes an intriguing tale of darkness, well written, deeply vampiric and paranormal, with twists of humanity and challenges.”

- Amy C. Shannon, Amy’s Bookshelf Reviews 

“These characters are fascinating, their interaction flows easily. Reading about their conflicts, lost love, tragedy and quest for happiness made me feel pity, love and sadness. When an author can awake those feelings in a reader then the desired effect has been accomplished. Nowak's writing just flows, her stories are easy to read, and her writing style is fantastic!”

- www.ReadingDiva.com

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously, and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living, dead or undead, is entirely coincidental.
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*ALMOST HUMAN - The First Series was originally published as a trilogy of novels, now broken into novellas as an alternate format. The story is told in a serial succession - not stand-alone books. Each novella is meant to be read in order, as the story unfolds chronologically. Each series will be contained enough to be read on its own, with a certain amount of main storyline closure with the last novella, but there will also be some story-ties leading from one series into the next.
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If you enjoy this book, please take a moment to leave a review online, on your favorite book review website! Questions and comments can be directed to: WoodWitchDame@aol.com
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​Determining Desires

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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​Dearest Felicity,

I dreamt of you again yesterday, as I so often do. It was nothing that another would find very heartwarming or even interesting. I simply lay with you in the bed, and we talked for hours. I could feel the warmth of your body near mine, and I could smell your sweet, subtle perfume. I heard and treasured the soft tones of earnest understanding in your voice. It was not a dream I could well describe to others, having no action or particular focus. It was only me, being with you. I have this dream often. It’s my favorite.

I envy Alyson more than she’ll ever know. Not for her position or the amazing gifts she has uncovered over these passing years; I envy her, for her ability to share her visions and dreams with you. I know that she does still have contact with you now and then, although she never speaks of it to me. To have that telepathic link, with you, is the only psychic skill I have ever truly coveted or desired in the least. I so miss the conversations we used to share.

I miss the nights, after passion was spent, that we just lay in bed together talking. You have the most beautiful mind I have ever known. I love the way you approach a concept with such open acceptance and yet have the keen intelligence to discern the truth at its core. I adore the way you discuss ideas with such fervor, and have newly introduced me, with fresh perspective, to books that I thought I knew. I miss your patient explanations of modern methods, and my sharing of experienced insight over movies we had each seen separately, and yet only truly dissected and discovered in conversation together. I miss...everything about you. I miss you.

If only I had Alyson’s ability, that we might truly connect within our dreams and speak within our minds. Even if I were to never physically see or hold you again, to speak with you each day would comfort. But alas, my only talent is to help those around me fulfill their dreams; my only supernatural ability ever discovered, the means by which I should take the lives of others; a gift I would gladly return for a life with you.

And so, I write. I pour out my heart through the ink of a pen, although I know full well that the hundreds of pages I have filled are letters that will never be sent. I know that you will never read these words, but I must write them. It is as though, even if only ink on paper, this silent communication is a driving desperate need. For if I do not express the feelings that ravage my soul, they may fade away. I am afraid that the heart you awakened will wither and die, and then I will have truly lost you. 

As long as I know that you live and breathe, as long as I can envision your hopeful smile and know that somewhere your eyes shine with love for life and the world around you, I will take comfort in knowing that I did the right thing in letting you go. It is likely that your heart is now consumed with love for another, but I accept that painful knowledge as the price for your happiness and pay it gladly for you. I will continue to write these letters, which are useless as my unbeating heart, and then lock them away, to be hidden from the world, and my longing for you with them. They do console me, simple romantic that I am, as though speaking to paper eases my yearning for a time.

I am needed by the others. They look to me for strength and guidance. Alyson and Mattie are strong and well-meaning, but they are still so young and have been thrust into more responsibility than they even yet know. Others wander in and out of my life as well, needing assistance and direction. I help them as I can and send them back out into the world. I need to be capable and steady for them all. I cannot afford to spend my nights indulging in depression. So, I fool myself into believing that these letters do assuage me. Perhaps someday you will actually read them, with softly blushing smiles; but to believe that once again paints me as a naive, romantic fool.

Until a night when the prayers of this simple fool are answered, and ever after, I am eternally yours,

Cain
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​​​Chapter 1 - Home of the bloodthirsty
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Elric
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Entering the private community Kana Susamış Için Ev

Montauk, Long Island, New York 

An evening in early spring

––––––––
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Love, true and undying, had always been regarded as unattainable in Elric’s eyes, for who could love death incarnate? That was what a vampire was; an animated corpse designed to bring death to others...not exactly romance material. If that wasn’t enough, who could love the first lieutenant of a man some considered Satan himself? Yet, love had found him, insidiously disruptive as it was. Over the passing decades, love had wound its way into his heart, softening tissue that had once seemed stone, changing his hardened, jaded view of the world.

Elric was a large and imposing black man. His size and muscular stature painted him as intimidating to others, but he was also trusted and respected in his position, as second in command to the coven master, Arif. In most things, he was free to do as he pleased, as he had always acted in the best interest of his coven and its master, as far as anyone else knew anyway. This was useful for him when he found himself forced to enter the political/social arena of the coven. He usually remained aloof from the convoluted relationships, deals, and manipulations of the others, but when he felt the need to act, he could do so with near impunity.

This made the current building tension all the more frustrating for him. This time, it seemed his choices were few, and all unsavory; his power and respect useless. He was being pressured by the coven towards an act that he had been dreading these past years. This was nothing so grand as assisting in plans for the evolution of a master vampire race, the domination of humankind, the invasion, and destruction of other covens, or even the lesser distasteful things he had somehow become a part of. This current pressure was of a far more personal and simple sort, yet it was more painful than any other horrid act he had committed, because of love.

Life in the coven was about rules. There were rules and routines to be followed for just about everything. Live within the system, and you could have anything your heart desired: wealth, comfort, and even freedom to an extent. Elric very much enjoyed his existence in the coven because of the comforts it brought him; of those, the most dear to his surprisingly softening heart, was the most intelligent, experienced, lovely, and lively woman of his harem, Latisha. Yet according to the ever-important rules, his time with her would soon be drawing to an end; it was time for her to leave him.

Although the end of her service to him steadily drew nearer, he had still not found a way to subvert this seemingly inevitable outcome. One way or another, he was going to lose her. It would be the last straw in a very large collection of indignities he had been quietly enduring under the rule of Coven Master Arif.

“Slow,” he told the driver in the seat in front of him, as they passed through the gates and entered the coven’s home compound, known to its inhabitants as Kana Susamiş Için Ev. Its name loosely translated as Home of the Bloodthirsty. Elric had resided comfortably in this private community for decades. He had orders to drive slowly upon approach, giving Arif time to recognize his mark and prepare for their meeting.

At the very tip of Long Island in New York, on the beautiful beaches of Montauk, east of The Hamptons, they were comfortably surrounded by almost 4000 acres of state-protected pine barrens. Their only true neighbors were Montauk Point State Park and the Deep Hollow Ranch. The coven’s estate, Kana Susamiş Icin Ev, saw nothing but forest and beach. Little more than two hours from Manhattan, and merely fifteen minutes from the beach bars, upscale clubs, and summertime parties and events of the Hamptons, the coven’s estate was nestled in private luxury.

The land had been passed down to Arif as a gift from his sire, who had purchased the property back in the late 1600s. At that time, Long Island had been considered true wilderness, inhabited only by a few farmers and fishermen, and the new cattle ranch that had just begun operation nearby. Back then, it had seemed the perfect private retreat. The city was close enough to be visited nightly, but secret forays to the cattle ranch provided access to blood at home as well. 

Little did the vampires suspect that their quiet retreat would eventually become known as The Hamptons, a summer destination coveted by celebrities and millionaires; a playground of the rich and famous. Still, the location only proved itself to be more perfect with every passing year, as vampires learned to live and play safely and secretly among humans, rather than having to hide from them. Much of the forest wilderness on the eastern end of Long Island had been cleared and converted into upscale residential areas, mansion estates, and vineyards, but the buffer of state-protected land still left around them was privacy enough.

Elric rolled up the darkly tinted window of the Hummer, to muffle the noise as the secluded road took them out of the woods to drive by the kennels. The dogs out in their runs barked furiously at the car’s slow passing, and soon their sounds were mingled with the far more chilling and sinister sounds of baying and whining from the inner kennels, and those animals not quite dog anymore.

“What is that? Coyotes?” The frightened voice of the abducted cleaning woman in the backseat still had a tone of confidence through her thick Spanish accent. “They don’t sound right. Where are we?” Elric recognized her strength of spirit struggling to overcome her fear. 

Elric closed his eyes, refusing to flinch at the sound of the hard smack she was given behind him. “I thought I told you to shut up,” Anthony reminded her threateningly. Elric slowly turned to see the other vampire smiling, reveling in his position of power. The woman watched him warily, peering from beneath the ebony curls of her mussed hair. She did not have nearly as much fright in her large, dark eyes as Anthony would have liked to see, despite the bright red mark that showed clearly on her cheek. Judging by the vigorous and unrelenting fight she had put up earlier, she was no stranger to loud and violent men, and she was not yet privy to the fact that her captors were not truly human. 

Forbidden to show his true nature as of yet, the vampire still tried to elicit a stronger response. He paused, cocking an ear towards the shrill sounds of howling in the night. “Maybe we should pull over and feed you to them,” Anthony mused tauntingly.

Rather than shrink back, the woman sat up straighter, insulted by his attempt to scare her. Before anyone could realize what she would do, she spit directly into Anthony’s face. Elric smiled and spoke, even as the enraged vampire drew himself up before her with a fist poised to strike. “Don’t touch her again.”

Anthony spun to face him through the space in between the seats, his fury barely contained. “That bitch isn’t gonna disrespect me like that and get away with it! I’ll drain her first.”

Elric remained calm and in command, staring the vampire down. Anthony was a member of the lesser guard. Elric had seniority, and no matter how Anthony might complain to the master later, right now, Elric was in charge. “You will not lay another hand upon her. If you had done your job properly, she would not even be here. You did not, and that was your disrespect to her.”

Anthony grimaced. “She shouldn’t have been there. The house was supposed to be empty.”

“Well, it wasn’t,” Elric answered shortly. Anthony would have seen that if he’d done a proper check beforehand. She could have been ushered out with minimal disruption before their business partners had even arrived. Instead, she was there for the entire transaction and that was unacceptable. There was no telling what incriminating things she may have seen or heard. If Elric had found her, he probably would have drained her to unconsciousness and left her there, claiming she was dead; he didn’t feel she was much of a threat to their security. However, Anthony had discovered her, and that meant Elric had to set an example as mission leader and play strictly by the rules; no living witness left behind. 

If Anthony had killed her when she had been discovered, it would have been within his rights, but the idiot had liked her look and had wanted to bring her back with them instead. Elric ran a hand over his smooth, bald, head in an attempt to keep his temper, and reminded Anthony of his place. “Coven rules state that she is now property of the master, until such time as he initiates her and puts her up for trade. I can’t very well let you mar the master’s property, now can I? Such a beautiful woman should not be brought before him with a bruise upon her face, it would be an insult.”

“I’m no one’s property. I need to go home. I wouldn’t say anything, I swear. You don’t want to deal with people searching for me. Please just let me go.” She spoke with quiet insistence to Elric, recognizing his reason and authority. Her vicious kicks, piercing screams and struggle earlier were now traded for quiet pleading, as she tried not to give up hope. Elric suppressed a sigh. Why hadn’t Anthony just done his damn job? 

Elric stared at her imposingly for a moment before answering and watched her shrink further back into the seat, as she had been unwilling to do when dealing with Anthony. She was used to fighting against men like Anthony, but Elric had a quiet strength that was disconcerting to her. “Do not think to tell me what I can deal with. It would be much easier for me to kill you than to try to explain your presence here to my superior. I let you live. I will treat you with the amount of dignity that you show me in return but do not ask for what I cannot give. Release is not an option at the moment.” 

If he had been alone, he probably would have released her, despite the rules. He could surely convince her never to utter a word of what she had seen. That was too strong a rebellion against protocol though. He could not afford to stray with the eyes of others upon him. He needed to save his rebellion for more important matters. “What’s your name?” he asked quietly.

She eyed him thoughtfully before answering, “Marguerite.” 

The name issued from her lips like a dark exotic whisper. He nodded in approval with a smile, ignoring Anthony, who now sat glowering in the corner. A beautiful name, well suited to her heart-shaped face, full pouting lips, and dark eyes. “You may call me Elric. Make no mistake, your situation is dire, but I will do what I can to ease things for you. Fate has dealt you an unfortunate hand. You must leave your life behind, and learn to thrive within these new circumstances. I know you would not have it this way, but the alternative is death. This is your new home. It does not have to be permanent, but it is your current reality. Accept that quietly, and wait until you are given your choices.”

