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Lily Sparks was a standard issue girl with a non-standard issue boyfriend. She was short and cute and what might be called “bouncy,” while he was tall, clean cut, and cut a nice, trim figure in his army uniform. The way she was draped on his arm almost made her look like a fashion accessory, though she tended to think of the fellow as something that really looked nice on her arm.

Lily was happy and had considered getting even happier a little later on. In fact, there was a nice, private alley that looked just perfect for getting the rest of the evening started. Her date was prim and proper, a perfect gentleman since they met.

Maybe it was time for that to change.

Lily changed direction, pulling her man to the alley. It was out of the line of sight for most foot traffic, and dark enough for her purposes. He was caught off guard by the maneuver. When she pushed him up against a wall and wrapped her arms around his neck, he was slow to respond.

The first noise she heard that wasn’t from either of them was a cough, followed by a wheeze. Then she saw him out of the corner of her eyes–someone with a knife. The face was young, but the eyes were worn out and old. The only visible teeth were worn away, as though ground down over time.

Lily screamed. Her date turned towards the attacker, and only stared at the new arrival a moment.

“You want to mug us?” he asked, shaking his head slowly. “That’s a mistake.”

The mugger smiled as much as he could without a full set of teeth and came straight for Lily’s date. The two men met in the middle.

Lily screamed again, at first in fear for her date, then in fear for her life.

Then in fear of her date as he turned on her, fresh blood around his lips.

Her screams still echoed in his ears five minutes later, as the man in the uniform stood in the alley, his mouth covered in blood, the coppery taste fresh in his mouth.

He smiled the whole time. He was perfectly happy.

Marco Catalano had enjoyed that.
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Chapter 1: Love At First Bite
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September 22, Hudson University, New York City

Amanda Colt looked across the college classroom and hesitated. Something was off. Something in the room felt extremely threatening.

Amanda thought she might have found what it was when she saw him. Blond hair, blue eyes, looked nice enough—5’9” and well-built—though more like a dancer or a gymnast than a weightlifter. There was nothing effeminate about him, however. Quite the opposite.

Amanda slid into the only remaining chair, which the law of Murphy dictated had to be right next to this guy. He sat in the front row, in the corner nearest the windows, not the door—two good reasons why the other students would avoid the seat next to him.

Maybe she wasn’t the only one who sensed something off. 

The annoying thing was that she couldn’t tell what was off about him. He didn’t look unpleasant, smell strange, or make any weird noises. In fact, Amanda noted as she took the seat, he didn’t do much of anything. His things were all laid out in proper order in front of him, his book was open and ready for notes, and he held a silver pen in his hand. Other than that, he was simply still. His focus was tight on the notebook, and his pen hovered over the page, waiting for a lecture to start.

“You might want to take a picture,” he said, voice deep and resonant, but just loud enough for her to hear. “It would certainly last longer.”

Amanda blinked, then shook herself. “I am sorry,” she said, her light Russian accent coming out like a kitten’s meow.

He looked up, and she saw how dark his eyes were. Only because of her exceptional eyesight could she tell his eyes were blue. His face was almost locked with an eternal smirk of amusement. It occurred to her that he smiled when she came into the room, and when she sat down, and the smile hadn’t ever flickered.

This man took her in with one sweep of his eyes, and then kept his face locked on hers. She was about as intimidating as a chipmunk, which was unusual enough for New York, but as sexy as the one that got away—you know, that one—only better looking. She was average height with long, red-gold hair that brushed the small of her back in a golden waterfall. Her eyes were a warm, liquid Frangelico brown and her skin Siberia pale. Her outfit today was casual, but form-fitting. Tight jeans and a sweater that should have covered her thoroughly, but they both somehow managed to be quite snug.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m sure that I’m not half as bothered by stares are you are.”

Amanda felt a smile tug at her lips but ignored it. She did not have the fabled “beauty of a supermodel,” mainly because she was above a size zero. 

“I am used to it,” she answered.

“I’ll take your word for it,” he answered, his stare as unwavering as his smile. She realized what was wrong with him. He was utterly controlled. “Can’t imagine being stared at often.”

“Why not?” she asked. “You aren’t ugly.”

He arched a brow. “Nor am I Leonardo DiCaprio pretty,” he said dryly. “Trust me when I say that I am not in the top ten male models for the year, or for the neighborhood.”

“Neither am I. I am too fat.”

He blinked, possibly for the first time since she laid eyes on him and went over his scan of her body once more, not leering but reassessing. When he met her eyes again, he said, “If that is your idea of fishing for compliments, you need better bait.”

She nodded, allowing a small smile to slip in. “Good response.” She glanced at the whiteboard with Fencing in big black letters. She was in the correct room. “You are joining the fencing team?”

“I’m here, aren’t I?” he replied. He glanced over his shoulder, out the window. The day had been heavily cloudy since dawn and had only gotten worse. “At least the day’s almost over.”

“For me, it is just beginning,” she answered.

He looked back at her and cocked his head. “Truly?” He broke eye contact with her, the gaze moving to her hands and her cheek, and even her neck—going for exposed skin, she realized. “Night classes all the way, is it?”

