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Escaping Exile

 


Chapter One

The crack as the hull breaks echoes across the beach, into the woods, and inside my head as I try to sleep. I was just beginning to dream of New Orleans. I almost smelled whiskey and muddy streets—almost. Instead, I jolt awake, still surrounded by the fresh flowery scent of this blasted tropical island in the middle of… Well, I don’t know really. That’s the point of exile.

I pull on a worn linen shirt. For the first few months here, I slept with my clothes on in case the cannibals came knocking. They never did. I think they knew this strange white man would make a disgusting meal. As if they could smell death on me. I wonder if eating my flesh could actually kill them. Wouldn’t mind offering a bite if only for some entertainment. I haven’t watched a human die in ages, but now, here we go: a shipwreck. There’s bound to be death in abundance tonight.

It’s not raining when I step outside my house. Yes, I have a small house on a tropical island in the middle of the ocean, overrun with cannibals and all manner of man-eating beasts. Michelle wasn’t that cruel when she sent me here. She did provide me with a home. Congratulations, you heartless bitch, you gave me a house in which to spend eternity alone.

I didn’t even mean to kill that last human back home in Louisiana.

Or maybe I did.

A leathery leaf to the face brings me back to the present as I stomp in tall boots through thick foliage. Despite the lack of rain now falling on my island, a flash of lightning illuminates the beach ahead long enough for me to see them—the natives who’ve managed to steal so many meals from me.

The irony would make me crack a smile if not for my ever-growing bitterness. I once considered capturing a cannibal, but then, they might come hunting me and I’m not half as strong as I once was. And I don’t think Michelle means to leave me here forever. I must wait out her overblown sense of justice.

From where I stand, sheltered behind a fence of palms, I see remnants of a great ship washing to shore. Thunder cracks as a man screams. My focus darts toward the dancing orange light of the native’s torches, and I see but outlines of their naked bodies as they tug and pull on a creature wrapped in white fabric. I squint and identify a man in his sleeping clothes. Dinner is served.

My gaze skims the beach, but it’s mostly detritus and dead men. Dead men are no good to me as their blood is most certainly not part of my unique diet. Oh, but then, there’s a scent on the wind. There is something alive nearby, and it’s bleeding. The smell of blood mixes with the salt of the sea and bitter stress-sweat.

I hone my senses to find the source of blood, but it’s been so long. Once a master, my hunting skills are now out of practice. I take a step back into the jungle and move to my right, away from the dancing torches and the man’s screams, and almost trip over a body. Out of practice is apparently a gross understatement as he was near me this whole time.

Unlike his soon to be devoured compatriot, this man is fully clothed in a coat and trousers. His hair is dark, and he wears black gloves. He’s but a shadow on the sand as I lift him and carry him farther into the woods.

Finally, a meal they won’t steal from me.

*

Safely inside my little house, I lay the man on the floor and poke at the fire until it roars like the thunder outside. Now, it rains. The ocean storm falls heavy, rocks on the roof, and an animal howls nearby, woken wet from its slumber.

I peel off his soaked clothes as the wound on his head continues to bleed. Unconscious, it’s a wonder he wasn’t pulled away by the current to die in the arms of some mythical mermaid. As I look at him in the firelight, I realize he is indeed a wonder. Perhaps it’s been too long since I’ve felt another man’s skin, but perhaps not. This injured sailor might be beautiful.

Looking at his hairless face, I would have guessed him barely a man. The thick muscles of his chest, arms, and legs dictate otherwise, as do the calluses on his hands. Not only is he a full-grown man, but he’s also a man who works hard. He is lean with hair the color of the ocean on a moonless night—and if I don’t stop his head bleeding, my curse of nothing but dead flesh could continue.

“Don’t die,” I say to him. It’s the first I’ve spoken to a human in ages.

I move him, naked and dry, to my bed and cover him in blankets before wetting a cloth and wiping his wound. It’s a sizeable gash high on his forehead. The dark creature inside me wrestles at the sight of his blood, but I woo it with promises of later, later.

I hold the rag to his head and realize I have no bandages. It’s not as though I need them. I’ll just have to sit here then. I perch on the side of my bed, and my thumb touches his bottom lip. Like a sunrise, this man is becoming more beautiful by the minute. I want to ravage him. I push the blankets away enough to run my hand over his chest. An angry scrape mars the pale skin, and I bet my guest will be covered in bruises by morning. The sea is not a gentle mistress. I know. I’ve tried to escape my exile by swimming out into white waves to no avail. The crushing currents always bring me back.

A log pops in the fire as the rain continues. My house now smells of smoke, mud, and him. I climb farther into the bed and recline at his side. I still hold the cloth to his head as I wrap him in my arms and run my nose up the side of his neck.

I think Michelle would be angry to see how happy I am.


