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Prologue
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Mankind is an extremely odd word. I can’t remember the last time I associated the word “kind” with man or even with woman for that matter. People on the whole are absolutely terrible to one another. Every job I’ve ever had has forced me to deal with the public to a certain extent. People look down on you if you’re in a position to help them in some way. Even if that’s just helping them purchase some new jeans. They seem to think that you’re there to serve them and therefore you’re beneath them.

I’ve done everything from working as a secretary to working in a shoe store. It’s all the same. The holidays in particular bring out the worst in people. It is fall and I am already dreading Christmas. Currently, I’m working in a video store. Half the people I work with there are completely out of their minds. I don’t know if they have a legitimate disorder like being bi-polar or if they are just fishing for attention. If they fished any harder they might as well wear bait attached to their shirts. I swear if I wanted drama I’d go to the fucking theatre. That is if I could afford it.

All I have ever wanted to do is be a writer. That has been my dream since I was a very small child. When we were asked in kindergarten what we wanted to be when we grew up I said “a storyteller.” The teacher misunderstood and said, “You mean you want to tell lies?”

“No, I want to tell the stories in books,” I replied.

“Oh, so you want to be a writer.” 

I was fortunate to have a mom and dad who believed in bedtime stories. I was also fortunate that my mom loved fantasy and my dad loved science fiction. As you can imagine, I got to hear some pretty wild tales just before bed. The first time I heard an epic saga of good versus evil I knew that’s what I wanted to do. I didn’t want to be the hero—I wanted to be the one to tell his story.

So what the hell am I doing in a video store? Well, it’s like this. I am broke. I don’t mean that in the sense of the word that a lot of people do. When I say broke it doesn’t mean I can’t afford a few luxuries in life. It means I can barely afford to put gas in my car to drive to the damn video store.

I just can’t get over the feeling that I was meant for so much more. Like I said, I have always wanted to be a writer. I stay awake so many nights writing stories in my head, my heart swelling with emotion at the thoughts of sharing my ideas with the world. My first book was published almost a year ago and it had even been a best seller. I am thrilled with that, but it isn’t enough.

A lot of folks have the impression that a best seller means you’re rich. Wrong. It means that you’ve written one decent book. The trick is to follow it up with something else that readers will enjoy before everyone who actually remembers your name forgets you ever existed.

About the time my first novel got accepted, I lost my last job. Well, I was forced to quit is more accurate really. I was so thrilled to have a publisher even considering my work that I told some of the people I worked with about it. I didn’t say it to brag. I said it like, “Isn’t this fantastic? I can’t believe it!”

Boy, was that ever a mistake. One of the twerps in the IT department got jealous and set things up to make it look like I’d been downloading porn on my computer. Okay, I barely had time to pee on this job, let alone look up pornography. Besides, I had a computer at home for that crap. I was never allowed to see the supposed “evidence,” but told that my only options were to be fired or quit. I didn’t want my reputation ruined so I quit. 

I had to spend the three thousand dollar advance on my contract just to live and still I lost my apartment. Thank God my car was already paid for. One year later, I am living with my uncle just outside Savannah, Georgia. He was good enough to put me up in his guest house. I will be eternally grateful, especially since it took me almost a year to even find the job I have now. Years ago when I first started looking for employment all I ever heard was “You don’t have enough experience.” That has changed to, “You’re overqualified.”

The only thing I really have going for me is my imagination and lately that has been on the fritz. There is a clause in my publishing contract that has been on my mind a lot over the past week or so. See the editor believes in my work so much (at least that’s how I interpret the clause) that I am obligated for three more books. It isn’t that I don’t have more ideas. My life has been in such turmoil for the past year that I haven’t had time to bring any of those ideas into fruition. I don’t even have a decent outline going. To make matters worse, I need to produce at least a rough draft for my editor within the next four months or I will be in breach of contract.
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As I walked into the empty guest house that night I tossed down my keys and said, “Honey, I’m home.” I took a beer out of the fridge. “From another shitty, pointless day at work.”

My big orange cat, Tang leapt onto the back of the sofa and stared at me for a moment. Then he stretched out his fat rolls and made himself comfortable while I opened my beer.

