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Asil’s First Date
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UNAPPRECIATED GIFTS



At three in the afternoon on the first day of December, the werewolf sometimes known as the Moor, feared for centuries by his own kind, opened his email to find this:




Dear Asil:


We have become worried about you. A werewolf alone is a sad thing, especially at Christmastime. So we have a challenge for you. Five dates in three weeks. We have taken the work out of it and connected you with five people (from online dating sites) who should make the excursions from your lonely existence worthwhile. Or amusing, if only to us. The dates, except for meals, which we thought should be up to you and your partner for the experience, are planned and paid for (when necessary). Tickets for your first event should arrive in today’s mail—all you have to do is write an email and arrange a meeting time and place.


You should know that all of these people think they have been talking to you and are looking for you to bring a little romance into their lives. We have carefully chosen people we think would be very hurt to find out they were unwitting participants in a game. Some of us believe that you would not hurt a stranger just to avoid a little discomfort. Others think that knowing that we have informed the whole pack (via email) and instigated a betting pool will be better incentive. Especially since no one, so far, has bet on your attending more than one date.


Below you can see the profile, photos, and email exchanges between your first date and … well, I guess you know it’s not really you. Charles, computer guru that he is, did help with sending email that looks like it’s coming from you and intercepting the return emails. He was unwilling until we enlisted his mate. Lest you get excited, Anna is not one of us. And though she does know who we are, she has sworn not to tell.


Should you succeed in all five dates (success defined below), we shall confess, turn over any and all audio/ video footage, and submit ourselves to your reckoning.


Sincerely,


Your Concerned Friends


*A successful date is one in which (a) neither party runs screaming into the night, (b) there are no dead bodies at the end of it, and (c) you attend longer than two hours—at least an hour and a half of which is spent with your date—which is an hour and fifty minutes longer than we expect any date of yours to last.





Asil read the email three times, followed the link to his profile on BiteMe.com, a dating site for … humans pretending to be vampires. He adjusted to that idea for a heartbeat before considering the information his Concerned Friends had assembled about him.


The photo they’d used was a close-up, though he didn’t remember any such photos being taken of him. To get a close-up from far enough away that he hadn’t noticed would take a very expensive camera. He put that observation aside as a possible hint to the identity of his benefactors.


The photo showed him with his shirt off, looking slightly to the left of the camera with a Black Baccara rose held between two fingers at hip level. His face was mostly hidden in the shadows.


It had clearly been taken during the summer, but not, he thought, last summer. He’d moved that rosebush indoors because, even though it was supposed to be hardy, Aspen Creek, Montana, required a sturdier hardy than his Black Baccara could manage.


He looked beautiful and dangerous.


He approved. If one had to have a photo posted on a website called BiteMe.com, it was good to have one that represented him properly.


He spent significantly less time examining his date’s profile because it was not interesting. The photo was a black-and-white blurry image of someone in a (presumably) black cape. It was possible to discern that the person had two eyes and a mouth, but everything else was lost in shadows. The profile was brief and generic. Given the dearth of biographical data, he could only assume she had been chosen because she lived in Missoula, a smallish university town about four hours away by car. Missoula was quite possibly the closest location they could find for a person using the dating app. Aspen Creek was very, very far away from civilization.


There were not, to his knowledge, real vampires in Missoula. Vampires were, generally speaking, city creatures. Missoula was still too small to provide adequate hunting grounds. The occasional missing person would be noticed.


Vampires, unlike werewolves, could not reveal themselves to the human population and expect to coexist peacefully. Being thought of as food was not something people tended to get used to.


Vampires could and did exist as lone hunters, but four hours by car was still too close to the Marrok’s territory for a single vampire to feel safe.


Actual vampires, that was. Apparently, there were enough humans pretending to be vampires that they held a yearly winter dance, which Asil and—he checked the name—Kelly were scheduled to attend. Sometimes Asil thought that he’d been a werewolf too long to understand humans at all.


More interesting than his date’s bio were the somewhat breathless emails exchanged between his date-to-be and the people who pretended to be him, if only because he could examine them for more clues about the identity of the people to whom he owed this charming … gift.


In the end, he concluded that whoever was writing emails as him knew him rather well. These were letters he might have sent himself—excepting only that he would never have written to anyone who signed up on a website for fools who pretended to be vampires.


He hadn’t been able to discover much about the person he was supposed to take on his date from the emails—they seemed very impersonal for someone looking for love on the Internet. But people no longer expressed themselves as well as they used to in writing; he blamed it on the move from pen and ink to keyboard.


Asil leaned back in his chair, staring at his computer screen without actually looking at it.


He considered what he should do.


Probably he could figure out who’d sent the email to him—he already had some strong suspicions. He could, without a doubt, extract himself from the situations in which his unknown opponents … benefactors … had embroiled him.


But he had been invited to a game. An adventure. Adventures were often uncomfortable but never boring.


He composed an email to the woman he was going to take to a vampire ball, Kelly No-Last-Name, whose email was—Asil sighed—FangsForTheMemories@umontana.edu. He suggested they meet at his favorite Thai restaurant in Missoula sufficiently early so that they could retire and assemble their costumes after they ate. Vampires apparently preferred to dance in costume—it was a masquerade ball. Asil’s benefactors had assured Kelly that Asil had suitable clothing—which was a costume that humans would think a vampire might wear to such a thing. And indeed, he did own several that would work.


After he sent the email to Kelly, he wrote back to the people who had begun this adventure for him.




Dearest Children,


Challenge accepted.


Asil


Postscript—You do know I am Muslim, yes? I do not care about Christmas, except that the music which the season subjects me to is mostly bad.