Chapter Two

He hasn’t moved come morning, but he’s not dead. His heart beats beneath the palm of my hand. He would smell different, too, if he’d died in the night, like meat gone sour. Outside, the sun tries to escape the clouds to no avail, although it doesn’t rain anymore. The jungle is quiet, resting after the storm.

I take care to further clean his wound, now that the bleeding has stopped. The day warms quickly. Through my open windows, humid air rides breezes that should be a relief and are instead suffocating with wetness. I pull his blankets down and run my fingers over his shoulders and arms. My sailor is such a lovely thing—but I was right. His torso is painted in shades of purple already. He’ll be sore when he wakes up. If he wakes up. He has to wake up.

Before I know it, I’ve been staring at him for hours with my hand on his flat stomach, and I feel a desperate need to know the color of his eyes. I want to hear his voice. I want to make him come. All of these sudden, frantic yearnings wash over me, all because it’s been too long. A man like me should not be alone for so long, not when I so enjoy the company of others—but I am being punished. Maybe I deserve punishment. Maybe I really did mean to kill that whore in New Orleans.

I should scour the beach for remnants. Boats carry so many supplies, and I need…who knows what for my guest? I can’t leave him, though, not unconscious. Unmoving in my bed, he can’t fight back. He couldn’t even call for help. If the cannibals found out I had a healthy young man in my house, they would never leave us in peace.

In the sunlight, my sailor is a contradiction. He’s not a privileged weakling with clean fingernails, but he’s not a roughened brute either. He’s nothing but muscle and skin, but he’s got the face of a man I might see wearing a woman’s frock in some back den off Bourbon Street. He is elegant, and if only he’d wake up so I could taste his tongue.

I barely notice the falling of night, but here we are in the dark again. My fingers have mapped almost every inch of him by now as his bruises continue to spread. I’ve about resigned myself to never hearing him sigh when he gasps awake.

He sits up and sucks air into his lungs as if he’s spent the past two days drowning. I keep my hands on his shoulders and see that his eyes are light—some shade of gray or bright blue like the sea.

“You’re all right,” I say.

“Bollocks,” he gasps. Then he chokes, and I hurry to get him water from the large rain bucket outside. He gulps down a cup before wiping the back of his hand over his mouth and staring up at me. “Where…” His eyes glaze over. “The ship!” He tosses the blankets back and stands with no concern for his nudity. I’m there to catch him when he almost falls over.

“You need to sit.” I push him back onto the edge of my bed and sit in the chair nearby.

He winces and bends forward. “Christ, I hurt everywhere. I…” He squeezes his eyes shut.

I now know not only the color of those eyes but also the sound of his voice: velvet with a touch of smoke. I want to hear that voice calling my name. Also, he’s English, which truly does make me wonder where the hell Michelle found this ridiculous island for my exile. Where in God’s name are we? My sailor will probably be just as confused as I when he realizes I’m American, but he seems too confused by other things at the moment to care.

“Where am I?”

I want to laugh but don’t. “Your ship crashed on the reef last night. I found you on the beach.”

“I was on deck,” he says without looking at me. “Mapping the stars.” His tongue pokes out to lick his lips. “There was a noise, and then… My head, I think…” He reaches for his forehead, but I grab his wrist to stop him.

“Don’t. You have an open wound.”

“Oh. That explains the hammering in my skull. The rest of the crew?”

I shake my head. “I didn’t find anyone else.”

He covers his face with his hands and says with vehemence, “Fuck.”

The word from his mouth makes me smile. I’ve always found the British to be a charming, self-deprecating people, but of their propriety, I have been less than enthused. My sailor seems on the more colorful spectrum. And his comfort with nudity is a welcome relief. If I had my way, the man would never wear clothes.

He lifts his head. “We must go to the beach.”

“It’s not a good idea.”

“Why not? I might be able to find—” He shrugs. “—anything.”

“I fear the natives might be too fond of you.”

He groans. “Not cannibals again!”

I chuckle, surprised.

“Considering their brutality,” he rants, “it’s amazing these creatures survive. I once saw one take a bite out of the other during an argument. And they were friends! Suppose you don’t like your neighbor? Well, show up and eat their children!”

I laugh, and it’s akin to floating on a warm tide.

“Oh, my head.”

I lean forward in my chair as his face crumples in pain. “Why don’t you lie down?”

He collapses onto the pillow. “I don’t even know your name.”

“Andrew.”

“Andrew,” he says, and his voice shakes. “Thank you.”

Before he dozes off again, I push coils of black curl behind his ear. “And you? What do I call you?”

“Edmund,” he whispers as he slips away, and I sit by his side as he wrestles through dreams.


Chapter Three

By the next morning, I’m considering not killing him, no matter what the dark creature might say, no matter how it begs. Fact is, I believe Michelle is due for a visit sometime soon. She comes to see me—I think annually—to gloat and remind me why I’m here.

Yes, yes, the killing—yes, I recall. How could I forget?

