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  Introduction




  Trisha Telep




  On any given day at Murder One in London, the crime and romance bookstore (where I work as the romance book buyer), you might come across romance

  regulars clutching recent but dog-eared copies of the Romantic Times magazine, the pages marked up to show new romance titles they want ordered and the authors they follow religiously with

  standing orders in the shop. You will also see readers browsing the romance shelves (stacked to the roof – and more – with books) and, although the romance room is a tad small, hanging

  out and talking among themselves, reading back covers and first pages and getting advice from other readers before making final purchases. And you’ll certainly see die-hard customers leaving

  with stacks of all types of romance, but mainly, at the moment, with paranormal romance. The massive demand for paranormal romance these days means that every month there is an avalanche of new

  titles from publishers for romance readers to keep up with. Yet – somehow – romance readers seem to manage.




  In this celebratory spirit, The Mammoth Book of Vampire Romance brings together the largest number of new paranormal romance stories ever assembled under one cover. The collection focuses

  on one of the original, most ancient characters of this genre – the vampire – and includes not only those authors who have built their writing careers on bloodsuckers, but also great

  writers from elsewhere in the paranormal genre for whom this is their first vampire outing. This means that you’ll find a fun, broad range of stories of all kinds of unexpected vampires, from

  the traditional worlds of horror to gothic-romance and historical, to contemporary urban fantasy, fang-in-cheek comedy and the hottest erotica, all the way to the downright romantic,

  boy-meets-girl, sweetheart stories from tried-and-true romances (albeit with a bite ripped out of the heart and a vase full of blood for the flowers).




  Also, keep an eye out for the smattering of stand-alone stories that feature connections to a particular writer’s existing series, or that follow an intriguing character who didn’t

  get a chance to realize their full potential in a previous book and whose story may be being told here for the very first time (see the story of Dante Valentine’s foster daughter, Liana, in

  Lilith Saintcrow’s “Coming Home”, Tomas the vampire in Karen Chance’s “The Day of the Dead” and the story of Viper’s beginnings in Delilah Devlin’s

  “Viper’s Bite”). And, if you find yourself hooked on a particular writer after reading one of their stories, you can always get a quick fix by going out and scooping up their

  trademark series to tide you over until the next instalment! But the real question that you’ll find cropping up again and again within these pages is this: is being a vampire all it’s

  cracked up to be? Sure, you get to live forever and never age, sure you get powers of sexual magnetism beyond any human’s wildest dreams, but is it worth it? This question is like an echo

  through many of these stories. So go for the jugular (. . . and the carotid, the femoral artery at the inner thigh, the soles of the feet, the bend at the elbow, the ankle . . .) with this motley

  crew of Mammoth vampires and find out.








  

     

  




  Fade to Black




  Sherri Erwin




  My mind wandered through a mental inventory of my life as I felt his teeth sink into my skin.




  About to turn 30, I lived in a one-bedroom apartment that I could barely afford, even with the reduced rate of rent from my employer. Between my car bill, credit card debt and student loan

  payments, I could barely afford any luxuries, and that was only if I left necessities behind in the grocery aisles. I lived for invitations to dine with the students in the dorm: free food.




  And now? I had probably risked the career I’d come to resent, the only thing I had going in life, by accepting an invitation from Connor Black (my sole male student) to go out for a drink

  – only to find he was a card-carrying member of Bloodsuckers Anonymous. A vampire.




  Risked my career? It should have been the least of my worries as I prepared to be dinner for one. What the hell, though, right? Could he suck me any drier than my creditors, who apparently

  thought I bled cash?




  Oh, no. I bled blood, confirmation of which came as his fangs made their introductions to my veins via the tender flesh at the base of my neck. A dribble rolled down my bare shoulder to pool in

  the lace edging of my shell-pink bra, a purchase that had sat in my drawer long after Victoria’s Secret had closed my account. Hopeful for a chance to show it off, I’d put it on this

  morning for the first time. And here I was.




  “You taste like the wine,” he said, coming up for air. His palm grazed my nipple through the silk. It reacted, hardening under his touch with traitorous speed.




  I met his gaze, cobalt eyes set in a face more inspiring than anything painted by Botticelli.




  “It doesn’t hurt.” Surprised, I reached up to stroke the puncture wound.




  He smiled, beatific despite the sharpened canines. “We pack a sort of numbing agent. Localized.”




  “Like mosquitoes? You don’t know they’re sucking until they’ve almost fed.”




  He laughed, a low chortle, much deeper and richer than any sound I’d heard from him in the classroom, where he’d managed to pass himself off as an ordinary young man, albeit a

  fascinatingly beautiful one.




  A fascinatingly beautiful one who had captured the attention of every woman in the room, even the self-proclaimed lesbians. Rumour had it that he’d slept with every student in my Romantic

  poets class. From the way they looked at him, with the tight focus of famished animals desperate to get a bite, I didn’t believe it. They hadn’t had a taste. Not one of them. Not

  yet.




  We’d all seemed to think we were the hunters and he our prey. Fools. Today, I’d worn a thin blouse over my new bra, unbuttoned further than usual, and I’d leaned low

  over his desk, on purpose, when handing back his paper. The better to tempt you with, my dear. And when he’d asked me out for a drink after class “to discuss his grade” (a

  solid A), I’d thought my little plan had worked. I had him right where I wanted him. Hard to believe I’d been so clueless just a few short hours ago.




  Truth be told, I’d had a moment of reservation. I couldn’t date a student. It was wrong. What if someone saw us? But my libido had won out. I wanted him. I wanted him like I’d

  never wanted a man in my life. And the fact that he seemed to want me – the oldest woman in the room next to all the lithe young coeds? Too tempting to pass up.




  “That’s it, love.” He leaned in for a kiss, the tang of my blood on his tongue. “Give in. I can make you feel so good.”




  The erotic drag of soft lips against skin as he dropped a trail of kisses down the valley between my breasts convinced me he was right. He could make me feel. Good, bad, it hardly

  mattered. It had been so very long since I’d felt anything.




  A lifeless drone, so steeped in debt and disappointment that I’d stopped allowing any reactions; I simply carried on. Work. Home. Eat. Sleep. Lather. Rinse. Repeat.




  He recaptured my attention as his teeth tugged at the lace of my bra, his mouth begging entry to the silken cups. I slipped my hands up to tangle in his dark hair, slightly in need of a trim,

  and down to caress the corded muscles of his bare back. Caught in the throes of fresh passion, we’d stripped down almost as soon as we made it back to my apartment. His Stones concert T-shirt

  was still in my doorway, my skirt and blouse not far ahead to mark the trail that led from hall to kitchen.




  He cradled my buttocks in his hands, lifted, and rested my bottom against chipped Formica before forming his tongue around my bare nipple and sucking it in for a long, hot pull. My knees would

  have buckled if I wasn’t already balanced on the counter.




  Had he broken the skin on my neck with his bite? I couldn’t tell. His tongue stroked and laved, drawing me in. He suckled, as greedy as a newborn. But I was the mere babe.




  Over the second glass of wine, he’d confessed to being nearly 600. I’d laughed, not yet moving past the state of disbelief. It took his confession to having been an intimate of the

  Shelleys to push me into the realm of acceptance. His explanation of Mary’s belief that she had failed her husband struck a chord and felt so real.




  He knew things that only years of study and access to sealed documents at the Bodleian Library would have confirmed. Mary’s private letters, many lost, came to life in Connor Black’s

  descriptions. He would be far too young to know so much, unless . . . 600 years old? Really?




  What drew him to me, he claimed, was reading my dissertation on Mary Shelley’s yearning for immortality as expressed in her novels. I’d apparently captured such a sense of the real

  Mary that he wanted to meet me, and became a student to do so. He’d been close to her after her husband’s death, but she’d refused to let him turn her.




  “Because it was too late for her,” I interjected, downing my third glass. Good Cabernet. “Why would she want to live when everyone she cared about had died?”




  “The very reason she refused me,” he confirmed, with a lift of his glass. “But you won’t refuse me, will you?”




  “Immortality doesn’t hold a lot of appeal right now.” Life being such a joy and all.




  “How about a sharpening of your senses, all of them? Sounds, smells, tastes. You can’t imagine what chocolate tastes like to me. And this wine, oh.” He rolled his eyes back in

  his head as if the wine was ambrosia of the gods.




  “I can still eat chocolate, then?” I tingled with curiosity. “It’s not all about the blood?”




  “The blood fortifies, it sustains you. But the food? Eat anything you like. You won’t gain a pound.”




  I laughed. He had to be kidding.




  “I’m completely serious. You’ll remain as you are now, perhaps a little leaner.”




  “Only a little?” I raised a brow. “Perhaps I’ll call you after I lose another ten pounds.”




  “No.” There was an edge in his voice. He grew insistent. “Now. We’ll go back to your place now. Let me show you.”




  “Show me?” My nerves skittered with curiosity mixed with a hint of fear.




  “What I can do to you. For you,” he corrected. “Tell me to stop if I make you uncomfortable. You’re in control.”




  “I’m in control,” I echoed now, as if suddenly remembering. My nerves no longer skittered, but were as taut as violin strings. And how they sang.




  “Mm.” He looked up, a drip of blood trailing down his stubble-dotted chin. “Your wish is my command.”




  But he didn’t stop to take commands. He dropped to his knees, tugging the underwear that matched my bra down my hips and dipping his head between my thighs before I had a chance to

  protest. I shifted, leaning back to allow him better access. He drank deeply, and for so long that I lost all thoughts of control. I lost my mind. I barely remembered my name.




  And then, I nearly lost consciousness. I tingled all over, felt light-headed, euphoric. I’d never felt so at peace, and yet so high. So very high. I drifted in the air, hovering over the

  scene. I looked good stretched out along my kitchen counter, my torso elongated to best advantage for my slightly rounded abs. My stomach looked flat, lovely. My breasts, firmer than I remembered.

  My legs, longer than I ever imagined, and perfectly shaped as they wrapped around him, pulling him tighter, before they went quite limp.