“I’m getting too old for this shit,” I said to the cat. “I’m twenty-seven years old and I work in a video store for Pete’s sake. I should have done so much more with my life by now. It’s not that I’m old or anything ... but I don’t want to be thirty years old and still be nobody.”

“You’re not nobody,” my uncle called from the doorway. “And you should learn to lock your doors.”

My uncle Randolph is around six feet tall with short black hair that’s started to gray at the temples. He says it makes him look older, but I say it makes him look dignified. He’s divorced and doesn’t seem interested in getting married again. He got a bad dose the first time around and seems content now to be by himself. Well, he was by himself until I moved in the guest house.

“I suppose there’s no point in asking how your day went?” he asked as he lowered his lean frame onto the couch beside me.

“I’m fine.” 

“Honey, you’re drinking and talking to your cat. You’re not fine.” 

I decided not to argue the point. He was right. 

“I’m depressed,” I admitted. 

“More like afraid,” he said softly. 

He reached out and tucked a stray curl behind my ear. He’d been doing that ever since I was little and it made me smile. No amount of straightening in the world could tame my wild hair without a flat iron and even that took effort.

“You’re right.” Emotion filled my voice and I found it hard to speak as I confessed, “I’m afraid of living and dying, and no one ever really knowing that I existed. I don’t want to live and die in mediocrity.” I sighed. “And I can’t seem to shake this funk I’ve settled into.”

He leaned forward and picked up my book from the coffee table, lightly tracing his thumb across the raised letters on the front. 

“Dreams of the Vampire,” he said, “by Jewel Mathers. How great is it to see your name in print?”

“Wonderful, but it’s starting to wear off.”

“Don’t let it,” he said firmly. “You could finish unpacking if you need to get your mind off things. You’ve been here three months and there are still boxes stacked in the hallway.” He stood back up. “I won’t tell you not to drink, because I drink too. But I will tell you that whatever you’re wrestling with today will still be here when you sober up tomorrow.”

Wise words I should have listened to. But I was depressed and in the mood to drink. After my uncle left I finished my beer and decided I wanted to go out for a change. I stripped out of my uniform on the way down the hall. Blue shirt with the company logo across my left breast and khaki pants. I fucking hate khaki pants. They’re so pretentious, especially the ones with pleats.

The hot shower was a welcome relief. As the water poured over me I felt it begin to plaster my long hair against my back. My hair is a bright auburn and naturally full of waves. It isn’t frizzy like you might expect from natural curl. When I let it dry on its own it hangs in little ringlets. But tonight I wouldn’t have time for it to air dry, I would need to use my flat iron.

While I tried my best to wash away the sins of the day my mind kept drifting to the incubus who inspired my first novel. Well, that’s what I called him anyway. I had no idea who or what he really was. I had always been fascinated with vampires, werewolves and other creatures of the night. My uncle knew this and picked up things for me here and there. Macabre little tidbits from his travels. He traveled a lot for his job, but he also took one big vacation a year, usually to a foreign country.

He had been in London shortly before my eighteenth birthday and as a graduation present he purchased some journals for me at an estate sale. I never finished reading them. They were too real somehow. However, I scanned them and there was no date, no author mentioned, nothing. They were written like a journal, but no dates were listed for the entries. I could tell by the look of them that they were old. I wondered often enough who wrote them. Whoever they were, I’m sure they were long since dead. I finally decided that the journals were an unpublished work of fiction. After all, vampires don’t exist.

The story was told in first person and I read enough to get a feel for the main character, about twenty pages or so. He never once described himself, but he was so real to me. His name was Vincent Marcellus and he was positively ravishing. The only reason I even knew his name is that as he recounted the story of his life, he mentioned it only once in the few pages I read. If I knew the journals were real then I’d say that he was the author. But Vincent had to be the character, not the author. The brief glimpse I had gotten simply had to be fiction.

I put the first journal down after reading those few pages. My heart was beating so fast I thought I might faint. My face was flushed and images of a man who had never been described filled my mind. When I finally slept that night he also filled my dreams. He touched me in ways no one ever had, not just with his hands, but with his voice. There was no part of me he did not touch that night, including my heart. That was almost ten years ago and to this day when I close my eyes I can still see his face and feel his long dark hair spilling across my skin. If I concentrate, I can remember the touch of the softest, most luscious lips I’ve ever kissed, and recall the look in the darkest eyes I’ve ever seen. Eyes which held me like no one’s arms ever could. 