I hadn’t touched a human in ages until Edmund washed up on my beach. Now, he’s here in my bed, and I’d like him to remain if only to hear more of his ravings. He’s fearless, I think, and just a bit callous. How else can I explain the lack of empathy for his dead comrades? He’s a man of the sea, accustomed to losses big and small. If I were to kill him, he might not even struggle—although I like that part, the struggling—and Edmund looks strong. At least, he will be once he’s healed. I will keep him alive to heal. I hope to see his body without all the bruises, but maybe I can also show Michelle how good I am, how I’ve kept a human without hurting it. Maybe she’ll let me go back.

Even with the sun up, Edmund still sleeps. During the night, his quiet whimpers and sighs acted as a beacon to my long neglected cock. Several times, I talked myself out of rolling him over and taking what I wanted. Several more times, I touched myself instead of touching him because that’s what I really want: the freedom to touch and turn his quiet dream whimpers into stuttering shouts.

I am guilty of killing humans, but not before overwhelming them with pleasure.

Once again, I’m tempted to leave as he sleeps to find food since I require so little, but I’m scared to leave him alone. Now that I know his name, I would be shattered if the cannibals took Edmund. I would attempt to kill them all, my weakened state be damned. So I wait, but it’s not long before his eyes blink open. I pretend I haven’t been staring.

“Oh, God, it wasn’t a dream,” he says.

“No.”

He rests his forearm across his eyes. “Mum always said I’d die at sea.”

“You didn’t.”

“They’ll think I did, though.” The trim muscles in his abdomen shift as he leans up on his elbows. “Did your ship crash as well?”

I nod. “In a way.”

“How long have you been here?” He eyes the surrounding area: a sparse living space, washbasin, some books and clothes. “Long enough to build a house apparently.”

I want to tell him it doesn’t matter how long I’ve been on this damn island. It doesn’t matter because he’s here with me now, and I want to fuck him until we’re dumb with it. I want to have this beautiful creature until my crazed brain hallucinates the whole of Mardi Gras. I almost believe his skin could take me home.

“I forget your name.”

I look up to see him watching me. “Andrew.”

“Andrew. How long?”

“I don’t know how long I’ve been here.”

“Have other ships crashed?”

I nod. “A few.”

“But no survivors.”

I stare at him to see if he’s as smart as his proper enunciation makes him sound.

“Ah,” he says. “Cannibals.”

“You were halfway up the beach when I found you. You must have dragged yourself from the water.”

“I don’t remember that.” He runs his hand through his hair, oily with sweat and saltwater. He hisses when one of his fingers touches his wound, and I leap from my seat.

I pull his hand away. “Don’t hurt yourself, Edmund. I must find you a bandage.”

“We must go to the beach,” he says. “Please.”

*

Before we go outside, I give him some of my clothes. Although mine are too big, Edmund’s are still wet. They’ll never dry in this sweltering wet hell of a furnace. He’s not a little man by any means, my sailor, but I’ve met few brutes that rival my size. I think it’s a symptom of these modern times. When I was born, men were expected to not only survive the wilderness but protect their families too. Men now are so soft in their fancy waistcoats, working behind desks while their women sit at home and sew. Not that I’m complaining. Modern men are much easier to seduce.

I wonder how Edmund will respond once he figures out what I am, what I want. He is friendly, and I believe he trusts me already, but will he struggle against my advances? Will he try to make me stop?

Ahead of me on the path, he freezes. Ah, the ocean has come into view. Emerald water surrounds white beaches as far as the eye can see. All signs of a storm are long since gone, replaced by the heat of tropical sun. I hear the waves and his breath, and despite the nearby flowers, I smell only him. Edmund is quickly invading all areas of my brain. Already, he has replaced the overpowering scent of the sea. His are the only eyes I remember—alert and gray—and his bruised flesh is the only skin I’ve ever touched.

The boy in New Orleans is barely a memory. A young prostitute, he seduced me with soft kisses. I killed him because I wanted to know what a sweet soul tasted like, but I don’t think I’ll kill Edmund. I must show him to Michelle.

I trust the coast is clear, because Edmund steps free of the foliage and out into the sun. The makeshift bandage I cut from the bottom of a shirt resembles a turban on his head as he walks toward the water.

When a great ship breaks, one thinks massive chunks of wood might remain. However, the ocean is a hungry bitch. There’s little evidence of Edmund’s ship beyond pieces of wood. As he wanders the water’s edge, I keep close and smell for natives, but all I sense now is death.

We come upon a torn apart corpse. Red sticky ribs cook in the sun, but I recognize the white fabric. This is the screaming man from two nights prior. Edmund turns away from the body. He covers his mouth with one hand and places the other on my shoulder. When he coughs, his whole chest lurches. I know his body wants to be sick, but his stomach is empty—although this is not the opportune time to mention his need for food.