“Yes.” She raised her white hand. “Am I that obvious?”

“Yup.”

She held her hand out towards him. “I am Amanda Colt.”

“Have any relatives in Pennsylvania?” he asked jokingly. He took it firmly in his. “Marco Catalano.”

“Pleased to meet you.”

He nodded. “Likewise.”



Marco and Amanda walked out of the building and onto the campus plaza. The great lawn of the campus was bracketed on three sides by buildings. Its southern end was butted up against one of the numerous parking lots on campus. They decided to cut across the middle.

As they passed by the large cross in the middle of the lawn, it seemed that Marco kept Amanda between him and the cross.

“So,” she asked, “what is a Physician Assistant?”

“The marines of the medical profession,” he replied. His smile was still frozen on eternal amusement, as though ignorance of his profession was more joke than offense. “We learn nearly everything that a doctor does in two years, rather than four of med school. We’re writing prescriptions after we graduate with a master’s degree, and, on average, making six figures within six years.”

She furrowed her pretty brow. “Really? Why have I never heard of them?”

“Because it’s something created by the Vietnam war, and most doctor shows on television have yet to catch up to it.”

Amanda frowned at the two items linked together. “Do you think everyone gets their information from television, or just me?”

Marco sighed, but the expression didn’t waver. “The dissemination of information is linked heavily to popular culture. Vietnam wasn’t popular. The one major show that tried to deal with it was China Beach in the 1980s, and their history was frighteningly bad at times. Physician Assistants were a way of dealing with combat nurses who had learned more practical medicine in the field than major trauma centers.”

“Well, thanks for the history lesson. I can see why you would go into that field. Fencing, though...”

Marco gave a short laugh through his nose. “I could say the same of you. You deal with blades before?”

She almost laughed. “Oh yes, more than once. You?”

“High school, when they let us play with swords.”

“Ah, good. It should be interesting.”

Marco hefted his briefcase a little higher. “I’m headed to Brooklyn. I’d offer to give you a lift, but obviously you’re just starting your classes for the day.”

“You’re driving?”

“My family needs the car off the street during daylight hours. My father walks to work, my mother takes the train, and I’m the last man standing. Hence, the car. You?”

“I live in the city.” She looked around the campus and considered skipping her classes and leaving with him. She had her books and syllabi from online, and little was going to happen on the first day. Despite his occasionally disturbing directness, she found him interesting.

“Nice,” he said. “Rich family?”

“You could say that.”

“In which case, I won’t say it too loudly.” As he stopped near the parking lot, he nodded to her. “Again, it was a pleasure making your acquaintance, Ms. Colt.”

“The same for me, Marco.”

He gave a deep, old fashioned bow, then turned and walked away.

Maybe he worries people because he seems like he’s out of time and place, she thought.



Amanda Colt walked into her apartment and looked around the quiet flat. There was little in terms of color. The furnishings were basic. The only part of her life that wasn’t frugal was the location, and anything in Manhattan was expensive.

She slipped into the chair at her computer, warmed it up, and typed in a simple name. 

Marco Catalano, Brooklyn...

She found nothing.

It was like he didn’t exist. How is that possible? In an age when even cats have Facebook pages, how can Marco not have even a single mention online? Where is he from? The Dark Ages?



October 15th

Marco Catalano appeared to have one goal in mind. To cut Amanda Colt’s head off.

The student went after her with frequent attacks. She parried and attacked immediately, but his weapon was almost always there, waiting for her. It was practically magical.

However, Amanda’s major asset was speed. Marco was quick. She was quicker.

Her next attack was a thrust. He twisted his body to deflect it past him and lunged forward. She pulled back in time, bringing her sword down on his, nearly sending it into the floor. One flip of his wrist used that momentum to arc the sword around towards him, then overhead, for her face. Her sword came up to meet his, but he pulled back until the sword slid off, then thrust for her collar.

Amanda’s blade came down, sweeping his away. She didn’t give him time to pull his sword back to first position. She lunged for his center mass. His sword stayed with hers as he retreated, gliding along its length, deflecting the thrust as it came at him. She withdrew, but his sword stayed with hers like glue. The tip went over, down and around her blade like a snake before he flicked his wrist in a flourishing disarm.

“That’s enough,” the instructor said.

He pulled back for a thrust that would skewer her, but she grabbed her own sword in mid-flight and used it to parry him. The swords crashed, came down, around, and back up, starting in first position.

“That’s enough, thank you,” the instructor bellowed this time.

Marco pulled back, then gave a quick salute with the sword. She returned it, and they both withdrew to the same side of the gym, letting the next two fencers have time on the floor.

Amanda took off her face mask, her long hair tumbling down her back. “That was impressive.”

Marco put his mask in the crook of his arm. His smile was still there. “It’s easy when you have a computer-like mind.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I fence like I play chess. I try to think several

moves ahead.”

“You cannot account for everything.”

“Usually, I can,” he answered, slipping his gloves off. He paused in the middle of removing the second glove. “Well, there are always surprises. When you suddenly sped up, you almost had me a few times before I could compensate. If you had just gone that fast at the start, I’m sure I would have been in trouble. Especially when you caught your sword as it was flying. That was a nice touch.”