It was the memory of this man, this vampire, that inspired my novel. It was also the reason I never picked up the journals again after that night. I had never experienced anything like that before. Although I’m fascinated by the paranormal, I wasn’t entirely sure I believed in it. The next morning I checked myself repeatedly for bite marks, but then I remembered he didn’t bite me. There were no marks on my body of any kind, but I could still smell his cologne on my pillow. Thinking about it almost ten years later both aroused and frightened me. And as I stepped out of the shower I decided to put my mind back on my present situation.

I moved to Savannah from Florida three months ago. I just couldn’t stand to be a failure in front of the people I grew up with. My uncle understood me better than most of my relatives and I never felt like he was judging me. That’s why I’d accepted his kind offer to let me live in his guest house. 

I stood in front of the open closet while I dried my hair. I wasn’t really looking to impress anyone tonight. I just wanted to relax and unwind a bit. Maybe it would help me to come up with my next story. Finally, I selected a pair of torn jeans and a short green t-shirt. The emerald fabric was the exact same color as my eyes and went well with my hair. 

As I slid into the jeans I noticed they were looser than I remembered. Even though I was broke, my uncle made sure there was food in the cabinets. I just didn’t have an appetite lately. I’d always tried to exercise and stay in good shape, but I didn’t need to lose any weight. I put on a bra that was supposed to help minimize my large breasts before pulling on the t-shirt. 

Next, I put on a little bit of makeup before straightening my hair, slipping on some sandals, and heading toward the door. I almost picked up my cell phone before remembering I’d had to discontinue the service. Since I’d already been drinking (and had a second beer before I left) I decided to walk into town. After all, we only lived about a mile out of the city limits and I could use the exercise. I didn’t have the strength or the patience for aerobics at the moment and exercise always helped to clear my head. So, I put my keys in my pocket and headed toward town.

As usual after conjuring up images of the incubus, he was hard to put out of my mind. I had always read heavily about vampires and was convinced that this vampire was an incubus. It was the dream, more than the journal which convinced me of this. Like I said, at the time I received those journals I wasn’t entirely sure that I believed in the paranormal. But after that night I began to reconsider. According to legend, an incubus is a much more sexual type of vampire who visits his victims in their dreams, feeding from their sexual energy as well as their blood. Did I believe I had been visited in such a way? I wasn’t really sure. But I did believe that whoever wrote those journals was trying to describe this type of vampire. I’d read other stories where people referred to incubi as sex demons. However, I found the vampire version to be more plausible. I’d even read one book that speculated an incubus was a vampire that drunk the blood of a sex demon and was left forever altered. I shook my head as if to clear him from my mind again and focused on the night around me.

The evening was still muggy, but much improved from the blistering heat of the day. To me, Savannah was most beautiful at night. I loved the moss covered oak trees which were found all over the city, the old graveyards and the haunted houses. I finally made my way to the bar I was looking for, an Irish pub near River Street.

Cool air hit me in the face when I opened the door and I breathed a sigh of relief. The place was fairly quiet, but then again it was a Monday night. Only hardcore alcoholics and a few random tourists were there on Monday. Since I’m a resident, I guess it’s clear which category I fell into.

I had been to the pub a few times since moving to Savannah. There was a cute, blond bartender who always tried to talk to me when I stopped by. His name was Matthew and he spotted me when I came in the door. I’d never been unfriendly to him, I’d just never really felt like talking that much. If I was in the mood to drink, that normally meant I was in a bad mood. I didn’t believe in taking my bad moods out on other people, so I didn’t say much when I was upset. I figured that worked out best for everybody.

But his smile was contagious and his accent made my heart flutter. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out on him. He knew what I liked by now and when I sat down it was only a moment before he put a vodka tonic in front of me. 

“And how are ye today lass?” he asked playfully.

“Not as good as I have been.” The answer was honest, though not overly friendly. I frowned when I heard my tone. I hadn’t meant to sound abrupt.

He continued to wipe down the bar. “I’ve been meaning to ask, what exactly is it ye do?”