I drag him away from his dead friend. “What were you looking for?”

“My journals,” he says. “Silly.”

“What do you write in these journals?” I continue leading him by his elbow. The less time he spends out and about, the safer he’ll be.

“I’m a naturalist. I travel the world looking for new species. I find more comfort in nature than other humans. Which is preposterous to you, I’m sure, trapped out here with only nature. You probably sang a ‘Hallelujah Chorus’ when I woke up, and what sort of company am I? I’d rather talk to trees.” He must expect me to be offended, because he stutters. “Not that I…I mean to…” He stops walking and puts his hand to his face, possibly to cover the wet redness of his eyes.

Not so callous after all then.


Chapter Four

For someone who studies species, Edmund is quite interested in killing them. When I tell him there’s a lagoon by my home—our home—he shakes off the melancholy from the beach and builds a net out of moss. He says he learned the trick from a man on the ship they called Samuel, although that wasn’t his real name. Samuel was African, Edmund says. They were friends, he says. Then, he shakes his head and keeps working on his net.

As we wander off into the jungle toward the lagoon, he asks, “Do the natives not come to this side of the island?”

He asks more than his question might have me believe. “No,” I say.

He squints into the sun. “You said the natives might be fond of me, but would they not be fond of you, as well?”

“They haven’t bothered me so far.” I’ve been dead much too long.

“Perhaps they think this side of the island is cursed.”

I smile. “Perhaps.”

Edmund tries to hide the way he winces when he walks, but I remember the bruises on his body. He should be resting, but I allow him this taste of freedom. At least he still wears the bandage on his head, even though I can see it’s soaked in sweat as we pass beneath towering palms as old as God.

It’s not long before the lagoon comes into view, but it’s the sharp mountain that catches Edmund’s attention first. He halts. “It’s like a finger pointing to the sky.” Then, he sees the water, a shocking blue that makes him blink with its beauty. “So we’re not in Hell after all.”

He’s been walking the island barefoot, so all he does is roll up the cuffs of his too-long breeches before tiptoeing into the clear water. He gestures for me to stay back, and we wait. I’ve never seen a human so still. He reminds me of the white egrets I’ve observed hunting in long grass. The only discernible movement is the ever-so-slight up-down of his chest as he breathes.

Then, he moves. The net made of moss and reeds disappears below the surface. When he pulls it back up, a fish the size of my forearm thrashes with enough vehemence to almost knock my injured Edmund over. He laughs, and the low rumble is delightful enough to eat.

I have a small knife back at the house. He guts the fish and cooks it as the sun begins to set. He sits on the floor to eat and looks up at me in my chair. “There’s plenty for you.”

“No, thank you, Edmund.”

“But you need to eat.”

I fold my hands over my stomach. “Later. Your ship, where were you headed? I mean to ask, where do you think we are?”

He sighs and swallows. I don’t like how the reek of fish covers the scent of him. “We were headed to Brazil.”

“That’s a long way from home for an Englishman.”

“Home is wherever the creatures are. England’s boring anyway. Horses and dogs and foxes. Birds. Nothing new. Nothing interesting.” He sucks one of his fingers. “I assume we’re somewhere off the coast of South America.”

It wasn’t my America, but it was close—another of Michelle’s little jokes, taunting me with almost but not quite.

“Where was your ship headed when you wrecked here?” he asks.

I’m distracted when he licks his lips. “Uh, New Orleans. It’s my home.”

“I’ve met men from there before. They don’t talk like you. Most of them were Creole. French. You’re not.” He shoves at the bandage on his forehead with the back of his sticky hand.

“I come from all over.”

He smiles, a flash of white in the firelight, as if he’s heard this before. Being a traveler, he surely has. It’s the usual story of criminals and cowards. “Not to bring up bad memories, but did you have a wife? Children?”

“I had no one. And you—wife, kids?”

He chuckles. “Who would want to marry me? Yes, my family has money, but I would never be home. London is a filthy prison, and the bars are made of people, crushing you, boxing you in.” His brows lower. “I suppose I’ll never see it again.” He takes another huge bite of fish, followed by a gulp of water from the stone pitcher I use for washing.

I lean forward in my chair. Even though I detest fish, I want to lick the juice from his chin. “You don’t seem upset about that.”

“I don’t think I am. I always thought I’d end up this way, stranded or murdered by cannibals. I never expected to become an old man, not the way I’ve lived.”

“How old are you?”

“Old enough to die, although death doesn’t really care about age. That man on the beach was only twenty. It was his first time out with us. He wanted to go on an adventure.” He puts down the remaining fish and chews his bottom lip. “What did you do before you came here, Andrew? Did you have a profession?”

Yes, I seduced and murdered lovely things like you. “I was a soldier once.”

“Should have guessed. Built like a brick shithouse, you are.”

I snort, which makes him laugh.

“Did you enjoy being a soldier?”

“I did. I was good at it.”