She blushed a little, slightly mortified that he noticed that. “No one else saw it.”

“That’s because they’ve gotten used to not seeing anything that we do when fencing. It’s like they’re just waiting for us to get a draw.”

“Then why don’t they just let us fight other students?”

Marco arched a brow. She assumed that was a sign of greater amusement, but it was hard to tell. “This semester is, what, a month old? In that time, we were both upgraded from beginners, to advanced, to dueling with the instructor. It’s the only way to run the class and get everyone to practice. If they make us duel the others, we’ll essentially be teaching them. If they start making us instructors, I will probably quit. I came here to practice, not sit, watch, and correct.”

Amanda nodded. “I agree. Though, let us face it, we are not exactly fencing.”

He cocked his head, saying nothing.

She smiled and elaborated. “Have you seen professional fencing? It is boring.”

“True, but then, I like to practice as though someone is actually trying to kill me.” He stared at her for a moment, like he tried to read her mind. “Would you like to hang out at some point this weekend?”

“Why wait?”

He glanced at his watch. “Odd, I would have thought you had classes right now.”

“I do, but I know what they’ve been teaching lately.”

Marco’s smile expanded a moment, then snapped back to the standard smirk. “Heh. Funny, I have the same aversion to core classes—required for the University, yet utterly useless.”

She cocked her head, her long red hair falling over one shoulder. “I thought that your degree made every course necessary?”

“Yeah, but they’re still rather basic.”

She studied him a moment, this time trying to read his mind. She came up blank. “Do you realize that you seem, hmm, different?”

He stopped and stared at her a moment, and then laughed. He laughed so loudly that the two fencers on the mat both stopped and stared at them. He kept laughing so long everyone wondered how he failed to run out of breath.

“That’s a good one,” he said at last. “Where would you like to start?”

“With the two of you,” the club moderator shouted, “outside!”



Marco, dressed now in a full suit and tie, and Amanda, dressed in her usual sweater and jeans, looked like an odd couple as they emerged from the basement level gym where the fencing club had been banished to after an incident involving a rapier and the car of the University President.

“Shall we stay to the left, in the shade of the trees?” he asked.

“Why? Are you allergic to the sun?”

Marco’s smile of amusement turned into a smirk, even though not a single muscle in his face moved. “I’m actually assuming that your white, Russian skin is sensitive. Otherwise, you wouldn’t bother with all that suntan lotion.”

“You do not exactly tan either, for someone who is Italian.”

“You mean ’Catalano’? The family is from northern Italy, and close to Switzerland, and especially close to Celtic raiders who popped in and out of the area a lot, back in the old days.”

“That’s interesting. That old, hmm?”

“Sure, that’s why I’m a freak.”

She touched his arm lightly, a fleeting motion of comfort. “I didn’t say you are a freak.”

He sighed, looked at her, and gave her a sad smile. “You didn’t, but I have been hearing that on and off for, well, a very long time. I might as well be a local vampire.”

“I thought that they were all the rage nowadays.”

Marco scoffed. “Mainly because no one ever thinks about it.”

“About what?”

“Vampires.”

“That would be odd, considering that there seems to be a hundred variations on the theme.”

“Yes, but nothing coherent,” he objected. “Forget the mythologies; at least they have a lot of commonalities, but the modern stuff...feh.”

Amanda stopped and sat on a bench at the edge of the great lawn, staying just in the shade. Marco took two steps past her before he noticed. She motioned to the seat next to her. “So, tell me your thoughts.”

“Why? It’s just vampires.”

She patted the bench. “I want to see how your mind works.”

“Slowly, and with WD-40.” He chuckled and sat. “Well, vampires...on the one end, you have the original mythology. Even in the Middle East, with the Ghul–their name for a vampire, singular–they were a type of undead, possibly demon spawn. They survived by drinking blood and had the ability to shape-shift. They also hung out in cemeteries. Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? When you get to the European version, they could be repelled by crosses and sunlight and stakes, that sort of thing. Those stories, at least partially, take into account the existence of Free Will.”

“Free will?”

He leaned back against the bench, his arms spreading out along the back. “Think about it. Almost every traditional vampire in fiction is evil, automatically and with little in the way of reservation. Turn a good human being into a vampire, and they’re automatically not much better than your average rabid dog. In the original novel, aside from Dracula and his three girlfriends in the basement, there was only one other vampire. That was Lucy, girlfriend of Mina Harker. As a new vampire, she could have been easily controlled, or feral, or what have you. Now, the original Vlad the Impaler, who inspired the fictional Dracula, was not a nice fellow. Take that how you want.

“When you get into more recent novels, everything becomes a mishmash, usually with bad metaphysics. Laurell K. Hamilton is one of the worst offenders—practically everything she does is conditional. You know, vampires are dead during the day, unless it’s a powerful vampire, which depends on a whole bunch of factors I’m not even totally certain of.”

He paused, then smiled. “Sorry, I over think sometimes. Hence the freak portion.”

“I still do not agree,” Amanda said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “You are intense, but not freakish.”