She seemed to brighten slightly when she heard that she would be given choices. She clung to that hope and gave a small nod of acceptance for now. All of her frenzied kicking and screaming earlier had earned her nothing, perhaps silence would help her to fare better.

Elric glanced out the window. They had already passed through the small apartment complex and were now making their way past the sports complex. On their right, two sets of women played on the lighted tennis courts, the popping regular bounce of their ball a sound sharp and echoing, catching Marguerite’s surprised attention, even through the car window. On the left side of the road, the swimming pools were silent and empty, although wisps of steam rose from the heated water in the crisp night air of early spring.

Elric lowered his window again, the noise from the dogs drifting away behind them as the animals settled down, to be replaced by slight strains of music. They were approaching the performance studio. Latisha would be there, teaching her dance class. Yes, he could feel her. She was visible at the front of the room through the large wall of windows. 

He leaned across the seat to see her better through the right passenger-side window, as she led a group of women through a stretching exercise before beginning their routine. Dark and lovely as a Nubian princess, she wore her finely braided hair twisted into a ballerina’s bun at the back of her head. She looked long and lean in her turquoise leotard and leggings, which stretched tightly over her firm thighs and the curving swell of her breasts. The widely scooped neckline revealed much of her smooth shoulders and her long elegant neck. She would be turning fifty next month, and still, she was the most captivating woman he had ever seen. 

Others had a beauty that tried to approach hers, but she had a twinkle in her eye that told of intelligence and humor that he found entrancing. She handled those around her as though every event in her life was perfectly orchestrated to suit her needs, and yet she was unspoiled and kind of heart. She coordinated his harem as she choreographed dance, with swift easy precision that never missed a beat. What would he ever do without her?

Latisha paused in the dance movement she had been demonstrating, and slyly turned her head to the window, soon frozen in a tableau of poise. She felt him. She knew that he was home. A smile stole upon her face, and then she finished the movement, directing her class without comment. Soon, my love, he thought. First, there was business to attend to. 

Marguerite had also noticed the dancers through the window and watched them with a furrowed brow. Surely, the compound was not what she had expected. Next on that side of the road, they passed the dining hall. This building also was filled with windows, so that all activity within might be viewed by those without. The large building was filled with tables, inhabited by many people laughing, talking, and enjoying their meals. A keen observer might notice a certain similarity to these people, although most wouldn’t catch it at first glance. The majority of the diners were female, although there were a few males scattered throughout the room as well. They were also, without fail, fairly young and attractive, every one of them.

Elric recognized the psychic marks of three of his charges within, taking a meal together. Three more marked as his own were across the road, in the recreation hall, most likely playing pool. 

Lastly, they came to what was known as the common house. It stood centered directly before them so that the road must split to continue around it. It was a small building comprised of a few conference rooms, arranged around the center of its activity, a bar and a large sitting area called the common room. It was used as a meeting place for various purposes. 

Vampires only really came to the common house for one of three reasons, based on what color flag was flying on the pole out front. The solid green flag of trade was not raised tonight; there was no bidding to be done this evening. The black flag promoting the discipline of a fellow vampire was very rarely ever flown. Unfortunately, the more sinister red flag of human punishment was raised tonight, and fluttering in the slight breeze. Anthony’s expression visibly brightened as he observed the flag. Elric was not as pleased. “Byron, stop the car.”

Byron did as he was asked, observing both the flag and Elric with a weary expression from the driver’s seat. After the car was in park, he turned to watch Elric exit the vehicle. “Should I meet you around the other side, or just go ahead?”

Elric eyed Marguerite in the back seat for a moment before answering. “You can pull around and go ahead into the driveway to wait. Keep her in the car.” Elric glanced at Anthony, who was obviously eager to accompany him into the building. Marguerite was better off left alone with Byron anyway. After stopping in the common room, Elric and Anthony could continue through, out the exit on the other side to walk across to the car at their final destination, Susuzluktan Saray.

Anthony paused to mutter some hostile threat to the girl about staying in the vehicle, but Elric knew it was unnecessary. Byron would keep the doors locked, and could certainly be trusted to handle the girl with firm but civil control.

The common house was fairly empty this evening. Humans who might normally lounge and chat in the armchairs and sofas had no desire to inhabit the building while the red flag was raised. Two cadet vampires sat at the bar in the corner, speaking softly about something private, although they both nodded a respectful greeting when Elric entered. 

He and Anthony crossed immediately to the cadet stationed at the small table in the corner, near the door leading to the basement below. He was a fairly new vampire, turned within the decade; a young, non-descript man who looked to have been in his twenties when turned. He dropped his magazine and straightened to attention as Elric and Anthony approached. Elric glanced at the book on the table before him, although it was upside down to his view. “Who’s in the cellar?”

The vampire turned the book so that Elric might read it. “One of Cat’s guys, sir. His name’s Craig.” The man shared a disappointed scowl with Anthony at the disclosure. Surely, they both would have rather seen a female below.

Elric read the short entry in the book and the list of three names and times below it. “What for?” he asked with a furrowed brow. Normally there was at least a short summary of explanation. Beneath the man’s name in the book was only the hastily scrawled word ‘disrespect’. 

The cadet shrugged and looked again at the book. “I guess he was disrespectful. The master approved it,” he said, pointing to Arif’s signature in the top corner of the page.

Elric tilted his head and fixed the man in his gaze. There was always a story behind a night in the reform cellar, and very rarely was it unknown amongst the coven. The humans were terrible gossips, knowing everything that went on, and their vampires would surely have any interesting information about other harems out of them so that they could then gossip among the other vampires. Elric found the whole rumor chain childish and tiring. He usually had no desire to delve into the business of others, but knowing Cat, he wasn’t above wanting to know the details here. The reform cellar was not a punishment to be used lightly.

The cadet glanced around and then lowered his voice with a smile. “Well, we all know Cat’s a freak. No one’s got the exact details, but word is she tried to force him to do something fucked up and kinky, and he refused.”

Anthony scoffed with an incredulous laugh. “What could she possibly want him to do that would be worse than the cellar?”

Elric didn’t laugh. He’d seen and endured more than these younglings. He’d been through the Nazi camps and seen prisoners forced into circumstances others couldn’t dream of. He could understand a human man valuing his pride enough to choose a night of torture above whatever bizarre sexual request yronmay have made. He glanced at the book again. There had been three visitors so far; none that he knew to be terribly vindictive. Perhaps Craig had made the better choice for himself. “I assume you made a proper inspection after each visit.”

The cadet dropped his smile and nodded quickly. He didn’t want to be written up. Elric had his doubts about the sincerity of his answer. The boy saw this too. “Alright, I didn’t, but Bill was the last one down there, and said the guy’s fine, conscious even. Bill would’ve been easy on him, and I’m sure he would’ve told me when he got down there if there was a problem.”

Elric shook his head in disapproval. A human in the reform cellar was to be checked on after each visit, to be sure they were left in suitable condition. Noting which vampires had visited, Elric understood why the cadet in charge would have assumed that the prisoner was resilient enough for whatever those vampires would do within the rules; but the man really should have been checked on. Hopefully, he was in decent condition. No vampire wanted to be held responsible for the unapproved death of someone else’s charge. 

Elric weighed the trouble of reporting the young vampire, against the time and effort it would take on his part. “Lorelei hasn’t been in?” he asked.

The boy widened his eyes. “No! I would have gone down after if she had. It’s only been those in the book.”

Elric nodded. “Alright, but you’re in no position to ignore the rules, cadet. I expect things to be in order under your supervision. I’m going down. Don’t make me check up on you again.”

The cadet nodded quickly. “Should I...” he gestured towards the book. 

Elric opened the door to the stairs, with Anthony close behind. He shook his head at the book. “I’m just checking on him. You don’t need to log it unless you want to explain why I was doing your inspection.”

The cadet quickly closed the book. “No. Thank you, sir.”

Anthony put a hand on his shoulder to stop him, as Elric began his descent. “You’re not putting us in the book? There’s only two glasses left.”

Elric looked up over his shoulder. “We’re not here to drink. Come back and do it on your own time.”  

Anthony was obviously annoyed. “But they’ll be gone.”

“That’s not my problem,” Elric mumbled as he resumed going down the stairs. As he reached the bottom, he was in a small landing entryway. Contrary to the vision that the title ‘reform cellar’ evoked, the space was actually a nicely finished basement. It was not particularly elegant, but it was a decently warm and inviting area, despite its purpose. 

In the entryway, before the door to the larger room, they encountered a table, which did indeed have only two empty wine glasses left on it, next to a small but wickedly sharp knife. 

Those who were brought to the reform cellar for punishment already belonged to a vampire within the coven. This meant that they bore the mark of that vampire, and could not be bitten by another. Visiting vampires could say or do just about anything to a human here, as long as it was not life-threatening or permanently disfiguring. However, if they wanted to drink, they would need to cut the victim, rather than bite them. 

Five glasses were placed on the table at the start of confinement. A visiting vampire was only allowed one glass during the course of the evening, and to refill the glass was forbidden. This prevented the victim from losing more blood than they could withstand. Once the glasses were all taken, the victim’s blood was off-limits for the remainder of the night.

Vampires who did not care to bother with another’s human for entertainment still coveted those glasses of blood. Each had their own stable of humans to drink from, but there was never enough blood to satisfy. It must be rationed carefully to maintain human health, and animal blood made up the difference. How much animal blood you needed depended on your rank. Higher rank gave you more humans. New cadets especially were eager for an extra glass of fresh human blood when they could get it. Elric was happy to leave it to them.

Elric only paused for a moment before entering the prisoner’s quarters, with Anthony close behind. The man lay naked on a mattress on the floor at the far end of the room. The manacles and chains that were fastened to his wrists and ankles looked strangely out of place in the comfortable room, secured with large bolted plates to the oak-paneled wall behind him. The room looked as though it could be a cheerful game room or den, if not for its occupant and his restraints. The other strap tables and implements of torture remained concealed in their various closets. Craig was having a lucky night.

The man looked up wearily at their approach. He looked understandably apprehensive when seeing Elric’s large and imposing form, followed by Anthony who was a smaller man, but surely wore a gleefully insidious expression.

Craig sat up, trying unsuccessfully to appear to have a shred of dignity left to him. The scent of fear joined the smell of sweat that hung in the windowless room. Elric stopped before him, and just stood there, surveying his injuries.

It was now apparent why the man didn’t bother to try to stand. He had horrible bruises on his left ankle under the manacle. The skin there was dark with the purples and greens consistent with an older injury though, by a night or two at least, not from his confinement this evening. Most likely Cat had done it to hobble him, as punishment for going somewhere without permission. It wasn’t broken, but it would slow him down.

The ankle was the least of Craig’s current worries. He was trying to look at his visitors to gauge their intent, but could barely see them. His right eye was completely swollen shut, and his left was bloodshot beyond allowing clear vision. He had various cuts and bruises over his body, but a few good punches to the face seemed to have been the worst of it. His wrists were crisscrossed with fresh slices from the knife, but they weren’t too deep. The cuts were already crusting over and weren’t bleeding any longer.

The three vampires who had visited earlier had apparently knocked him around a bit as retaliation for disobedience, and they had certainly taken their full glass of blood each, but they didn’t seem to have done anything more reprehensible than that. He had a few bruises on the front of his upper thighs that were probably from nastily placed kicks, but women usually fared far worse. 

In over a century with the coven, Elric had never had occasion to confine one of his charges to the cellar for an evening, but then, he treated his humans better than most. Some vampires thought him too lenient, but Elric was really quite firm at home. The difference was that he understood the give and take of a long-term, functioning household, and saw his relationship with the humans in his care as a symbiotic one, rather than that of master and slave. He cared for them and allowed them to live as they pleased, within the larger rules of the community, and they were happy to supply him with not only blood but also to maintain personal relationships with him, of varying degrees. He had realistic but strict expectations of his charges, and if those expectations were not met, they knew the consequences. When disagreements occurred, he dealt with them swiftly at home. To him, the reform cellar was a last resort for a human completely out of control. 

Elric turned to Anthony, who was standing with arms crossed, looking very annoyed over wasting his time down here without being allowed to drink. “Go up and get me a bottle of water from the bar,” Elric told him.

Anthony gave him a look of disturbed questioning but then turned to obey the request. As soon as he was on the stairs, Elric crouched by the injured man. Craig watched him warily but did not speak.

“You’ll be alright. There’s only a few hours left,” Elric whispered. He then shifted to expose his fangs. Craig flinched back from the vampire, startled, but Elric ignored him and punctured his own finger instead. Once bloodied, he brought his finger up before Craig’s face. “Lean back,” he ordered, with a quick glance over his shoulder. They were still alone. Craig did so, and Elric let a few drops of blood drip into the man’s eyes. He stroked his finger over the worst of Craig’s wounded brow, and then stood and backed away. Elric put the punctured finger to his own lips, cleaning the rest of the blood away as Anthony stomped back down the stairs. 