  He rose, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. Wait, how was I watching? Was I – realization dawned. I was dead?




  He left me there, an abandoned rag doll, and went off in search of something. A knife. He stripped off his shirt and sliced a red welt along his well-honed shoulder blade. He leaned in for a

  kiss. “Your turn. Drink.”




  I didn’t know how I could comply with his orders from way up in the ether, but I tasted brine, like seawater, on my tongue as he pressed against my mouth. Drowning, I drank him in, unable

  to hold back, and I gasped, coming to the surface at last.




  “That’s it.” He cradled my head in his hands.




  The blue of his eyes shone through my haze to guide me, stars in a midnight sky. I dipped my head again and darted my tongue along the tangy red welt. Now I tasted the wine, the Cabernet

  we’d had earlier, the rich berry essence with a hint of tobacco, earth and salt. Connor’s blood. Clarity returned with every taste. I became all too aware of my fingers sliding over his

  bare chest, down his arms, and up again, pausing at every sinew and cord. He was real, no figment of my imagination. I slid my bottom down off the cabinets, cold linoleum under the balls of my feet

  as I rose up on tiptoe to kiss his lush, quivering mouth.




  My hands strayed to the button of his jeans, too much clothing. I wanted to feel him against me, inside me. I felt so new, so alive, aware of every little thing: my nerves pulsing under the

  skin, blood thrumming through my veins, the tick of the clock in my bedroom, a soft mewling yawn from the baby next door. Next door? Could I hear that far?




  “Your senses sharpen,” he said, as if he could hear my thoughts. And then I realized that he hadn’t spoken aloud. I could hear his thoughts, and he mine. We’re

  connected now.




  “For life?” Not used to telepathy, I’d asked it aloud.




  He laced his fingers with mine. For eternity. My epipsychidion.




  Soul of my soul. I knew the Shelley poem, the poet’s fixation with a lover. I also knew the reality behind the poem. Shelley had fallen for a phantom, his own idealized version of what

  love should be. Was I, in fact, a phantom now? Or was I waking from past disillusionment, ready to accept a whole new life?




  With my newly sharpened senses, I assumed the sound of breaking glass was the shock of my own realization. It took a second to comprehend that it was my actual window breaking. A man was

  climbing in through the broken glass, and another two coming in the door I’d left unlocked. I assumed they were men, larger than life in dark jumpsuits and helmets, faces covered with masks.

  Gas masks.




  Connor shoved me behind him as if about to defend me. I was touched by the gesture until he fell at my feet. A heartbeat later, my shouts of protest echoing in deep-throated slow motion, I fell

  atop him and into the black fog of my own mind.




  I woke up in the dark. So dark I couldn’t see. I could feel that I was in bed, in a cotton gown, but not my bed and not my gown. Hospital? I sat up. Hospitals had those

  infernal fluorescent lights, always on. I couldn’t see any cracks of light to indicate a window or a door. I inhaled, rubbed my arms, and discovered an IV jabbed into the inside of my left

  elbow. Hospital, I reaffirmed, and tried to feel better about it.




  Hospital. I squinted into the darkness. Had I gone blind? Panic set in. I was blind! Lord, I hoped it was only a temporary condition. I reached out at my sides, fingers meeting metal rails.




  “Hello?” If I couldn’t see, how would I know if there was someone in the room? “Hello?”




  No answer. I sighed, reached over, and worked my hand up the IV tube to a box-like machine. My finger hit a button, something. A buzz went off, and stopped, followed by a soft whir, and what

  felt like a pulsing down the tube. Maybe I was getting more drugs, whatever had knocked me out. Maybe I didn’t care. But I did care. I struggled to remember what had happened, why I was here.

  And then my mind found Connor.




  I’m here. Connor Black’s voice in my head, as if he were speaking to me.




  Where? Whether I was crazy, dreaming or drugged, what did it matter? I may as well answer.




  You have to find me, he said. Find me.




  I preferred to find me first.




  Deductive reasoning had never been my strong point, which was why I’d gone into teaching literature. Teaching. The Shelleys. I’d been having wine with Connor. It all came

  flooding back to me. The wine. The apartment. His mouth on me. My wrist flew up to stroke my neck. My breath caught up with me a second later. Vampire? It couldn’t be.




  My blood pounded in my veins so hard I could practically hear it. I remembered the window shattering, three men in jumpsuits and masks, my falling at their feet, and the world fading to black. I

  sat up fast, the tubing ripping from my skin on a snap of pain that faded as realization dawned. Hospital? Or had I been abducted?




  The world came into focus, a dim glow lighting the room, or were my eyes finally working? I squinted in the darkness until I realized that I didn’t need to squint. I could see everything

  fine, even in the dark. The machinery at my side, a medical-looking box with two bags hanging suspended – one as clear as water, the other as opaque as blood – both feeding in to the

  tube that had been stuck in my veins. The bed, covers rumpled at my feet, the walls covered in what looked to be watered silk, there were gilded wall sconces, tasteful paintings of flowers in

  vases, two dressers, a vanity with an enormous mirror, a chair, and doors – a bathroom? Closet? Hall? No curtains, no windows. My bare feet found the soft, woven carpet, not exactly standard

  hospital issue.




  The doors should have been my target. Which one to exit? Where to call out? I headed for the mirror, my breathing suspended. I feared what I might, or might not, see but there I was, bathed in a

  golden glow as if kissed by the dawn, lovelier than I’d ever appeared. My hair hung in soft, honeyed curls to my shoulders. I stroked my cheek, pale or simply an effect of the darkness? My

  eyes glowed, cat’s eyes, predatory and shrewd. Me, but not me. What had happened? Where was I?




  Again, I left the doors unchecked in favour of sifting through the dresser drawers. My favourite jeans, a not favourite sweater. My clothing was here, and what else? I pulled the jeans on, not

  bothering to look for more. The jeans hung, just barely staying around my hips. The sweater had been nearly too tight, but now it draped my frame. No time to think. Shoes. I needed shoes and I

  could walk out of here and into the night. Something told me not to call out, not to stay. A voice in my head, not my own. Connor.




  A sound caught my attention, a rustling from the direction of the door at the far end of the room. A heartbeat later, the door swung open.




  A man stood outlined in a halo of light. Once he stepped inside, I could see that he looked something like an angel. Blond curls, structured cheekbones. I met his gaze as he stepped inside and

  closed the door behind him. I didn’t know how I could so clearly make out the colour of his eyes through the dark, but they shone amber, warm as candlelight diffused through a glass of Irish

  whiskey.




  He held a clipboard, his arms crossed over his white coat, which reminded me of folded wings.




  “Luke.” He held out his hand and smiled, straight white teeth, no fangs. Another good sign. Not that Connor had appeared to have fangs until he’d been about to bite.

  “Luke Jameson.”




  “Doctor Jameson?” I asked, hesitant, as I placed my hand in his soft, warm grip.




  He nodded. “I’d prefer that you call me Luke, but whatever makes you comfortable. The whole suite—” he gestured around us “—was designed for your comfort.

  I’d prefer you thought of it as home.”




  “I’d like to go home.” To my real home. Not that my shoebox apartment had ever felt much like home.




  “Why don’t we go have a seat? We’ve a lot to discuss.” He opened the door adjacent to the one he’d come in, the one I’d assumed was a closet but turned out to

  be a sitting room. I followed him into the light, to an overstuffed lavender sofa in front of a brick hearth with a walnut mantel. A pastel woven rug covered a bare wood floor. Heavy curtains

  covered a back wall.




  Windows? He settled on the ottoman of the chair that matched the sofa, set the clipboard on a side table, picked up a remote control and lit the gas-fuelled fireplace.




  “Very cosy,” I said to break the silence. I curled up in the corner of the couch.




  “I’m glad you like it.” He leaned forwards. “It is your home now.”




  A prickle of foreboding ran up my spine. I narrowed my eyes. “Is that a threat? Are you saying I don’t have the freedom to leave?”




  I struggled to hear Connor’s voice in my head, but there was no sign of him.




  Luke sighed and tented his fingers, elbows resting on the knees of his long slender legs. “It’s not that complicated, but it may be hard to get used to at first. You’ve been

  given a virus.”




  “A virus?” I stood quickly, but didn’t miss that his gaze lingered on my braless breasts bouncing under my sweater. He cleared his throat. I crossed my arms and sat down

  again.




  “Vampirism is caused by a virus,” he said, meeting my gaze again, warmth in his amber eyes. “Infectious. Passed through body fluids.”




  “Blood.” I felt it rush to my cheeks at the memory of drinking from Connor. “I’m infected.”




  “It’s more than vampirism. There’s also hypertelomerase at work, the excess production of a hormone that halts the ageing process. It’s not a death sentence. We’re

  working to find a cure.”




  “So it’s more of an eternal-life sentence?” I smiled so he could see that I was joking. I tried to relax.




  “It’s true that the bearers of the virus don’t seem to die from natural causes. The body ceases to age. That’s not a bad thing. In fact, it’s one of the properties

  of the virus that we’re fighting to preserve.”




  “But there are properties you would rather eliminate?” I raised a brow. “The blood-sucking?”




  His turn to stand. He began pacing in front of the fireplace. “I don’t think it’s fair for some of us to spread our disease to the unsuspecting.”




  “Disease.” It was the first I’d thought of myself as diseased, though he had referred to it as a virus. “But I was given a choice.”




  He shook his head. “Not without understanding the full implications. The need to hunt. The powerful urges to mate. The restlessness.” His voice broke.




  “The loneliness.” I had no idea yet, having been infected such a short time and most of that spent unconscious, but I did know about being alone and the suddenly sad look in his eyes

  clued me in to the rest. I thought of the Shelleys, of Mary’s refusal to let Connor turn her. “You’re infected, too. Aren’t you?”




  “I am.” His arm rested on the mantel and I could see his hand curl into a fist. “But I would never be so callous as to bite another human being. We’ve taken an oath

  here.”




  “We?”




  “Back to you.” He tipped his perfect, chiselled chin in my direction. “For all intents and purposes, you’re dead. Your family, your friends, your work, everyone believes

  you to be gone.”