“I’m a freak who reads too many books. I don’t sleep with everything that has a skirt, especially since I go to school near Greenwich Village. I live in Brooklyn and don’t sound like Tony Danza. I can go on forever.”

She patted his shoulder. “Don’t worry. Those things do not make you freakish.”

Marco looked at her hand on his shoulder for a long moment.

For a long moment, Amanda wondered if she had done something culturally objectionable, and then he rolled his eyes. “And don’t worry, I’ll be happy to be your friend.”

“What?” He reached up and gave her hand a squeeze, gently lifting it from his shoulder. In a voice more dry, cynical, and sarcastic as usual, he drolled, “I’m certain you heard me quite clearly. You do not strike me as deaf.”

Amanda said nothing for a moment. She realized she was staring at Marco again, more than she had at any other person.

He was also the first man in a very long time to get close to her and not try to get into her pants. Most women in her position almost seemed inclined to take that lack of interest as a challenge. As though, if he didn’t want her, she must make him want her.

In many ways, she was glad she wasn’t most women. In the long run, his attitude was probably for the best anyway. “I’ll take it,” she said. She leaned over, kissed him on the cheek, and looked out over the sky. There was little sun left. “Sundown. Do we have to get you home before you turn into a pumpkin?”

“No, my parents trust me, the poor fools,” he said cheerfully.

“Why do you ask?”

“I wanted to know how much time you have.”

Marco smiled, leaned in, and said, in a conspiratorial whisper, “I have all the time in the world.”
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Chapter 2: Always Date Inside Your Species
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October 15th, Manhattan

Amanda opened the door to her apartment, and Marco watched her walk inside. He didn’t immediately follow.

She stopped a little past the threshold and looked back over her shoulder. “Not coming?”

He frowned in thought, as though being invited into a woman’s apartment was the first warning sign of some sort of trap.

“You may come in. Don’t worry, I don’t bite.” She flashed him a smile. “Much.”

Marco stepped forward, more at ease now with the invitation. “Yes, but you don’t know if I do.”

“I doubt it,” she answered. “Besides, I think I can handle you if I need to.”

“Okay.” He stepped further inside and took the room in with one glance. It was borderline spartan, with a couch and an armchair, the coffee table, a television, and a computer.

The whole living room was probably the length of a short yellow bus. “Nice place. Rather small for a family, isn’t it?”

“There’s just me.” Her eyes flickered to the floor. “Only me. For a long time. I am a little older than I look.”

“Ah, understood,” he said casually. “I’m guessing you don’t have many parties.”

“Nor friends.”

Marco blinked, then looked her over one more time before moving to examine a Van Gogh reproduction on the wall. It looked like it was from A Night on Bald Mountain, but with the Milky Way galaxy in the background. “Not bloody likely.”

“You’re sweet, but it’s true. Men are mostly interested in things other than friendship, and women are...”

“Jealous?” he said, not looking away from the painting, still smiling. 

Ah, poor Vincent. If only someone had better stitches and found your ear in time or had better psychoactive drugs... Amanda shrugged. “I suppose it is the easy answer, and the one best held onto.”

Marco nodded, glancing around the place once more. “I find it interesting that you manage to hold onto a place on the Upper East Side while going to college, with no other means of support.”

She gave a small, dismissive shrug. “As I said, I have money. I have a scholarship as well.”

“Ditto on the scholarship,” he said, moving away from Van Gogh’s Starry Night to a print of a Hubble telescope capture. “Though in my case, they weren’t certain which one to give me.”

“You are that smart?” she teased. 

“I am multitalented. That’s an advantage of having useless trivia stuck up here.” He turned to face her, tapping his skull.

“However, I’m not sure what I’m doing here. I came because I like you. Also, you’re one of the few people who will seem to tolerate my...”

“Intensity?”

“Bluntness.”

She nodded, then nervously combed her fingers through her hair, trying to find anything to look at except Marco.

“You are here for much the same reason. You are the first person I’ve brought home in a long time.”

He gave a short, medieval little bow. “I’m honored. I assume that all this–bringing me here, taking me this much into your confidence, is because of my ‘let’s be friends’ lecture?”

“More or less.”

“I must give that one more often. I’ve never had this reply before. Friends, then. Should be fun.”

She smiled. She was tempted, as she took his outstretched hand, to pull him to her, just to see how he would react.

Honestly, in the long run, she could see herself with him as more than friends. Every time she tried something like that, however, it always ended badly. Though Marco was certainly something different. What kind of something was the question.

“Yes,” she agreed, “it should.”

His eyes slipped to another part of the room, landing on a set of crossed swords over the television. “Are those cavalry sabers?”

Amanda glanced over her shoulder and could all but feel his eyes on her neck. “Yes, they are. They’re family heirlooms.”

“Ah, isn’t that grand? Which war? They don’t look like

anything the United States Army would have had. With your accent, I can only assume that they’re Cossack?”

She nodded. “Very good. They were taken from some Russian officers.”

“Taken, huh? Fun.” He wandered past her, looking over the rest of her collection, down behind the television. It was an odd place to put them, but without company to show them off to, they were, he guessed, colorful dust collectors.