TWO DAYS LATER


Asil sipped his water and waited. He was good at waiting, as any hunter must be. He did not fuss or wiggle or fret. He just took another sip of water, held it in his mouth, and then swallowed and looked with outward peacefulness at the pair of Black Baccara roses in a small vase that were to identify him for his date. Yes, he was very good at waiting—that did not mean, however, that he was happy about it.


Asil’s date arrived eventually, an event marked by an explosion of chairs scraping and muttered—if sincere—apologies addressed to everyone and anyone that heralded a young person who plopped down into the seat opposite Asil in an untidy heap of wet boots and damp winter accessories. Or at least someone arrived at Asil’s table.


“I’m so sorry,” said the young man who was supposed to be a woman. He perched awkwardly—like a puppy, all elbows and knees—as he burst into rapid speech. “You’re waiting for a girl named Kelly and she is me. She is I.” He made an impatient-with-himself sound and tried again. “I have this acquaintance and his girlfriend who aren’t too bright. They thought that setting some poor guy up on a blind date with a loser like me when he thought he would be getting a pretty girl would be funny. They didn’t give me your email address or any way to contact you—just the restaurant informa—”


He looked up. His mouth stayed where it was and noise quit coming out of it.


Yes, Asil thought, the other’s awe soothing the feathers that had been ruffled by the wait, I am beautiful.


“It was really you in the photo. What the hell are you doing on a dating site?” snapped the person who was evidently Asil’s date for the evening, when he could speak. He shoved his glasses up his nose rather savagely and scowled at Asil.


He was not, this young man, currently in possession of a great deal of attractiveness. Asil had lived long enough to see that five or six years of aging would be kind to acne blemishes and put some muscle on a frame that was too lanky for the hands and feet attached to it. With a good haircut, contacts, and a little confidence, he would be arresting—if not pretty. Asil raised an eyebrow and summoned a waitress. “I will give you a moment to collect yourself and then we shall begin this again.”


Asil decided to take charge of the situation, because obviously someone needed to take charge of this young man, who had an acquaintance willing to put him into what might have been a very dangerous situation.


This was Montana, after all; even if Missoula was known to be the hippie habitat of the Big Sky state, it was still not safe in this time and place to send a young man on a date with a man expecting a woman. Especially a young man who liked other men. Asil might be extraordinarily beautiful, but heterosexual men were seldom struck dumb in his presence.


Asil had eaten here often enough to recognize the waitstaff. The older woman who answered his signal spoke good-enough-for-restaurant English, but Thai was her native tongue. Asil did not speak Thai, and Spanish was his native tongue. However, he was moderately fluent in Lao, which she also spoke. They both enjoyed the chance to practice. He asked about her children and new grandchild; she asked him how it was he had roses in December, and he spoke about his greenhouse.


The young man watched him with narrowed eyes and a tense jaw, both of which softened into embarrassment after a short time.


When Asil and his server came to the point for Asil to order, he broke into English to address his date. “Are you allergic to any foods—especially peanuts? Do you have any cultural dietary restrictions?”


“No. You don’t need to—” His date—was his name still Kelly?—met his eyes for a second, looked away, and said, “Thank you for asking.”


Asil ordered pad Thai because it was safe and arranged the rest of the meal around that choice.


“So boring,” commented his waitress, still in Lao, when he had finished. “That is not like you.”


“It is a date,” he told her. “I am being careful.”


She smiled, and wrinkles spread over her cheeks in a friendly burst. “Ooh. A date! How exciting. We shall make safe food for you, then, but we will make sure it is good, too.”


“I thought you were supposed to be from out of town,” his date said after the waitress left. The temper was gone from his voice, replaced by suspicion. “She knew you.”


Asil’s wolf stirred. It was a very old and very dangerous beast, and his hold on it was fraying. Had been fraying for a long time. It hadn’t minded the pup’s first little snarl, but accusing Asil of lying was not acceptable.


“I live in Aspen Creek,” Asil said softly, trying to rein in the menace while his wolf urged him to force this boy who dared challenge them down onto the floor where he would give his throat.


His beast was not tame enough for dating, but Asil could and would keep it under control for a few hours. If he could not, then the Marrok would regret not putting Asil in the ground any one of the many times Asil had requested it of him. Asil was dangerous.


“I shop in Missoula or Kalispell,” he continued, reminding the wolf that this pup had no idea who he was talking to. Someone had perpetuated an unkind and unsafe malicious joke, and rather than let an unknown person be stood up, the boy had chosen to come here and face the consequences of someone else’s actions … and Asil’s inner beast relented.


He forced the tension from his shoulders and voice. “There are no restaurants in Aspen Creek except for the gas station, which makes sandwiches, so when I am out, I eat where there is good food.”


“Sorry, sorry,” the boy said, looking away, a flush rising on his cheeks. “That wasn’t fair. I mean, even if you had lied about not being from Missoula, the lie perpetrated on you is worse. I was rude. I’m sorry that you got caught up in all of this. My friend”—he almost choked on the word, as well he should—“he thought he was being funny. He was trying to put me in an awkward position and didn’t think about what he was doing to you.”


“Didn’t think,” Asil murmured, touching the vase lightly with one finger. “Those are the correct words.”


“He was pretty sure that you’d end up being a fake, too,” Kelly said. “Trace showed me your profile photo—and no one who really looks like that needs a dating service. He said you’d probably be three hundred pounds and deserve the joke he’d played on you.”


“And if I had been?” Asil asked.


