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  For mon coeur—you provide the pulse to my courage.







  
    
      Although I’m bloody guilty,

The jury won’t convict me.

No witnesses have lived to tell

The tales of my sins.


    

    
      —R. N. Jayne, “Vampiress”
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  Fashionably Late

  
  




West Bloomfield, Michigan

Spring 2009




Raiden knew he should have fed beforehand. As an anonymous butler opened the door to Baza’s lakefront mansion, the scent of blood hit Raiden with a staggering force. Though the late May evening offered a gentle breeze to cool his flushed skin, he could not escape his inner heat.

The butler gestured for him to enter the palatial estate. “Good evening, sir. Monsieur Baza is expecting you.”

Raiden gave a curt nod. “Lucky me.”

The butler studied the gold-laced marble floor as Raiden stepped inside and surveyed his surroundings. A variety of exotic plants decorated the outskirts of the grand foyer. Pre-Raphaelite paintings, depicting voluptuous women in suggestive poses, embellished the peony-pink walls. Antique vases containing lavish arrangements of roses and orchids balanced atop ornate designer tables. A giant crystal chandelier hung directly in the center of the vaulted ceiling. He rolled his eyes as he walked past a replica of Michelangelo’s David. It was a fair imitation: the only noticeable deviation from the original was the generous enlargement of the statue’s endowments.

Raiden grimaced. Although he had barely ventured past the entrance, it was apparent that Baza’s style of décor was too ostentatious for his liking. He felt a wave of homesickness—the simplicity of his condo in Japan was far superior to this overindulgent display of nouveau riche “taste.”

He heard human voices. Walking past overstated foliage and lewd art, he followed murmurs and tinkling laughter into the sitting room. A sampling of Baza’s well-dressed guests perched on nineteenth-century velvet furniture. About sixty or so warm bodies congregated just beyond the grand foyer. Gilded mirrors hung on every wall. The majority of the partygoers admired their own reflections as they pretended to listen to each other’s masturbatory anecdotes. Raiden crept into a darkened corner of the room.

Ravenously sniffing the air, he detected the subtle nuances of each person’s flavor. His sable eyes drifted over them one by one. The desperate-looking young woman, clutching her cell phone while folding her arms self-consciously across her skin-tight Jovani dress, would taste faintly saline—the nervousness of her character adding a salty tang to its underlying copper essence. The beautiful man seated across from her, discreetly adjusting his erection while trying to gain her attention, would taste hot and heavy—with a hint of acrid anxiety.

Raiden’s undead heart thudded fitfully in his ears as he attempted to will away these enticing imaginings. His efforts, however, proved futile. The smell of fresh blood intoxicated him infinitely more than the five shots of Jack he had slammed in an attempt to mute the roaring hunger pounding inside his aching teeth. A slight sense of obligation, as well as sheer boredom, had compelled him to attend Baza’s party in the first place. He took no comfort in the fact that he had arrived three hours late, for these sorts of in-crowd Richie Rich shindigs were notorious for lasting until the shame-walk of morning. 

During his five years as a vampire, Raiden had struggled with maintaining acceptable social behavior. Under normal circumstances, he never would have willingly associated with boring, superficial people. Humans—especially strangers—were like aliens to him. It was easiest to interact with his band members and staff: he had known the majority of them since before his transformation and had never allowed himself to establish more than a passing attachment to any of them. Except for Taro, of course.

Raiden smiled. His bloodthirstiness momentarily abated as he thought of his best friend. Taro was the leader of their band, Scent, a rock group that was currently one of Japan’s most popular musical acts. Raiden, Taro, and their other bandmates were household names in their native country. Their sultry pouts emblazoned magazine covers; they made countless appearances on popular talk shows; they toured all over Asia and Australia, and performed occasional stints in Europe. As much as Raiden’s life had been forever altered by this unexpected fame, he could easily recall Scent’s indie days—back when he was still human.

Nonconformity had appealed to Raiden since childhood. From the ages of seven to seventeen, he spent summer vacations on his father’s farm in New Bern, North Carolina. His father was a born-and-raised American—a self-made millionaire who never married. He claimed that Raiden, the product of a one-night stand during a business trip to Nagoya, was his only son.