Anthony tried to shove the water bottle at him, but Elric gestured to the man on the mattress in front of them instead. “It’s not for me. Give it to him.” Elric turned away without meeting the man’s eyes again. The swelling should go down within the next half hour or so, but the redness had immediately cleared from Craig’s un-swollen eye so that he could see clearly again. The vampire blood would accelerate his healing, but not enough for Anthony to notice the difference. As Elric went through the doorway to the stairs, he heard Anthony begin to question the man about his reason for punishment, in a harsh and taunting tone. Elric paused without turning back. “Let’s go, the master is waiting.” 

After assuring the cadet in charge that Craig was in decent shape, Elric left the building out the back double doors. He saw that the Hummer was waiting for them in the circular driveway of Susuzluktan Saray across the road. Anthony began to cross to the car, but Elric instead focused his attention off to the left, towards that side of the development of prestigious homes belonging to the Senior Guard. As head of the guard, Elric’s home was the finest and was situated right next to Arif’s mansion here at the head of the community.

The community of Kana Susamiş Için Ev was arranged in a long rectangular shape, the far end of which was the sandy beach coast. At the end of the community, in the center of the beachfront, stood the mansion of the Coven Master. Arif called it Susuzluktan Saray, “The Palace of Thirst”. The large and impressive homes of the Senior Guard were ranged around the mansion on either side, with Elric’s to the left. Elric observed the marks within his own home. The last two charges of his harem were there, making all of his humans accounted for. The mark of the young vampire cadet assigned to him was clearly visible in the front room of the house. Everything was as it should be.

Anthony reached the Hummer before him but leaned against it rather than opening a door. He was waiting for Elric’s consent. He nodded once he was near enough, and Anthony rapped a knuckle on the window for Byron to open the locks. Anthony opened the back door and reached a hand in to help Marguerite from the car. The vampire was commendably civil with her as she climbed down. Once on the driveway, Anthony kept a firm hold on her arm as he slammed the door closed behind her, making her jump.

Although she had surely been observing the house while waiting for them, her eyes were still wide as she took in the full glory of Susuzluktan Saray. The mansion was crafted to show as much splendor as could be accomplished upon a still fairly modern-looking house. Its many turrets and towers topped by decorative finials gave the sprawling mansion the look of a castle, with the beautiful fountain centered within the circular driveway, completing the effect.

Elric felt the mental acknowledgment of their master and spoke to Byron, who was retrieving a large briefcase from the front seat as he exited the car. “We can go right up. He’s waiting for us.”

Anthony gave a rough pull on Marguerite’s arm as they began walking towards the entrance. Elric gave him a commanding look to stop when they reached the porch and then turned to address their guest. Marguerite lowered her eyes under his scrutiny as he spoke. “I will only say this once. You are to behave yourself in a completely submissive and obedient manner. You will not speak unless spoken to, and you will obey directives without question at all times. 

You are far from home, and far from help. Should you attempt to leave us, the dogs will find you, and I can assure you that the other creatures you heard are quite capable of making a meal of you, as Anthony suggested earlier. I’m sorry to have to voice such threats, but I speak only the truth. This does not have to be a terrible situation for you, as it seems, but you must act within the rules here. Marguerite...” 

She met his eyes timidly at his pause after her name. He allowed her to glimpse a brief flash of his vampiric eyes. It made her breath catch sharply in her throat. Good. He had her full attention. He continued with a lowered voice. “There are creatures of the night far worse than you have imagined, and there are fates far worse than death. I like you, but I would sooner kill you in mercy than leave you to punishment at their hands. Be a good girl and do as you’re told. Are we clear?” 

Her eyes were wide as she nodded silently. Elric smiled at her indulgently and gently took her free arm to lead her inside, ignoring the fact that Anthony insisted on keeping hold of her other arm, almost tight enough to leave a bruise.

Marguerite observed with silent awe as they checked in with the door attendant and entered the house. They followed Byron, leading her through the opulent entryway, down hallways adorned with alcove shelves containing sculptures and displaying pieces of artwork to the point of garish excess, and up the grand staircase to the master’s office. One of the lesser guardsmen stood outside the room and watched them with interest as he noticed their prisoner. “The master awaits you,” he said.

Elric guided Marguerite to a plush chair in the hall outside of the room. Anthony pushed her down into the chair as Elric released her and turned to the guard. “I will call for you to bring her shortly.” 

As they entered the office, Elric gave a nod of respectful greeting to the master, Arif, who sat at the far end of the room behind his large mahogany desk, the handsome Turk looking polished and composed as always. 

Elric was surprised to see that Kieran sat in a chair to the master’s right, looking through a stack of papers on the edge of the desk. Kieran gave him a warm smile before returning to his work. 

Arif gestured for the men to take their seats before the desk. As senior guardsmen, Elric and Byron took the large leather seats directly before them, forcing Anthony to pull over a smaller chair from against the wall. “I trust all went as planned,” Arif said, once they were settled. 

In answer, Byron lifted the briefcase to the desk and opened it, revealing a very large amount of cash, their payment from the transaction. Arif barely glanced at the money. He was looking at Anthony, who squirmed uncomfortably. Byron gave the master the figures and prospective earnings for the future, ticking off numbers, and territories for their venture. Arif turned to him and cut him off. “So, it went well and they want more,” he said, cutting to the chase.

“Yes sir. They sold it all much quicker than they thought. You should see the amount of marks in the neighborhood. Ritzy restaurants full of businessmen and socialites, and they all wear the mark of our coven like common charges. The place looks like Kana Susamiş Için Ev for God’s sake. They want it undiluted though. These customers aren’t like the druggies we sell to in the city. They think injection is distasteful. They like to slip it into their drinks.”

Arif smiled. “That’s fine. We’ll simply charge them more.”

Byron nodded. “They don’t care, they can move it. They said they’d already sold out last week. They’re calling it ‘U’, short for ‘Euphoria’.”

“Fine. That’s just fine. We’ve plenty of venom to go around. I’ll come spit in their drinks personally if they’d like!” he said, laughing at his fine joke. Elric and the others smiled obligingly as Kieran re-counted the money in the case. “I’ll be interested to take a trip out next weekend and try out the control. It will be less without direct injection, but it should still be sufficient.” Arif nodded to himself as he thought things over, and then suddenly turned his attention to Anthony once more. “So, Anthony, tell me why this highly successful mission did not go as smoothly as planned.”

Anthony squirmed like a student who’d brought a frog to school in his backpack. “I think the mission was a great success, sir. Besides the business we went for, we’ve also brought home a new donor to feed the coven.”

Arif’s face did not betray his feelings on the matter with expression. “We are not in need of donors at the moment.”

Elric could have sworn that he’d actually heard a gulp, as Anthony swallowed and searched for words. “I thought of you as soon as I saw her, sir. She is absolutely beautiful.”

Now Arif gave a small smile of acknowledgment for the respect. “My harem is full.” He contemplated and then shifted his gaze to Elric. “However, that does remind me that a new donor will be called for shortly. I do believe that Elric is anticipating an opening in the near future.”

Elric froze for a moment before lightly shaking his head as though unsure of the reference. Anthony jumped to his defense, knowing full well that Elric would be furious at him for this turn of the master’s thinking. “Actually, Master, I was hoping that I could keep her for myself once you had your fill of her.”

Arif grinned. “So, your motives were for yourself then, and not for her to join my own harem?”

Anthony lowered his eyes. “Any donor recruited enriches the population for us all, and you are entitled to first choice of those presented, without question, sir. Those of us below are honored to have an opportunity to bid on those displaced whenever charges are shifted. I simply meant that at such a time as you grow weary of her, I hoped to have a chance to bid for her in trade.” Elric knew his formal words were fragments of the guidelines he’d memorized long ago. He continued with a brief glance at Elric. “Elric would have first pick, as my superior. If he likes her, I’d be happy to then bid for whichever of his charges he puts up in trade.”

Arif locked his eyes on Elric. “There will be no need for trade. By the time I have initiated her and am ready to pass her down, Elric will be short one human. Doesn’t one of your charges reach retirement age next month?”

Elric answered shortly. “Yes sir, Latisha. We have spoken of this.”

Arif had the nerve to pretend he could not place the discussion, before finally feigning remembrance. “Have we? Ah yes, Latisha, the dance teacher.”

“Yes sir. Perhaps we could discuss this later, in private.”

Arif looked around the room, from Anthony to Byron, to Kieran, as though to profess that he couldn’t imagine what should not be discussed in their company. “I see no need. You will retire Latisha as planned, and then you may have this new girl in her place. What is there to discuss?” 

Elric fixed him with a stony gaze. “If you remember, I had asked that she might have an extension. She is in perfect health.” 

Arif shook his head with a chuckle. “An extension? That sets a very bad precedent, Elric. You know the rules.”

Elric stole a glance at Byron and Anthony, who were both pretending to have no opinion on the matter. Kieran evinced to be very absorbed in marking entries on the papers before him. Elric lowered himself to plead with Arif for his cause. “She is invaluable to me sir. She is the coordinator for my guard and harem, and for the dance studio as well. Her current service does not end for three more years, and then I’d like to have her serve one more term. That’s thirteen years sir.”

“I know how to count,” Arif replied in condescension.

“I ask that she have a stay of thirteen more years. She has shown unflinching loyalty.”

Arif laughed in disbelief. “Another term of service? She is not even permitted to complete the term she is in at her age. Thirteen years? She’ll be sixty-three! Now how would that look? Shall we keep a stable of senior citizens to feed from?” He nudged Kieran, who was obliged to give a sympathetic chuckle. 

Elric continued. “Allow her to finish out her term at least. I understand she is reaching the age limit imposed by coven law, but three years is not much to ask. As master, it is your right to subvert the rules when a situation warrants.” 

“Of course, it is my right! But I made those rules for a reason. Let her exit with graceful dignity. Those kept to drink from must be young and fit; kept in good health if they are going to produce the amount of blood needed without requiring constant replacement. Humans over the age of fifty become more of a burden than they are worth. Our medical expenses are more than I feel necessary as it is. I don’t need to start shelling out money for heart medications and such.” 

Elric took a deep breath for calm. Arif knew that neither Latisha’s health nor money was an issue. “As I said, she is in perfect health, sir. I would be willing to pay any medical expenses she might incur from my own earnings. She is more physically fit than any other her age. She teaches the exercise classes at the studio as well. Hers are the most attended classes there. She is well-liked as a teacher.” 

Arif raised his eyebrows and questioned Anthony and Byron. “Is that so?” They nodded in Elric’s defense. “Well, we can’t have a bunch of fat harem girls, now, can we? It is good that she inspires. Very well, seeing as she has been of such service to the coven, I will grant her retirement with double compensation. Very generous of me, don’t you think?”

Elric sighed. How long was Arif planning to drag out this charade? “Very. But sir, she does not wish to retire.”

“She would rather sacrifice? That decision is between the two of you. It would certainly save money, but my offer stands.”

How dare he make such a suggestion! He was just trying to elicit an emotional response from Elric so that he could accuse him of having a weakness for his wards. He had hoped to plead his case without an audience, but Arif was giving him no choice; forcing him to do it now, and be more easily dismissed. Well, Elric wasn’t giving up without a fight. “No sir, not sacrifice. If the extension of her service cannot be granted, then I would like to propose another option; promotion.” 

Kieran had been about to close the briefcase before him when he dropped the lid unconsciously in shock. It made a loud audible click. Elric went on as though uninterrupted. “I want to turn her. She has been here longer than some of our vampires, sir. She understands our needs better than almost anyone. I believe she would be a very valuable member of the coven.”

Arif leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “Promote her? It would seem that you have an inappropriate attachment to your charge, Elric. She has served you well, but this alone does not make her suitable for my coven. You know how I feel about accepting women into the ranks. They lead with their hearts rather than their minds. They tend to instigate upset among the men and provide unnecessary drama. Look at the trouble Lorelei has caused. It was poor judgment to let her rise to Senior Guard, and she is on very unstable ground. I vowed not to make such a poor decision again. I only keep Cat because she has a wicked disposition easily controlled by greed. She’ll never rise in our institution.”

Elric suppressed the huff of disbelief that threatened to escape his lips. Cat was only kept around because she was a vampire with pink eyes, the only one in the coven, and she couldn’t manage to pass pure enough blood to recreate the color in another. Elric knew if she were easily replaced by another of her breed, Arif would never tolerate her. Other members of the coven did not recognize the significance of various breed types to Arif’s private project plans, but Elric knew the truth. 