He wraps his arms around his knees. “Good at killing people?”

My gaze falls to the floor. “It was a bit more than that. Oh God, you’re not a pacifist, are you?”

He shakes his head. “Impossible in my line of work.”

“A lot of violence in naturalism?”

He smacks the side of my knee. “You tit. No, I mean exploring. It’s kill or be killed sometimes.”

“You’ve killed before?”

He looks away from me toward the window—sun gone and night dark. “Yeah. And you?”

I don’t mean to chuckle, but it happens.

He smirks. “Of course.”

“How do you feel?” I gesture to his head.

“Better now that I’ve eaten.” He lifts the front of his shirt and stares at his chest. “Jesus. I look like a fucking watercolor.”

He’s good at making me laugh.

He stands—unsteadily. I rise to help him but drop my hands to my sides instead. If I touch him now, I doubt I’ll stop.

“Where shall I sleep tonight?” he asks. “I’m not hoarding your bed again.”

“Yes, you are.”

“Andrew, Christ, I’m not an old woman. I can sleep on the floor.”

I do touch him then, once, a sudden shove to the center of his chest that sends him tumbling backward onto grimy sheets and pillows.

“Oh, you bastard,” he says up at me, but his head already tilts back on the pillows, revealing his long, pale neck. The skin there looks soft as sun-bleached sand—probably just as warm too.

With humans, I’ve found skin is the most obvious indicator of age. The older they get, the thinner the skin, like decaying silk. Edmund said the dead man on the beach was only twenty, but my handsome sailor can’t be much older. I can picture him at eighteen, boarding his first ship in London and never looking back.

I spend hours watching him sleep, but like a storm across the ocean, the nightmare comes quickly. His voice rumbles over a single syllable—no, no, no—over and over again. Fingers claw at bed sheets, and the bandage doesn’t stand a chance against his flailing.

I kneel beside him on the bed and pin his shoulders down. He fights with fists as if I’m the monster he sees in dreams. I should be. I say his name, and when he doesn’t respond, I climb in bed and pull him to me. He pushes against my chest. My God, he’s powerful, but still, I hold on. With one hand, I cradle the back of his head, tangling fingers in his sweat-soaked hair. I press my hand into his lower back as I pull his body against mine.

I shush him and kiss near the cut on his forehead. I press us together and hum until he stops mumbling, stops fighting. He coasts back into a peaceful slumber with his hands curled in the front of my shirt. His exhales tickle my throat in warm puffs.

Belatedly, I notice I’m hard as a rock. If he wakes now, he’ll feel me pressed against his hip. I wonder what Edmund would do if he knew how badly I want him. I hope to find out as soon as his bruises begin to fade.


Chapter Five

I rarely dream, but when I do, it is of one particular night in New Orleans—the night of that final slaughter, that final stolen soul. Without a care in the world, I left my favorite brothel, as I had long before learned to never kill where I sought repeated pleasure.

I lit a cigar in an alley off Gallatin Street and ambled noiselessly through crowds of drunken swine. I wanted a meal; of course I did. After sex, I was always hungry back then. With the scent of whores still clinging to me, I walked as though invisible through the masses until I heard a gentle tittering like piano notes.

I faced the direction of the noise and spotted him immediately, a young, joyful male prostitute being awkwardly seduced by a short man with a beard. I tilted my head and watched them converse. The hairy man pawed at the young beauty and began digging in his pockets as the whore watched and waited.

He couldn’t have been much older than eighteen—if even that old. He wore his blond hair to just above his ears, and with a good bath, it might have even glowed gold. As it was, days of sweat weighed it down, although no amount of dirt could soften those cheekbones or the pout of his lips. His malnutrition only added to his appeal, as did his small stature. I could easily have picked him up and carried him wherever I wanted if I’d been so inclined, but a nearby alley would do.

Before the bearded man could make his play, I stepped up behind him and blew smoke in the air. The whore’s dark gaze found me. Forgotten was the silly little man bartering.

“If you’ll excuse us,” I said.

The would-be client started and turned. As soon as he saw me, he scuttled away like a spooked beetle.

I didn’t touch my conquest, no, not in the open—not in New Orleans, where love between two men was only acceptable in certain circles.

I tossed my cigar and stepped closer. “Do me the honor of your company?”

The whore stared at me, probably marveling at my height and wondering how much damage I might do.

“I’ll be gentle,” I said and smiled. Few could refuse me back then, when I dressed in expensive suits every day and glowed, well fed. “You will find I pay well.”

I caught him admiring the silk of my waistcoat before he nodded, grabbed my arm, and tugged me into an alley. In the darkness, I backed him against a wall. I had to lean over to reach his mouth. I kissed him once, twice.

“What is your name?”

“Azrael,” he said.

“Like the angel?”