  “Without a body?”




  “All signs led to abduction and murder. It was a logical conclusion.”




  “All signs. Planted signs. Who are you people? How long have I been here? Where are we, for that matter?” I stood and walked to the curtains behind us, opened them and looked

  out. I gasped. It wasn’t night, but midday. The most beautiful band of coastline met my eyes, pristine sand, crystalline blue waters lapping to the shore in waves. “Palm trees. There

  are palm trees, for God’s sake. Where have you taken me?”




  “It’s an island. All ours. You’ve only been here for two days now.”




  “Ours?” Two days. Two days of my life gone. But how many gained? Eternity?




  “SPAHC’s. The Society for Prevention of Advanced Hypertelomeric Cruorsitis.’




  “That’s what I have? The full name for it? Advanced Hypertelo-whatsis Cru-oh-who?”




  “Hypertelomeric Cruorsitis. Yes.”




  “And you want to make it go away? That’s why we’re isolated here? On an island?”




  “We have a full research facility. State of the art. Complete with luxurious living quarters, private beach—”




  I held my hand up, interrupting. “I’ll grab a brochure on the way out.”




  “You are free to leave. Please, don’t be frightened. We’re all here by choice. It might be awkward for you to try to go home again, but if you wish it.”




  I didn’t wish it. He probably knew as well as I did that there was nothing left for me there. “I’ve always wanted to travel.”




  “We can arrange it. All I ask is that you stay here for a period of time. We like to get a full study of all the infected, to see if there’s a mutation or something we may have

  missed along the way.”




  “Something you can use to find a cure?”




  “Exactly.”




  I thought about it for a moment. “What if one doesn’t want to be cured?”




  “Everyone wants to be cured.” He looked at me, his eyes wide with incredulity. “If not right away, they come to it eventually.”




  “Eventually,” I echoed. I had no idea how I felt about who I was, what I’d become. Until I understood what the disease was all about, how would I know if I wanted to be

  cured?




  “You’ll stay then? A month or two?”




  I had no idea where else I would go. No job, no money, no identity. “I’ll stay. For now. Until I can investigate some job possibilities, see who’s hiring.”




  He reached for my hand, a tender look in his eyes. “I’m sorry, Miranda. You can’t go back to teaching. You have no credentials.”




  My lungs constricted with sheer panic. “All my years in school? All that time?”




  “Gone.” His lips drew to a tight line. “It’s like witness protection. You have to leave everything you knew behind and start fresh. Clean slate. In the process, you

  discover things about yourself that you never even knew existed.” His lips curved as if to show it was a good thing, but the smile never reached his eyes. It made me wonder.




  I looked out of the window to the sand, the ocean and the horizon stretching endlessly beyond. I thought of my mother, ice clinking in her old-fashioned glass as she raised it for my stepfather

  to refill. “I always told her she would come to no good.” I thought of my sisters, probably bitter that I went first and left them to deal with Mother. I thought of my students

  marvelling at the juicy scandal of Connor Black attacking their dowdy old professor instead of choosing a tempting, ripe, youthful victim from among them. Would they all score an automatic A? Or

  would Beth Hinkle, the department head, step in and take over the class, business as usual?




  It made me suddenly giddy to think of all I’d left behind. All that, gone. Gone. My nerves hummed with excitement. Or was it hunger?




  I turned to Luke. “So, what have you got to eat around here? I’m starving.”




  Over a large meal of steak (rare) and potatoes (garlic mashed) hand-delivered by Luke to my room, he explained the vampire myths that weren’t true. Garlic wasn’t

  anathema, as evidenced by the delicious potatoes. Sunlight didn’t burn us to a crisp. We weren’t immune to death or invincible to injury. We didn’t age, true enough, and our cells

  had remarkable resilience, but we could bleed and we could die given the right damage. As for our souls, who could tell? Who could tell what happened to any man’s soul? Why should we be any

  different?




  “Fair enough.” I wiped my mouth after the last bite of steak and leaned back in my chair. “So, we’re just like ordinary people except—”




  “For the lack of ageing. And the fact that we do crave blood.” Luke used a crusty bit of bread to wipe the excess juices from his plate, then popped it in his mouth and smiled,

  savouring it, as if to prove a point. “A desire we try to keep in check with a limited diet.”




  “Rare meat?” I raised a brow.




  He shook his head. “Breakfast. Oatmeal. With blood.”




  “Ew.” I recoiled.




  “You’ll get used to it. Trust me.” His eyes crinkled at the corners when he smiled. Just a hint of age?




  “I do. So tell me.” I leaned forwards, my chin on my hand, suddenly interested in all things Luke. Appetite sated, I began to crave something else. “How old are you, Doctor

  Jameson?”




  “Old enough to know the signs.”




  “Signs? What signs?”




  “Your body’s sending you signals. For all our advancement, we’re still so primitive under the skin.”




  I didn’t mind the idea of getting primitive with Luke.




  “Aha, see? The gleam in your eye. You’re feeling the effects.” He got up, crossed over to the side table, picked up the opened bottle of wine, and returned to pour more into my

  glass, then his. “You’re too new to control it. It’s about to overwhelm you.”




  “I’m hardly overwhelmed.” But even as I said it, I felt my lips curl in wily ingenue fashion. “I’m just trying to get to know you better, Luke.”




  “I can see that.” His gaze followed to where my hand toyed with the neckline of my sweater. “I’m sure we could know each other quite well by the time the sun

  sets.”




  He stood confident in front of me, his hands resting in the pockets of his khaki trousers as he allowed my gaze to run over his lean, muscular form. He’d removed his white jacket before

  dinner. Blond curls grazed the collar of a button-down blue oxford shirt that hugged broad shoulders. A powerful chest narrowed to a slender waist, probably washboard abs, and the fit of his pants

  left no doubt about the muscular thighs beneath. And in between? My glass in one hand, I rose and approached, the index finger of my other hand extending to make friends with the skin between his

  collar and hairline. His pulse worked a fierce tattoo under my finger pad. He backed away.




  “This is why we keep the newbies isolated.” He stepped around me to pick up his glass, downed half the contents and set it back on the table. “You’re all so eager to test

  your skills.”




  “My skills? So I do have superhuman powers?”




  He laughed, a low rich chortle that hummed in echo through my bloodstream. “Superhuman urges, perhaps.”




  “And we’re discouraged from indulging?” I pouted, a recalcitrant child.




  He faced me. “For now.” His words indicated a delay but his heavy-lidded gaze, dropping down the length of me, indicated anything but rejection. “Until you know yourself a

  little better.”




  I hazarded contact, stepping right up so that the tips of my breasts brushed his chest as I looked up into his arresting amber eyes. “Perhaps I could find myself through knowing you better

  first.”




  “You want to know me?” I could feel him breathe. “I was just a lad. Not even thirteen when he took me.”




  “He?” My gaze caught on his. “A man turned you?”




  “Mm.” He nodded. His hands ran up my arms. “It happened in the Sun King’s court.”




  “Louis XIV?” My momentary distraction from the heat of his touch made me wonder if I’d got it right.




  “My father, a devoted courtier to England’s Charles II, died some six months before the marriage was arranged between Charles’ sister Henrietta and the King’s brother

  Philippe, Duc d’Orleans. It was decided that Henrietta needed some more experienced women among her entourage and my mother, a widow, was enlisted. I was an only child. She brought me

  along.”




  “To the court of Louis XIV?” My heart raced. How exciting! I always loved to find good primary sources, and I had one standing right in front of me. “You were there?”




  He stepped back, his hand reaching up to rumple the back of his hair. “Mother lost herself in intrigues and affairs, all the while forgetting that she’d brought me along, or so it

  seemed. She found me a position in Philippe’s service: glorified footman. It wasn’t long before I graduated to favourite plaything.”




  “Oh, Luke.” I ached for him. A boy left to fend for himself among the fondling of jaded courtiers?




  “Philippe’s favourite, the Chevalier de Lorraine, was kind to me at first. He plied me with wine, whispered that it wouldn’t hurt, that it would make me stronger. I wanted to

  be stronger to be able to fend off some of the more forward members of Philippe’s entourage. Philippe eventually joined us, but he apparently didn’t know.”




  “That the chevalier was a –”




  “A vampire, yes. Or that he had made me one. Philippe had been drinking heavily. Lorraine convinced him I was dead, that he had somehow killed me accidentally, and he talked Philippe into

  letting him do away with my remains before a scandal could erupt.”




  “But you were just a boy.” And now he was clearly a man. I grew confused. How had he aged?




  “I was. They claimed I’d fallen down some stairs. They told my mother I was dead. The Chevalier de Lorraine told me I was dead, that I was no more than a phantom and I would

  have to find my own way in the world.”




  “He turned you out with nothing?”




  “With a few baubles, actually. Things I could sell on the street, and I did. I made enough to earn passage back to England and I went to my father’s estate. The servants, having

  heard of my death, were convinced I was a ghost. Rumours of my haunting the place persist until this day.” He laughed now, his mood growing lighter. “I took more things to sell so I

  could live, and I disappeared. I didn’t know what to do. I ended up on a merchant ship to Barbary, where I fell victim to slave traders.”




  I gasped. “Slave traders?”




  “My blond hair and pale skin made me a desirable item for any sheik’s private collection. Fortunately, a Persian doctor rescued me and brought me to live with his family.”




  “Amazing.”




  “Lucky. He knew a few things about my condition.” He stopped talking and stared out of the window, at the sky growing darker over the rolling waves.




  His back to me, I risked getting close to him again, this time to comfort, not to seduce. I pressed myself to his back and gave a light squeeze, my hands cupping his shoulders.




  He spun around to face me. “He cured me. The Persian. Or so I thought. He made potions that he encouraged me to drink. I still don’t know what was in all of them, but I’ve

  tried to duplicate most of them from memory.” He laced fingers with mine. “I aged. I grew up. Cured. Or so I thought. And then – ”




  “Then?”