He refocused himself on the bargaining at hand. He could feel his hold on Latisha slipping away with every word Arif spoke. If Arif wanted to pretend control and rank were the issue, then let him. “Latisha can permanently remain cadet. We would accept that.” Elric hated the sound of desperation he could hear creeping into his voice, and the fact that he let slip the word ‘we’, as though he made decisions based on the wishes of a mere human. He composed himself to retake control of the conversation. “She could be of great use, sir. Not only is she loyal, she is clever; smarter than any vampire I’ve had charge over. She would serve you well.”

Arif laughed, noting the subtle insult to those in their company. “Now what would I want with a clever woman? Has it ever occurred to you that a wise ruler keeps dull subjects? I don’t need another cadet, especially one that will sway the thinking of my most senior guardsmen. You need to focus, man. You have been distracted of late, and now I see why. She clouds you. My decision is made.”

Elric refused to let that be the end of it. “If not promotion, then grant the extension, sir. The worry would be lifted from me, were you to grant her a few more years.” Arif was unmoved. Elric straightened in his chair and looked at those around him. He had more service here than any of them, and damn it, he deserved to be granted this favor. He shouldn’t have to beg for it. “She has served three ten-year service periods. Her fourth does not expire until three years from now. At least let her finish her service. As your most senior guardsmen, with a century of loyal service of my own, I ask this of you.”

Arif met his gaze and noted that Elric was unwilling to back down. Elric could tell that he was considering any benefit he might gain by granting this wish. “I will take it under consideration but do not expect that I will change my mind. Rules run this coven and keep it strong. You must understand that I cannot make exceptions that I would not want to see become the rule. The others look to you for example, Elric. Order is of utmost importance here.” Elric refused to answer and only gave a slight nod of acknowledgment.

“Moving on,” Arif said with a glance at Kieran. “Anthony, you are dismissed. I thank you for the recruitment.” Anthony stood with a slight bow to the master and left them. Elric knew that although he was likely annoyed to be left out of the remainder of the meeting, he was probably eager to return to the common house and claim a glass from the reform cellar. 

After he left, Arif resumed speaking. “As you can see, Kieran has returned. He has given me a full report of his surveillance these past months. Nothing seems to have changed. The vampire Alyson still resides as a ward of Cain at his estate, along with the other one, Mattie. She doesn’t seem to have made many visible developments in her training. As you know, she has been discovered to possess exponential strength and speed, but none of her larger skills have been uncovered. She is a poor student and has a tendency to wander.”

“Where does she go?” Elric asked with a furrowed brow.

“No need for concern,” Arif assured him. 

“She’s a kid,” Kieran said with a shrug. “She hits concerts and clubs. They travel to party spots for spring break and stuff.”

“She doesn’t hunt,” Arif continued, “and that keeps her weaker than she might be. However, she also seems unconcerned with her strong thirst. She feeds on animal blood and has remarkable control. That is not good. It means that she still feels that she does not need our help.” 

Byron shifted in his seat. “Why don’t we just take her out now, while she’s weak?” he asked.

Arif looked annoyed. “I don’t want her dusted; I want her blood, a nice supply of it. That takes a bit more finesse. We cannot hope to infiltrate Cain’s estate to abduct her. The Crimson Coven protects it, and they are too well organized and perceptive for anything less than an all-out attack. We cannot afford that now. Only Kieran’s unique skills have allowed him to observe unseen.” 

“So, our best chance is to get her when she is outside his protection, on one of her pleasure trips?” Byron speculated. 

Arif shook his head. “One would think. I have had Elric dispatch a few teams, to see if they might manage abduction, but so far, none have proved capable. It is a delicate matter when deadly force is out of the question. In any case, force may not be our best method. They are still acting as a coven. She wears Cain’s mark and likely has telepathic contact with him, as well as Mattie. It would be better if we could convince someone close to her that it is in her best interest to work with us. My business on the West Coast these past years has kept me away over long, but that may work in our favor. If we do not seem eager, perhaps they will not distrust our motives. We will make one more formal visit to their little coven. I am coordinating our schedules, and will soon give you the date of assignment. Elric, as Head of the Senior Guard, I would like you to accompany me. I believe our unique talents will be most persuasive in this instance, and as a pair rather than a group, we will seem less intimidating. Kieran will return to Cain’s estate prior to our arrival, to watch unseen. Byron, you will have charge of the coven in our absence, with Tomas and Richard to advise you.”

Byron and Kieran both nodded, but Elric was not happy. He was starting to wish he could step down as senior guardsman and give the others the honor of being part of all the important missions. He’d rather stay home. Still, he had fought hard for his position and hoped that rewards for his effort might still be forthcoming. He shielded his thoughts and nodded with a smile. “Thank you, sir. As always, I’m honored to serve. I am sure your considerable powers of persuasion, combined with this cleverly chosen team will finally bring about the result you have desired.” 

Arif nodded in approval and then looked at each of them in turn. “You are dismissed.” They stood to leave with quiet ‘thank you’s’. 

“And send in the girl,” Arif added as an afterthought. “I’ll take a look at her and then have my coordinator ready her for initiation.” He became thoughtful. “Elric,” he called, causing him to pause before leaving the room. “We’ll see how pretty she is; and whether she pleases me. If I decide to keep her for a while, perhaps you can make do with your harem as it is; until she bores me.”

Elric stared at him for a moment. Arif was providing that Latisha could stay until he decided to pass down Marguerite. Only a slight concession, but it was a start. “Thank you, sir.” As he left the room, Elric said a silent prayer, that Arif would find Marguerite to be an incredibly intriguing woman.

Marguerite was still seated in the chair outside the door. The guardsman stationed there assured him that she had not misbehaved during her wait. Elric put his hand out to help her rise. He met her eyes as she stood, her lip slightly trembling as she tried to anticipate what lay ahead. “The master will see you now. Do not be afraid. He will treat you well if you relent to his wishes. Many lead full and happy lives here. It does not have to be a curse. No matter what is in your heart, believe me when I tell you that to fight him is useless. It will be better for you to gain his favor.” She looked insulted that he would expect her to allow liberties to the man who would hold her prisoner, but then something in Elric’s eyes must have shown his true concern for her. She softened and seemed to reassess her situation. 

The master was psychically calling for her to be brought in. There was no more time for talk. Elric took her hand firmly in his, to show the seriousness of his next words. “Marguerite,” he whispered, “if you have any respect for the kindness I have shown, you will do your best to please him.” 

Her reaction was unsure, and then she was ushered past him into the office by the guardsman at her side, who had also surely received the mental command for her to be brought into the room. 

Kindness? In her eyes, he had kidnapped her and condemned her to a life of slavery against her will. Of course, he could have killed her, and the life she would lead here was easy and luxurious compared to any normal life out in the world; but would she see it that way?

He left Susuzluktan Saray to go and find Latisha, hoping against all hope that Marguerite would not spit in Arif’s face.
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​​Chapter 2 - The plan
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Ben
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Upstate New York

A Saturday in late May

––––––––
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Ben loosened his tie just a little more, fidgeted on the uncomfortable folding chair, and wished the sun would finally dip down behind the trees to give them all some relief. He’d been sitting out here in a field, in the direct sun for over an hour now, him and about 500 other people. He looked over the crowd in the rows ahead of him again, trying to pick out Felicity, but couldn’t find her amidst the sea of yellow graduation caps.

The keynote speaker was still going on and on about the importance of having direction in life. Yes, we know. Have a plan, be prepared. The man made it sound like such a difficult endeavor. These students are all getting their degrees today. They must already have a plan, right? You choose your goal, and you follow the steps. Do other people really find that so difficult?

Ben never had those kinds of problems. He’d always felt that as long as you were unafraid to put in some hard work, it wasn’t all that difficult to reach a realistic goal. He couldn’t understand why the things that were supposed to be hard, came so easily to him: school, work, even fencing; he was a natural. But the things that other people seemed to handle effortlessly, those were the parts of Ben’s life that he never felt able to figure out.

Take family for instance. How hard should it be to have a somewhat decent relationship with one’s only remaining parent? It’s not as though either of them had any other close family to turn to. This was it! Yet Ben and his father were barely able to speak to one another about anything other than small talk and passing pleasantries. Why didn’t his father feel he was worth the time for a real conversation? Was he such a disappointment? Ben felt he was more responsible than any other son his age could ever be expected to be, and yet his father couldn’t trust him to have one important, honest conversation.

Ben ran his fingers through his thick, dark hair that tended to curl as soon as it grew out to any length, and glanced over at Felicity’s oldest brother, sitting next to him on his left. Edmund was Ben’s age. He was a nice guy. Ben had always gotten along with him well, but let’s be honest, he’d made a few mistakes along the way. He had barely graduated from college, he’d needed to be bailed out of several unsavory situations by his parents over the last few years, and he had recently lost his girlfriend because he’d been found in bed with someone else’s. Not exactly a sterling reputation, but none of that seemed to matter. Edmund was a professional football player. Once he’d been picked up in the draft, you’d think the guy could do no wrong in his father’s eyes. Of course, it was only by the Detroit Lions...who admittedly needed a lot of improvement to be taken seriously once again, but it was still professional football, and Ed’s father couldn’t be prouder.

Ben wasn’t even sure that his father knew what he was doing at Columbia University. A scholarship to law school would make most parents very proud. Once Ben had told his father Bernard that he wasn’t interested in public interest and rights, but in corporate law, Bernard had obviously dismissed him from interest.

Bernard did come to fencing meets, but his intent there seemed to be for criticism more than support. Whether Ben had won or lost the match, his father had the annoying habit of rehashing every move Ben had made, and ended almost every diatribe with the phrase ‘If this were real life, you would have been dead.’ Ben’s usual response: ‘Thanks, dad.’

Ben sighed and dismissed thoughts of his father to concentrate on more pleasant things. Felicity was finally graduating! He wished he was the one finished with school, but this was almost as good. Felicity graduating meant that they could be together again. How he had been waiting for this day; the past year had been torture! Felicity had been finishing her schooling, while Ben had been living three hours away in the dorms at Columbia. 

They had even agreed to see other people. It had been a tough decision to make. They’d been exclusively committed to each other for two and a half years before the separation, but they both recognized that they were young, and still discovering what they wanted from life. Their forced separation was the perfect opportunity to be sure of their feelings. 

They’d set up all kinds of rules to try to keep each other from feeling guilty or jealous. They were only allowed one phone call a week, on Wednesday nights, and neither was allowed to fish for information about dating; they could only talk about school, family, and platonic friends. No talk about definite life plans for the future; no pressure. This had been a school year dedicated to freedom. They were no longer a couple. They spent one weekend a month together, leaving the rest of their time to do whatever they wanted, without being tied down.

In some ways, it almost felt as though they were setting themselves up for failure. What relationship could survive that? Ben had allowed himself to see other women, but not one of them was more than a party date, really. None of them could possibly compare to Felicity. There were plenty of pretty girls at school, but although they did have some classes and interests in common with him, most of them weren’t very interesting to talk to. They just didn’t seem to ‘get him’ like Liss did. After a few brief trysts, he’d found he didn’t even really desire anyone else sexually. What was the point? It was Felicity he wanted. He didn’t bother to bring dates to parties anymore; he’d rather be alone and wait for the next time he could see Liss. He lived for their weekends and Wednesday night phone calls.

He tried not to torture himself by wondering whom she might have been with, or what they’d been doing. When she was with Ben, she treated him as though he was the only man in the world, and that had been enough to sustain the hope that when their year of waiting was over, she would want to be with him always. He had a special suite booked for them at the Waldorf Astoria, and he couldn’t wait until they were done with the graduation ceremony and family stuff, so he could whisk her away for time alone. 

A baby’s cry broke him from the daydream he had just begun, of how he would hopefully be undressing Liss later this evening. He felt a nudge on his right shoulder and turned to find that Deidre was shoving her son into his lap. “Ben, hold him for me while I fix his bottle.”

Baby Jerry Jr. winced, whined, and wriggled as Ben tried to figure out how to hold him without dropping him or having him spit anything onto Ben’s suit. Deidre was digging through a diaper bag big enough to live out of for a week.

Deidre, Felicity’s best friend since childhood, had been having a rough time as of late. She’d dropped out of school after meeting Jerry, the ‘love of her life’. They’d gotten a trailer together over in Walton so that Jerry could be close enough to work in his dad’s garage. The baby had come along while the wedding was still being planned. Apparently, the stress and responsibility of parenthood had convinced Jerry that he wasn’t quite ready to let go of his freedom yet. He’d started staying out late drinking and partying with friends until Deidre had said that she wouldn’t stand for it. At that point, Jerry declared that the wedding was off, and now she and the baby were living with her parents, while she tried to figure out a new plan for her life.

The baby stopped crying as Ben got him into a more comfortable hold. He gurgled and cooed, as he seemed to find something fascinating and comforting in Ben’s eyes. Ben couldn’t help but smile at the baby’s pudgy little face. Deidre had found what she needed, and was mixing formula in a bottle, but had strewn various baby items all over her lap and on the grass at their feet in the process. The man sitting next to her did not look pleased. 