“I’d rather not discuss what I do,” I said softly as I took a sip of my drink. “No offense,” I added.

“None taken.” He shrugged and continued to wipe the bar. “I’m just trying to figure out how to get to know ye.”

I couldn’t help smiling. 

“Are you really Irish?” I asked suddenly.

I’m not sure what made me ask such a thing and for a moment I was embarrassed. I could feel myself starting to blush as he answered, “No,” and all traces of accent were gone. “I’m an out of work actor,” he said bluntly.

“Well, congratulations, Matthew, you’ve just met an out of work writer.”
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The bartender laughed and it did my ears good. His laughter was warm and genuine and so was his smile. He looked around as if to be sure no one was listening while he continued to speak without the accent.

“What do you write?” 

“Novels.”

“Ah,” he said thoughtfully. “What kind of novels?”

I sighed as I considered his question. I had been dreading this. Not because I was ashamed of what I write, but because so many people didn’t understand it.

“Paranormal Romance.” 

“I’ve heard of it,” he said. “But I’ll be man enough to admit I haven’t got a clue what it means.”

I pushed my glass aside, smiling at him as I said, “It’s a difficult genre to write in my opinion. Not because of the writing itself, but because of the category. A lot of people don’t know what it means.”

“Enlighten me,” he said.

“For one thing, it’s not exactly romance. Sure, some of it can be romance, but most paranormals don’t fit the standard definition the industry sets. So, it’s hard sometimes to reach your intended audience.”

Matthew refilled my drink. “Paranormal just means something out of the ordinary, right?”

“Right, and romance just means that at some point a relationship is involved. It’s just that a lot of paranormals are really dark and some romance readers don’t like that.”

“But some do,” he said. “My sister loves it.”

I stirred my drink idly, trying to come up with a better explanation of what I write. I don’t think I’d ever sounded so vague before. Then again, I was drunk.

“So, what is it to you then?” he asked softly. “The stories, I mean. What would you say that they are?”

“I would say that paranormal romance is an adventure for women. Women just happen to consider a relationship part of the adventure. It could have science fiction or fantasy elements or both, but there’s definitely got to be an adventure.”

He nodded. “So, you don’t want people reading your books just for the sex?” he teased.

“Well, there’s plenty of that if that’s what they’re into.” I laughed and leaned forward as I explained, “But you know sex is not romance. And romance is not always a perfect love story. A lot of people read to escape reality, but I don’t think fantasy should leave it completely behind.”

“Reality, you mean?” 

“Yes.” I pushed away the glass before finishing my drink this time. “I also think that I’m drunk and rambling and should probably call a cab.”

He leaned forward and I noticed that Matthew had beautiful blue eyes. How could I not have seen this before? His shaggy blond hair was just long enough to curl on the ends and as one soft curl fell forward over his forehead I couldn’t resist the urge to brush it back into place.

“Let me take you home,” he said softly. “My shift is over in thirty minutes.”

“I don’t want to impose.”

“Please.”  He placed his hand over mine. “It’s no trouble.”

Thirty minutes later we were walking over the rough cobblestones of River Street to get a better view of the water. The moonlight reflecting off the waves was beautiful, but as I studied it closer I started to feel dizzy. Matthew helped me to sit before joining me on the stone bench.

“The harbor is so peaceful this time of night. I come down here a lot of nights before going home.”

There were only a few other people out, which was unusual. River Street was normally packed with people all hours of the day and night. But it was late and it was a weeknight. Come to think of it, it had to be close to dawn.

“You never told me what your book was about.” 

“It’s about a writer.”

“Wonder where you got that idea,” he teased.

“A writer who dreams about a vampire.”

“Do they live happily ever after?” 

“Read the book and find out,” I said with a laugh. 

“So, why are you out of work? Is the book not doing well?”

“It’s doing great. It’s a bestseller.”

“Well, that’s fantastic. Why aren’t you rich?”

I laughed, but not like I was really amused.

“That’s the sixty-four-thousand dollar question,” I said sarcastically.

And just like that I opened up and told Matthew all about my life and my problems. When I was finished I said, “I can’t believe I just told you all that.”

“It’s all right,” he assured me. “I wanted to know.” He moved closer to me and my thigh brushed against his. “For three months now I’ve wanted to know you. At least now I know why you’ve been so quiet. I thought I was starting to lose my charm.”

