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Book Description




  The First Book in a New Series - With A Bonus FULL Copy of the Book Life Blood Included.




  A Dark Vampire.  A Desperate Gamble.




  Centuries of isolation and self-denial have left Dorian Thorne a half-living shadow. He can’t survive without living blood. Yet all those who have given to him in the past three centuries have died from his kiss.




  Cora Shaw seems different.  Another human, yes, like all the others.  But she awakens sensations in him that he had given up for lost.  And he almost dares to hope that she might be the one he has been waiting for all this time.




  Without his blood-kiss, she will be dead in a matter of months from her terminal disease.  With it, she will die instantly...unless she bonds with him as his consort, making him whole again.




  Bonding is something he can’t control, but it’s the only thing that will save them both now.  Cora can’t refuse him.  And if she’s doomed, Dorian can’t save her.




  It’s the ultimate gamble, and the stakes are forever.
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Chapter One




  What is hope? What are its properties, its defining qualities? Happiness I remembered as a yellow sort of emotion, warmth through my cold veins, a lightness as if I had a balloon in my chest that might lift me off my feet.




  But hope...hope was something that I had forgotten. Did it have a taste? A smell? Maybe it was the first warm spring wind after a long winter.




  I guessed that. I didn’t know. It had been so long, so long since I had felt anything in my heart but the darkness and the hunger that threatened to consume everything...




  ...until she walked into the room. She was, to all appearances, very much like many of the humans I saw in similar circumstances: thin with sickness, weak. Dying.




  And then I remembered.




  Hope looked like her.




  ###




  The screening process had been laid out years ago, its structure set up after intricate negotiations about details whose importance were long forgotten by me now. We had cultivated a network of doctors, mostly those who treated diseases that were progressive and struck the young while leaving the human mind, such as it was, intact. Cancers, primarily, and some dystrophies. Congenital heart defects were taken on a case-by-case basis, as a human might live for many years with a failing heart. But end-stage cystic fibrosis was clear-cut.




  Consent was important. We had to hold on to what was important. And only those in possession of their full faculties could give consent.




  The lab was mine now, despite the delicate diplomacy that had accompanied its creation. Only mine, now that Alys was gone. My allies, the other Adelphoi, might review it whenever they wished...but they hardly ever wished. And so when I pressed my thumb on the biometric lock and entered the main white room, the light so bright it almost hurt, I was the only agnate among the dozens of bustling lab-coated people who worked there. The only one among them whom their busy research was likely to affect.




  But I didn’t think about any of these things. Not then. There wasn’t much of me that thought at all at that point. Instead, I moved through the grooves of habit, which approximated thought but had no substance behind it.




  I returned the greetings of each of the human thralls, their names springing automatically to my lips without my having to flick my gaze down to their nametags. Names were important to humans. So despite the short span of each of their flickering lives, I memorized them effortlessly now to regurgitate as needed.




  The lab benches and the vent hoods, the well plates and the pipettes. The details had changed over the years: the PCR machine was new, and the microscopy lab had gone through dozens of variations. The human faces had changed, too, not just as individuals but in gender and color. But the sense of the place was the same, the quiet busyness and the antiseptic smell.




  Dr. Harriet Buchanan came out of her office as I finished my circuit of the main room. She had dancing blue eyes and blonde hair that curled about her heart-shaped face. She smiled at the sight of me, as she always did. She wasn’t human. Not anymore. She was a cognate, belonging to the dissolute agnate Jean and providing their sole means of legitimate support through her work for me.




  “Good morning, Dorian. Is it Wednesday already?”




  “It must be.” That was my voice, making the right sounds. On Wednesday, I reviewed the lab. I was here, so it must be Wednesday.




  Hattie nodded, and her ringlets bobbed. “The current trials are very promising. Of course, we’ll need more cognatic samples soon, to run comparisons. Will and I can only do so much with only our own, and I’ve used up the others.”




  I pulled my phone from my pocket. It was such a cold, foreign thing in my hand, even after several years of using it. I typed quickly, using Hattie’s words almost verbatim. It was easier that way. Even talking to her made my head feel strange, like it was stuffed and hollow at once. I sent the message.