In Ben’s estimation, Deidre was a sweet kid, but she had a lot of growing up to do, and maybe a few lessons in priorities and decision-making, before she should have even thought about being a mom. Why did it seem like everyone else his age was in such a rush? He looked forward to having a family, but it would be that much more rewarding when he knew he could do it right. However, it certainly wasn’t for him to judge Deidre. She was trying to be responsible and make the best of it. He hoped things worked out for her. He leaned down closer to the baby, who had now taken hold of Ben’s finger and was squeezing for all he was worth. “Good luck, kid,” Ben whispered.

Deidre produced the bottle and handed it over to Ben. “Would you mind? I have to clean all this up.” The man next to her was inching her stuff away from him with his foot, annoyed at having his space invaded.

Ben tried to give the baby back. “That’s okay; I’ll clean it up for you. You can feed him.” 

Deidre was already draping a burp rag over his shoulder. “Don’t be silly, you’ll do fine.” It was pretty obvious that Ben couldn’t help her clean up anyway, from within the tight confines of the rows of folding chairs. “Just keep it tilted up so there’s no air in the nipple.”

Ben sighed and began to feed him. The baby was happy to take the bottle right away, without giving him any trouble. He even reached his chubby fingers up to try and grasp the bottle. Maybe this wasn’t so bad, Ben thought with a smile. 

“You’re a natural,” Deidre told him with an appraising grin. “Once you and Felicity get a place together, maybe you can babysit for me once in a while.”

Ben looked over at her, first with a mocking little smile, but then in curiosity. “What makes you think we’re getting a place together? We’ve been dating other people. I haven’t even seen her in weeks.”

Deidre laughed. “Give me a break, lover-boy. You are so totally committed to her. It’s obvious! You think any other guy would come sit through hours of bullshit speeches just to see her graduate?”

Ben grinned and looked around. “How do you know there isn’t some other guy in the crowd waiting for her?”

“Well, if there is, he doesn’t get the brownie points you score for sitting with the family. Anyway, don’t tell her I said so, but there’s nobody else.”

“Really?” Ben tried not to sound too desperately hopeful.

“Nobody important. A new name comes up now and then, but never more than once. Mostly, all she talks about is you.” Ben shifted the bottle for the baby and tried not to seem too obviously relieved. “How about you?” Deidre continued. “Since you’re sitting here, I’m thinking there isn’t really anybody else, is there?”

Ben decided to tip his hand with a smile. “My oats are sown. There hasn’t been anyone but her for a while now, and never anybody important. There’s nobody like Liss. I’m going to marry that girl someday.”

Ben accidentally jerked the bottle from the baby when Deidre squealed in delighted surprise. “Oh my God!” 

After giving Deidre a fierce warning glare to keep her voice down, Ben glanced around in the hopes that the people sitting around them would think it was the baby causing the disturbance. Deidre tried to subdue her glee, leaning closer to speak to Ben in a whisper that still seemed too loud for his taste. “Did you say marriage? You’re going to marry her! It’s about freakin’ time!”

Baby Jerry began to fidget, annoyed that his meal had been interrupted. Ben shoved the bottle at Deidre and then carefully but quickly handed the baby over. “Someday. Not today. Would you be quiet!” he whispered harshly.

Ben was given a firm nudge from Felicity’s brother Ed, sitting on his left. “You’d better keep it quiet because if mom hears, she’ll have the whole thing planned before you even go out and get a ring,” Ed informed him with a chuckle. Ben responded with a sheepish smile as Ed continued. “She’s the only girl out of the four of us, so you know you’re not going to get away with anything less than a huge formal affair, but don’t let that scare you. I’d be happy to have you for a brother.”

Ben grinned. “Thanks. I still have some school left though. Changing my major early on kind of threw me off track. One more year. I can’t go making big wedding plans until I’m settled at a law firm.”

Deidre scoffed at him as she lifted the baby to her shoulder for burping. “This is the perfect time to make plans! You do realize that a wedding of that magnitude has to be booked at least a year ahead of time anyway, right? Then there’s the florist, the caterer, a band...”

Ed laughed. “You’re really trying to scare the shit out of him, aren’t you?”

Ben laughed, shaking his head. “Look, I have a plan, a timeline. I like to know that things are going according to plan. I know it’s not romantically spontaneous, but it’s reassuring, and I think Felicity’s cool with it. I have one more year of school, and then, provided I find a good position somewhere, maybe we can start thinking marriage.”

“Maybe in a year? How exciting,” Deidre whispered sarcastically.

Ben gave her a resentful stare. The speaker at the podium had stepped down, and they were going to begin calling up the graduates. Felicity’s last name was ‘Snow’, so they still had some time to kill. Ben turned thoughtful for a moment and then grinned. “Fine, you want romantic? This is supposed to be a big secret, so you can’t say anything...”

Dee scooted closer in anticipation. “A secret! Oh my gosh, what is it? Do you have a ring?”

Ben sighed while Ed laughed. “I’m not talking about the ring.”

“That doesn’t come until further in the plan. Weren’t you listening?” Ed answered her with a snicker.

“I notice he didn’t say that he didn’t have one though,” Dee answered grumpily. “Do you?” Ben just smiled, refusing to answer. “You do, don’t you?” She asked in excitement. “I bet he’s got one for her. He could give her the ring early.” 

Ben slumped his shoulders and waited for attention. “That’s not the surprise I was talking about. I do have another year, but I also have connections. It turns out one of my professors has a wife who’s a teacher at a primary school near Columbia, and she is retiring this year.”

Deidre stared at him, trying to figure out how this was a surprise. “So?”

Ed smiled. “So, Felicity just got her teaching degree, and maybe she can snag that job!”

Ben nodded. “If all goes well. My professor said his wife has already agreed to put in a good word for her. I also scoped out some really nice apartments near the University.”

Dee shook her head. “That close to Central Park West, I’ll bet they cost a fortune!”

“You’d be surprised. There are some reasonable places out there. Don’t forget, if Felicity gets the job, she’ll be making a nice salary,” Ben assured her.

“So let me get this straight,” Ed interjected. “Your surprise is that my sister can get a job to support an apartment for you guys close to your school, so you can move out of the dorms and live in sin? Mom and Dad will be so proud!”

Ben sighed and shook his head. After a moment, he turned to Ed with a serious demeanor. “Look, I am in love with your sister, totally. I know we haven’t been close lately, what with being at different schools, and maybe she doesn’t feel the same about me as she used to...” 

“She does,” Deidre interjected, shifting the baby to her other shoulder for another burp.

“I hope so,” he replied with a smile. “I can’t wait to see her tonight, and see what she’s been thinking about for the future, but even if it turns out that she’s not really on the same page I am, it’s still a good job. I’m still giving her an opportunity for a good teaching job, and I hope she gets it. She’ll need an apartment, but I can stay in the dorms and we can take things slow...or not at all, but I hope she’d like me to be with her. And, if things do sort of pick up where we left off, and seem to be progressing the way I’d like them to...I do have a ring.”

Deidre squealed again, causing Felicity’s younger brother Richie, sitting next to Ed, to lean forward and shush them on a cue from his mother. Ben glanced in their direction and Felicity’s mom gave him a curious but reprimanding look. “Sorry,” he whispered.

Deidre smacked him on the shoulder, although it made the baby tilt precariously. He jerked his hands up towards the baby but she shooed him away with a loud whisper. “He’s fine. I knew you had a ring! See Ed, when he didn’t deny it, I just knew!”

“It was my mom’s,” Ben admitted quietly. “I’d love to give it to her when the time comes, but for now, I’d just like to know that she’s willing to leave with me after the family dinner.” 

Ed laughed. “Are you kidding? Dude, why wouldn’t she? You’ve got the total package, man. Good looking guy, a couple of years older than her, with a cool car, ready to finish law school? It might not quite be pro baller status,” he said with a smirk, “but it’s still pretty much the definition of ‘desirable’ in a girl’s book. Am I right?” he asked Deidre. 

She’d been gazing at Ben a little too longingly, and now gave a self-conscious nod and began adjusting her hold on her son, who had fallen asleep in her lap. “I’ll say,” she muttered. “You’re like the perfect guy.”

He laughed. “Thanks,” Ben told them with a smile. “We’ll see.”

Perfect might be an exaggeration, but he’d certainly always tried to do the right thing. So why did he feel as though he always fell short when it counted most? He studied and got good grades, worked hard, and paid his bills on time; no matter how unimpressed his father might be, he was a model son! 

Girls always seemed easily impressed by him. Getting dates had never been a problem. When his relationship with Felicity had transitioned into more, he’d even handled that very well, for almost three years! He hadn’t felt trapped, or gotten bored and developed an itch to wander from her, as he had secretly been afraid he might. His time together with Felicity was the most happy and secure he had ever felt in his life. 

When she had suggested they see other people for the first year he would be away at Columbia, he had been somewhat shocked. Honestly, he couldn’t tell if it was because she wanted it for herself, or because she thought he might have the urge to cheat on her and was simply sparing herself the grief. He had offered that he would like to stay committed, but she was the one who had said she thought it would be better this way, so he’d followed her wishes. Whatever the incentive, the final outcome had been to make him want her even more. He could only hope that it had done the same for her feelings for him. Absence makes the heart grow fonder, and all of that.

He was a good boyfriend, wasn’t he? They’d had a few rocky moments in the beginning before they’d let the events of the past fade behind them, and they’d found their footing as a couple, but together they made a great team. She understood him and always knew how to make him happy, and he had tried very hard to do the same for her. For once, he would have a long-lasting, healthy, and positive relationship in his life.

Others may see him as perfect, but looking back, he knew he was far from it. His important personal relationships were all marked by large failings on his part. Whether others thought it was his fault or not, he always felt as though he’d missed the signs and failed to do what was needed before it was too late. 

His brief relationship with Sindy had been the start of it. Only after she had run away, disappearing from the neighborhood and his life, had he realized that she must have been sexually abused at home. Rumors and gossip had put together for him the awful truth that he had not even noticed right under his nose. She had never said a word to him of it, but surely she had looked to him to make her feel protected and safe, and he had been blindly wrapped up in his own concerns. He must have seemed so selfish and uncaring!

When she had returned, he’d been stricken to find that she’d become a vampire and was temporarily obsessed with turning him into one as well. At that point, all he could do was avoid her as best he could. An apology just wasn’t going to cut it. She wasn’t even really the girl he had known anymore, was she? He had failed her; the first in a long list of family and friends he had disappointed and been forced to let go of. His dad, his mom, Davy, Mattie...Allie. He always seemed to miss the signs or mess things up. 

When he had begun to recognize how much he cared for Felicity, he’d sworn to himself that it would be different. He would protect her and keep her safe. He wouldn’t miss a thing. It was bad enough that he had almost lost her when she’d given her heart to the vampire Cain. When Cain had left, it was as though she’d practically been handed to him. He didn’t completely understand the circumstances, but he wasn’t going to mess up his chance. He would keep her safe, love her truly, and be everything she would ever need; vampires be damned. 

Over time, he had learned to stop trying to constantly shield her, or worry that her judgment might have been clouded by her time with Cain. Vampires were no longer a nightly concern, or even a topic of conversation, for a very long time now. Ben and Felicity had become a loving, caring couple, sharing their lives with mutual respect and understanding. Over the past year, he had given her the freedom she had requested but had also always tried to be sure she knew that his feelings for her never wavered. He loved her. If she still loved him too, they had a bright and hopeful future ahead of them. 

Ben was startled from his thoughts as he heard the announcer say the name he had been waiting for. “Felicity Snow.” Ben searched the stage and then saw her as she climbed the steps to receive her degree.

Her hair shown with a radiant auburn glow in the bright sunlight, as it cascaded over her shoulders from underneath the golden yellow graduation cap. She turned and looked out over the crowd as she took her diploma, her cheeks flushed from the heat and excitement, her smile beaming. Her sweeping gaze finally found her parents, and she froze for them to take a picture. Just before moving on across the stage, her eyes swept along, taking in her brothers. Then, she saw him. 

Her eyes seemed to sparkle as they met Ben’s and he could practically see her heart swell in her chest beneath the graduation gown. He hadn’t told her he was coming, but had she really thought he wouldn’t be there? Her sincere appreciation was clearly apparent. They hadn’t seen each other in a month, yet he could almost feel the love she had for him pouring forth across the distance. The crowd didn’t matter; they were sharing a private understanding in that one fleeting moment. 

The announcer had taken her elbow and was ushering her off the stage so that the next name could be called. She had to break their gaze and make her way down the steps to her seat.