“If I hadn’t shown up, you’d have gotten angry, but you’d have shrugged it off. It would be your date’s loss for not realizing what ‘she’ missed, right?” Kelly’s gesture took in all of Asil’s magnificence. “But someone who lies about themselves? Who posts fake photos because they think no one would like them if they knew who they really were? Those people don’t have confidence to fall back on when things go wrong.” He met Asil’s eyes. “Someone like that would have been hurt. I had to come and let him know that it was my fail, not his.”


Asil decided that he liked this young man, in spite of the fact that he’d been late to their date. Asil’s judgment of people was usually swift—and always accurate. Tonight would not be a waste of time at all. He decided that it would be positively enjoyable.


Kelly’s body tightened in preparation for getting up. “So you know everything. I’m sorry about the date thing—but at least you’ll have a good dinner. And”—an assessment so quick that a less perceptive man would have missed it and the approval Kelly felt of Asil’s good looks—“you really won’t have trouble finding a date if you want one. I’ll leave you to your dinner.”


“Sit down,” said Asil quietly, pleased when the boy did so with automatic instant obedience. It was not only wolves who knew who was in charge when Asil was in a room.


“You don’t need me,” Kelly said. “Someone who looks like you doesn’t have trouble finding dates.”


“Apparently I do,” murmured Asil. “I am sorry that this cannot be a real date for you—my tastes are only for women. But I think that we shall eat this very good food that will come out shortly. And I think we should go to this masquerade ball and enjoy ourselves.”


Kelly looked at him. Pushed his glasses up his nose again, sneered, and said, “Right. And you have some riverfront property in Death Valley to sell me. How about I pay for this dinner and you can go find a date next door?”


Next door to the Thai restaurant was a cowboy bar.


“You have heard,” Asil murmured, the bitterness in the young man’s voice having (mostly) calmed the wolf’s reaction to the defiance and disrespect, “that the best revenge is living well, no? I think that we should go, dance, and have a good time.” He smiled at Kelly with charm. “You and I, we know that it is a pretend date—but that doesn’t mean we cannot enjoy ourselves and twit your … acquaintance as well. I brought a costume with me and it would be a shame not to wear it.”


A rental costume had arrived in the mail, evidently sent by his benefactors. But Asil maintained an extensive wardrobe. There had been no need for a rental.


“Just like that, huh?” asked Kelly, still plainly distrustful.


“I don’t like bullies,” Asil said. “It is a particular pet peeve of mine. I especially don’t like bullies who put their victims in a position where they could be hurt.”


Kelly looked at him again, and Asil allowed him to hold his gaze. His wolf wasn’t happy, but Kelly was no threat, so Asil’s wolf let it pass.


The boy dropped his eyes—most people did when meeting the stare of a dominant wolf—and looked away. “It would be awesome to get some of my own back,” he said, somewhat wistfully.


Asil nodded his head graciously. “Yes.”


The boy settled as if he might stay for more than a few seconds and said, “Hey. I’m Kelly and I’m your date tonight. Most of the stuff in the profile you have is wrong. So let me tell you about myself. I’m twenty-two and in my first year of grad school here—studying toxicology.”


Twenty-two. Asil was grateful that the food came right at that moment. What had they been thinking? Asil grumbled to himself. A grandmother of ninety would have been a baby to him, true, but twenty-two was still wet behind the ears.


Asil ate very good food and found himself rather charmed by the lengthy and self-deprecating autobiography that failed to hide the intelligence and humor that were evidently Kelly Lieberman’s (yes, he did have a last name) more usual self.


While he spoke, and without varying from good manners, Kelly dug into the food with a will and ate almost as much as Asil did—and werewolves need a lot of food. They finished the meal with a decent Lambrusco that this restaurant kept on hand. Asil preferred merlots and big reds himself, but Thai food required a little less impact. He didn’t like sweet wines, so the Lambrusco, dry and bubbly, was a fine compromise.


“I need to head out if we’re going to go to the ball together,” Kelly said. “It’ll take me twenty minutes to get home and maybe twice that to get ready. I’ll get an Uber and meet you—”


“You do not have a car?” Asil asked.


Kelly gave him an assessing look. “No.”


“I will drop you off and pick you up, then.”


Kelly shook his head. “Look, you’ve been awesome about this whole deal, but I do have to follow Every Boy’s Guide to Internet Dating, which tells me not to get in a car driven by a stranger or give them my address in case they are a crazy stalking murderer or something.”


Asil thought about taking offense but instead found that he might qualify as a crazy stalking murderer. Especially if you looked at the last few centuries of his life. Or the first few. Or the last few years.


This past summer he had killed Sage, a pack mate and a woman he’d thought of as his friend. An almost-lover. She’d betrayed his pack—or rather, they discovered she’d been betraying them for a very long time. When she had run from the consequences of her act, he’d hunted her down. Killed her.


She wasn’t the only one on his recent kill sheet. He’d been sent after, what? Eight werewolves in the past year, not including Sage? He understood the necessity of it. Humankind must believe werewolves were harmless, so there was no more room for mistakes. He’d understood why the Marrok quit sending Charles after all of them. Charles regretted killing. Asil did not.


Asil’s wolf enjoyed it. For that reason, Asil was not the first wolf the Marrok sent out, either. But there were situations that only a wolf of Charles’s or Asil’s power could deal with.


So the boy’s reluctance to let someone he did not know, someone who might be a killer, know where he slept was a smart thing. Not that it would have saved him from Asil. But Asil didn’t hunt young men who had done nothing to deserve it.


“Wise,” Asil said, aware he had been silent for too long for comfortable interaction. “Do you have a driver’s license?”


“Yes?” It came out as a question.


“Good,” Asil said. “You will take my car, drop me off, and pick me up.”