Raiden’s mother refused to make any further comment regarding the extent of her relationship with his father. Every time Raiden pressed her for more details, she either deflected his questions and changed the subject or regarded him in cool quietude. Silence was his mother’s modus operandi. Often, days would pass without any conversation between the two of them. Raiden had never sensed any love from her. At an early age, he became accustomed to the loneliness he felt from her complete lack of interest in him. He consoled himself with the fact that he could escape his mother’s dreary company for an entire season when it came time to visit his father’s paradisal property.

Every summer, he tasted freedom. The more he acquired, the more he wanted. The hijinks-filled month spent in New Bern after Raiden’s senior year of high school left him unprepared to return to Japan—especially to the austere setting of Nagoya University. Raiden felt off-kilter and out of place in such an intimidating environment. He pined for the boozy summer spent in New Bern with his American garage band and their eager groupies.

Fortuitously, he found a kindred spirit in his dorm mate, Taro. Their well-intentioned studying sessions turned into hours of jamming and songwriting. The feeling of collaborative creation was addictive. Raiden sang, played guitar, and wrote most of the songs. Taro played bass, sang backup vocals, and pretty much called the shots. Though the two of them did well scoring gigs at a few local bars, they quickly realized that their band needed more dimension to bring down the house at the most popular venues. Taro (self-dubbed “the gray matter” of their duo) suggested that adding a lead guitarist and a drummer to their lineup would bring harmony and balance to Scent’s sound. Raiden (proclaimed “the panty-dropper” by his blunt best friend) was more than willing to put Taro’s vision to the test—especially since his dedication to scholarly pursuits had plummeted during the first semester of college.

Soon after he and Taro joined creative forces, Raiden stopped caring about school. His major, preordained by his mother, was Medical Science, though he had never displayed a proclivity for it. By mid-term, his grades slipped dangerously low. As a result, he endured several scared-straight lectures from his professors. Still, none of their threats motivated him to improve his academic performance. Before the second semester began, he dropped out of the university.

Raiden was unsurprised to find that he did not care about this failure. He wanted to experience life on a looser tether and feel free to make his own choices. The thought of rebelling against the philosophy of perfection drilled into him by his strict Japanese mother thrilled him. A smug satisfaction overtook him when he thought of the proverb, “The nail that sticks out gets hammered down.” He was a rogue nail: one that somehow managed to escape the hammer’s blow and stick out even further. 

Released from the confines of dorm life, Taro and Raiden found a tiny studio apartment. It afforded no privacy but met their budget. They searched for additional musicians to add weight to their sound. After days of suffering through mostly unimpressive auditions, they managed to snag two true talents. Yoshi was a quiet, brilliant drummer who hid behind a mane of scraggly black hair and barely spoke; Kai was a technically sound lead guitarist with a knack for abusing obscenities and smoking two packs a day. When the four of them played together, it was instantaneous magic. Raiden could have sworn he heard the ka-ching of cash registers in the not-too-distant future.

His intuition about the band’s high level of success proved correct after they hit it big a mere two years later. At the age of twenty-one, Raiden became an overnight rock star. Fame was a jolting transition from the anonymous life he was used to leading. Under the smothering paternal thumb of their label, Raiden and his bandmates were constantly told what to do and when and how to do it. If he complained about the overwhelming pressures of stardom, Taro would remind him that Scent had a specific image to maintain. As the band’s primary vocalist, Raiden bore the brunt of responsibility for its durability. (“Suck it up,” Taro often advised.)

During performances, Raiden and his bandmates wore the elaborate costumes and makeup popular in the visual kei music scene. He engaged in playful fanservice with Taro and Kai to appease the erotic appetites of their audience. So long as he continued to flirt with his bandmates and wear too much eyeliner, his cash flow never ran low. In the public eye, he plastered his band’s brand all over anything and everything marketable to keep turning a profit. Teen fans (especially girls) spent fortunes on Scent’s merchandise. Raiden did not have much choice in selling out, but he came to terms with it. What really mattered: his love for music endured, despite the theatrics and politics to which he had to acclimate himself.