  “He died. He died, and his secrets died with him. I realized that without his medicines, my symptoms were coming back and I moved on.”




  “Where? Back to England?”




  “I banged around the Barbary Coast for years as a pirate.”




  “Of the eye-patch-wearing, peg-leg, shiver-me-timbers variety?” I crossed my arms over my chest. I imagined him in tawny leather breeches, a billowy shirt opened to his navel. Maybe

  not such a stretch.




  “A pirate. Of the bloodthirsty, treasure-pillaging variety.” He nodded, apparently not about to offer more proof than his word. “A damn good pirate, too. They called me

  Goldbeard. I was feared around the globe. All right, at least around that particular coastline. I set my sights on raiding all French ships that came into range. There was a price on my head for

  many years. I eventually got tired of the lifestyle and decided to try my hand as an explorer.”




  “Of course. And what did you explore? Mayan ruins? Perhaps you discovered the Fountain of Youth?”




  He shrugged. “Who needed it? I explored the colonies. America. I settled with some displaced Huguenots along the coast of Maine.”




  I cocked a brow. “I suppose you also fought in the Revolutionary War?”




  He shook his head. “I’m not a fan of war. I was off on new adventures by then. Adventures in botany, actually. Still looking for the right combination of herbs and roots to make the

  cure. It wasn’t until the sixties that I finally attended med. school.”




  “The 1960s?” He nodded. I needed to make sure. “Wow. So, when in all that time did you come across Connor Black?”




  His sharp intake of breath indicated his displeasure with the change of subject. No, I hadn’t forgotten Connor, though I could no longer hear him in my mind.




  “We’ve crossed paths through the centuries.” He met my curious gaze, the amber of his eyes as intense as a gold-tinged flame. “We’re brothers of a

  fashion.”




  “Brothers?” My hand flew to my neck. I knew he didn’t mean actual brothers. “The Chevalier de Lorraine? But Connor doesn’t support your cause?” An innocent

  question on the surface, but I had a feeling it went deeper between Luke and Connor. Way deeper.




  “We’ll never be in agreement on the ethical responsibilities of our condition. I’ve given up on Connor Black.”




  “And he would rather not see you, either, I’m guessing. So why were you there that night? Why track him down?”




  “He’s spreading the infection. It goes against everything we believe in here.”




  A pain stabbed deep in my chest. “Where’s Connor now?”




  He reached out to stroke the hair back from my face, a tender gesture that felt all too protective. “You need rest. Your system still hasn’t adjusted.”




  “I don’t want to sleep, Luke. I want to know the truth.”




  “You will. In time. But trust me on the sleep thing. I know what you need.”




  And suddenly, as if his voice registered a hypnotic suggestion, I could hardly keep my eyes open.




  “Sleep,” I echoed. “Yes. I need sleep.” And before I could blink, I felt myself sliding to the floor. The last thing I knew was the feel of Luke’s arms around me as

  he carried me to my bed.




  I woke breathless, buried under the sea, paralysed by the weight of water pummelling, pummelling, even as the waves brought me closer to shore. I could see the light beyond

  white crests but couldn’t reach it, too far, so far away. I told myself not to breathe, that breathing would be death, but I couldn’t fight the urge. I sucked in, like breathing through

  a velvet curtain then swallowing said curtain whole. Too thick, it caught in my throat. Connor grabbed the end and pulled.




  “Breathe, Miranda. You have to breathe!”




  I sat up choking and grasping at my throat. It was all a dream. But Connor’s voice still lingered.




  “I. Can. Breathe,” I whispered into the night air, taking great gulps between words.




  Now find me. Connor’s voice stayed with me. Walk towards the shore.




  Barefoot, still in my cotton nightdress, I walked to the sitting room and slipped out through the patio doors. The night was warm and still, no trace of a breeze. The moon hung low over the

  water. I headed towards it, wood patio slats giving way to soft sand. Waves caressed the shore with a sound as light as a lover’s touch. When I got closer to the water, I turned back to look

  at the house.




  It was larger than I imagined, too big for one or two people. An enormous stone mansion that could have come straight out of a film version of Pride and Prejudice, Mr Darcy’s

  Pemberley. He’d said the lab, research facility and dorms were in another building, so why all the space? There was more to Luke, and this little island retreat, than he’d let on.

  Suddenly I wondered how he would react to know that I was awake and walking around. Had alarms gone off? Would he come looking for me? Or was I truly as free to come and go as he’d said I

  was? I had my doubts.




  I forgot the waves and the beauty of the night and returned to the house. My little suite of rooms didn’t show through the trees, but there were lights on in what looked to be the main

  part of the house, an enormous central room lined with windows looking out to the sea. The room took a clearer shape as I approached. It was a library, rows of books lining shelves around the room,

  tables and chairs in the centre. I saw Luke on a ladder, his back to me.




  As I neared a row of stone steps, something beckoned off to the side, and a voice in my head said: Stay low. Low? I crouched, an instant reaction, and ducked around the wall. A light in

  another window caught my gaze. I headed for it and found that it was open. I shimmied across the window sill carefully, the coolness of the stone against my thinly clad bottom reminding me I

  probably should have dressed before heading out for an adventure. My feet touched down on smooth tile in a room with steel tables, glass tubes, vials, burners and sinks. It looked to be some sort

  of lab, probably where Luke did some of his more private research. I walked out of a side door and into a dark corridor. Find me. Connor’s voice became louder, as if perhaps I’d

  got close. I opened a door, some sort of bedroom with an antique canopied bed at the centre. Heavy velvet linens draped a matching wine-coloured duvet. No sign of Connor, but there were pictures

  everywhere.




  A painting of a lovely woman in a 1970s-style gown, pink chiffon, graced the wall opposite the bed. There were photos of the same woman under the painting in various poses and outfits, different

  days, celebrating different black-and-white moments in her life: having a picnic, walking on the beach, holding a baby and standing under an arch of flowers at what had to be a wedding. She looked

  a decade older than Luke, who stood beaming at her side, so handsome in black tie.




  She looked familiar somehow, but it took me several stilted heartbeats to figure out why. She could have been me. We looked a lot alike. Had this been her room? What about the baby? Find

  me. My attention flew to the door opposite the bed. Connor.




  I opened the door. No sign of Connor, but I knew the baby had been a girl, and this had been her room, next to her mother’s. It must have been a lovely child’s room, all pink and

  lace, but it hadn’t translated well to a young woman’s private domain. A do-not-disturb sign hung from the knob, heavy-metal posters on the back of the door of Van Halen, The Who,

  AC/DC. Maybe some of them were vampires. Who knew? The fact that Connor didn’t believe in Luke’s mission meant that there were probably plenty of vampires out there, feeding among the

  masses, spreading their disease.




  “Our blessing,” he said, muffled but distinctly out loud.




  I looked around. “Where are you?”




  “Open the closet. I’m locked in. It opens from the outside.”




  I opened it quickly. Connor squinted into the night. “Thank God, you finally found me. It’s like a coffin in here. I can hardly move. Lend a hand.”




  I helped him climb out of the empty, rectangular darkness. Much like a coffin, I agreed. Only he’d been left standing up. “Poor thing. Can you walk?”




  He stretched, squatted down on his haunches and stood back up again. He wore the Stones T-shirt and the same jeans I’d been ready to slide off him on that fateful night in my apartment.

  The night we’d both been taken. Taken, I realized at last. No one had asked my permission.




  “I can walk.” He took my hand. “Come on. We have to move fast. I know where we can find a boat.”




  “A boat? You think we should just leave?”




  He turned to me, such a look in his eyes. “I haven’t exactly been kept in luxury accommodation. I have a house in the Keys. We could make it by daylight if the weather

  cooperates.”




  “Daylight,” I echoed, following after him to the next room. I tugged him back. “Why don’t we go out a window? We’re on the ground floor.”




  He gestured to the windows. Barred. Apparently, Connor wasn’t the only one to be held against his will. “Oh. God. Why?”




  “Later. Come on.” He led me back to the lab where I’d come in. He helped me through the window first, then followed me out. “Down the beach. There’s a

  boathouse.”




  He moved faster than I could have imagined, as if he had wings on his feet. What should have been more surprising was that I’d kept pace with him without losing my breath. But I pulled

  back as we neared the boathouse, a small storage area with a dock at the end of the sand.




  “No. He’s there.”




  “Luke?” Connor looked at me with concern. “How do you know?”




  “I can feel him.”




  “Like you can feel me?” He seemed to be hurt, as if he hadn’t even considered the possibility. I hadn’t realized it myself until now.




  “The same way.”




  He dropped my hand as if scorched. Luke appeared in the doorway.




  “I thought you were going to stay?” He ignored Connor in favour of questioning me.




  “I thought I was free to make up my own mind.” I could imagine how he must have looked as Goldbeard, terror of the sea. The firm line of his jaw and the fire in his eyes made me

  afraid I’d be forced to walk the plank, and then glad of it. Better to face the sharks than to have a go with an angry Goldbeard.




  “You are free. I’m asking, not demanding. Please stay.”




  “What about Connor?”




  Connor laughed. “He’s not about to challenge me now that I’m not locked up. I’m taking a boat and I’m going. Are you staying or coming with me?”




  I looked at Luke. Was it true? He wouldn’t challenge Connor? Fight him? Force him to stay? The men looked at each other as if they could gleefully go at it to the death. Perhaps they had,

  and more than once. Perhaps that’s why neither one of them made a move now. “I’m not sure.”




  “Christ,” Connor swore and looked at the heavens. “Miranda, look at me. You know we belong together.” Something in his gaze made me certain he was right. But something

  about Luke made me wonder if I should stay. I felt suddenly torn, oddly connected to both men.




  Luke held his hands out to his sides. He wouldn’t try to pressure me.




  Connor closed the distance between us and stroked my cheek. “You should know who you are before you seek a way to eliminate that part of you.”




  “But Luke’s research is important.”




  Luke smiled, just a little too boldly for Connor’s taste.




  “Luke’s research,” Connor scoffed. “Did he tell you what his research did to his daughter, Kelly?”