“The hell, man,” Kelly sputtered. “Didn’t you understand me? You don’t give out your home address or wherever you are staying. You meet in public, and”—his voice got very sarcastic—“you don’t give someone you don’t know the keys to your car.”


Ah, Asil enjoyed this young man. Even his wolf thought it was funny that the boy thought he, Asil, needed to be careful. Amusing enough that the old beast didn’t find Kelly’s ire offensive. Kelly was in their care—if only for a night—and so could be permitted to push boundaries in a way a stranger would never be allowed to.


Silkily, Asil said, “Room 216. The Hilton on Reserve Street.”


“There are serial killers using dating sites to hunt their prey,” said Kelly.


Asil’s wolf alerted as though he had scented prey. Asil hadn’t thought about using the Internet for a hunting ground like that. They could pose as prey—Asil could pose as prey. Reluctantly, Asil set the idea aside. His wolf was not safe to take hunting humans, not even evil humans.


“I am not worried about your being a serial killer,” Asil said with more accuracy than was polite, judging by the way the boy bristled. “Efficiency and common sense suggest that you driving my car will allow us to continue our date with the least amount of fuss.”


“You’re being stupid,” said Kelly.


“No,” said Asil. “And that is enough conversation on the subject.” If he let his wolf out and Kelly ran “screaming into the night,” Asil would lose the game he was playing with his unknown opponents. But if Kelly didn’t stop arguing, Asil’s half-mad wolf—still excited at the thought of hunting serial killers—would come out. So Kelly had to stop.


Asil got up and paid for the dinner to give them both some space, and chatted about food and peculiaridades americanas with the woman who had waited on them until his wolf had calmed down.


When Kelly saw his car, he tried to refuse to drive again. Perhaps Asil should have brought the Subaru, but when one went on a date to a ball, one drove the good car.


“It’s a Porsche. I’ve never driven a Porsche.”


“It’s a Cayenne,” soothed Asil as he opened the driver’s door and ushered Kelly into the seat without the boy knowing he’d been pushed inside. “They are cheaper than most Porsches.”


His wasn’t, but some of the models were.


“What do you do for a living?” asked Kelly as Asil got into the passenger seat.


“There is old money in my family,” apologized Asil, because he knew that Americans had this weird thing about inherited wealth. It was very old money—all of it earned by him. “I grow things and try not to lose money at it.” There, he had a career and legitimacy. “It drives just like any other car,” he said, instead of telling Kelly that they were sitting around wasting time. “Just go.”


Though snow was piled up on either side, the roads were only lightly slushy—which was probably a good thing, as Kelly drove like an eighty-year-old abuela. Traffic was bad on Reserve Street, as usual. By the time they reached his hotel, Asil was sure that his car was safe but less certain of their chances of making it to the ball before midnight.


When packing, he had briefly considered an outfit he’d saved from the Rococo era. The silver-blue looked particularly good on him, and the fabric was as crisp as if it had been manufactured yesterday instead of nearly three hundred years ago. But in keeping with the style of the time, it made him appear a little potbellied. That hadn’t bothered him then, but his tastes had changed. He also had no inclination to wear the powdered wig necessary to keep the costume period correct.


He’d decided upon a set of Renaissance clothes, his favorite era for fashion, when menswear vied with women’s for sheer spectacle. It wasn’t original to the period—none of his Renaissance clothes had survived. But he’d had this costume made for somebody’s wedding or some other occasion half a century ago. Maybe a hundred years. When you were as old as he was, time didn’t matter as much.


His coat was handwoven silk brocade. The amber of the base fabric meant that the gold threads woven throughout were a subtle addition—the only subtle thing about the whole costume. Purple, pink, and blue flowers exploded across the fabric in a pattern designed to show off his physique. Beneath the coat his doublet was a complementary brocade—all of the patterning of the coat was repeated, but on a base of black rather than amber. On the doublet, the gold threads were startlingly bright.


Beneath the doublet he wore a gold silk shirt. His creamy lace collar, a less boring predecessor of the modern tie, fountained down his chest and out from under his coat sleeves.


He looked in the mirror and regretted that his hair was cut short. Properly he should have a mane of curls to balance the lace, but he looked magnificent anyway.


He had been careful to ascertain that Kelly had clothing that would not show badly against his own—he’d brought a tuxedo that would have been acceptable wear in case his choice had been too elaborate. But Kelly, driving with white-knuckled precision to Asil’s hotel, had assured him that his clothing was professional costume level. He had a friend who earned spare money by sewing costumes. She’d done Kelly’s for the cost of materials so she would have some clothes to show for her portfolio.


Asil gave his reflection one last, pleased look, then settled down at the hotel desk and opened up his laptop to micromanage a few of his investments. When he’d finished, he checked his email and found a message from his son.


He replied and, on a whim, told him about the game he was playing—and of his date so far. Hussan was evidently online, because he responded immediately.




Why would people want to be vampires, Papa? A ball? In Missoula, Montana? How many people pretending to be vampires live in Missoula?


Asil replied:


I have no idea. Why do people do anything? But the Christmas Masquerade Ball apparently is a regional event with groups coming from Seattle, Portland, and even Denver. I am told they are expecting three hundred people. Presumably that means some of them live in Missoula. Your guess as to how many is as good as mine.





He waited. Finally Hussan wrote:




Three hundred people who want to be vampires. I have no words.





Asil smiled. It had taken him aback, too. But he had learned some things from Kelly tonight, more than what the boy said.




They have never met a vampire and would not recognize one if they did. These are children playing a game without winners or losers, telling stories to each other. It is for fun. It is also, I think, a way to empower themselves in a world that leaves them feeling alienated and helpless. Overall, a healthy response.