Nowadays, the members of Scent were celebrities in Japan, and the band’s popularity had recently spread overseas. After years of attempting to build a solid international fan base, Scent had finally become a buzz-worthy act in the highly competitive American indie rock scene with the release of their latest single. “Surprised” was a Raiden-penned ditty about discovering a cheating lover in flagrante delicto. Though it was standard pop-rock fare, “Surprised” had a catchy hook, and the lyrics were almost entirely in English. Raiden’s flawless diction, coupled with the impressive soundtrack his bandmates provided, added to the song’s trendiness. What ushered in the single’s breakout international success, however, was its music video. Two weeks after it debuted online, the MV went viral. Featuring a pensive Raiden strolling through an abandoned amusement park in full-throttle, androgynous rock star mode—surrounded by his dress-clad, instrument-shredding band members—the video provided a memorable viewing experience. Teen girls and guys alike swooned over Raiden’s exotic beauty and mysterious persona. Not to mention, it was evident that Taro, Kai, and Yoshi could play the hell out of their instruments.

Novelty-greedy young Americans loved Scent’s visual kei gimmick: they devoured it like junk food. Six months after “Surprised” debuted on the charts, Scent had gained enough popularity in the US to secure a spot as the opening act for Prodigal Son, a fairly successful alternative rock group planning a summer tour titled Feeling the Way. It would begin on June 15 in Detroit, and end on August 28 in Los Angeles.

To bulk up their flabby Midwestern fan base, Taro had convinced the other bandmates to arrive in Michigan a few weeks before the first show and conduct an aggressive PR campaign. While promoting the tour, Taro, Raiden, Yoshi, Kai, and a few essential members of their staff took up temporary residence in Novi, Michigan. Novi was not only the mecca of Japanese culture in Metro Detroit, but also possessed the added advantage of a prime location. The moderately affluent suburb was distant enough to avoid Detroit’s abject poverty and rampant crime, and near enough to efficiently commute to the city whenever necessary.

The tour’s opening night was less than three weeks away, and Raiden was already sick of promotional duties. Since the beginning of Scent’s rapid ascent to fame, Taro had stressed to each member the importance of personally publicizing the band whenever possible. Raiden knew, however, that his best friend counted on him more than any of the others to fulfill these obligations—especially now that Scent was on American pop culture’s radar.

Taro, Kai, and Yoshi unanimously agreed that Raiden was the obvious choice to serve as Scent’s “face” in the States. His striking, marketable good looks, fluency in English, and inherent prestige as the band’s lead singer set him a cut above the rest. Try as he might, Raiden failed to convince Matsuda, the band’s manager, that his antisocial personality was not conducive to the politics of PR.

Currently, Raiden’s ambassadorial duties included: smiling brightly in the blinding lights of the flashbulbs for staged Kodak moments, fawning over wealthy socialites and pretending not to notice when they groped him, and abstaining from homicide when the stray visual-kei-devoted, overweight fangirl squealed directly into his ear. Most unfortunately, Raiden had to remain amenable to the wining and dining of “influential” folks he did not care to know. Metro Detroit was chock-full of scumbags: some local, a few transplants, others transient. Probably there were good eggs mixed in with the rotten ones, but Raiden had yet to meet one. Unsurprisingly, the blue bloods were no better than the peons.

Go ahead and put lipstick on a pig, but you’re still looking at one ugly fucking swine.

* * *

Gabriel Colin had been waiting all night for Raiden to appear. He had even arrived at Baza’s party unfashionably early just to guarantee that he would not miss the singer’s entrance. Though Gabriel usually took great pains to appear devastatingly trendy, sacrificing stylishness for one evening was a trivial price to pay for the prize he hoped to attain. No skin off my impeccable nose job. Impressing a horde of Midwestern urbanized country bumpkins would be too facile. They’ve probably never even seen a celebrity in person before—except for trailer-trash Eminem.

Judging from the too-small group of starfuckers that had accosted him when he first breezed through the door, the majority of Baza’s guests only recognized his face from the Unwet deodorant commercial series, rather than from Mesmerized, his hit TV show. In a way, the crowd’s missing attention was lame, but Gabriel figured ignorance was bound to exponentially increase the further east he traveled across “The Land of the Screaming Eagles.” On the West Coast, he caused a stir every time he went out for a skinny latte. Here, he was as close to invisible as he had been before his star had risen. He could hardly fault himself for the wealthy-yet-unworldly Michiganders’ deficiency in pop culture savvy. 