  “Don’t speak of her. You don’t deserve to speak her name.” Luke was on Connor in seconds, holding him up by the throat. “Kelly was the daughter of my heart, my

  wife’s child from a previous marriage. He convinced her to run off with him. He turned her.” Luke let Connor drop to the sand. There was no longer any question who could prevail in a

  fight.




  My eyes went wide as the moon. “You turned her?”




  “She wanted to know what it was like.” Connor sat up, propped on his elbow. He didn’t stand. “I did her a favour. We could have lived forever, together. But he found us.

  He poisoned her against me. And then he killed her.”




  Luke’s eyes darkened to black. He ran his hand through his hair, turned away as if gaining control of his emotions, then turned back to me. “I did. It was a mistake. I was trying to

  save her.”




  “To turn her back.” Connor stood up. “But he ended up killing her with a virus of his own.”




  “A mutation,” Luke clarified. “It should have cured her but—” His voice broke off.




  I felt for him, went to him, took his hand, and filled in what was left unsaid. “It didn’t work. Luke, I’m sorry.”




  “Miranda.” His eyes held that mysterious golden light as he met my gaze. “Please stay. We can find out so much more, save more of us.”




  I stepped back. “I’m not ready, Luke. I don’t want to be cured. Not now.”




  I wasn’t sure how or why I’d come to such a conclusion, but I knew that Connor was right about me. I needed to explore what it was I had before I cut that part of me away.

  “I’m going with Connor. Just for a while. But I’ll be back. If you let me go. Don’t try to stop us or force me to come back before I’m ready. Promise me.”




  Luke sighed, then took me in his arms and held me tight. “Please come back. Come back soon.”




  “I will,” I said, and reached up to stroke his stubble-dotted cheek. “Goldbeard.”




  “My fair Miranda.” He bowed his head and kissed my hand, very gallant and old-fashioned but so sweet.




  A shiver ran up my spine but I tore my gaze from him and turned to Connor. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”




  Connor smiled wide, triumphant and dazzling in the moonlight. “Let’s go.”




  Luke left us while Connor readied the boat, a small motor-powered skiff that he assured me would get us away safely. I believed him. I trusted him.




  I belonged with him.




  But somehow, as I got into the boat beside him and took one last look at the sun coming up behind the magnificent house, I wondered if I wasn’t about to make the biggest mistake of my

  life.




  

     

  




  Ode to Edvard Munch




  Caitlín R. Kierman




  I find her, always, sitting on the same park bench. She’s there, no matter whether I’m coming through the park late on a Thursday

  evening or early on a Monday evening or in the first grey moments of a Friday morning. I play piano in a Martini bar at Columbus and 89th, or I play at the piano, mostly for tips and free

  drinks. And when I feel like the long walk or can’t bear the thought of the subway or can’t afford cab fare, whenever I should happen to pass that way alone in the darkness and the

  interruptions in the darkness made by the lamp posts, she’s there. Always on that same bench, not far from the Ramble and the Bow Bridge, just across the lake. They call that part of the park

  Cherry Hill. The truth is that I haven’t lived in Manhattan long enough to know these things and, anyway, I’m not the sort of man who memorizes the geography of Central Park, but she

  told me it’s called Cherry Hill, because of all the cherry trees growing there. And when I looked at a map in a guidebook, it said the same thing. You might mistake her for a runaway,

  16 or maybe 17; she dresses all in rags, or clothes so threadbare and dirty that they may as well be rags, and I’ve never seen her wearing shoes, no matter the season or the weather.

  I’ve seen her barefoot in snow. I asked her about that once, if she would wear shoes if I brought her a pair, and she said no, thank you, but no, because shoes make her claustrophobic. I find

  her sitting there alone on the park bench near the old fountain, and I always ask before I sit down next to her. And always she smiles and says of course, of course you can sit with me. You can

  always sit with me. Her shoulder-length hair has been dyed the colour of pomegranates and her skin is dark. I’ve never asked, but I think she may be Indian. India Indian, I mean. Not Native

  American. I once waited tables with a girl from Calcutta and her skin was the same colour, and she had the same dusky brown-black eyes. But if she is Indian, the girl on Cherry Hill, she has no

  trace of an accent when she talks to me about the fountain or her favourite paintings in the Met or the exhibits she likes best at the Museum of Natural History. The first time she smiled . . .

  “You’re a vampire?” I asked, as though it were the sort of thing you might ask any girl sitting on a park bench in the middle of the night. “That’s an ugly

  word,” she said and scowled at me. “That’s a silly, ugly word.” And then she was silent a long moment, and I tried to think of anything but those long incisors, like the

  teeth of a rat filed down to points. It was a freezing night near the end of January, but I was sweating, nonetheless. And I had an erection. And I realized, then, that her breath didn’t fog

  in the cold air. “I’m a daughter of Lilith,” she said. Which is as close as she’s ever come to telling me her name, or where she’s from, or anything else of the sort.

  I’m a daughter of Lilith, and the way she said it, with not even a trace of affectation or humour or deceit, I knew that it was true. Even if I had no idea what she meant, I

  knew that she was telling me the truth. That was also the first night that I let her kiss me. I sat with her on the bench, and she licked eagerly at the back of my neck. Her tongue was rough, like

  a cat’s tongue. She smelled of fallen leaves, that dry and oddly spicy odour that I have always associated with late October and jack-o’-lanterns. Yes, she smelled of fallen leaves, and

  her own sweat and, more faintly, something that I took to be wood smoke. Her breath was like frost against my skin, colder even than the long winter night. She licked at the nape of my neck until

  it was raw and bleeding, and she whispered soothing words in a language I could neither understand nor recognize. “It was designed in 1860,” she said, some other night, meaning the

  fountain with its bluestone basin and eight frosted globes. “They built this place as a turnaround for the carriages. It was originally meant to be a drinking fountain for horses. A place for

  thirsty things.”




  “Like an oasis,” I suggested, and she smiled and nodded her head and wiped my blood from her lips and chin. “Sometimes it seems all the wide world is a desert,” she said.

  “There are too few places left where one may freely drink. Even the horses are no longer allowed to drink here, though it was built for them.”




  “Times change,” I told her and gently touched the abraded place on my neck, trying not wince, not wanting to show any sign of pain in her presence. “Horses and carriages

  don’t much matter any more.”




  “But horses still get thirsty. They still need a place to drink.”




  “Do you like horses?” I asked, and she blinked back at me and didn’t answer my question. It reminds me of an owl, sometimes, that slow, considering way she blinks her eyes.

  “It will feel better in the morning,” she said and pointed at my throat. “Wash it when you get home.” And then I sat with her a while longer, but neither of us said anything

  more.




  She takes my blood, but never more than a mouthful at a time, and she’s left me these strange dreams in return. I have begun to think of them as a sort of gift, though I

  know that others might think them more a curse. Because they are not entirely pleasant dreams. Some people would even call them nightmares, but things never seem so cut and dried to me. Yes, there

  is terror and horror in them, but there is beauty and wonder, too, in equal measure – a perfect balance that seems never to tip one way or the other. I believe the dreams have flowed into me

  on her rough cat’s tongue, that they’ve infected my blood and my mind like a bacillus carried on her saliva. I don’t know if the gift was intentional, and I admit that I’m

  afraid to ask. I’m too afraid that I might pass through the park late one night or early one morning and she wouldn’t be waiting for me there on her bench on Cherry Hill, that asking

  would break some brittle spell that I can only just begin to comprehend. She has made me superstitious and given to what psychiatrists call “magical thinking”, misapprehending cause and

  effect, when I was never that way before we met.




  I play piano in a Martini bar and, until now, there’s never been anything in my life that I might mistake for magic. But there are many things in her wide burnt sienna eyes that I might

  mistake for many other things, and now that uncertainty seems to cloud my every waking thought. Yet I believe that it’s a small price to pay for her company, smaller even than the

  blood she takes. I thought that I should write down one of the dreams, that I should try to make mere words of it. From this window beside my bed, I can see Roosevelt Island beyond the rooftops,

  and the East River and Brooklyn and the hazy blue-white sky that can mean either summer or winter in this city. It makes me think of her, that sky, though I’m at a loss to explain why. At

  first, I thought that I would write it down and then read it to her the next time I saw her. But then I started to worry that she might not take it the way I’d intended, simply as

  reciprocation, my gift to repay hers. She might be offended, instead, and I don’t think I could bear the world without her. Not after all these nights and mornings and all these dreams.

  I’m stalling. Yes, I am.




  There’s the silhouette of a city, far off, past the sand and smoke that seem to stretch away in all directions except that one which would lead to the city. I know