Under the Russian sabers were several rifles. He blinked in surprise. “Why do you have a 1914 Enfield Rifle? The sabers, I get, but the rifle?”

“The British arrived in Arkangel shortly after the ‘revolution,’” she said, walking up behind him.

“I remember something about it. They left behind a few souvenirs, huh?” Marco glanced down the wall. “A Sten gun? I’ve only seen these in books and World War II films. So, your family had Veterans of the Great Patriotic War? I can only assume this piece went from Britain to Russia to this apartment.”

“Good.” She touched him lightly on the shoulder. “How do you know so much about weapons and history? I thought you were studying to become a Physician Assistant.”

Marco turned towards her, and his smile seemed to Amanda old and sad, as though he’d seen things in his young life that he really shouldn’t have.

“I read a lot. I can understand the Remington from the same period, and even the Thompson submachine gun.” He sidestepped out of the way and pointed at the extra-long assault rifle on the bottom. “But that’s a Vietnam era M-16, notorious for jamming, which really went over well in the jungles. I think the Russians were on the wrong side of that war. Your family are collectors?”

She nodded. “Definitely. You could say they had a habit they could not break. I’m still surprised you know so much.

If I didn’t know better, I would have thought you lived all of those wars.”

“I’m just full of surprises.”



November 4th, Hudson University Campus

“You have thought a lot about vampires,” Amanda Colt said as they walked along the campus.

The sky was dark again. That was nothing new. From what she could tell, he had never been in bright sunlight. It was odd, but nothing that stood out.

“I think a lot about a lot of things,” Marco said dismissively.

“I received a classical education. Vampires are almost a running theme in the history of mythology. There are Greek, and Persian vampires. There’s the Jewish myth of Lilith. Egypt’s Sekhmet drank blood. India’s Kali had fangs. The Romans had the Lamia. The Middle East had their ghouls. The so-called ‘Enlightenment’ had an increase in people who believed in vampires. Come to think about it, that would make sense. If God was ‘not reasonable’ and the Church was ‘evil,’ then there aren’t many crosses to fend them off, now are there?”

He shook his head, coming back to the here and now.

“So, anyway, there are a lot of vampires. I read, I naturally pick up random facts here and there: discrepancies, inconsistencies. My education included a lot of home schooling, so I knew more about Thomas Aquinas when I was ten than most philosophy majors do when they graduate.”

“I can tell.” She walked through the door Marco held for her, moving outside. “So, what are your inconsistencies?”

“Crosses, for one thing. Do they work or not? If all vampires are evil, it makes sense if they do. If vampires aren’t inherently evil, then there’s something wrong with crosses as a blanket defense against them—surely God could recognize His own. And let’s face it, if they were changed into a vampire unwillingly, is God honestly going to punishing them for something they didn’t choose? How badly, and how fast, does the sun destroy them, if it does?”

“If?”

Marco arched a brow. “You prefer that they sparkle?”

Amanda’s face went flat. “Do not even joke.”

“In any event, one cannot manage to get relatively coherent information about vampires. At least, not in modern fiction.”

She smiled at him and patted him on the shoulder. “You’re right. You are the only one who would think about such things. Most people just read them and move on.”

“Indeed. So, what’s your next class, and what are you doing this weekend?”



Marco’s home was in the middle of Greenpoint, Brooklyn. It was decent enough, as neighborhoods went. He also had a fairly nice brownstone.

Marco walked into his room and closed the door as soon as he slipped in. His room was simple. He had few pieces of furniture: a bed, a desk, a dresser, and bookcases. The bookcases covered every free inch of wall space, and even the dresser was stacked high with books. There were books about myths and history. There were medical journals and textbooks. If someone were to divine his interests from his reading selection, Marco was one part feudal lord, one part medicine man, one part serial killer, and one part mythological creature.

Well, it’s not all inaccurate.

Marco still smiled as he sat down at his computer. He had an appointment to associate with Amanda Colt over the weekend. This was a good sign. For normal people.

He sighed and turned on his computer. Well, there are worse things in life than being so medieval. One could be a predator like me.

Marco went to work. There would be plenty of time later, to reflect on the blood he had spilled in his life. Right now, he had a few things to write up. He couldn’t afford to be distracted by memories of her intelligent eyes, her musical accent, her long red-gold hair...or her graceful, soft neck.



Amanda gazed into the webcam that reflected her image back to her on her computer screen. She had been invited out. For a date? Had she been asked on a date? Was it a meeting between friends? Did he expect something from her? Did she expect something from him? Was she putting her trust into the wrong hands?

Take a breath, and try not to go insane, she thought. We are friends. We are staying friends. He said so himself. Just friends. Her own digital reflection stared at her accusingly. I know what can happen. He doesn’t know the half of it, but I do. She shook her head clear. She had her secrets, but they were buried in her past. The more current secrets weren’t a problem. They couldn’t be. It was simply something she had to keep under wraps, and there wouldn’t be any issues.