He blinked those large eyes up at me until I kissed him some more. His mouth tasted sweet, reminiscent of mulled wine. His tongue poked and prodded at my mouth. Inexperienced, then, new to the streets and a little bit innocent.

I kissed him harder until he gasped in surprise. I lifted his small body onto the top of a barrel that smelled of beer, but as I moved ever closer—slipping fingers beneath his coat—I smelled only Azrael. He was sweat and dirt and sex…and something sweet like a pastry. He lurched forward when I sucked his tongue into my mouth.

“Hush,” I whispered. “Are you afraid of me, Azrael?”

He shook his head. I still remember the way those filthy blond locks stuck to the sweat of his forehead.

I unbuttoned his breeches and reached inside. He made a sound of disagreement, but I shushed him some more.

“But, sir, I should—”

I cut off his need to please me by tonguing the side of his neck.

He was so easily coerced off the barrel. I turned him around and instructed him to rest his hands on the wall. I pushed his breeches down, and his shoulders tensed, his body sadly accustomed to rough treatment. Yet, I, the monster, was nothing but gentle.

I petted and caressed until my whore actually sighed in pleasure. He whimpered and begged eventually, and that was how I wanted him—my delicate Azrael—begging for it.

Our fucking was long and slow. He was so small, my embrace sometimes lifted his very feet from the ground. When I reached around and worked his cock, he went practically limp against me, overwrought with sensation. I like to think I made him forget he provided but a service. Instead, I hope I made him feel adored.

He came with a surprised shout. His muscles still clenching around my girth, I set my fangs free and bit hard as my orgasm blotted out all sound but the beat of his young heart.

So sated on sex, it took Azrael a moment to realize I was feeding. Once he noticed my teeth had broken his skin, though, he panicked. He tried to push against the wall, back against me, but I had him trapped in my embrace. Before he could scream, I covered his mouth with my hand and drank faster, faster.

God, he tasted like one hundred merry Christmases. No, his blood wasn’t rich like that of the aristocracy. He was an impoverished boy of the streets, not a pampered brat. Still, he was the best meal I’d had in weeks—innocent and struggling and so desperate to live and begging against my palm as he sobbed and I drank and drank and drank.

I swallowed his very soul. His death was a bright light between my eyes. My head soared as he finally went limp and I dropped his body on the ground. I wiped my mouth.

“An angel indeed,” I said. I left his corpse to rot but at least pulled up his breeches and straightened his clothes.

I hailed a carriage and rode back home floating on the freedom of the kill. Holding someone’s life in my hands? It was a thrill I have never forgotten—and will seemingly never live down.

When I walked back into my coven that night, Michelle waited at the bottom of the grand steps. She looked me over and sniffed. Her face twisted as though she tasted every bit of sex and every bit of murder.

She pointed, and they descended on me, faceless immortal villains I once thought friends. And that was only the beginning of my hell. It was fitting. After all, Azrael was the archangel of retribution.


Chapter Six

A whistle wakes me. Not a whistle—a bird.

I’m back on my island and smell nothing but Edmund, sweat, and fire. I feel him in my arms, warm and small. Edmund is not small, but he feels that way in his sleep as if lack of consciousness lessens him somehow. Sometime in the night, we moved. I now have my front pressed to his back, my arms completely surrounding him. His hair tickles my nose, and I open my eyes to see the sun streaming through the window. Peaceful breaths escape his parted lips as I roll away. It would not do to have him wake practically tied to the bed by my embrace. However, my left arm is trapped beneath his head, and my shifting does indeed wake him.

His breathing changes, and he sighs. Probably realizing my intimate proximity, he says, “Andrew?”

“You had a nightmare.” As if that explains everything. I’d put money on him never waking up on his ship with another man wrapped around him, bad dreams or not.

“Nightmare? I never have nightmares.” He rubs his eyes but doesn’t shove me away. “Well, I never used to.” He sits up and stretches his arms overhead. “I could murder a cup of tea right now.”

With the scent of him farther away, I realize something’s wrong. Did a bird’s morning cry wake me, or…

I tackle Edmund to the bed and cover his mouth.

“Don’t make a sound,” I whisper.

It was indeed a whistle that woke me, and I didn’t smell the invaders earlier because all I smelled was Edmund. I smell them now, though, the cannibals. They are blood and filth and murder—and they are close, closer than they’ve ever been to my house before. I never should have let Edmund go to the beach. I never should have let him fish. The breeze probably carried the scent of his blood for miles in every direction, right to these monsters that hope to swallow his screams and devour his flesh.

Pressed together as we are, I feel his heart pumping blood at a panicked pace, especially when we hear the natives speaking in their foreign tongue. They speak and whistle to each other, but they must be at least twenty feet away. Perhaps they fear coming any closer to the home of the dead thing that walks among them? God, I hope so. Starved of human blood, I’m weak—too weak even to defend my Edmund.

His heart continues to thump against me as I remove my hand from his mouth and wait. His chest rises and falls, but his breaths are silent.