Hussan’s reply came as a hesitant knock sounded on his door.




If you say so, Papa, it must be so. Still, be careful.





Kelly’s eyes widened when he saw Asil, though he looked quite fine himself. His clothing, in browns and blues, had indeed been tailored to him—Asil knew the difference between off-the-rack and bespoke. The style was flattering to Kelly’s lanky build, drawing attention to the grace of his movement while adding a touch of width to his shoulders.


“Very nice,” Asil said—and Kelly blushed.


“I told you my friend Meg is a genius,” he said, flashing acrylic fangs.


“She did a good job.” Asil was pleased. Though he liked to be the best-dressed person in the room, it was well not to make your date look inferior.


When they got to Asil’s car, Kelly handed over the keys with a sigh of relief. “Here.”


Asil noted that Kelly had apparently decided to forgo his safety rules in order not to have to drive Asil’s car. He might have commented on it, but the boy said, “You drive and I’ll direct.”


Unfortunately, Kelly put a little too much authority into his voice.


Were he a wolf, Kelly might end up an Alpha eventually. Which explained why Asil’s wolf was so abrupt in his reactions. Both he and Asil had a softness for the young. But there was only one being Asil’s beast was willing to surrender power to, and it wasn’t this boy.


Currently Asil’s wolf was displeased at being given orders by a young pup and willing to make an issue of it. Asil got into the car and concentrated on controlling his wolf while not hitting anyone who shared the road with him.


“Are you all right?” Kelly asked. “You seem … angry.”


“I’m having an argument with myself,” Asil told him truthfully, and felt the wolf settle at the wariness in the boy’s tone. Fear showed that their date understood that the wolf was dangerous. “Happily, my good side is winning.”


“And if your bad side were winning?”


Asil shook his head. “Blood and gore.”


“Well,” said Kelly, evidently believing Asil’s teasingly solemn tone rather than his words, “we are going to a vampire ball, after all.” He contemplated traffic for a moment. “I think this will be my last one. Grad school means I don’t have much time to play anymore anyway, and … the group has changed from when I joined it. I guess growing up means you have to quit playing games, making stuff up, and dressing in costume.”


“Nonsense,” said Asil, relaxing a little as his beast stood down. “I love to dress in costume.”


Kelly laughed. “But you’re not much older than I am.”


“I am older than I look.” Asil changed the subject before Kelly chose to pursue that one. “Since this is a ball, there will be dancing?”


“Yes. Starts with a tango, ends with a waltz, and everything else is in between.” Kelly said it like a tagline.


“And do you tango?” It was his favorite dance. Asil had never tangoed with another man before, but at his age, new experiences were to be savored.


“Fourteen years of ballet with classes in ballroom dancing, historical dancing, tap, and jazz along the way.” Kelly grinned at him. “I told my parents that I was gay when I was sixteen. I’m pretty sure, now, that they already knew. Back then I was scared of what they would do. My dad said, ‘So that’s why you took all those dance classes.’ My mom pretended to hit him. It wasn’t quite the response I’d been expecting—I was hoping for more drama. Looking back on it, I am grateful.”


“Can you follow?” Asil would not follow another in a dance or anything else. If Kelly were not willing to cede the role to him, they would not dance—which would be too bad because Asil was a very good dancer.


“Lead, follow, shadow,” Kelly said. “I can do it all. You really are willing to dance with me? In Missoula, Montana, where you might get beaten up for it? You aren’t like any straight guy I’ve ever met.”


“I am like no one you have ever met,” said Asil with assurance.


Kelly laughed, though Asil was serious. But he didn’t mind if Kelly didn’t understand that it was true. It was enough that Asil did.


The ball was being held in an event center just outside of town. There were people dressed as zombies directing in the parking lot. Asil understood the people who dressed up like zombies even less than the people who dressed up like vampires. By reputation if not in truth, vampires were powerful, brooding, beautiful—rather like Asil really was. Zombies were unattractive dead things with bits and pieces falling off. The few he’d met also smelled like rotting flesh.


He parked the car and escorted Kelly to the entrance. Just inside was a pseudo vampire in the suit of a nineteenth-century barrister collecting tickets and taking stage names and affiliations.


“Kelly Lieberman and Asil Moreno.” Asil handed him the tickets.


“Vampires?” asked the man.


“Yes,” said Kelly. “Missoula chapter.”


“Kelly is a vampire,” answered Asil. “I am a werewolf. Marrok pack.”


Beside him Kelly went still. Vampires, every human knew, were safely fictitious, but werewolves were real. Asil often wondered how mortals believed both of those “facts” at the same time. But it was certainly safer for everyone that they did.


The pseudo vampire at the door looked up at Asil with a hostility that appeared real but Asil’s nose told him was entirely faked.


“Monsters are supposed to be in costume,” the doorman said sharply—to Kelly. “Where are his tail and ears?”


“Vampires don’t like werewolves—the ones in our game are supposed to be pets or slaves. So for obvious reasons, the werewolves mostly game separately,” Kelly informed Asil in a rushed undertone. “We’re supposed to give each other a hard time when we interact.”


Asil showed his teeth to the ticket taker. “Once you see my ears and tail, it is too late for you.”


The vampire grinned in a very unvampire-like way. “Nice threat. Cool Spanish accent, too. I’ll put you down as a mixed-race couple, then. Vampire and werewolf. That’ll be good for some terrific role-playing later on.”


The room was decorated in keeping with the vampire theme—lots of reds and blacks, with fog machines in the corners pumping out fog and fog-machine stink. They had arrived a half hour before the dancing was scheduled to start, but there were a lot of people in the room already.