Of course there wouldn’t be. Marco is smart. I like that about him, so why do I suppose he doesn’t suspect something is amiss already? “I have money,” like that is a good reason. He should think that something is wrong with me somewhere. Thankfully, he won’t possibly imagine what.



Marco even smiled to himself as he waited for a website to load. He knew there was something up with Amanda. He didn’t care.

She had money. So what? Money took one only so far. She didn’t flaunt it, except in her choice of residence, and there were flashier houses in different boroughs of the city. It was a nice, security-conscious building. Considering her looks, that was a good thing.

Yes, she’s sexy as hell, and smart enough to know that it’s not exactly an asset. I wonder if she carries any weapons on her person. Well, she better, for her own sake. She looks good enough to eat. He sighed to himself. Marco, if you even think of biting her...

“Oh well,” he said aloud. He stood, walked to the closet, and opened it.

There, on the floor, was his personal sword.

Amanda isn’t the only one who collects weapons. Though I doubt she has ever had occasion to use them, like I have. He glanced back at the computer. It had fully loaded the website on red blood cells.

The coming weekend would be interesting.
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Chapter 3: Journey Into Brooklyn
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November 4th

The day had gone well. Very well.

So well Amanda started to worry.

She met Marco at the Museum of Natural History, which he referred to rather snobbishly as “the Museum.” He waited for her in the underground entrance to the museum via the subway when she arrived, though he came by car earlier.

Over the course of the day, they walked through each exhibit of the Museum. Together, they bounced back and forth over various and sundry areas of expertise. He apparently knew more about various types of weapons than anyone had a right to at his age, and she knew a little bit about everything else.

“Most knives,” he said, staring at one stone-age knife, “are easy to defend against. Relatively. They’re more reliable, and harder to defend against than guns, but easy to deal with if you know what you’re doing.”

Amanda smiled. He was almost cute with the way he was just so...blunt. It wasn’t boasting. It wasn’t a brag. It was just how reality was.

“Where did you learn this?”

“Out on Long Island, believe it or not. You ever hear about Krav Maga?”

“Yes, I have. Created for Israelis, right?”

“The Israeli Defense Force, you mean?” He nodded. “It’s supposed to be simple and quick, effective, but not at all complicated. It’s easier for me than for most people.”

“Because of your three-dimensional chess?”

“Exactly. I use it in fencing, close combat, and sometimes conversations. It helps for when I want to talk people into doing things they don’t want to do to start with. I can’t threaten everybody, after all.”

“Really?” she teased. “I must try to threaten you one of these days. Where did you learn this?”

“Like I said, Long Island. You’d be surprised how well it all works. I mean, hell, strangle me.”

She paused, wondering if he was serious. Most of the crowd moved by, not even paying attention to them. Well, they weren’t paying attention to Marco. They all paid attention to her, whether she wanted them to or not.

Amanda humored him and put her hands on his neck. She even pushed a little, stepping forward. He shot his right arm straight up, pressing it against his ear, trapping her left hand between his neck and his bicep. At the same time, he stepped back, and planted his left foot, stopping all backwards motion. Marco twisted, breaking the grip she had on his neck. Amanda’s left hand bent backwards, still caught between his neck and arm. He then bent at the knees, almost in a squat, dropping his weight, and pulled her forward. He brought his elbow down like it was part of a hammer elbow, sweeping both of her arms down and into the waiting grip of his left hand. The left hand trapped both of her arms against his chest. Marco’s right elbow swung up, and he easily jabbed it towards her chin in a slow motion side elbow, and then segued into a side hammer blow that only patted her cheek.

His left hand held her against him, her hands on his chest, their bodies close together, and their faces not eight inches apart. His expression finally changed. Marco’s smile was wide, his eyes were bright, and that may have been one of the biggest displays of emotion she had ever seen from him. It was less about the simulated violence, and more about the sheer joy of teaching. He liked demonstrating something for her.

He was so happy about it, she didn’t have the heart to tell him she was already an expert in Krav Maga, and could probably hurt him, if she had to.

“You know,” she whispered. “At this range, I could possibly bite you.”

Marco upgraded to a full grin. “Promises, promises.” They had obviously lingered too long when other people around them started to give them strange looks. He let go of her, and she reluctantly pulled away.

“Funny that all of it was invented by a short, squat fellow with a police background in Eastern Europe,” he said casually, heading back into encyclopedia territory as though nothing happened. “Can you imagine trying to train those fresh recruits? They had no background at all but were forced by circumstance to stand out in the hot sun, and burning desert, trying to figure out what this guy was trying to tell them. Strike. Strike! Strike! All the time wondering just how bad it was really going to get.”

Marco fell into a wistful look, almost as though he were recalling a distant memory.

“Recalling your youth?” she teased.

Marco shook his head. “Nah, thinking of another good memory. Come on, the dinosaurs are this way.”

Amanda watched him walk away with long, brisk strides. Without even thinking about it, she said something that made Marco come to a dead stop.

“Would you like to show me your neighborhood?”

Marco jerked and pivoted and blinked. “The last thing I’d want to inflict on you is Brooklyn.”

“I would like to see where you come from,” Amanda said.

“I come from the Twilight Zone, but if you insist...”