  I’ll never go that far, that going as far as that, I’d never again find my way home. The city is for other beings. I know that she’s seen the city, that she’s walked its

  streets and spoken all its dialects and visited its brothels and opium dens. She knows the stink of its sewers and the delicious aromas of its markets. She knows all the high places and all the low

  places. And I follow her across the sand, up one dune and down another, these great waves of wind-sculpted sand that tower above me, which I climb and then descend. In this place, the jackals and

  the vultures and the spiny black scorpions are her court, and there is no place here for thirsty horses. Sometimes I can see her, through stinging veils of sand. And other times it seems I am

  entirely alone with the wailing sirocco gale, and the voice of that wind is 1,000 women crying for their men cut down on some Arabian battlefield 1,000 years before my birth. And it is also the

  slow creep of the dunes across the face of the wasteland, and it is my heart pounding loudly in my ears. I’m lost in the wild, and I think I’ll never see her again, but then I catch a

  glimpse of her through the storm, crouched in the lee of ruins etched and defaced by countless millennia of sand and wind and time. She might almost be any animal, anything out looking for its

  supper or some way to quench its thirst. She waits there for me in the entrance to that crumbling temple, and I can smell her impatience, like dashes of turmeric. I can smell her thirst and her

  appetite, and the wind drives me forwards. She leads me down into the earth, her lips pressed to my ear, whispering so I can hear her over the storm. She tells me the name of the architect who

  built the fountain on Cherry Hill, that his name was Jacob Wrey Mould, and he came to New York in 1853 or 1854 or 1855 to design and build All Soul’s Church. He was a pious man, she tells me,

  and he illustrated Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Church-Yard” and The Book of Common Prayer. She says he died in 1886, and that he too was in love with a

  daughter of Lilith, that he died with no other thought but her. I want to ask where she learned all these things, if, perhaps, she spends her days in libraries, and I also want to ask if she means

  that she believes that I’m in love with her. But then the narrow corridor we’ve been following turns left and opens abruptly on a vast torch-lit chamber. “Listen,” she

  whispers. “This is one of my secrets. I’ve guarded this place for all my life.” The walls are built from great blocks of reddish limestone carved and set firmly in place without

  the aid of mortar, locking somehow perfectly together by a forgotten Masonic art. The air reeks of frankincense, and there is thick cinnamon-coloured dust covering everything; I follow her down a

  short flight of steps to the floor. It occurs to me that we’ve gone so deep underground that the roar of the wind should not still be so loud, but it is, and I wonder if maybe the wind has

  found its way inside me, if it’s entered through one of the wounds she leaves on my throat. “This was the hall of my mother,” she says. And now I see the corpses, heaped

  high between the smoky braziers. They are nude, or they are half-dressed, or they’ve been torn apart so completely or are now so badly decomposed that it’s difficult to tell whether

  they’re clothed or not. Some are men and others are women and not a few are children. I can smell them even through the incense, and I might cover my nose and mouth. I might begin to gag. I

  might take a step back towards the stairs leading up to the long corridor and the bloodless desert night beyond. And she blinks at me like a hungry, watchful owl.




  “I cannot expect you to understand,” she says.




  And there are other rooms, other chambers, endless atrocities that I can now only half recall. There are other secrets that she keeps for her mother in the deep places beneath shifting sands.

  There are the ghosts of innumerable butcheries. There are demons held in prisons of crystal and iron, chained until some eventual apocalypse; their voices are almost indistinguishable from the

  voice of the wind. And then we have descended into some still greater abyss, a cavern of sparkling stalactite and stalagmite formations, travertine and calcite glinting in the soft glow of

  phosphorescent vegetation that has never seen and will never have need of sunlight. We’re standing together at the muddy edge of a subterranean pool, water so still and perfectly smooth, an

  ebony mirror, and she’s already undressed and is waiting impatiently for me to do the same.




  “I can’t swim,” I tell her and earn another owl blink.




  If I could swim, I cannot imagine setting foot in that water, that lake at the bottom of the world.




  “No one has asked you to swim,” she replies and smiles, showing me those long incisors. “At this well, men only have to drown. You can do that well enough, I

  suspect.”




  And then I’m falling, as the depths of that terrible lake rise up around me like the hood of some black desert cobra and rush over me, bearing me down and down and down into the chasm,

  driving the air from my lungs. Stones placed one by one upon my chest until my lungs collapse, constricting coils drawing tighter and tighter about me, and I try to scream. I open my mouth, and her

  sandpaper tongue slips past my lips and teeth. She tastes of silt and dying and loss. She tastes of cherry blossoms and summer nights in Central Park. She wraps herself about me, and the grey-white

  wings sprouting from her shoulders open wider than the wings of any earthly bird. Those wings have become the sky, and her feathers brush aside the fire of a hundred trillion stars. Her teeth tear

  at my lower lip, and I taste my own blood. This wind howling in my ears is the serpent flood risen from out of that black pool, and is also icy solar winds, and the futile cries of bottled

  demons.




  “Don’t be afraid,” she whispers in my ear, and her hand closes around my penis. “One must only take very small drinks. One must not be greedy in these dry

  times.”




  I gasp and open my eyes, unable to remember having shut them, and now we’re lying together on the floor of the abattoir at the end of the long corridor below the temple ruins. This is the

  only one of her secrets she’s shown me, and anything else must have been my imagination, my shock at the sight of so much death. There is rain, rain as red and sticky as blood, but still

  something to cool my fever, and I wrap my legs around her brown thighs and slide inside her. She’s not made like other women, my raggedy girl from Cherry Hill, and she begins to devour me so

  slowly that I will still be dying in 1,000 years.




  She tells me she loves me.




  There are no revelations here. My eyes look for the night sky somewhere beyond the gore and limestone and sand, but there are only her wings, like heaven and hell and whatever might lie in

  between, and I listen to the raw and bitter laughter of the wind . . .




  Some nights, I tell myself that I will walk around the park and never mind the distance and inconvenience. Some nights, I pretend I hope that she won’t be there,

  waiting by the fountain. But I’m not even as good a liar as I am a pianist, and it hardly matters, because she’s always there. Last night, for instance.




  I brought her an old sweater I never wear, a birthday present from an ex-girlfriend, and she thanked me for it. I told her that I can bring her other things, whatever she might need, that she

  only has to ask, and she smiled and told me I’m very kind. My needs are few, she said and pulled the old sweater on over whatever tatters she was already wearing.




  “I worry about you,” I said. “I worry about you all the time these days.”




  “That’s sweet of you,” she replied. “But I’m strong, stronger than I might seem.”




  And I wondered if she knows about my dreams, and if our conversations were merely a private joke. I wonder if she only accepted the sweater because she feels sorry for me.




  We talked, and she told me a very funny story about her first night in the park, almost a decade before I was born. And then, when there were no more words, when there was no longer the

  need for words, I leaned forwards and offered her my throat. Thank you, she said, and I shut my eyes and waited for the scratch of her tongue against my skin, for the prick of those sharp

  teeth. She was gentle, because she is always gentle, lapping at the hole she’s made and pausing from time to time to murmur reassurances I can understand without grasping the coarser, literal

  meaning of what she’s said. I get the gist of it and I know that’s all that matters. When she was done, when she’d wiped her mouth clean and thanked me again for the sweater, when

  we’d said our usual goodbyes for the evening, I sat alone on the bench and watched as she slipped away into the maze of cherry trees and azaleas and forsythia bushes.




  I don’t know what will become of these pages. I may never print them. Or I may print them out and hide them from myself. I could slip them between the pages of a book in the stacks at NYU

  and leave them there for anyone to find. I could do that. I could place them in an empty wine bottle and drop them from the Queensboro Bridge so that the river would carry them down to the sea. The

  sea must be filled with bottles . . .




  

     

  




  Fangs For Hire




  Jenna Black




  I met my client at a seedy, unpleasant bar. Not because I liked such places, but because it’s what clients usually expect when they hire a

  hit man – or, in my case, a hit woman.




  My nostrils flared as I opened the door and stepped inside. The place stank of stale beer, stale sweat, stale cigarettes and stale lives. Even though it was late on a Saturday night, prime bar

  hour, the place was practically empty. As advertised by the hogs parked outside, there were a handful of biker dudes and their slutty chicks hanging out at the pool table. At the bar itself, there

  were a couple of men who might as well have had “loser” tattooed on their foreheads. They both looked unhappily drunk.




  Remind me why I chose this place for a rendezvous? Oh, yeah. The atmosphere.




  I could smell my client from clear across the room. Not because he stank, but because he smelled like he’d had a shower within the last week, which was more than I could say of the other

  patrons of this fine establishment. Being a vampire has its advantages, but the enhanced sense of smell is something I would happily do without.




  My client occupied one of the bar’s rather unsanitary booths. He was much younger and much softer looking than I’d expected. I guessed his age at about 22 or 23 and, though

  he’d dressed down to meet me here, his jeans looked like they’d been artificially aged and the plain white T-shirt still had creases from being in its package. I’d bet he usually

  wore suits, or at least designer grunge wear.




  His scent changed when he saw me coming: a delicious bouquet of fear and musk blending with his expensive aftershave. No doubt if he’d known I was a vampire, rather than your

  run-of-the-mill hitter, he’d have run screaming from the room. I had, of course, dressed the part. No reason to pick an atmospheric dive and then go in looking like Jane Normal. If I

  hadn’t been broadcasting that special vampire don’t-notice-me vibe to everyone but my client, all the guys in the bar would have been after me in the vain hope of getting lucky.




  Leather pants, stiletto heels and some nice cleavage. Gets ’em every time. My client – or really, I should say my potential client, because he hadn’t officially hired me yet

  – swallowed hard when I slid into the booth across from him. I wasn’t sure if that was from lust or fear.




  I smiled pleasantly and reached my hand out across the table. “Gemma Johanson at your service,” I said, and like a good little boy he shook my hand. I could have gone for the

  stereotypical cold, psychotic stare, but I thought this kid was already shaken up enough. Wouldn’t do to scare away a customer!




  He cleared his throat. “Hi. I’m Jeffrey. Reeves.”




  I arched an eyebrow. “I rather figured you were.”




  Even in the darkness of the bar, I could see the blush that crept up his neck and flushed his cheeks. “Sorry. I’ve never, uh, done this before.”




  No kidding? “Why don’t you tell me about the job?” I prompted, because if I waited for him to get around to it, I’d have been there all night.




  Jeffrey’s eyes darted nervously around the bar, but no one was paying any attention to us. He leaned over the table and whispered. “I want to hire you to kill someone.”




  Apparently, my would-be client had a special talent for stating the obvious. I made a “keep talking” gesture.




  He licked his lips, then took a deep breath. That seemed to settle him down some. “It’s my stepfather,” he said, his lips curling – unconsciously, I think – with

  distaste. “His name is Ross Blackburn, and he’s a murdering son of a bitch who deserves to die.”




  Jeffrey’s body language changed completely, his fear and uncertainty buried beneath the rage that now filled him. His hands clenched into fists, his shoulders stiffened and I could hear

  the angry thump of his heart. I have to admit, it was rather disconcerting. He’d looked so soft and harmless when I’d first caught sight of him. Now he looked like someone who’d

  seriously considered doing the job himself.