Clearing his throat, Gabriel fixated on the basement stairs for the umpteenth time, silently praying for Raiden to appear. The frigid subterraneous air had a desiccating effect on his vision. He put on his Ray-Bans to ease his eyestrain. What I wouldn’t give for a pair of fresh cucumber slices . . . he was hungry, too, but he would not take the chance of getting crudités stuck between his just-bleached teeth. The inevitable wine stains were risky enough. I wonder what Raiden likes to drink. Probably something super-Japanese, like sake. Or shōchū. I could impress him with my expansive knowledge of potato-based spirits.

When Baza had casually informed him via text a week ago that Raiden had RSVP’d to his party, Gabriel could scarcely believe the serendipitous occurrence. Although his celebrity status gave him the ability to seduce pretty much anyone with a pulse, he had always enjoyed the thrill of the chase. Raiden represented the ultimate challenge: he had been Gabriel’s primary creative muse for some time.

Several years back, when he was a senior in high school, Gabriel had stumbled upon one of Scent’s early concert clips on MTV2. The song they were playing was fairly long and instrumental. Nothing about it appealed much to his usual taste in music. He was about to change the channel, when a platinum blond, slender man wearing loose, lightweight garments took center stage. The camera lingered on his lithe build through the translucency of his clothes.

“RAIDEN! RAIDEN! RAIDEN!” the crowd chanted. Some of them were mopping their sweat-drenched brows with their sleeves, moaning in ecstasy. The blond man—Raiden, Gabriel presumed—smirked and blew the audience a kiss. He started to sing. A unique voice filled the speakers of Gabriel’s parents’ expensive sound system. Intrigued, he turned up the volume. The song’s melody, variably sweet and hard, articulated in a foreign tongue, chilled him to the bone.

The camera zoomed in for a close-up of Raiden’s face. Gabriel’s interest piqued. He grabbed his seldom-used specs from the adjacent table, slipped them on, and leaned closer to the big screen TV for a better look. In that moment, Gabriel’s obsession with the half-Japanese singer became official.

Raiden’s pale hair, loose and wavy, fell just above his shoulders. His eyes were dark and wide, with an alluring upward slant. Shimmery blue material covered his petite frame. Batting long eyelashes, he swayed to the music. His ripe mouth formed lovely articulations.

Gabriel glanced at the subtitled lyrics running along the bottom of the TV screen.

[At first, I feel like I'm flying to the moon . . .]
[At last, I realize I'm lying in a tomb.]
[Oh, deep sleep!]
[Please set me free.]
[I felt a shudder . . .]
[Was that doom?]


He melted into the music, charmed by Raiden’s delicate hand gestures and dreamy expressions. The petite man’s voice was powerful, yet breathy when appropriate. His face reflected youthful, feline beauty, and seductive confidence. Gabriel watched his mouth opening and closing, forming melancholy, haunting notes. Raiden looked every bit the part he played: a mysterious, exotic, indie rock god.

Near the end of the song, the singer slipped into a sweet, effortless falsetto, and Gabriel froze on the spot, too swept up in Raiden’s striking appeal to move. This man was the living embodiment of raw talent, pure charisma, and androgynous beauty. Gabriel felt inspired just by looking at him. For the remainder of the concert, he sat unmoving, spellbound by Raiden’s mere existence.

Later that evening, he opened his laptop and typed a tentative story sketch. Morning came and went without his notice. Hours later, exhausted and exhilarated, Gabriel named the finished sketch “Luna Sunset.” He thought the title was so ridiculously clever that he patted himself on the back. Though he wanted to mold “Luna Sunset” into a proper novel, he put that dream on hold for a couple of years while he busied himself with climbing up the social ladder at the LA arts college he attended.