A quick car ride later—Marco insisted that the trains were nice, but he had already taken advantage of the alternate side of the street parking rules for the day— they had already moved on to their next stop.

“This is an interesting place,” Amanda said, looking through an area of Brooklyn where it seemed like the property values could have improved drastically if they just invested some money in upkeep. It was just off of Manhattan Avenue, but she thought it looked nothing like Manhattan. The streets were dark, the residences were interlinked, and the local idea of a doorway must have come from designers who forgot to plan for a door, and just pounded one into the wall, and then installed one of metal and steel bars.

“I know people here. You wanted to see, didn’t you?” he asked her. Marco knocked on the door once, then twice, and then kicked the door in with a loud metallic gong.

The place looked unfinished, with exposed brick face. However, it was clean, and relatively neat and tidy. The furniture was obviously secondhand, but serviceable. The only complaint was the sporadic lighting.

Marco waved her through. “After you.”

“You do not need an invitation?” she teased, remembering the first time he was at her place.

His amused smile flickered a little wider for a second.

“I’ve been invited in before. They haven’t been smart enough to revoke the invite.”

“Who the hell?” Someone stepped out into the front room, a short, sturdy fellow, bald with a tattoo of a green Chinese water dragon tattooed on the back of his scalp. “Marco, don’t you call first?”

“Zeng, honestly,” Marco drawled, “you should know me better by now. Amanda Colt, Zeng Nyugen, head of a gang, believe it or not. The Dragons.”

She shot him a sidelong look that clearly asked him if he was serious. He nodded. “Just think of them as my minions.” Marco looked back to Zeng. “You’re not hanging out with your lesser half?”

A tall Hispanic fellow stepped out behind Zeng. “Who’s the chica?”

Marco’s eyes narrowed, and his smile widened slowly. Amanda felt the temperature drop several degrees, and it looked like her friend was about to turn the newcomer into lunch. “The lady’s name is Amanda Colt. She will be treated as such. Señor Hector Vega, head of the glorified street gang Los Tigres.”

Now Amanda had to work hard on maintaining her poker face. “Tigers and Dragons...”

“As in Crouching and Hiding, yes,” Marco said with a nod, his humor obviously drained as he stared at Vega. Vega raised his hands and took a step back, almost a sign of submission she had seen in wolves. “No offense, Marco.”

“Good.” Marco’s eternal smile returned, and he turned back to Amanda. “Before you ask, yes, they did watch West Side Story growing up, and too many other bad films from the seventies. They have their pretenses, and I indulge them.”

Zeng sniffed. “Come on, man. Why you have to be like that?”

“Because I remember how we all met. Don’t you?” His eyes flicked back to Amanda, less tense. “That’s a long story.”

“So, Marco,” Vega said, “she your new girlfriend?”

“She is a lady, and she is a friend. That is the extent of it. Take a picture, if you like, Zeng, it will last longer.”

“Hey, man, I meant no offense—”

“I mean it literally. Take a photo, pass it around to everyone. If she’s seen, she is to be helped in any way she requires. You will not try to pick her up, you will not do anything stupid around her. You will simply be perfect gentlemen whenever she is around. Period. Understood?”

Amanda smiled. How sweet, I think this is his way of being chivalrous. The feudal lord commanding his serfs. Perfectly medieval. I wonder what comes next?

He nodded to them both when they had each taken one

picture apiece, and then sent a quick text message to the others in their gangs.

As the two of them walked out, Amanda asked, “What was that all about?”

“You asked to see where I come from. They’re a part of it, whether they like it or not.” Marco shrugged. “Not to mention that if you’re going to be sticking around for a while, and coming through Brooklyn, then you’re going to be glad you have a carte blanche from those yo-yos. They’re mostly harmless, but a large group of young males with a woman like you...well, I prefer to be safe.”

She smiled. “You think I cannot take care of myself?”

“I’m sure you can, but wouldn’t avoiding complications be easier on everyone?”

“If you say so. Where to next?”



“Welcome to beautiful downtown Greenpoint—or, as the locals have called it for the last seventy years, Greenpernt.” Marco gestured out over the water of the East River, at the section called Turtle Bay. Across the bay was the United Nations, along with the rest of the New York skyline. “Despite all of the grief Brooklynites receive, there are some advantages to the area. Some nice sights. Ignore most of the rumors of mafia activity. We haven’t had those sorts of problems since at least the eighties. Not around here, anyway.”

Amanda gave a deep, happy sigh as she looped his left arm with her right and brought them closer together. He was nice and warm, and not so rock hard with muscle that he was uncomfortable to hold onto. She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Thank you, Marco. It has been quite some time since I have gone out and enjoyed myself.”

“My pleasure, madam. I must say that I’ve enjoyed it,

too.”

Amanda could feel his heart pumping harder. Was it merely her proximity, or was he intending to do something about it?

And how do I feel about it?

“Yo, dude, your money and your girlfriend.”

Marco wheeled right as Amanda turned left. There were four men, and with a quick sweep of her eyes, Amanda caught a glimpse of four knives.

“I am single,” she said. She looked over the four of them. “But guidos like you are not what I enjoy playing with. So...go...away.”