  “OK,” I said, not really caring if Ross Blackburn deserved to die or not. I had yet to be hired to kill someone who didn’t have it coming, one way or another. I’d made it

  very clear to Miles, my handler – or my pimp, as he laughingly called himself – that I wasn’t hitting any innocent bystanders who just happened to be at the wrong place at the

  wrong time. I’m sure he farmed out jobs like that to someone else, but as long as I didn’t know about it, I could justify letting him live.




  Jeffrey seemed surprised by my easy agreement.




  “You, uh, don’t need to know any more?” The anger had drained away as quickly as it had come. He now had that lost and vaguely pathetic look he’d worn when I’d

  first caught sight of him.




  “I’ll need an address. And, of course, a deposit.”




  He swallowed hard again. “Yeah. Sure.” He leaned forwards as he dug his wallet out of his back pocket. “When will you . . . do it?”




  I was pretty sure Miles had explained my modus operandi when Jeffrey had contacted him. (How this kid had managed to find Miles in the first place might be an interesting story, if I were

  nosier.) But he seemed too rattled and nervous to remember, so I generously answered him anyway. He slid a slim envelope across the table to me.




  “Within the next two weeks he’ll disappear, never to be seen again.” I verified the amount on the cashier’s cheque inside the envelope, then looked up and caught

  Jeffrey’s eye in one of my more menacing stares. “If you’re killing him for an inheritance, you’ll have a long wait before he’ll be declared dead. His body will never

  be found.”




  He shivered. “I don’t care about the money. I just want him dead.” There was a sheen of tears in his eyes, though none fell.




  Generally, I don’t like to ask my clients any questions. I trusted Miles – sort of – not to give me innocent victims, and, hey, since I had to eat anyway, I might as well get

  paid for it. But maybe I was getting soft in my old age. I couldn’t help being just a little curious, seeing as this kid was nothing like my usual clients.




  “What’d he do?” I asked. I think Jeffrey was relieved to be able to tell me.




  “He killed my mother.” The anguish in his voice told me that his grief was still fresh and raw. “He married her for her money because he knew she was already sick. Then when

  the cancer didn’t kill her quickly enough, he poisoned her.”




  OK. This was definitely not sounding like my usual case. I know I said I didn’t care about the details, but I couldn’t help prodding just a little bit. “And have you told this

  to the police?”




  He waved his hand dismissively. “Everyone says she died of natural causes, but I know better. She was supposed to have another couple of years, and then six months after she married this

  asshole, she’s dead. And he’s got half her estate.”




  I supposed it did sound kind of suspicious, at least to a grieving son. I tucked the envelope with the cheque into my pocket book, wondering if I was going to end up killing an innocent person

  after all.




  But then I brightened. I had two weeks to make the kill, and I had an (admittedly) almost feline enjoyment of playing with my food. With a little clever investigating, I could find out for

  myself whether Ross killed his old lady or not. If it turned out he didn’t, then Junior here could be my flavour of the month. I don’t make a habit of killing my clients – Miles

  rather frowns on that – but I thought I could make an exception if it turned out that Jeffrey had hired me under false pretences. It wasn’t like Jeffrey’s death would ever be

  attributed to me.




  “Give me two weeks,” I said, reaching across the table to shake his hand again. “After that, you won’t have to worry about him any more.”




  After Jeffrey left, I slipped back inside and took a seat at the bar beside one of the drunken losers I’d noticed earlier. He was such a sorry specimen, I might not even

  have needed my supernatural powers of persuasion to wrap him around my little finger, but I didn’t want to hang around this dive any longer than necessary. The moment I managed to catch his

  attention – not easy when his tequila was so much more interesting – I mesmerized him with my gaze. No one paid any attention to us as I led him back to the grimy, unisex bathroom.

  Based on the taste of him, there was more alcohol than blood running through his veins and I swear I felt a bit tipsy after I drank. No, I didn’t kill him. While I need to feed every night, I

  only have to make a kill every few weeks, to recharge my psychic battery. If I don’t recharge it, my body will slowly wither and die, and that’s where my line of work comes in

  handy.




  After I left, and had a short, dark and disgusting nap to sleep it off, I decided to take a first pass by my target’s house. It was well after midnight by now, so I didn’t expect to

  do more than a drive-by, just to familiarize myself with the neighbourhood, but when I got there, it was to see lights blazing all through the house.




  I parked my car (an intentionally nondescript brown Camry) by the side of the road and took in the sights.




  It was a nice neighbourhood, a typical example of wealthy suburban America. Houses on what I’d estimate were one-acre lots, many of them hidden from the road by generously wooded front

  yards. Wealthy, but not ultra-wealthy, if you know what I mean. These were houses, not mansions. I frowned a bit and wondered whether someone living here really had enough money to tempt a man to

  marry and then murder her. I wouldn’t have thought so, but then money makes people the world over act like idiots.




  It started raining, a hearty summer downpour that could last for five minutes or five hours. I made an impulsive decision to meet my soon-to-be victim this very night.




  No way was I going out in the rain in my expensive leather pants. Luckily, I was in the habit of keeping a duffle bag with a change of clothes in the back seat. Comes in handy when my meals

  aren’t as . . . tidy as they should be.




  The street was deserted, everyone with any sense asleep snug in their beds, so I didn’t worry about being observed as I changed into jeans and a T-shirt. The T-shirt had been a gag gift

  from Miles. It was white, with the words “BITE ME” emblazoned in bold black letters across the chest.




  I pushed open the car door and stepped out into the rain. I was soaked through before I’d closed the door behind me. Luckily, it was a comfortably warm night.




  I splashed my way down the driveway towards the Blackburn house, stealing glances at the lighted windows as I approached, but I didn’t catch sight of my quarry. I was going to be pissed if

  I’d got drenched only to find him not home after all. I rang the doorbell, then took advantage of the covered front porch to wring some of the water out of my hair. The porch light flicked

  on, and I noticed that my white T-shirt had, predictably, gone see-through in the rain. My sheer lace bra ensured that my assets were plainly visible. I’m not what you’d call modest,

  but I figured it would enhance my disguise as a helpless damsel in distress if I pretended to be, so I crossed my arms over my chest as footsteps approached. I even hunched my shoulders a bit as if

  I were cold.




  The door swung open, and I caught my first sight of Ross Blackburn.




  My immediate impression was that he was far too young to have been married to a woman old enough to be Jeffrey’s mother. I wouldn’t have put him at a day over 30. My second

  impression was . . . hubba hubba! If I were in the market for a toy boy, I’d have been wiping the drool from my chin. The look he gave me – a long, slow, up and down, followed by a

  frown and a disdainful sniff – suggested I was not making a similar impression. I unfolded my arms, ostensibly to free my hand to brush my hair out of my eyes. I have to admit, though, I was

  a little miffed when he didn’t even glance at my chest.




  “Yes?” he prompted, because I’d apparently stood there gaping too long.




  “My car broke down,” I told him while batting my eyelashes. “May I use your phone to call a tow truck?” The batting eyelashes didn’t seem to make any more

  impression than my boobs. I must have been losing my touch.




  “No cell phone?” Blackburn asked with a raised eyebrow.




  What an asshole! Here was this helpless, drenched, sexy woman standing on his doorstep at an ungodly hour and he’d so far shown no inclination to invite me in out of the cold. OK, so it

  wasn’t actually cold, but it’s the principle of the thing.




  “I left it at home,” I said, and I let him hear the edge of annoyance in my voice. “Look, yours is the only house with lights on. Sorry to bother you, but if you’ll just

  let me make a quick call, I’ll be out of your hair in no time.”




  The corners of his mouth tightened in displeasure, but he stepped aside and opened the door wide enough to let me in. A spoken invitation would have been much nicer, but it seemed I wasn’t

  getting one. I gritted my teeth against the painful resistance as I crossed the threshold. His non-verbal invite was enough to get me through, but not enough to make it a pleasant experience.

  Luckily, either I was a good enough actress to hide my discomfort, or he was sulking over my unwanted intrusion, since he didn’t seem to notice the effort it took me to come inside.




  “Wait here,” he ordered me, and I wanted to smack him. Where did he get off giving me orders? It wasn’t like I was the hired help! I thought about dear little Jeffrey and let a

  small smile curl my lips. In a manner of speaking, I was hired help after all.




  Blackburn wasn’t gone long. Before I’d even had a chance to look around, he emerged from what I presumed to be a powder room, carrying a fluffy white hand towel. For the first time,

  I realized that the foyer was made of beautiful, shiny hardwood, and that I was so wet I was dripping on the small rug that fronted the door.




  I took the towel from him almost gratefully. I supposed I couldn’t blame him for not wanting me to drip all over his hardwood.




  “Thanks,” I said as I began to blot water from my hair.




  “No cell phone and no umbrella,” he mused. “It appears you were ill-prepared for this evening’s outing.”




  I glanced up at him from under my fringe. I honestly couldn’t tell if he was being a jerk or if that was supposed to be friendly banter. I’m usually better than that at reading

  people.




  “I also didn’t bring a spare car, a hairdryer or condoms,” I quipped. “I’m ill-prepared for just about anything except a quiet evening at home.”




  For the first time, a hint of humour glinted in his eyes. Eyes, I might add, that were the kind of smoky grey hue that would look blue if he were wearing a blue shirt. Yum.




  “I can’t help you with the car or the hairdryer, but if you need condoms, feel free to ask.” The humour had drifted down to his lips, which were now curved into a faint, but

  truly sexy, smile. As far as I could tell, he still hadn’t taken in the view my wet T-shirt offered.




  I let the towel settle around my shoulders and peered up at him, trying to get a read on him. I noticed the gold band that circled his ring finger. I’d neglected to ask Jeffrey how long

  ago his mother had died, though I knew from his fresh grief it had been recent. I thought it notable, however, that Blackburn still wore the wedding band. If he’d married and murdered her for

  her money, it seemed like he’d dispense with the ring while in the privacy of his own home.




  He saw the direction of my gaze, and the smile faded. “Please forgive my . . . erratic manners. My wife passed away last month and I’m not quite myself yet.”




  “Oh!” I gasped in feigned surprise. “I’m so sorry!” I reached out to touch his arm in a gesture of feminine sympathy.