“Why not vampire?” asked Kelly in a low voice. “When did you decide to go werewolf to a vampire ball?”


He didn’t, quite, ask if Asil were a real werewolf.


“Drinking blood is revolting,” Asil told him absently.


If he’d been paying attention, he would have admitted what he was, but he was an old wolf who never walked into a room without knowing who and what was in it. Therefore, he responded to Kelly’s question by instinct—and Asil had spent a fair few centuries hiding what he was.


He looked for enemies—to be sure, most of his enemies were no more. But there were still a few fae—and newly, a whole clan of witches—who would love to see him dead. And vampires, though he did not think there would be any of those here.


If he had known about a werewolf ball, where humans were pretending to be werewolves, Asil would have been driven to attend out of curiosity. And, perhaps, vanity. But he was not a vampire.


A vampire ball was the last place a real vampire would be. They tried very hard to stay out of the public view. If people knew they were real—like the werewolves and fae were real—the vampires would be hunted into extinction. Asil would not grieve over the loss, but there would be a lot of bloodshed on all sides before it happened.


With the vile fog machines spewing their noxious fumes, his nose was unlikely to be much help. His eyes told him that the room was filled with young women and men who were, more or less, of an age with his date. He saw no familiar faces, just children pretending to be monsters.


“Kelly!”


Asil turned to see a woman in authentic Elizabethan dress bearing down upon them. She was tall and large boned without being heavy in the least—but that was the second thing anyone would notice about her. The first thing was the magnificent cascade of hair that was every shade of gold and red.


He frowned suspiciously. The hair was familiar.


“This is the friend who made my costume,” Kelly said, his voice warm. He raised his voice and called, “Hey, Meg. You finished the dress in time. Congratulations. You look fantastic.”


“I’ve been trying to call you—” Meg caught sight of Asil and came to an abrupt stop. She hesitated a breath and then finished approaching them.


“Excuse us, please,” she muttered at Asil as she grabbed Kelly’s arm and yanked him away.


Asil stood at ease and listened, unrepentantly, to the conversation taking place twenty feet away.


“I told you not to go,” Meg all but wailed. “I told you it was dangerous.”


“It’s fine,” Kelly said, sounding puzzled. “He’s been pretty cool about it, even if he’s not gay. He didn’t like being set up by Trace—but said the best way out was to not give Trace what he wanted. We came here, we’ll party, and then he’ll go on his way.”


He sounded a little wistful when he spoke that last sentence.


“Look,” she said in a whisper so intense Asil was pretty sure he’d have heard her even if he weren’t a werewolf. “My uncle Tag called me tonight. I’ve been trying and trying to get you to pick up your phone.”


Tag.


“I knew I’d seen that hair before,” said Asil to himself, not at all perturbed.


“Your uncle the werewolf,” Kelly said. “You’re going to tell me that he—that my date—is a werewolf.”


Ah, Asil had wondered if that exchange at the front door had been enough of a hint for the clever young man to connect some dots. From Kelly’s lack of surprise, Asil had been right.


“Yes,” she said intensely.


“Well,” said Kelly. “That’s a thing, isn’t it.”


“He’s dangerous, Kelly.”


Kelly gave half a laugh. “He certainly could be—and I thought that before I knew he was a werewolf. When I walked into the restaurant and saw him sitting as though he was a Saracen war-lord, I thought I was dead meat. But he listened to my explanation and fed me.” Then he gave a choked laugh. “He told Andy, who is manning the door right now, that he was a werewolf. I wonder what Andy would have done if he knew Asil was serious.”


“Kelly, pay attention.”


“I am,” he said patiently. “I don’t think Asil being a werewolf changes anything. We are going to dance until the ball is over, and then we’ll both return to our lives.”


“You don’t understand,” she said flatly. “I was pretty upset when I heard what Trace did to you. When Uncle Tag called me a few days ago, I told him about it. He called me tonight to tell me that he knew the guy they set you up with. Because someone decided that this guy needed to get out more—and to tease him, they signed him up on a whole bunch of dating sites. A werewolf. They signed a werewolf up on a vampire dating site because they thought it was funny. You were apparently the only candidate within a five-hundred-mile radius. They did all the initial emailing and then presented it to him as a fait accompli.”


“I thought he was too good-looking to be using a dating site,” Kelly muttered.


“You aren’t getting it,” she said. “Look, you’ve met my uncle, right? You think on this. My uncle considers Asil very dangerous. My uncle is afraid of Asil.”


Meg’s Uncle Tag was a Gaelic berserker who stood well over six feet and was built exactly as anyone would imagine a berserker would be built. Asil’s physique was that of a swordsman—not that these modern children knew what one of those looked like. Like a dancer, maybe. A gymnast.


Asil saw in Kelly’s face the emotions of one who imagined what kind of fighter Asil must be to make someone like Tag fear him. Yes, Asil thought with satisfaction, I am beautiful and deadly.


“Right now, you are in danger,” Meg said.


Asil started to work his way over to them. Pleased as he was that Kelly, at last, appreciated Asil properly, Asil still needed Kelly not to run “screaming into the night” and to stick around for another half hour—at least.


“Really, really at risk of death,” Meg continued in a furious whisper. “No one screws with him, because Asil is crazy. Uncle Tag told me to tell you to be very polite and to keep your eyes lowered—and whatever you do, excuse yourself as quickly as possible.”


Kelly laughed, glanced up, and saw Asil. The boy stopped laughing but continued to look amused. Asil contemplated being offended.


Kelly saw the expression on Asil’s face and his amused smile deepened. He put his free arm around Meg and turned her so she could see Asil.