It was a slow process. Gabriel’s slight Québécois accent, coupled with his penchant for overly polite mannerisms and old-fashioned dialogue, kept him from gaining the popularity he had always sought. Months away from graduating with a BA in Communications, he finally managed to transform into the Big Man on Campus after his English professor encouraged him to try out for the spring musical. He was no stranger to the stage, as he had been a drama nerd in high school. Fierce good looks, physical prowess, and a pleasing tenor made Gabriel the prime choice to play Phoebus in the university’s English adaptation of French musical Notre-Dame de Paris.

Though he had not expected the rave reviews of his performance to jumpstart a rise in social standing, Gabriel nevertheless welcomed the attention. His teachers showered praise upon him for his effortless portrayal of the two-timing Phoebus. The editor of the school paper approached him, wanting to do an exclusive. His classmates started to notice him, and he gained a few admirers.

Gabriel’s confidence grew. He got cockier and dressed like a more flamboyant version of Jared Leto. Soon enough, he was frequenting LA night clubs and mingling with the rich and powerful. He scored a few modeling jobs and acquired an agent to book him commercial work. On a purely pragmatic level, he saw the value in these shallow gigs. The work was monotonous, but it paid well enough. Money had its perks. Though he missed writing, Gabriel was so distracted by the glitz and glamour of his elite social circle that he had little time to care.

When an unexpected shot at real stardom fell into his lap, Gabriel’s enthusiasm for reading and writing had all but vanished. He still remembered the moment in which his mother, a successful Hollywood makeup artist, burst through the door of his apartment to deliver the news that changed his life.

“Gabriel, viens ici! J’ai une bonne nouvelle!”

“What’s the good news?” Gabriel asked in English. Since he was from Québec City, he was fluent in French, but most of the time, he was too lazy to speak it. His family had relocated to LA three years ago, so he only spoke French with his parents when the mood would strike him.

His mother clapped her hands. “I just got off the phone with your agent. He’s been trying to reach you all day! You’re wanted for the starring role in that TV pilot you auditioned for last week!”

“The one about the melodramatic telepathic guy who cries all the time?”

“Ouais, c’est ça. Isn’t this wonderful? You’re going to be a star!”

Gabriel smiled. “Sounds like an easy paycheck.”

After the pilot tested well, Mesmerized, an hour-long fantasy-drama, was picked up for a full season. At the same time, Gabriel’s passion for writing made a surprising comeback. In between shooting scenes for the first season of Mesmerized, he wrote a treatment for the story he had started the night he first saw Raiden. The plot followed an unusual companionship between a werewolf and his vampire ally in post-apocalyptic LA. Initially, the script’s concept was shaky; however, Luna Sunset grew into a solid screenplay as Gabriel’s infatuation with his characters (particularly Akemi, the character he had based on Raiden) developed into full-blown ardor.

Following the wild success of Mesmerized’s first season, Gabriel began to imagine a more ambitious future for himself. Desirability and attractiveness, both of which he possessed, could propel him to the top in Tinseltown. Given his newfound connections, it would not be impossible to take Luna Sunset to the big screen. His star was rising—he planned to take full advantage of his time in the spotlight.

Plotting to turn Luna Sunset into a movie consumed him. He harbored a zealous fantasy of meeting Raiden and convincing him to accept the part of the vampire Akemi. The lovely singer was the only person who could play the role specifically tailored for him. Gabriel imagined the camera lingering on Raiden’s dark eyes, caressing the curves of his lips, and accentuating the natural glow of his bare skin. Without a doubt, Raiden would make the perfect vampire.

It did not take long for Gabriel to start dreaming up intricate scenarios in which Raiden agreed to play Akemi. He often fantasized about the trajectory of their relationship. When they first started working together, there would be a polite distance between them. The more they saw of each other, the more they would enjoy each other’s company. As they grew closer, the sexual tension between them would intensify. Finally—bursting with desire—they would screw in Gabriel’s trailer between takes.

The aftermath of these dirty little fantasies was often messy, with tissues required for the cleanup: a minor inconvenience. One night, however, after having indulged in another happy-ending fantasy, it dawned on Gabriel that if Raiden refused to accept the role of Akemi, then he might not fully recover from his crush’s rejection. Determined to succeed, he vowed to expend all his energy into recruiting Raiden for Luna Sunset—no matter how difficult the task proved to be.