“Nah, but I may be losing my mind.”

“Wait till you’re in my position,” he said with a wave of his hand. “I went to school to be an actor, but what I really want to do is direct and can’t get a job doing either. Instead I’m bartending while pretending to be Irish.” I snickered and he added, “On a nightly basis.”

Matthew offered me his arm and helped me walk back up the steep incline of the street to where his car was parked. 

“What will you do about the deadline?” he asked as he opened my door.

“I’m not sure.”

It seemed like only a few minutes before we were pulling up in front of the guest house. Matthew walked around the car and opened my door. It was a nice gesture and I appreciated it. Gentlemen are a rare find these days. 

“I can’t believe you walked all that way,” he said.

“I needed the exercise and gas is expensive.”

He laughed and followed me to the door. I opened it and tossed my keys just inside onto a small table before turning back to face him.

“I hadn’t intended this as a way to spend the night with you,” he said. “But if you want me to, I’ll stay.”

He had nice lips. They weren’t thick enough to be considered full, but they certainly weren’t thin. His mouth seemed to naturally curve up on the ends, even when he wasn’t smiling and I liked that. Some people’s faces seemed to naturally turn down and I always thought they looked sour. Matthew’s lips were a refreshing change. 

As I studied his lips I considered his offer carefully before saying, “I think my judgment is too impaired to make a decision tonight, but it’s awfully tempting. How about a goodnight kiss instead?”

Without hesitation he backed me against the doorframe and pressed his lips against mine. I hadn’t appreciated how tall he was until I felt him wrap around me. I ran my hands up his back and noticed how much he had to lean forward to meet my lips. Despite the force with which he held me, his kiss was gentle and soft. He opened his mouth to me and I deepened the kiss. He ran his hand up my back and into my hair. I was about to reconsider asking him to stay when it felt like another pair of arms held me. I could see the vampire’s dark eyes looking down at me and as I gasped for breath, it took a moment for Matthew to come back into focus.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“I’m fine,” I said breathlessly. “I haven’t been getting a lot of rest lately. I think I’m just tired.”

Matthew made me promise to get some rest and to agree to see him again before he left. I watched out the window as his taillights faded into the night.

“What am I going to do?” I asked my cat. 

I poured Tang some food and fresh water before heading down the hall toward my bedroom. I stripped out of my clothes and pulled on my favorite robe. The black velvet was a welcome touch against my skin. It wasn’t the weather for velvet, but I kept the temperature set fairly cool. Besides, my favorite robe was a comfort to me and I needed some comfort right now. Even though I promised Matthew I would get some rest, sleep was the furthest thing from my mind. All I could think about was that fast approaching deadline. I needed to have something to show my editor and soon.

Maybe unpacking would help to clear my thoughts. The real reason I hadn’t unpacked everything was that I was hoping this arrangement would only be temporary. Even though I was grateful for a place to stay, I felt like a bum. Taking out all of my things would make the situation seem more permanent and I really didn’t want to do that. Still, I needed something to distract me so I decided to unpack some of my books. 

Since I used most of them for research and I did need to come up with some ideas fast, I figured it would be all right to unpack just a little bit. I found one of the boxes labeled “books” and pulled it down the hall into the bedroom. I started with unpacking my dictionaries. I had dictionaries full of vampires and different types of werewolves. I had a regular dictionary and a couple of thesauruses. I had books filled with different categories of fantastical beasties and one book about nothing but dragons. 

I had just lifted the last reference book when I saw the journals. I didn’t remember putting them in this box. I reached for them, but then pulled back my hand. My first book was inspired by the dream I’d had after reading only a few pages. What might happen if I read a bit further?

I really was afraid of having another experience like before, simply because I couldn’t explain the incident. I’m the kind of person who likes rational explanations. Still, another part of me had enjoyed it intensely and if I was honest with myself I wanted to feel the vampire’s touch again. 

“Listen to yourself,” I said out loud. “You’re talking about someone who isn’t even real. Vampires don’t exist.”

“But what if they did?” I thought.

“They don’t,” I answered aloud.

“Then what’s the harm?”