“You have to admit it’s funny,” Kelly said to both of them. “A werewolf was set up on a date with a girl pretending to be a vampire—who was actually a guy pretending to be a vampire. And both of us were set up—by different people.”


“Coincidence, indeed.” Asil was happier when both of them started at his silkily voiced observation and Kelly’s wide grin disappeared. He directed his question to Meg. “Are you sure that your Uncle Tag didn’t have anything to do with this? Interesting that he knows us both, don’t you think?”


“It wasn’t Uncle Tag,” she squeaked. She looked at Asil, then jerked her gaze to the floor. “Not him. I told him a friend of mine had been set up on a vampire dating site without his knowledge. He’d heard that someone had set you up, too. He told me he was suspicious because—how many people in Montana would sign up on a vampire dating site?” She took a deep breath, then raised her eyes. “Kelly doesn’t deserve to get hurt over something that’s not his fault.” Her eyes left his again before she finished, but her chin was still up.


“I’m fine,” said Kelly. “He’s not going to hurt me.”


“Yes,” agreed Asil. “I never blame the messenger. The perpetrators on my side of the fence were misguided, but not malicious. I accept that Tag was not one of them—he is more inclined to use an axe than a keyboard. When I find out who they are, I will serve them with justice. Probably no bodies will be strewn about. Especially since I am enjoying myself.”


“Kelly is gay, and Uncle Tag says you aren’t.” She said it really fast to get it all out. Unwilling to leave her friend at the mercy of someone her uncle warned her about without checking to make sure he was really safe. He had no doubt, since she was related to Tag, that if she thought Asil would hurt her friend, she’d throw herself into the fray.


He liked her. A lot. He had always liked Tag, too.


“We have already established that I prefer women and he prefers men,” Asil assured her. “But I have no problem dancing with a man, because my reputation is such that pretty young women such as yourself and also big, scary men like your uncle tremble in fear of me. Dancing with a man is unlikely to change that—and I like dancing.”


She frowned.


“He’s funny,” said Kelly. “You have to watch for it, but he’s pretty funny underneath the Castilian manners and straight face.”


Asil took pity on her. “Your friend is safe with me.”


She took in a deep breath that threatened to release parts of her that the Elizabethan dress put under a lot of pressure. “ Really safe?”


“Safer than anyone else here,” said Asil, showing her his teeth. He might like her, but he didn’t like her questioning his word.


“Okay,” said Meg. She let out a breath in a huff of air. “Good.”


A fanfare sounded through the speakers to draw their attention to a stage that had been erected against one wall.


“Well, that was embarrassing,” muttered Kelly as he tugged Asil toward the stage—and away from Meg—by tucking a hand unselfconsciously in the crook of his arm. “I’m sorry about my friend.”


Asil realized that his wolf had decided he liked the boy, because he allowed them to be led without objection. He felt the constant tension of control relax a fraction.


“Nothing to be sorry for,” he murmured. “Who a man’s friends are says a lot about him. She knew who and what I was—and still tried to save you from me. She is brave and loyal. No one needs to apologize for such a friend.”


Beside him, Kelly straightened a little. “She did throw herself in front of the bus, didn’t she? Even if the bus was already stopped.”


“I am not a bus,” murmured Asil as someone stepped up to a microphone and delivered some canned welcome speech. “A chariot. A Porsche. But not a bus.”


“See,” said Kelly to no one Asil could discern. “He’s funny.”


The speaker nattered on for a few minutes more before announcing the opening dance.


They had never danced together before, and it was obvious that many of the couples on the floor had practiced together and danced a preset choreography. But Kelly did indeed know how to dance, and they soon progressed beyond the simpler steps into some more daring, complex … even melodramatic moves. There were a few stumbles here and there—it was very obvious that Kelly was used to leading, no matter what he’d said.


But when the music ended and they froze for that last dramatic moment, chest to chest, face to face—Asil realized he was really having fun. More fun than he’d had in a very, very long time.


As they stepped away from each other, exchanging grins, Asil wondered: When had he forgotten how much fun dancing was? How much fun flirting was? Even if, perhaps especially because, both people knew it was not going further than that?


In order to properly repay the people or person (he was not ruling out someone using the royal “we” to obfuscate their identity), Asil was beginning to believe he might have to buy a gift instead of dealing out vengeance. Though he had no intention of letting his benefactors know it until the whole thing was over. Let them fear his wrath for a while longer.


“Hey, Kelly, is this the date?” A young man (Asil had not seen anyone who looked to be over twenty-five) came up to them, swaggering a little. He was the type to impress people under thirty—big, athletic, handsome. “It worked out? Awesome. You owe me one.”


“This is Trace,” said Kelly.


Trace looked over his shoulder at the entrance, missing Asil’s initial reaction to the introduction. That was probably for the best.


“Latecomers,” Trace said with disapproval. “And they’re ours. Everyone was supposed to be here to help with the opening. Next time I’ll tell them the party starts an hour before the doors open.”


He stepped around Kelly and headed for the front door. Asil glanced at the incoming party, then put his back to them.


“It seems, unusually, I was wrong.”


“About what?” asked Kelly.


“Do you know the very young-looking man in the tuxedo who just came in?” he asked Kelly.


The boy frowned. “Yeah. That’s Bruce. He’s a cousin, or something like that, of Shawna’s—one of the other members of our group. He’s a freshman, I think, and he’s been coming to the LARPs since school started this fall. He’s not a good player, mostly he just sits around and watches us. I expect that he’ll find his own group of friends and quit coming. Why?”


Bruce wasn’t the name Asil knew him by. For the first time, Asil wondered if he had stepped into a trap when he’d come on this date.