I smell them moving away more than I hear them. Once the breeze is again perfumed by only ocean and Edmund, I exhale and lean back, but Edmund, eyes wide, shoves me away and tumbles onto the floor in his hurry to escape. The vehemence is surprising considering he woke up minutes earlier with a man in his bed and didn’t bat an eye.

But the look in his eyes.

Oh, no.

“You have no heartbeat,” he says. “How is that…” He stands and picks up the knife by the fire, cleaned of fish guts. “You don’t eat. You have no heartbeat. You’re of no interest to cannibals. Wh—what are you?”

I hold my hands out in front of me. “I’m not your enemy.”

He chuckles and searches for words. “Damn it, what are you, Andrew?”

“Something very old.”

“Christ, crocodiles are old!” He holds the small knife out in front of him. “Tell me.”

I sit on the edge of my bed. “My people called me upiór. In your modern English, I suppose the word would be vampire.”

He laughs and stares at me. It’s not long before he stops laughing and says, “Loogaroo.”

“How do you know that word?”

He has the audacity to roll his eyes. “I’ve been around the world. You think I don’t pick things up? In South America, they hung aloe vera plants to ward her off, keep her from…” He reaches for his neck.

“I haven’t.”

“But you want to drink my blood.”

“Yes.”

He drops his arm and the knife with it. “Then get it over with.”

“No.”

“If you’re hoping to fatten me up first, it’s not gonna happen, mate. Why don’t you go after one of those well-fed cannibals?”

I shake my head as the room pulsates with his near hysteria. “I refuse to become a thing hunted.”

“Like me?” he croaks.

I close my eyes.

“Bollocks.” His footsteps move toward the door. “I’m catching a fish and setting traps.”

I look up at him in the doorway. “Traps?”

“Yeah, traps.” He picks up his net and holds the knife. “The natives won’t be getting close again without us knowing. And I’d rather you kill me anyway. Fuck.” He shakes his head and leaves.

*

I was only on the island a few days when I first came upon a cannibal. Ever since those damnable sailors dropped me at my paltry shack, I had been wandering, seeking a village or human contact—seeking a way back to civilization. After two days, I’d found no sign of intelligent life until I came upon her.

I smelled her before I saw her: decay. I half expected to stumble upon a long-dead corpse, but then, there she stood, setting what looked to be a trap. A man of the city, I knew nothing of surviving on an island. I still don’t really.

She stood up straight when she saw me, her skin painted in blue-white mud. Her breasts hung heavy, evidence of child rearing. Most of her tattered hair sat coiled on the top of her head, held there by what looked like tiny bones. She bared her teeth at me, so I returned the gesture in kind.

We circled each other. With a knife in her hand, she sniffed at me. She studied my once-fine clothes, now hardly rags, and I studied the pulse point on the side of her long neck.

I was starving, true, but something about this terrible creature made my stomach turn. I could imagine it: the sourness of her blood—not dead but close. Her soul would be rotten too. I suppose she thought the same of me as she sniffed again and shook her head as if to clear the area of my undead reek.

She snarled like a mad beast, and I hissed in return. I did not hide my fangs from her, no, because I wanted to live. If I could scare her enough, send her running, hopefully the rest of her tribe would leave me alone. Because of course, she was not alone. No, I sensed the others on her, layer upon layer of darkness and death. True, I was an evil thing, but so was she. So were the children she had birthed. These were murderers.

I’ve often wondered if evil sours the blood. In New Orleans, I killed all sorts before my exile, but my favorite meals were innocents like Azrael. The tainted blood of street thugs and drunken thieves never tasted as good as that of a young manservant in a fine house or a male whore, new to the streets.

The creature on the island, she was evil.

I stank of evil too. I must have, what with all the killing I’d done over the centuries. Add to that my status as a walking corpse, and the female cannibal wanted nothing to do with me. We slowly backed away from each other that day, focus never shaking.

I bowed to her before she disappeared into thick foliage as if to say, I shall not pass here again. She ignored my gesture and ran off, silent. And so I knew of them, and they knew of me—and we left each other well enough alone.

Now, Edmund has changed everything.

I’m not sure if he knows I’m watching him, but I linger close by as he hunts, eats, and then gets to work. With the cannibals moving so bravely into my territory, I won’t let Edmund out of my sight. I don’t know what he’s doing, but then I’ve never hunted in the jungle. When I was human, I hunted high plains and mostly in snow. This humid land of leathery leaves and fertile black soil is beyond me.

Halfway through the day, he removes his shirt. His skin glistens, soaking wet, as he weaves reeds into what resembles a rope. His bruises are getting better, but at one point, he winces and bends over with his hands on his knees. He’s in pain and tiring easily; I see it in the laborious way he moves, but I won’t offer help. I don’t expect it would be welcome anyway.