“Shit.” I reached for the first journal with trembling hands. “I’m fucking talking to myself.” As my hands touched the soft worn leather of the book I felt my heart flutter. I picked the book up and held it against my chest. “I don’t want to have to work another shitty job that stifles my creativity. If this helps me find the inspiration that will get me out of this situation, then it’s worth it.”

With that decision made, I opened the journal and re-read the first twenty pages. There were three journals in all. The first began with retelling the story of how he, Vincent, became a vampire. Yet again I had to remind myself this was fiction as I read, “There was nothing I could have done, or so I keep telling myself. The monster who murdered my Emily will not be allowed to roam free. But his blood also flows in my veins. What does that make me?”

He had been bitten by the same vampire who killed his lover and was unable to stop the assault. I read on as he continued to blame himself.

“If I had only understood that such things were real, perhaps I could have been better prepared. She died in my arms whispering words of love. Though she never once blamed me, I blame myself. I can still see her, even now, years since her death. Her long auburn hair burns in my mind like living flame and her eyes sparkle like emerald fire.”

I put down the journal and placed a hand over my heart. His lover looked a lot like me. But then I reminded myself again that this was just a story and I’m sure a lot of people had red hair and green eyes. This was farther than I’d ever read and I was interested to know more about the man who had haunted my thoughts for so long, even if he wasn’t real.

I didn’t sleep at all that night. Not because I was afraid of what I might dream, but because I didn’t want to stop learning who Vincent had been. I found out that he’d had an older brother who died when they were children. They were very close and as I read about his devastating experience I cried as if I’d lost someone close to me. Whoever had written these books was an absolute genius. Their words evoked such powerful emotions. You couldn’t help but get into the story. After his brother died he started to wonder about life after death and the possibility of resurrection. 

I still couldn’t quite figure out the date these stories were supposed to have taken place. There was no time mentioned at all. However, Vincent studied what there was of medicine at the time and ended up becoming a doctor. This all happened shortly before his lover was attacked and killed by a vampire.

By the time I was halfway through the first journal I decided that Vincent was real, at least to me. I let myself believe that this really was someone’s life story I was reading and it made him even more fascinating. 

After a few more hours, my stomach was growling so loudly that it kept waking up my cat. I put down the book reluctantly and went to get something to eat. The sun was up and it already looked miserably hot by the time I peeked out my window. My hours had been cut back at work, so I didn’t have to worry about going anywhere. It was just as well, because I intended to finish what I’d started. Whether I got any inspiration out of it or not, I wanted to know how his story ended.

I was scrambling some eggs when the phone rang and I jumped. I wasn’t used to anyone calling me here.

When I answered Matthew said, “There’s no way you could have been asleep and gotten to the phone that fast.”

I’d forgotten about giving him the number to the guest house.

“I was hungry,” I said, smiling at the sound of his voice. 

“So, what’s for breakfast?”

“Scrambled eggs and orange juice.”

“Mixed together? That’s nasty.”

“No,” I laughed. “You haven’t had any sleep either I take it?”

“Nope. I’ve got too many errands to run today.” He paused. “I hope I don’t seem too pushy, but are you busy tonight?”
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Chapter Three
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“Actually, I may have a new idea to write about.” 

“Really? That’s great.” 

The truth was I just wanted to see what happened to Vincent. I couldn’t believe I was turning down a real live man, a very sexy real live man, for one who didn’t even exist. As soon as I thought about Vincent not existing my chest hurt. It was a deep, mournful ache that I couldn’t explain. I knew that Matthew was still talking, but I couldn’t tell you a word he said. The next thing I knew he was telling me, “I’ll call back in a few days and see how the ideas are going. Good luck, Jewel.”

“Thanks. Talk to you later.”

I was surprised at how cheerful I managed to sound. 

“Maybe I should seek therapy,” I said to my cat as I put half the eggs in his dish before putting the other half on a plate for myself. 

I had been working on a bachelor’s degree in psychology a few years back before I ran out of funding. I wasn’t broke enough to qualify for any more grants, but I was too broke to foot the bill myself. And I refused to take out a student loan. I never liked the idea of owing someone if I could avoid it. The few years I did get to study were fascinating. I figured my knowledge would help me to gain greater insight into my characters once I started to write. Like I said, writing was my dream.