Having recently finished filming the latest season of Mesmerized (now hugely popular, and single-handedly responsible for launching his international stardom), Gabriel decided that he was ready to commence his film career—with his idol in tow.

Acting upon blind faith, he secured lodgings in West Bloomfield, an upper-class Metro Detroit suburb, from the end of May through the middle of June. Gabriel made this “spontaneous” choice based on the knowledge that Scent was planning to tour the US with Prodigal Son that summer and would perform in Detroit on June 15.

Though certain members of his staff expressed alarm at his hasty decision, Gabriel assured them that his impulsiveness would pay off. He had no major projects lined up for a couple of months, so he had some free time. To amplify his monetary assets during the offseason, he agreed to do a few public appearances in the Detroit area. Though he certainly needed no extra income, Gabriel maintained that having more was always better than making do with less.

Ken Laurent, his close friend, roommate, and Mesmerized costar, had traveled to Michigan with Gabriel out of boredom. The previous night, however, after two days in town, Ken had declared himself “over it.” After bidding a fond farewell, Ken hopped into a cab and booked a red-eye to an unknown destination. Gabriel was unfazed. He had no doubt his roomie would reappear at some point. Ken was always popping in and out of the scene, traveling from here to there, bringing back corny souvenirs from his journeys. It was only a matter of time before he returned, since they both had tickets to fly back to LA on June 16—not by coincidence, the day after Scent’s Detroit concert.

Some of Gabriel’s entourage and his bodyguard, Joe, served as his chief companions while Ken was jet-setting. Joe had worked for Gabriel since last year. The two of them were close, despite Joe’s position as his employee. At present, the burly black bodyguard was waiting patiently at the rental house. Gabriel had requested that he stay behind this time, since his muscle was not needed. The actor had also ordered his driver not to pick him up, as he preferred to drive himself whenever he was away from Hollywood. An affectionate smile graced Gabriel’s silicone-enhanced lips as he remembered a joke Joe told him earlier about what prostitutes do on their days off.

I think I can handle it if Raiden gives me a hard time. Gabriel smirked at his mental double entendre. A few days ago, at a morning radio show gig, he had caught a glimpse of Raiden backstage. Predictably, the singer was even more gorgeous in person. They made eye contact and exchanged polite smiles—Gabriel’s was more lascivious than courteous—but that was the beginning and the end of their interaction.

He had not fretted over this missed opportunity to introduce himself, since he knew he would have a better chance of catching Raiden alone at Baza’s party. He was not too worried that Raiden would decline his film proposal once they got the chance to chat. After all, Gabriel Colin was currently one of the most sought-after small screen celebrities in America and boasted an impressive international fan base.

As he stood in the corner of the basement bar, nursing his fourth glass of Cabernet, he nonetheless started to lose hope. Maybe Raiden really won’t come. He sighed noisily in an effort to silence the worried voice festering in the forefront of his brain. The woman standing next to him jumped in surprise as his expelled breath ruffled the back of her hair. She shot him a sub-arctic look and departed in a huff. He cringed, mortified.

Well, excuse me, bitch. Your hair looked like a rat’s nest anyway.

Gabriel stared into his wine glass. The remaining liquid undulated in a series of waves. Hoping to numb the sting of disappointment he felt from Raiden’s failure to appear, he gulped down the remaining contents of his glass, anxiety dragging its leaden feet along the inside of his chest. As the minutes ticked by, there was still no sign of the singer. It was getting late—past midnight—and no new guests had arrived for at least an hour. Gabriel’s patience was waning. In his intoxicated state, he wanted nothing more than to go back to the rental house and wallow in self-pitying defeat. In the morning, he would have to devise some other plan to get in contact with the singer.

Raiden was so special. He personified the image of Gabriel’s ideal man. There was a mysterious air about him, otherworldly and tainted, flawed and fragile—yet iron strength lurked beneath that delicate façade. Lately, it was always Raiden’s face and voice permeating his thoughts and dreams, waking him out of a sound sleep, inspiring his most perverted fantasies. Gabriel wanted to be around him, breathe him in, steal his energy and keep it. There was no way Luna Sunset would ever work without his presence.
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