It didn’t matter. Ben’s anxious anticipation had gelled into a more sedate sort of expectance. He was eager to see her, but now he knew. She still loved him, and he was going to be sure that he would always be everything that she would ever need. For once in his life, everything would go according to plan.
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​Old friends and new discoveries
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Allie

––––––––
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Upper West Side, New York City

A Saturday evening in early December

––––––––
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Allie drifted swiftly earthward, and then lightly touched down on the ground in the alley behind Lion’s Head Tavern, almost surprised by the feeling of weight coming back to her as she let herself rely once again on the pavement for support. Once she was settled firmly on the ground, she couldn’t help but giggle a bit to herself at the discovery of this new skill.

She had started out the journey thinking she’d rely on her supernatural vampire speed to travel from Buffalo down into Manhattan. She had tirelessly run about half the distance, and judging by the traffic on the highway she’d been paralleling, she was doing better than 90 mph. She had easily outdistanced every car she’d passed with giddy glee. She didn’t even worry who might see her. Her coven-mates Cain and Mattie might not approve, but she knew she was little more than a blur before she was gone from the sight of mortal eyes; hardly something she was going to waste time worrying about. Besides, she’d thought with a humorously wicked grin, Cain and Mattie weren’t here to tell her not to, were they?

At times, it was faster to stray from the road, finding her way nimbly over the mountaintops, rather than winding around and through the valleys between them with the roadways. This was the longest and fastest she had ever pushed herself. Traveling by her own power, unfettered, was so freeing, and fun!

At one point, she had crested the peak of a hill and had been about to begin her descent down the other side, when she’d decided to make a grand leap, rather than run. As her feet had left the ground, she’d felt an odd sense of release and a dizzy sort of weightlessness. She’d felt as though she could walk on the air, with no need to obey the laws of gravity or to touch down again at the end of her sailing jump. She’d automatically shifted her body weight and had actually felt it alter and adjust to keep her levitating in the air, mid-leap. She floated and teetered precariously for a moment and then stabilized; she was flying! 

The wind resistance took on a new importance, making the crisp cold air feel like a living thing around her. She found that she could anticipate its shifts and gusts, to counter against them and keep afloat. After a few anxious seconds of frightened wonder, still expecting to fall at any moment, she’d given a cautious laugh and willed herself to rise a little higher. To her amazement, her body had obeyed.

Allie had risen higher in the air until she had hung about ten feet above the ground, in the disconcerting way that a 5’ 2” girl of about a hundred pounds shouldn’t; no matter how petite she may seem. It was exactly like the dreams she’d had now and again, where she could defy gravity at will to soar among the treetops. But those dreams always had a surreal quality to them that let her know they weren’t real. They always began mid-flight, and they never considered practical things like wind, or the need to get back down. This was real! She was flying! Oh my God, should she try to land?

Part of her felt that she should, just to be sure that she could reach the ground again at will, but her daring, stubborn streak quickly took over. What if she landed, and could never get back up into the air again? This was an experience not to be wasted! When the time came to touch ground again, she would figure it out. For now, she was an unfettered kite, broken free of string and earthly restraint, and floating up ever higher on the wind.

She’d begun to experiment with increasing abandon until she was rising and falling with ease. She became more daring still, moving forwards and back, and finally executing a very wobbly and uncertain tumble-salt, nearly losing her tinted glasses in the process. Dizzy and off balance for a moment, she righted herself and then stood straight and tall on nothing. She was still standing on air, and it didn’t seem that she was going to plummet to the earth any time soon. 

Then, she had made up her mind to rise as high as she could go, to test the limit. She’d passed the treetops, and risen up to be surrounded by stars. A fog had formed on the lenses of her rose-tinted glasses, and she’d taken them off to fold them and put them into her pocket. She didn’t suffer for lack of oxygen, because her body didn’t need to breathe, but she could feel the air turning ever colder. Finally, she’d stopped to look down and see the tiny sparse lights of civilization far down below. She was high enough, she’d decided. 

Alyson had hung there for a moment, just taking in the awesome wonder of weightlessness and height. Lyrics from the song Learning to Fly by Pink Floyd were running through her head. ‘There’s no sensation to compare with this; suspended animation, in a state of bliss,’ So true. She’d inhaled a deep lungful of frigid night air and then gotten her bearings to assess her direction. She’d resumed travel, to find that just a slight shift in the desired direction would take her sailing smoothly forward. From her new height, she’d been able to cover the distance in no time!

Over bridges and past landmarks, she’d flown, gazing in amazement as she’d recognized the Empire State Building, among the bright lights of the skyline up ahead. She’d closed her eyes and consulted her memory of the map she had studied for this secret plan, trying to remember just where it was she needed to go. Once she had found Central Park, the large, darkened area of green foliage easy to pick out amongst the multitude of city lights, it had been simple to figure out how to reach her final destination. She’d managed to find the Upper West Side, and done a roundabout circuit of the area, before deciding to land in the alley behind Lion’s Head Tavern, to be close to her goal without attracting notice upon landing. Felicity’s apartment should be only a few blocks away.  

Landing had been simple, just another shift in body weight, consciously making herself gradually heavy enough to touch the ground again. Just as a quick test, she rose up a foot into the air again and then came back down. Now that she had the hang of it, she could levitate herself at will! Wait until the guys found out; this had to be the best power yet! Cain had mentioned having something new that he wanted to work on with her when he returned from his trip. She wondered if he had known she could be capable of flight all along, or if there was something else. 

He was away, investigating some brutal murders that had made the news from down in Maryland, which had all the signs of being caused by a vampire. He had told them that he expected to return within the month. It had been a nice break from training, but now she was excited for him to return, so she could share her new discovery.

Allie’s clothes were damp from flying through the precipitation of low clouds in the cold night air, but nothing could dampen her spirits after that flight. She brushed the hair back out of her eyes and put her tinted glasses back on. Her hair was wet too. Hopefully, it wasn’t too much of a mess. She wove her fingers through it a few times to help it lay straight.

During the first year or so after her change, she’d kept up buzzing her hair short, because she wasn’t sure how else she could keep it easily neat, without being able to see her reflection in a mirror, but it’d just seemed so boring after a while. She couldn’t really apply make-up without a reflection, and having a platinum blonde buzz-cut just seemed so masculine and uninteresting. Even Mattie had remarked that he missed her often varied and surprising styles of the past. In response, she had dyed her very short blonde hair bright neon pink; a signature color for streaking in the past. Mattie had laughed that the color change wasn’t quite what he’d had in mind, but she wasn’t going to bother to try to change it. At least she felt a little more like herself, knowing that she looked so unique.

Eventually, she’d stopped cutting it. She hadn’t let her hair grow out to any real length in years; she’d always shaved the back, and just let the top grow a few extra inches for styling. Now she had let it all grow out to a chin-length bob. Fairly straight, and parted in the middle, she imagined that it would look very ordinary, except for the fact that she’d never cut off that bright pink color. She had about an inch and a half of bright pink ends that satisfied her creative side. It was cool to have hair long enough that she could actually see it for a change. Maybe she would just keep letting it grow. It took some getting used to, having hair in her face now and then, but she’d just pull it back into a ponytail once it was long enough. 

Satisfied that she looked as inconspicuous as a tiny girl with pink hair, wearing wet clothes and knee-high leather boots, coming out of a city alley at midnight was going to look, she prepared to step out onto the street. Before she had quite reached the end of the dark alleyway, she felt a sudden, forceful surge of thirst come over her like a wave. She needed blood, badly. She stood stunned in dazed confusion for a moment as the thirst strongly ripped through her again. She’d drunk so much before she’d left, that Mattie had asked if she was planning to run clear around the world. How could she possibly need more?

Someone was coming. She took a step back into the shadows as a man walked by on the street. He didn’t notice her at all. He was stumbling slowly by, hugging his coat closed and mumbling something to himself as he walked. She could feel him...she could smell him. It didn’t matter that he stunk of sweat and grime; he was warm, large, and full of what she needed. His blood called to her like a siren’s song. He took on shades of red as her vision shifted, urging her towards easy prey. She could grab him and pull him into the alley before he even knew she was there. 

She swallowed back the thirst and cleared the heat gauge from her vision. He was gone, past the opening and continuing on into the night. Why was her body so damned desperate to be fed? It must have been the flight. She was always thirsty after she ran for any length of time at super speed, flying must use up that much more of her body’s resources. It wanted her to replenish herself. Still, she had never drunk from a human, and she wasn’t about to start now. There must be something else.

The metal of the flask she had brought was freezing cold against her leg, between her snug jeans and the inside of her tall leather boot. She had no body heat to keep it warm, and although the blood had been fresh and warm when she’d filled the flask, the altitude of her recent flight in the cool night air had now thoroughly chilled it. Cold blood...yuck. She’d save that for later. Maybe she could warm it up at Felicity’s. She had better find something else to assuage her thirst now though. It would not be a very good idea to show up to visit her human friend for the first time in years, while bloodthirsty and on the verge of losing control.

Alyson paused to assess her surroundings. The hulking skyscrapers around her felt so enclosing. She much preferred to feel the living essence of the tall pines of the forest. The clean fresh smell of open air in the woods was better too. To her sensitive nose, the heavy stench of the city seemed almost unbearable. How did other vampires live here? Must be something you got used to. With her vampire sight, she could see the life energy of not only people but animals and plants as well. She was oppressively surrounded by people at the moment, hidden and living out their lives packed into the buildings all around her, but the alley itself felt dead and empty. Well...not entirely empty. 

She turned and slowly walked towards a dumpster, now hearing a rustle of paper from behind it. Amidst the general scents of filth, rotting food, vermin, and disgustingly enough, human feces, she could also smell cat piss. Sure enough, as she neared the container, a frightened cat shot out from behind it with a screech. It stopped to hiss at her from a few feet away. 

Her fangs unsheathed themselves, and she found herself practically hissing back at it, even as a part of her mind was thinking, No, don’t eat the kitty! She watched while it stood frozen, staring at her with its head dipped low and its back arched high. It was a mangy thing, grey and black striped, and certainly underfed. She knew she could catch it easily, but she didn’t move. It would be warm and filling, and it wouldn’t be the first time she’d snatched up a small mammal out of desperation, but despite being more of a dog person, she wasn’t quite desperate enough to kill a cat, no matter how evil it might be acting towards her. A sharp pang of hunger clamped her stomach. Okay, maybe she was beginning to feel rather desperate, but there had to be another option.

She deliberately turned away from the cat to scan the rest of the alley. Her heat-seeking vision swept by the dumpsters and found what she was looking for. Rats, at least three. Not exactly a gourmet meal, but they would contain nice warm blood and that was all that mattered. Most likely, the cat had been hunting them. Sorry kitty, they’re mine now.

She caught the first one almost without thought. It was pathetically slow, compared to her swift movements, and the papers and soda cans on the street were a poor cover for its radiantly warm blood that practically glowed in her vampire vision. She was sure not to breathe in its scent as she sunk in her fangs, puncturing through the greasy fur and skin. Rather than actually suck the blood out of it, she tore it with her fangs and then held it up to squeeze and pour the blood into her mouth, so she wouldn’t have to touch hair to her lips again. It seemed a disgustingly uncivilized meal, but it was so good to feel warm blood on her tongue, that all she could think of was the fact that she wanted more. The small amount she could gain from the tiny animal seemed a tease. 

She threw it aside and instantly found another, catching and treating it just the same. The last rat was actually inside the dumpster. She thought about jumping in after it, but she didn’t really want to show up at Felicity’s smelling of garbage. Having rat blood breath was bad enough. 

She made her way to the back corner of the dumpster, where a rusted hole near the bottom had given the rodent entrance. She squatted down on her heels, unwilling to rest her knees on the dirty pavement, and sent out waves of curious enticement to the creature. She could feel its little rat mind, wondering what was so interesting out there, as it twitched its nose and tried to pick up the scent of food. Yes, there’s food out here. Come and get it. She gave the rat a mental nudge and it finally came wandering out of the hole. Although cautious and skittery, it never even noticed her through the mental blinders she’d thrown up at it. Rats were pretty single-minded when hungry, making them easy for her to fool. It ventured further and further from safety.

She let it get about a foot from the dumpster, and then she just reached out and grabbed it. The poor thing never stood a chance. Blood, so warm, so good...so little. She actually did find herself sucking at this one, trying to get every last drop. Once it was nothing but a limp and hollow carcass, she dropped it to the ground, wiping her mouth on her sleeve.

Alyson paused and spit once or twice onto the cement at her feet, finding to her disgust that she had a rat hair in her mouth. She closed her eyes and chased the revolting realization from her mind. You are a powerful vampire; an immortal super-being who can fly, she told herself. Having a rat hair or two in your mouth is a small price to pay. Her thirst had calmed a bit, barely quelled for now. She would need more soon, but the alley seemed empty of all energy but hers. The cat was long gone. Lucky for the cat, because now that she’d begun drinking, she was starting to think that feline blood wouldn’t be so unwelcome after all. In fact, just the thought of it made her thirst intensify. A cat must have at least the same amount of blood as three rats, right? She shouldn’t have let it escape.