He works into late afternoon. He hangs his makeshift rope and large leaves all around the house. I think he’s built foot snares, which I never used myself but have heard about. When he collapses, I move quickly enough to catch him. I hold him close and whisper his name.

“I knew you were there,” he says, eyes half-shut.

I’ve forgotten so much about being human, but I do remember one thing. “You haven’t had water all day.”

“Water?” he mutters. “What’s that?”

I carry him back to my house and stand him next to the washbasin.

He weaves but steadies himself by grabbing its edge. “Shit. I couldn’t fight you off if I wanted to.”

“You will not need to fight me off.” As soon as I say it, I wonder if it’s true. I don’t think I’ll accept no from him—not with the way his skin feels, the way he looks and laughs in the face of a murdering beast. He is a beguiling amalgam of brave and frightened, brilliant and insane.

Several times, I fill the pitcher. He drinks from it first, and then I fill the basin. I soak a soft cloth and squeeze it over his head. Clear droplets move from his scalp, down the dark edges of his hair.

“Do you need to sit?”

“More,” he says.

I pour water over his shoulders this time. The water at his feet runs brown with dirt and old blood from the wound on his head.

He slumps to the floor and rests his arms on his bent knees. “I wasn’t trying to kill myself, honestly.” He pushes wet hair out of his face. A single droplet hangs from the tip of his nose, and I want to lick it off. “It felt good to work. My African friend, Samuel, he taught me how to lay traps. Not that I ever needed to. He caught all of our food while I wandered around, ‘playing with my animals,’ he used to say. He, um, he didn’t understand my fascination. He thought the animals of interest were the ones that could kill you, and they were only interesting because you needed to know to avoid them.” He smiles. “Funny, that. I’m not avoiding you. I’m sleeping in your bed. How long do you think I have anyway, before you kill me?”

“I won’t kill you, Edmund.”

He still has that little smile on his lips. “I have an idea.”

I sit on the floor a couple feet from him. “Should I be pleased or concerned?”

His voice is tired when he speaks, drunk on exhaustion. “I almost died a couple years ago in Brazil. I accidentally touched a blue poison dart frog. A witch doctor saved my life, but the whole time I was in my fever, I kept thinking, But it was so beautiful. Once I recovered, we stayed there for months, because I couldn’t get enough of studying those deadly little things. Now, I’m trapped here with you.” That gray-blue gaze of his finds me. “Let me study your species.”

“What?”

“I want to learn everything about you. Let me, or I fear I might go mad, waiting to die.”

I think of Michelle. When she comes to check on this exiled villain, will she be Edmund’s rescuer or destroyer?

“But I am a scientist,” he continues. “Maybe if I fill my days with the subject I love, I will survive longer. With your permission, of course.”

“How will you study me?”

“Talk. A lot of talking. Something I can’t usually do with frogs.”

“Usually implies you have spoken to frogs, though.”

“It can be very quiet alone in the jungle.”

“I know.”

He tips his head in acknowledgment.

“What else? How else will you study me?”

“Physical examination. A few pokes and prods.”

“I don’t bleed.”

His eyebrows shoot up.

“Did I just make your day?”

He grins, wide and wicked. “More like my bloody year.” He leans forward, kneeling right in front of me, and puts the palm of his hand flat against my chest. “How are you put together?” He’s talking to himself now. “No heartbeat. How has your brain not rotted out of your head?”

Despite the morning he had, he’s willing to be close to me. I think of that poison dart frog that almost took his life and realize Edmund might be perfect.


Chapter Seven

My sailor is not just a scientist but also a survivor. First thing in the morning, after a night spent sleeping side by side, he starts asking questions—but not the questions I expected. I thought he would immediately want to know when I was born, my age, my diet, and whatever other scientific details he might need to properly categorize my “species.”

Instead, after he eats yet another fish caught with ease, he says, “Have you ever tried to leave the island?” He pauses. “Christ, do we even know if we’re on an island?”

“We are on an island.” I walked all the way around it once, careful to avoid my neighbors, who long ago decided they wanted nothing to do with me. “And yes, I’ve tried to leave. The current is too strong.”

He pauses midchew. “You tried swimming?”

I shrug.

“Madman,” he says. “Wait, are you amphibious?”

“I don’t need to breathe.”

His mouth hangs open for a moment before he shakes his head. “What about making some kind of raft? If we got past the reef, maybe we could make it to the mainland.”

I shrug again. Edmund is the sailor. I don’t know a thing about water.

Once he’s done eating, he starts talking about a regular food source. He says “for both of us” and eyes me meaningfully. I furrow my brow, but he must notice how I look at him. How could he not? He observes the world around him and undoubtedly has since childhood when he was a precocious little boy with bright eyes; the image is so vivid, I can almost picture him running down tall, grassy hills in England. I picture him other ways, as well—adult Edmund, muscular and grown, panting beneath me. God, do I ever picture him.
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