  He looked appropriately sad, but it was hard to see that crack about the condoms as anything but flirting. Of course, some men flirt by instinct. It doesn’t necessarily mean anything.




  “Thank you,” he said, gently extracting his arm from my grip. “The phone is this way.”




  I prised my wet sneakers off and left them on the doormat, then followed Blackburn through the dining room and into the kitchen. He indicated the phone on the wall, then settled his butt against

  the butcher-block counter across from me and watched with unnerving intensity as I dialled.




  “You must not be new to car trouble,” he said.




  I frowned at him as the phone began to ring. “Why do you say that?” As soon as the words left my mouth, my brain caught up and I knew what he was about to say.




  “You’ve memorized the number for the tow truck.”




  I grinned ruefully. I was letting myself get too hot and bothered by Mr Ross Blackburn. Hormones and clear thinking don’t go together. “My car’s a piece of shit,” I

  confided. “Pardon my French.”




  Finally, Miles answered the phone with his usual brusque “Yeah?”




  “Hi,” I said. “This is Gemma Johanson. I need a tow truck at . . .” I gave Blackburn a raised eyebrow, and he told me the address, which I dutifully repeated.




  “That so?” Miles asked. He was used to calls like these, though usually I warned him in advance that I’d be calling and let him know who he was supposed to be.




  “How long will it take?”




  “How long do you want it to take?” he countered.




  “An hour!” I wailed in mock dismay, and Miles snorted with laughter at my acting. “It’s after midnight, and I’m stuck in some stranger’s house. Can’t

  you get someone here faster?”




  “An hour, eh? I take it this one is going to die with a smile on his face?”




  I sighed dramatically, wishing Miles would get his mind out of the gutter. Never mind that mine was there right with him. “Oh all right!” I said with exaggerated patience. “But

  I’m not keeping my host up for a whole hour.”




  Another snort of laughter. “I’m sure you’re quite capable of it.”




  “I’ll be waiting outside on the porch. In the rain. So if he can come faster, I’d really appreciate it.” I’d been an actress back in the days when

  “actress” was often a euphemism for something entirely different. However, my acting skills were enough to keep me from bursting into laughter at the repeated innuendo.




  I hung up before Miles could deliver another one-liner. I was good, but I wasn’t cocky enough to think I’d be able to hide my amusement forever.




  Across the kitchen from me, Blackburn was watching me with a curious half-smile on his lips and a twinkle in his eye. It was almost as if he’d heard both halves of that conversation, but I

  was sure the volume on the phone hadn’t been high enough for that. The half-smile broadened into a full-out smile.




  “I suppose you expect me to feel properly guilty and not make you wait out on the porch as you suggested to the towing company.”




  Well, yeah. If he was going to make a woman wait alone outside on a dark and stormy night, then I was going to play with my food more than usual. And he wouldn’t think my games were

  fun.




  “Well, Mr . . . ?”




  “Blackburn,” he supplied obligingly.




  What? No invitation to address him by his first name? Wife-killer or not, he was one hell of a jerk.




  “Well, Mr Blackburn,” I started again, and even to my own ears my voice sounded a bit brittle, “I won’t be telling everyone about your kind heart and generosity if you

  make me wait outside. However, it’s your home and your prerogative.” I gave him a challenging stare, daring him to prove how ungentle-manly he could be.




  To my shock, he obliged me. “I’m glad you’re so understanding,” he said. “I was about to turn in.” He yawned, though I’d bet he was about as tired as I

  was – which is to say, not at all. “Although it is not my usual practice to leave beautiful women out in the cold, as it were, I have to get up early tomorrow morning. However,

  there’s a rocking chair on the porch, and I assure you, it’s quite comfortable. Would you like a cup of coffee while you wait? I believe I can keep my eyes open long enough to brew

  some.”




  I had the distinct impression he was mocking me, though it didn’t show in his expression. I considered the possibility of ramming my fist through his teeth. Then I considered the

  possibility of killing him right there and then. But a quick death was too good for him.




  “Sorry to turn down such a generous offer,” I said, sneering to make doubly sure he caught my sarcasm, “but I think I’ll skip the coffee. I’d hate to keep you from

  your beauty sleep any longer.” I turned on my heel and stalked out of the kitchen. Although his footsteps were quiet and stealthy, I knew he was following me to the door. The better to kick

  me out on my ass, I suppose. Bastard.




  I hoped steam wasn’t coming out of my ears as I bent to snatch my wet shoes from the doormat. “It’s been a real pleasure meeting you, Mr Blackburn,” I said.




  “The pleasure’s been all mine,” he responded smoothly.




  I didn’t dare turn to look at him as I jerked the door open and stepped outside. I was so pissed my fangs were extending. Normally, it’s not that easy to get a rise out of me, but

  there’s nothing like a good-looking man behaving badly to set my blood boiling. Such a waste of good beefcake.




  The door closed behind me, Blackburn not bothering with a goodbye, and moments later, the porch light clicked off. My fists clenched at my sides. Not only was the asshole going to leave me

  waiting outside in the rain in the middle of the night, he wasn’t even going to leave the light on for me.




  Resisting the urge to bash the door off its hinges and sink my fangs into Ross Blackburn’s despicable throat, I plopped down on the rocking chair and settled in to wait the hour it was

  supposed to take for the tow truck to get here – just in case Blackburn had a guilt-induced bout of insomnia, I didn’t want to blow my cover story. But I hadn’t been sitting there

  more than about ten minutes when the lights in the house flicked off one by one.




  It’s very easy for a vampire to be overwhelmed by ennui as the years, decades and even centuries roll past. Those of us who’ve seen multiple centuries and still

  enjoy our lives do so by continuing to learn, grow and change, which was why over the last ten years or so I’d been teaching myself to be an Internet expert. It also came in handy in my line

  of work.




  I spent the remainder of my “day” (i.e. the hours of darkness) finding out everything I could about Ross Blackburn. Some of my methods were highly illegal, but by stealth and

  creative storytelling (also known as lying), I’d got access to a lot of databases meant only for law-enforcement personnel. I used those resources ruthlessly and – since several of them

  actually cost money – rather recklessly as well.




  Through my prying, I determined that Mrs Blackburn’s estate was probably worth about a million dollars, including the house. On the one hand, yes, that’s a lot of money. On the other

  hand, Blackburn was only getting half of it. It seemed like if he were targeting rich women to marry and murder, he could have found someone considerably richer than that. And with his looks,

  he’d be a definite candidate for the position of trophy husband. Of course, he didn’t exactly have the personality to go with it.




  But what really convinced me he hadn’t been after her money was that Blackburn himself was worth at least ten times as much. Hell, he was practically slumming. I’d wager neither

  Jeffrey nor the late Mrs Blackburn had had any idea how money Ross Blackburn was worth. Of course, money was only one possible motive for murder and, while I couldn’t say I’d got a very

  good read on his personality, there was nothing about Blackburn that made me doubt he was capable of killing his wife. And Mrs Blackburn’s death did seem sudden, or unexplained. According to

  the autopsy that Jeffrey had insisted upon, the cause of death was complications related to chemotherapy. But that sounded a bit like “we have no clue” to me.




  The police had dutifully investigated Jeffrey’s charges that his mother was murdered, but the case had been dropped for lack of evidence. Luckily, I had some resources – and some

  abilities – that the police lacked. After his behaviour earlier, I’d have been more than happy to kill Ross Blackburn whether he was a murderer or not. But I’d have a hell of a

  lot more fun if he was.




  After a restful day’s sleep, I made my way back to Blackburn’s house with a fresh set of false pretences at the ready. I was annoyed to find the lights off when I arrived. The nerve

  of the guy, not to be home when I wanted him to be! I parked my car and, while I was debating whether I should wait, come back later or take a look around the house in its owner’s absence, a

  black BMW turned into the driveway. The headlights illuminated a “FOR SALE” sign in the yard. Either I’d been terribly unobservant last night, or Blackburn

  had just put the place up for sale today. Interesting.




  I waited ten minutes after the lights in the house went on before I slid out of my car and headed for his door. I preferred for him not to know I’d been staking out his house, even though

  my pretext for the evening was that I was a private investigator.




  He took his own sweet time answering the door. I fumed a bit, just because it felt good to fume. But when the door swung open, I almost forgot what I was fuming about.




  I’d halfway convinced myself that he couldn’t possibly be as gorgeous as I remembered, but he was. His thick black hair was still damp from a recent shower – perhaps explaining

  his delay in opening the door – and he smelled of Ivory soap and minty toothpaste. His white shirt was untucked, his feet were bare and I doubt he could have looked any sexier had he

  tried.




  There was still that personality problem, though. He didn’t say a word, just stared at me with raised eyebrows and a faintly mocking grin on his lips. I waited a beat to see if he was

  going to at least say hello, but he didn’t.




  “Remember me?” I asked – rather inanely, I’m afraid.




  “Indeed. How could I forget?” He was still grinning.




  “May I come in?” I asked with a smile that was supposed to be pleasant. I’m not sure it was.




  “What would you do if I said no?” he responded, and for a moment I had the crazy thought that he was on to me. But no, that really was crazy. Normal people don’t even

  believe in vampires, much less think there’s one standing on their doorstep.




  “Probably something really childish, like ring your bell for four hours straight. Or maybe toilet paper your yard.” Among other things.




  “Well by all means then, come in.”




  He stepped back, making a sweeping invitation with one arm. Corny as hell, but I refrained from telling him that. I noticed that, while he’d left enough room for me to come in, he

  wasn’t exactly being generous with the personal space. Even when I stepped forwards and crossed the threshold, he was uncomfortably close and didn’t back away.




  It wasn’t until he’d closed the door behind me that I noticed it. Hidden beneath that strong, minty toothpaste. The faint scent of blood.




  I felt my heart speed with sudden panic. If I could smell blood on his breath, that meant I wasn’t trapping myself inside this house with a helpless human after all. It also meant that

  Jeffrey was right, and Ross Blackburn was a murderer (says the pot calling the kettle).
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