It probably hadn’t gone far; she’d have to wait though. She had someplace else to be. She shifted back to human form and concentrated on resuming her journey. She sincerely hoped that Felicity didn’t own a cat.

Once out on the street, it wasn’t long before she found the building that she was looking for. She made her way up to the right floor and began to mentally attune herself to thoughts of Felicity, as she searched for the right apartment.

She hadn’t psychically connected with Felicity in a while. In her first months as a vampire, she’d found that it would happen randomly, through dreams, or just during moments when Felicity might be thinking of her, allowing Allie to ‘pick up’ the thoughts. However, since Alyson had better learned to control her powers, she tended to shut out any outside transmittance automatically. 

Occasionally, she thought of her old friend. She wondered what she was doing, and whether she was still seeing Ben, Allie’s close friend since childhood, now estranged. It still hurt that she couldn’t share her new vampire experiences with Ben, not that he would ever properly appreciate them anyway. She knew in her heart that someday she was going to go back and talk to him, to make him understand and be her dear friend again. She was just waiting for the right time. She wanted to be sure that she fully understood things herself; that she was in complete control. 

The last time she had seen Ben, she’d made the stupid blunder of unconsciously speaking to him telepathically and totally freaking him out. She wanted to be confident and able to present things to him in the most acceptable way. Or...maybe she was just procrastinating, scared that no matter what preparations she might try to make, things wouldn’t work out as she hoped.

There had been times that she had checked in on Felicity throughout the past few years. She knew that Ben and Felicity still kept in touch, although their relationship seemed to wax and wane. She knew that Felicity loved him, but was worried that she might have rushed into their relationship. It seemed to Allie that Ben was pretty devoted, by the thoughts and memories she saw through Felicity. It was Felicity who was holding back. Allie couldn’t help but wonder if the girl still harbored feelings for Cain. Felicity didn’t actively think of him anymore, as far as Allie could tell, but she didn’t really dig to try to seek out the girl’s inner feelings. It felt wrong to so invasively read another’s thoughts and emotions without their knowledge.

It was nice for Allie to feel she had a connection with another woman once in a while though. Normally, she spent all of her time with Mattie and Cain. Truthfully, she had always been more comfortable with men than women anyway, but it was nice to have a break from them sometimes. She was really looking forward to this visit. She’d been remiss in not coming back to see Felicity sooner. With Cain being away, she had the perfect opportunity. It was time.

Now that she was allowing it, she could feel Felicity clearly. In fact, it was the girl’s thoughts that led her to the right door, rather than the apartment number. She could feel her inside, working hard on some kind of paperwork, even though it was rather late. After a few moments of enjoying the familiar feel of her friend, Alyson knocked on the door. 

She felt Felicity’s surprise at having such a late-night visitor. Allie put on a smile as she felt her friend approach the door to look through the peephole. Felicity didn’t recognize her at first, and even once she did, she didn’t believe her eyes. Allie gave her a quick mental nudge. Yeah, it’s me.

The sound of metal locks being worked came from within, and after a moment the door was swung open wide. “Allie?” Felicity asked in surprised disbelief. “Oh, my God; Allie is that you?”

Alyson spread her arms wide with a smile. “In the flesh.”

“Allie!” Felicity repeated with squeaky delight. “I can’t believe you’re here! How did you find me? Look at your hair; I love it! And you’re...” she faltered slightly as she gathered Allie into her arms, “...you’re wet.” She let Allie go and backed away a little, to better observe her. “Is it raining?”

Allie laughed dismissively. “It was a little,” she lied, “but it stopped now. Can I come in?”

“Of course, come in!” she exclaimed without the slightest hesitation as she backed into the apartment.

Alyson stepped through the doorway and took a quick look around before settling her attention back on Felicity. It was a pleasant little apartment, nicely decorated, but there was a good-sized pile of boxes taking up most of the living room floor. Knowing that Felicity had moved in some time ago, Alyson was going to ask about them but got distracted when she took a good look at Felicity. “Look at you. You look great,” she said with a grin.

Felicity had cut her hair almost as short as Alyson’s, to just barely above her shoulders, and had it very straight, in choppy, modern layers framing her face. The color was still that naturally gorgeous dark red, which stood out strikingly next to her fair skin. It was a nice look for her, but the next thing Allie immediately noticed was how thin her friend’s face looked. She took a step back to survey Felicity’s newly thinned frame. “Holy cow girl, you got skinny! Does your boyfriend have you on some kind of super-model water diet? You’d better start eating again!”

Felicity laughed and smoothed her hands down over her thighs, turning a bit to model her jeans. “Do I look good though? Would you believe these are a size 8? An 8, Allie! I know to someone who has spent life as a size 0 that probably doesn’t sound very impressive, but I haven’t been able to fit into jeans this size since tenth grade!” Allie was just giving her a tolerant little smile, so Felicity continued. “No, it has nothing to do with Ben. I wanted to lose some weight for me. I started going to a gym. Then I moved in here, I started a new job, and things have been so crazy and stressful, that I don’t even have time to eat. The last two months, I feel like the pounds just keep falling off. That doesn’t happen for me, ever, so I wasn’t going to fight it.”

Alyson found that her eyes kept trying to shift into the heat spectrum again as she studied Felicity. Another hunger cramp of blood thirst rumbled through her. The rats had hardly been enough to keep her thinking clearly, and her body knew that however much weight Felicity might have lost, she still had a hell of a lot more blood in her than a rat. Allie slowly blinked her eyes, fought back the thirst, and re-assessed Felicity’s figure. “You look good, but I think you should start eating again.” Allie shook her head with a sigh. “It’d be a damn shame not to properly appreciate good-tasting food.”

Felicity looked at her oddly. “Can’t you taste stuff?”

She shrugged. “I can, but it’s not the same as it used to be. Nothing tastes as good,” as blood, she added mentally, editing herself at the last second. “It’s more the texture of food that’s interesting now.”

Felicity just stared at her mutely for a moment. “My God Allie, I still can’t believe it. I can’t believe you’re really...really...”

“Yep. Really, really. You processed it all way back when, and I know you’ve thought about it since.” She hadn’t expected Felicity to be very shocked. She’d been close to vampires before. “The new me is old news by now.”

“I know but, it’s not like I had much time to take it in before you left, and it’s been years. You haven’t been back for years, Allie. Look at you. You look mostly the same, except for your hair, which I truly love by the way, but gosh Allie, you’re so pale.”

“Am I?” She asked, slightly self-consciously. It was her need for blood; she was spent.

Felicity came forward, taking Allie’s hands into her own. “And you’re cold as ice! Can I make you some hot tea?” Felicity asked in concern.

Allie chuckled. “No thanks, I brought my own.” She bent to slide her hand down her leg and retrieve the flask from within her boot.

Felicity stared at it for a second and then stepped into the kitchen. She found Allie a mug and handed it to her, trying to seem unfazed. It had been a few years since she’d watched anyone prepare to drink blood, and she probably hadn’t been very comfortable with it then either. Allie apologized. “Sorry to barge in and put bodily fluids in your microwave.” Felicity blanched as Allie poured the contents of the flask into the mug. “I’d wait, but I’m pretty parched, so it’s probably better if I just go ahead and...”

Felicity was looking at the contents of the mug with thinly veiled disgust. “Yeah. Go ahead,” she said, waving a hand toward the microwave.

Alyson studied Felicity as the microwave hummed and warmed the mug of blood. She was obviously uncomfortable. “Don’t make me feel all weird about coming. I’ve been really looking forward to seeing you.”

“Oh no, Allie, I’m glad you came, really. It’s just been a while since I’ve thought about the practical side of this sort of thing,” she said, waving towards the microwave. She took Allie by the shoulders, pulling her in for a quick hug. “I am so happy to see you! You shouldn’t have stayed away so long!” She leaned back to meet her friend’s eyes. “How is everything? Is it all you hoped it would be?”

“And more,” Allie answered with a chuckle.

Felicity flicked her eyes downward for a moment. Oddly, she wasn’t jealous, as Allie thought she’d be. Instead, she was worried that Allie wasn’t being truthful; putting on a brave face to cover any misgivings she might have over her decisions. Alyson gave her a small mental wave of reassurance. Felicity didn’t seem to be conscious of the deliberateness of it, but she looked up at Allie with a smile. “I’m glad you’re okay. I worried about you.”

Allie laughed as the microwave beeped. “Me? I was worried about you.” 

“Why?”

“I left you with some pretty intense stuff to deal with. You held him together.” For some reason, she couldn’t quite bring herself to say Ben’s name yet. It didn’t matter. Felicity knew whom she meant. “I’m glad you were there for him, and that you decided to stick around for a while after.”

Felicity gave her a thoughtful grin. “He needed me. I love him.” She said it matter of factly, without hesitation. However, their relationship had waxed and waned, she obviously had no doubt of her feelings.

Allie took her mug from the microwave and gave it a swirl before taking a sip. “Real love, huh?” Allie asked with a chuckle. “Has he finally realized that he loves you too?”

Felicity nodded. “I think so.” Her gaze only grazed the blood within Allie’s mug for a moment, and then she turned around and busied herself with making a cup of tea. “You know what else I figured out?” she asked as she put her own mug in for heating. “I love me when I’m with him. I love the way he makes me feel...he empowers me. He tries to come on all strong and protective, but he needs me to be strong too, and I love that. He makes me feel so special and confident. He believes in me.”

“Wow. That’s a good thing to have, someone who believes in you. I’m pretty lucky that way too, with Mattie. I have to remind myself of that sometimes, so I don’t screw it up.”

Felicity grinned. “Well, I’m glad Mattie believes in you, but I can’t imagine you ever being any less headstrong and confident than you’ve always been. Before I met you guys, I was such a wishy-washy milksop. When I liked a guy, I would be trying so hard to be everything I thought he wanted me to be, that I would forget who I am. I was the incredible disappearing girl. I’m not like that with Ben. What a loser I was.”

“You know you weren’t, ‘cause I’m not friends with losers. Don’t be so hard on yourself. You’re not the only one that happens to. I’ve seen it before, lots of times. Never understood it myself, but I’m glad he gives you strength that way.”

Allie could feel Felicity become withdrawn in contemplation for a moment before adding a comment. “Actually, I have to give credit where credit is due. It was Cain who brought that out in me.” Her voice slightly faltered as she said the name, but she continued. “It was Cain who first believed in me as I was, and refused to let me lose myself in him. He always encouraged me to be strong and to have my own opinions; to allow myself to be happy on my own terms. Even when he left, it was because he knew what I wanted for my life, in my heart, and he wouldn’t let me give it up for him.” 

Even without the betraying tremble in her voice, Alyson could feel the heartbreak still within her. The scars had healed and she had some emotional distance from it now, but her love for Cain and the sorrow over the loss of their relationship was still there. Alyson put a hand on her arm, unsure what to say. Felicity continued. “If it weren’t for Cain, I never would have been strong enough to make it work with Ben. Kind of ironic, huh?”

Allie shrugged. “They say everyone comes into our lives for a reason. Maybe that was his.”

“Maybe.” She grew quiet and doubtful as she said it. “Somehow I always thought there’d be more.”

“More what?”

“More to us.”

Allie met her eyes for a moment, feeling the disappointment within her. It was softer now though. An old familiar ache that had simply become a part of who Felicity was, a testament to the injustices in life, and proof of strength to move beyond them.

Alyson broke the gaze and swept her eyes around the apartment for a change in subject. “So what’s with the boxes? You’re not moving out are you?”

Felicity was pulled from her reminiscence back to reality. She finished fixing her tea and moved with Allie into the living room. “No. Actually, Ben’s moving in.”

Allie’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really? How did I miss that? I have to start paying closer attention.”

“Allie, it has been a few years.”

“Yeah, but even though I knew you guys were together, it seemed kind of on-again off-again. By the way you were talking, obviously it was on at the moment, but I didn’t know you two had gotten so serious.”

Felicity seemed confused by Allie’s reaction. “We did stop seeing each other for a while, but we’ve been pretty serious since the summer. How would you even know that?”

“We need to talk. I’ve got to catch you up to speed,” Allie said, putting a hand on her shoulder and glancing at the door, “but isn’t he coming home soon? It’s pretty late.”

Felicity plopped herself down on the couch, unconcerned, and then patted the seat for Allie to join her. “No, not tonight. He’s over at student housing. He has his room there until the end of term actually, but he stays here most nights. He just finished getting the last of his stuff out of the dorm and his roommate’s giving him a goodbye party.”

Allie raised an eyebrow as she took the proffered seat. “A goodbye party? It’s only right down the road.”

“Pretty much, but those guys will use any excuse to throw a party.”