However at the moment, my knowledge of psychology was only helping me to see all the things that were most likely wrong with me. If I had to guess, I’d say I was on the verge of a nervous breakdown. All I could think about was how broke I was. I needed money in order to advertise my books. Because people can’t read what they don’t know about. But, I couldn’t get a decent job and that fucking deadline was getting closer and closer!

I ate the eggs quickly and ended up giving most of my portion to the cat too. No wonder he was so fat. I had to know what happened to Vincent. At this point it was more than curiosity, it was a compulsion. 

For the next three days I stayed locked in my house with the shades drawn and the phone unplugged. My uncle was out of town on business, so no one disturbed me. I didn’t bother showing up at work either, which most likely meant I was fired. I really didn’t give a damn. I had learned so much about Vincent that I felt I knew him. It was as if I had spent the last three days talking to him instead of reading about him. 

I was nearing the middle of the third journal and he was talking about meeting a Frenchman named Luis. I was shocked when he started to kiss the man, but then I read, “Lust is no respecter of gender. There is only breath and skin and desire.”

I paused. That made perfect sense. It was also one of the hottest things I’d ever heard. Though he didn’t describe himself, he described Luis perfectly and in my mind he looked a lot like Matthew. A few paragraphs later he said, “Do not approach love as if you have experienced it before. Approach it like you do not know what it is. Let it take you by surprise and with your passion, bring it to life.”

He ended up turning Luis after a brief relationship. Then, years later after Luis had a human servant, a woman named Cassandra, they had a ménage going (off and on) for about ten years before Cassandra was killed by vampire hunters. Luis’ plan had been to turn her; however, Cassandra was not yet ready to give up her humanity. In the end, she was attacked during the day when Luis couldn’t save her. The incident nearly killed Luis, but he somehow managed to survive.

After that, there was no further mention of Luis and I was almost at the end of the last journal. Vincent said that the vampire council ordered all diaries or other records kept by vampires be destroyed. They were too dangerous a thing to ever find their way into the hands of the public. He went on to say that he was hiding these journals some place safe, because he couldn’t bear to destroy them. Here rested the last memories of his brother and Emily. 

“If I ever reach a point where my humanity is lost, I do not want to forget them. In these pages they will live on and someday, be remembered.”

Those were the last words he had written and I was left feeling empty. I walked numbly into the kitchen and made myself a pot of coffee. It was dark outside, but I didn’t know what time it was. I still didn’t know what to make of the journals. Whether it was real or not, it was the best story I’d ever read.

“Now, if I could come up with something like that,” I said to Tang, “I’d have it made.”

My heart leapt as a most sinister thought crossed my mind.

“No,” I said to myself. 

But I couldn’t stop the thoughts from coming. There was no author, there were no dates. There was absolutely nothing in those journals to connect them to any living person. What was I thinking?! 

“That’s plagiarism. It goes against everything I believe.”

But not if I put the story into my own words, put my own spin on things. I had never read anything like it before. If I could make the audience feel what I felt when I read those journals, then success was a sure thing.

“Oh, my God.” I imagined turning such a work over to my editor. “Oh, my God.”

I walked back down the hall and took the first journal in my hands, brushing over the cover with my fingertips, thinking. I couldn’t believe I was actually considering this.

“Can I really do this? There is no author and Vincent ... well, he’s the character.” 

I took a deep breath and remembered what it felt like to lose my apartment. I remembered the humiliation of losing my last job and how degrading it was to work in a video store. I didn’t feel like I was beneath anyone, but the public treated me like I was. Did I really want to experience anything like that again? Did I really want to take a chance on living the rest of my life in mediocrity? Or was I willing to take this risk and possibly change my life?

I picked up the journals and carried them down the hall to the room which served as my office. I placed them on the desk beside my computer and sat down in the chair. I probably sat there staring at those books for half an hour before making my decision.

“I’m sorry, Vincent,” I said softly.

*****
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Three months later, I hadn’t quite finished a rough draft of the first book yet. So, I submitted a partial and hoped that was good enough. I waited nervously for two weeks. I figured I’d get a response forwarded from the author liaison so I checked my email almost every hour. Turning in a partial draft, especially for a new author was not the best idea in the world, but it was the best I could do at the time.
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