“You’re not grunting enough,” Marco said, his own eyes keeping track of the two on his left. “You also need to use phrases and quotes from Pacino and DeNiro movies.”

Guido Number One sneered. “Let’s start with some money.”

“Let’s start with giving you a higher education,” Marco said easily. “We’ll talk after that. I don’t speak Guido.”

“That’s it!” the knife guy took a step forward, raising his knife.

Suddenly, Amanda was in front of Marco, taking the knife to the stomach.



The knife wound was all the way to the hilt and lodged deep in Amanda’s gut. He quickly diagnosed it as fatal without immediate medical attention—by immediate, he meant right this minute, damnit.

Marco took a step forward, ready to hold the knife in Amanda’s stomach before it was pulled out and left the wound open.

Doing that took his attention off of the other two losers behind him. One grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around. Marco blocked with both arms as the attacker swung a knife straight for his guts.

Marco met the wrist of the knife hand with the blade of his forearm. His other arm came around in a roundhouse punch into the attacker’s face. The fist clamped down onto the same shoulder as the arm holding the knife. The arm that blocked the initial strike came up and around, wrapping the arm up in Marco’s own—the wrist was caught between forearm and bicep. Holding him by both points, Marco drove his foot straight up into the attacker’s groin, driving his genitals into his abdomen. He twisted his entire body around, bringing the thug with him, putting his body between him and the next attacker. He snapped the arm with a sharp rotation of his body, grabbing the knife as it fell.

The other guy tried to leap over his comrade. Marco sidestepped the blade, and the attacker tripped over the disabled knifeman. Before he could get off the concrete, Marco stomped down on the back of his head, bouncing it off of the sidewalk.

Marco spun around, ready to dispose of the other two and get Amanda to a hospital, when he stopped in his tracks. Amanda had already disposed of one of them, and was disposing of the other, her mouth clamped down on his throat. A trickle of blood ran down the man’s neck.

“What the—?” This was the only reaction he could manage before Amanda whirled on him too.

Everything went black.



When Marco Catalano awoke, he had some serious issues. Being bound and gagged wasn’t that bad. He could handle that. The problem was that the knots were well tied all around. That was the annoying part.

Granted, it would have been easier if he was in a room, held hostage in a building. Unfortunately, he was on a roof with no visible access, short of climbing the side of the building. That was common with older buildings in Brooklyn, built before roof access was required so repairmen could deal with the HVAC systems.

That was disturbing.

Marco replayed the final images before the world went black. The conclusions to be reached were not encouraging. He rolled over from his shoulder to his back. Sitting on the edge of the roof was Amanda, her nice sweater ruined with dark red stains and a hole in the stomach. If he didn’t know better, he would have concluded she was crying. It was hard to tell in the dark.

“You’re awake,” she said flatly. “Good. We need to talk.”
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Chapter 4: Dating Sucks
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November 4th, On a rooftop in Greenpoint

Amanda Colt was crying.

She couldn’t help it, really. The horror of that night’s events had nothing to do with her being stabbed, or Marco Catalano’s somewhat savage counters on two of their attackers, or that she had attacked two of the thugs, sucked their blood, and even bit Marco while nearly feral.

The most horrific part of it was that the night had been going so well.

Twenty years. She’d been alone for twenty years, not counting the men who had spent more time trying to get into her pants rather than trying to get to know her. She hadn’t exactly been a social butterfly for the previous decades before that, either.

Amanda faked “normal” so very well. The sunscreen let her extend her mobility by hours, at dusk and at dawn. Then she met Marco.

He was impressive. She tried to remember the last person who had such a wide variety of interests. When he started discussing historical events, she actually thought he had been there. Marco had intense focus, and an inability to care what others thought of him. He even made certain to stay in the shade when they were together, noticing her suntan lotion. He had been considerate of her the whole time.

Mind “like a computer” or not, he could anticipate her to such an extent that not even her vampire reflexes were able to sneak past his defenses.

In fencing...Of course in fencing...

Amanda, do you even believe that? Not really.

Also, he actually cared about what she thought. The last time she had discovered someone like that, he was a Soviet spy, and she had to eat him.

Now so much work, so much effort, had all been undone by two muggers. She had even been tempted to tell Marco, to explain to him what she was, and how that differed from all of the vampire stuff the culture was subjected to. She’d been so tempted.

Now what would he do? Report her? He had his friends take a picture of her. He could send that to anyone he liked. He could easily blow her cover as a vampire by posting her picture online. Facebook. YouTube. The Internet would not be her friend.

Things could only get worse from there.

Amanda heard Marco’s heartbeat start to accelerate. He woke up. Amanda dried her eyes. She didn’t have much makeup on, but there would be enough to streak. She hated that she had to use a digital web camera to apply makeup, but mirrors were sort of out of the question for her.

“You’re awake,” she said flatly. “Good. We need to talk.”

Marco’s extended silence spoke volumes, mostly a thousand decibels of “no kidding!”

Amanda cocked her head, studying him a moment, much like during their normal conversations. “You are not having the overreaction that I expected.”
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