“So how come you’re not there? It’s Friday night!”

“Loud drunken law students aren’t really my thing. Besides, I have a bunch of papers I have to correct over the weekend and give back on Monday.” She gave Allie a glowing smile as she realized her new profession was news to share. “I’m a teacher now.”

“I know, congratulations! Do you love it?” Allie was suitably happy for her, but Felicity still seemed off-put.

“Yes, I do, but how do you know this stuff?”

Allie sighed and shook her head. Obviously, Felicity hadn’t caught on to their psychic connection. “Do you ever think about me?”

“Sure I think about you. I mean, things have been pretty busy lately,” she admitted apologetically, “but I used to think about you all the time; I’d have vivid dreams even. They were so intense I even started writing them down.”

“Really?”

“I have a journal full of them somewhere. What does that have to do with anything? Of course, I missed you, Allie. So badly, I used to wish we could talk. Who else could understand the things Ben and I have been through?” She gave Allie a sheepish grin. “I even used to talk to you sometimes, when I was alone. I know it’s dumb, but it made me feel better.”

“It’s not dumb. I heard you. Not always, but sometimes. And those dreams, I had them too. I think most of them were probably real.”

“Real? I don’t understand. How could you hear me?”

Allie sat back, crossing her legs and resting them up on the coffee table. “Turns out, I’m not your ordinary average vampire.”

Felicity remained sitting rigidly serious in her confusion. “Allie, I don’t consider any vampire ordinary or average in any way. What are you talking about?”

“Let me fill you in from the beginning. We never knew it, but vampires actually come in different breeds, and you can tell the breeds apart by the color of their eyes.”

“Okay,” Felicity answered dubiously.

“Well, each breed also has certain powers, special things they can do.”

“Like what? Leaving different marks? Is it like a venom thing? Because other than that, I’ve only ever seen them drink blood and make more vampires.”

“No, some things all vampires can do. We all have venom. It’s more specialized than that.” Allie shifted impatiently, wishing she could just dump all of the information directly into Felicity’s head. That was a little too drastically assuming though. She didn’t want Felicity to freak out on her as Ben had. She sat up and folded her legs under herself, pretzel-style on the couch, and tried again to explain. “There are vampires with pink eyes, that can run super-fast and they’re strong and agile too. They could run by you, climb up the side of a building, and leap across to the next before you barely even knew they were there.”

Felicity didn’t look very pleased by the example. “That’s not very comforting. I hope there aren’t too many of them.”

“No, hardly any. The really special breeds are pretty rare,” Allie assured her. She attempted again to engage Felicity in the excitement of the discovery. “There’s another kind that can actually fly! And vampires with purple eyes are telepathic. They can speak to people without saying anything. They can read minds, and they can even put someone in thrall just by staring at them.”

“Wow. Is that what you are?” Felicity was thinking about Allie’s knowledge of her relationship with Ben, trying to put things together.

“Sort of.”

You can really read my mind? Felicity asked within her thoughts.

Yes. That’s how I knew about you and Ben, and about your new job. I don’t usually go poking around in people’s heads and stuff without permission. I was just checking in once in a while, to make sure you were okay. I should’ve come to visit sooner.

That’s okay. “What can vampires with yellow eyes do?” Obviously, she was thinking of Cain.

Allie hesitated, unprepared for that shift in questioning, but then answered truthfully. “I don’t know. We don’t come with instruction manuals. Most of this stuff is hard-core old-school vampire lore. It’s the kind of information that a maker is supposed to pass down, but things aren’t so formal these days. Half the vampires around don’t even know who made them. They don’t know what they can do, let alone other breeds. Even old vamps don’t know much about it. You just have to kind of learn by trial and error.”

“What about vampires with red eyes? What’s their talent, being supreme bitch sluts?”

Allie laughed softly. She was clearly referring to Sindy. “I don’t know, maybe. Mattie has orange eyes, and we haven’t figured out anything special that he can do either.” 

“Yellow, red, and orange, that’s all I’ve ever seen. So, what about you? Your eyes are purple? Can I see them?” She had eager anticipation in her voice. 

It reminded Allie of when she’d first asked Mattie what color her own eyes were, and her disappointment at the answer. “Sure. They’re not purple though.”

“I thought you said it was the purple kind who could read minds and stuff.” 

“Yeah, but I also said that I’m a special case. My eyes are white.”

“White?”

“M-hmm. See?” Alyson shifted to reveal the bright white eyes that had caused such concern since her change. Felicity was just staring at them transfixed, until Allie smiled, revealing the tips of her fangs. 

It made Felicity lean back a little. “Whoa.”

“I know, right?” 

“They’re really pretty.” Felicity gazed at her in speculation until Alyson changed back, worried that she might be putting her friend into some sort of trance. Felicity blinked a few times, as though there were spots before her eyes, and then asked uncertainly, “So what does white mean?”

“Everything. If you took every color and mixed them all together, you get white.”

“Wouldn’t that make brown?”

“No. It’s not like mixing paint! It’s like when you shine white light through a raindrop and it gives you a rainbow. I’m a mix of everything.”

“Everything? How did that happen? I thought Mattie made you?”

“He did. It’s a long story. No one was more surprised than we were.”

“You can do everything?” Felicity asked uncertainly as she tried to put it all together. “You can read minds, and run fast, and be strong and...fly?”

“Sweet deal, huh? Check it out.” Allie put down her empty mug on the coffee table. She kept her position of sitting cross-legged Indian style next to Felicity on the couch, but now she concentrated on the air around her and caused herself to slowly float up into it. The motion was a little jerky at first as she figured out the control, but in a moment, she was levitating about four feet above the couch. Felicity almost choked on the last of her tea.

“I know! I just learned this one. I am so psyched! I think it’s my favorite power so far.”

Felicity couldn’t stop staring at the empty space underneath Alyson. “Oh my God, Allie, that’s amazing!”

Allie let herself settle back down onto the couch again, vindicated by Felicity’s positive reaction. “See, that’s why I wanted to come see you! You’re so cool about this stuff. I knew I could talk to you and you wouldn’t get all freaked out and emotionally scarred or anything.”

Felicity sighed. “Like Ben?”

“The king of denial. I miss him. I have Mattie, and he’s wonderful, but I still miss you guys. I can’t even reach Ben telepathically. It’s like he is totally closed to me. It sucks. I can’t usually read humans from too far away, but you and I seem to have a strong connection; I guess because we understand each other about most stuff. I seem to be able to reach you no matter where you are. I can always reach Mattie too, but Ben... I couldn’t even tell you if he was in the building. It almost feels like he’s doing it on purpose. I guess he’s just so mad at me, that he’s unconsciously throwing up walls. Does he still hate me?”

“He doesn’t hate you. He just doesn’t agree with your choice, and he worries that it changed you. He would rather think of you as being dead than think of you as a monster,” she admitted apologetically. “He misses you though.”

“I’m not a monster,” Allie assured her.

“I know.”

“I don’t drink from humans, at all; not ever.” Even as she said it, greens and blues washed over her vision, trying to make the blood within Felicity stand out in a tempting glow of red. Her body kept trying to let the predator within her out to hunt. She was using her powers too much, using up the blood within her faster than she was replacing it. She was going to have to do some heavy feeding if she was going to manage to get home again before sunrise. She briefly wondered how many rats could live between here and the Hudson River. 

Felicity was obviously relieved to learn that Alyson wasn’t drinking from people. If she had seen another flash of Alyson’s vampire eyes, she pretended not to notice. “That’s good. Is it hard?”

“Sometimes. Sometimes it’s really hard, and I wonder what the hell I’ve gotten myself into.” Felicity was sitting very still. She was completely trusting, but Alyson’s internal struggle felt so strong, that she wondered if Felicity could feel it somehow. “It’s good too though,” Allie quickly added. “The powers are definitely a bonus, but it can get pretty intense. 

Would you believe that there are legends about me? Well, they’re not about me, but they’re about a vampire with white eyes. As far as I know, I’m the only one around. They even have a title for me. I’m called The United One, since I bring together all the breeds. There are stories that say I’m supposed to be a sign or something. Like I’m supposed to usher in a whole new age for vampires.”

“A new age? What does that mean?”

“Beats me. It’s really strange. It’s supposed to be a secret, so you can’t tell anyone, not even Ben. I’m not even really supposed to be here, but it’s been so long and I really wanted to see you. I have to be careful not to let other vampires see my eyes, or they act all weird. Strong ones, ones that act almost like regular people, if they see that my eyes are different, it makes them kind of uneasy. They start asking all kinds of questions and they expect me to know what it means; like they want me to do something important with it. 

Weaker ones just seem to follow me around. It’s kind of creepy. From the way some of them act, you’d think they were waiting for me to take over the world or something.” Felicity seemed to find that mildly alarming. “Relax, it’s not on my to-do list. I’m just hanging out with Mattie, and having a good time. I think it’s important for me to figure out everything I can do though. I don’t like not knowing, so we’ve been kind of working on that.”

“It must be scary, not even knowing what you’re capable of.”

“It can be, but Mattie’s there for me, and...there are some other vampires we’ve met that have helped me out. Older vampires, that know some stuff.” 

“Really?” The mention of other vampires seemed to bring Felicity to attention. “Are there a lot of them?”

“Well, no. We don’t like to keep in touch with too many, because of the whole secrecy thing. There’s only one...or two that we see on a regular basis.” It felt ridiculously obvious that she was referring to Cain, but Alyson tried to keep her face neutral and hoped that Felicity wouldn’t dwell on it.

“Oh.” She answered simply but was consumed with contemplation. “I’m glad you’re not alone,” she finally added sincerely.

Allie smiled. “Me too.”

Alyson dared to stay and visit for another hour before finally admitting that she would need to leave in order to allow for travel time before dawn. She had to laugh when Felicity offered to drive her to the train station. “Thanks, but I didn’t come by train.”

Felicity nodded. “Still have the old orange Charger huh?”

“Yeah, I do, but the damn thing is in the shop again. Shit!” she exclaimed as she remembered something. “Can I use your phone? I was supposed to call them.”

Felicity glanced at the clock on the wall. “Sure, but I think they’re closed,” she said with a chuckle. “It’s almost two in the morning.”

Allie went and picked up the receiver as she dug the business card out of her pocket. “I know. I have to leave a message. It’s a damn pain in the ass that I can’t leave the house during business hours. Everything is always closed! I can’t wait for daylight savings!” She turned her attention to the phone after hearing the beep from the machine on the other end. “Hi, this is Allie with the ‘69 Charger. Got your message. You can go ahead and do the work, just charge it to my card. You’ll have to let me know when you’re open late, so I can pick it up after work one night once it’s done. Thanks.”

She turned to Felicity as she hung up the phone and shoved the card back into her pocket. “Thanks. I meant to call before I left the house. I dropped my cell phone service. What do I need a cell for? Being telepathic does have its advantages.” 

Allie spotted a photo lying next to the phone on the table. It was a picture of Felicity and Ben, each on horseback and wearing cowboy hats. She picked it up for closer examination. It was a candid shot and they were both obviously having a good time. They seemed to be riding on a trail. Felicity was in front, but Ben was edging his horse up alongside her and they were laughing. Ben looked good, tan, happy, and healthy; a sight for sore eyes. “This is a great shot of you guys.”

Felicity glanced at the picture and smiled. “Yeah, I want to get a frame for it. Ben took me to a ranch for my birthday weekend. We lucked out that the weather was still warm. We had a great time.”

“Happy birthday, miss twenty-two-year-old.”

“Thanks,” Felicity said as she came to give Allie a hug goodbye. “I’m so glad you came to visit Allie. Try not to forget about me. I know my life isn’t exciting like yours, but now that I know we can talk anytime...”

“Of course. Yeah, I know I haven’t been checking in like I should have. You’d be surprised how easy it is to let time slip by when you don’t have to keep to schedules or anything. The more I’m starting to realize what it means to live outside of humans and mortality, the more I seem to take time for granted, even though I shouldn’t. Weeks seem to fly by like days since I don’t particularly have to keep track. I’ll try to remember to check in though, even if it’s only telepathically.”

“Okay. Take care, and be safe,” Felicity said, giving her a last squeeze.

“You too.” She wanted to add take care of Ben for me, but stopped herself. She didn’t want to bring him up again. If she’d been meant to confront him, he would have been here. It was better that she hadn’t come face to face with him unexpectedly anyway. That reunion was going to have to wait.  

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~
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Allie touched down to the ground to walk the rest of the distance, almost home. She was behind schedule, but dawn was still at least an hour off. As she got closer, she could feel Mattie’s comforting mark reaching for her. He was on the road nearby, returning home from somewhere. She could feel him slow as he noticed her approach. She finally saw him parked up ahead on the side of the road, waiting for her. He was on Cain’s Harley Davidson.
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