“LARP?” asked Asil, more to give himself a chance to think than because he was interested.


“Sorry. It stands for ‘live-action role-playing.’ L-A-R-P. Do you know Bruce? What’s wrong?”


“Come with me,” said Asil. Leaving his enemy still standing bothered him, but he could hardly kill the vampire in public view. That wouldn’t work on several levels.


Walking through the dancing crowd was like swimming upstream, but Asil was a good swimmer. People parted for them as he led Kelly to an alcove furnished with a bench and a large plant that looked real but smelled of plastic.


“Forgive me,” Asil said, pulling Kelly close and burying his nose in the young man’s neck.


Kelly struggled, mostly from surprise, Asil thought, much good it did him. Faintly, very faintly, he caught the scent of vampire.


He pulled back and held on until he was sure Kelly had his balance. Kelly jerked free and straightened his clothes. In a fine temper he said, “What the hell? Consent is required, man. And you didn’t ask and I didn’t say yes.”


Asil reminded his wolf forcefully that Kelly had a right to be mad. He loosened his neck and heard the vertebrae pop. “Bruce is a vampire.”


“I could have told you that,” Kelly snapped. “That’s right, I did.” His mouth opened, doubtless to deliver some more scathing commentary—but he shut it. “No way. No way in hell. Vampires aren’t real.”


“Shh,” advised Asil. “They are real, I assure you. And they have very good hearing. What one is doing here, I cannot tell you. Is there any chance Bruce was involved in the prank that led to our date?”


Kelly stared at him, but when he spoke again it was in a hushed whisper. “I don’t know. I wouldn’t think so. Trace and his girlfriend apparently thought it was a good idea one day while they were drunk.”


“They exchanged emails with people pretending to be me for two weeks,” Asil said dryly. “Were they drunk the whole time?”


“Them? Who knows, it’s possible.” Kelly shrugged distractedly. “What do you mean vampires are real? Everyone knows they aren’t real.”


“Vampires,” Asil said, speaking slowly, “are real. They usually live in seethes—sort of family groups—and feed on human prey, who die very slowly as they gradually turn into mindless slaves. You’ve been bitten—don’t fuss. Only once or you’d smell more like one of them. You’ll be safe enough.”


“How could I have been bitten?” Kelly asked, his eyes widening until the whites were visible all the way around, like a startled horse’s. “I don’t think I’ve exchanged two words with Bruce. How could I have been bitten by a vampire and not known?”


“It is better for you that you didn’t know,” Asil told him. “It means that the vampire hasn’t decided to make you his yet.” Probably the vampire was afraid to draw attention to himself.


Kelly started to say something more and Asil held up a hand. “Sorry, let me think a bit.”


It was possible that the vampire had arranged the whole thing to lure Asil out without the pack at his back, so that he would be vulnerable. It sounded plausible until Asil looked deeper.


Bruce, whom Asil had once known as … Basil something. Basil Hennington. Basil Billingsley. Basil Featherington. Something that had made Asil think of chicken soup. At any rate, Asil had believed him to be gone from this world—he’d heard the vampire had offended Bonarata, who ruled the European vampires.


Basil … Bruce was indeed the kind of creature who might move into a city the size of Missoula and find a group of people he could turn into easy prey. He was a slinking creature and a loner, Bruce. But not intelligent enough to foresee what would happen when he was discovered by his victims or their families, because college students were not the kind of people who could disappear without notice. Asil’s earlier conviction that Missoula and the vampire ball would be without vampires had failed to take stupidity into account.


But after only a little reflection, he was now sure that the vampire’s presence was mere chance. It had been Asil’s people who had sought out Kelly for the date. And he was certain it was his pack—because no vampire could have imitated him so well in the emails. It took familiarity, and Asil had never been that close to any vampire.


And there was this: Alone Asil might be, but he was not vulnerable. No vampire would ever think so. Not even one as stupid as Bruce.


No. This vampire had no idea Asil was anywhere near. Bruce just found he had a nice meal ticket going with a bunch of children who thought it fun to pretend to be vampires.


Kelly had folded his arms around himself and was obviously bursting with questions. But he’d kept quiet.


“It will be all right,” Asil told him.


“Weirdest freaking date of my life,” muttered Kelly.


He was afraid. Asil’s wolf usually liked it when people were afraid, but this one was under his protection tonight. There was no need for the fear.


“We need to go outside and look for a dark space,” Asil told him.


“It’s eight p.m. in the winter on the outskirts of Missoula,” Kelly said. “There’s dark space everywhere.”


Asil frowned at him.


“Fine,” Kelly huffed. But he didn’t smell mad. He still smelled scared.


“Look at me,” commanded Asil.


Kelly looked at him.


“I will not let harm come to you.” Asil smiled, and Kelly took a step back because it was that kind of smile. “In fact, I will do you and your group of vampire players a good turn—and teach Trace not to meddle in other people’s lives at the same time.” He took a deep breath and examined the room again with a feeling of utter joy.


The hunt was on.


“Hey, Bruce?” Kelly said nervously.


Bruce turned to look at him, and no matter how hard Kelly tried to see a vampire, Bruce still looked like a freshman who hadn’t quite grown into his own skin.


“You heard about what Trace did to me, right?”


Bruce frowned. “I heard. I don’t know why we couldn’t find someone else to run the LARP.”


“Yeah, me, either.” Maybe because no one else wanted to put the time in to do it right—and because Trace was a decent game master. “I have an idea that will keep him from ever doing it again to anyone else. Do you know my friend Meg?” Meg wasn’t formally a part of the vampire group, but she did costuming for a lot of them.
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