  “The council knows,” I told Hattie as I slid the phone back into my pocket. “The next collection will be made.”




  Hattie started to speak, then stopped herself. I waited. People either spoke or they eventually left, and I had the time for either. I had nothing in the world but time.




  “They send less,” she said quietly, speaking perhaps a moment later, perhaps an hour. It was all the same to me. “You should know that it’s been happening for the past five years or so. Every time the call goes out, they send a little less than the last time. I used to get three months’ use out of a single batch. Now it’s more like three weeks.”




  “I understand,” I said. It was simple enough. There had been more; now there was less. The creaking emptiness inside my mind was untroubled by this fact. There were very few things that troubled it anymore.




  “No, don’t think that you do,” Hattie said, dropping her voice even lower. “They’re losing faith, Dorian. They might not say anything, but they are. The Kyrioi scarcely made quorum at the last meeting.”




  They were falling away, as I was falling away from myself....




  She sighed. “Anyway, I thought I’d bring it up. I don’t see why I bothered, though. You hardly made the last meeting yourself.”




  “I always go to council on the first week of every odd month,” I said reflexively.




  “Yes, you do. And that’s the only reason that you do anymore. You’re a windup vampire now, aren’t you? I hope we find a cognate for you before you wind down.”




  Sharp spikes of worry shot through her voice, enough to reach across the veils of nothingness and into the place where a spark remained. The spark woke, combed through the last handful of memories, and I was able to respond:




  “I hope so, too, Hattie. For all of our sakes.”




  Too long, too long without a cognate, she must come soon or else all will be lost....




  Those thoughts echoed hers, belonging to me but no longer a part of me. I should care about that. I should be afraid....




  But the spark was gone again, and I could not summon the effort to bring it back.




  I left the lab then, as I did every Wednesday, and retired to my bedroom, where the small dining table had been set with dishes and my tablet.




  It had become my custom to examine each day’s screening submissions for candidacy over black tea and whatever small breakfast trifle the chef had devised to attempt to stir my senses. As I ate—a crepe this time, with some kind of elaborate filling that didn’t quite register—I flipped open my laptop and tabbed through the profiles, scanning each page rapidly.




  I felt it was my responsibility to know in some way the people our research might save...or might kill. And also, there was the other possibility. The one that I no longer allowed myself to think about. It was enough that the act of reviewing the files provided a glimmer of something—not hope but maybe some pale imitation of it. Interest. Engagement.




  With it, I felt like I remembered what it was like to be alive. And if a woman’s profile woke enough of that sense in me, I would pluck her name from the long list of unfortunates and ask that she be brought to me personally if she called to seek the possibility of the treatment only we could offer.




  It never amounted to more than that. Nine times out of ten, they failed the screening anyway, and that was that. And thus far in that remaining one out of ten times, at the moment of truth, I was disappointed—and she was dead.




  That morning was like every other morning on a day like every other day. But it was the day that I saw her image, and my finger froze above the screen instead of swiping her away. She looked like any one of thousands of teenaged girls in her several-years-old driver’s license photo, brown hair, darker brown eyes, a slight goofy Department of Motor Vehicles smile on her slightly soft face.




  Ordinary.




  And yet...there was something there, a spark in her eyes, maybe, a hint at the corner of her lips that said that she was different. Special. That there was something under her normality that was truly exceptional, whether or not she knew it.




  Her name was Cora Shaw. Age now—twenty-one.




  I scanned down the page, digesting the barest facts of her life, reduced to little more than numbers and diagnoses. The story it told was desperate. She had a form of leukemia that I recognized as almost invariably fatal. The one treatment, which was viewed as life-extending rather than life-saving, had failed. Her weight had dropped precipitously. Her last lymphocyte count indicated that she had weeks rather than months to live. And she had no next of kin.




  I looked at the happy, unsuspecting face in the photo for a moment longer, and I checked the box to be notified if she called.




  Then, as her face was replaced by another, I promptly forgot her...until she did.




  
Chapter Two




  Nantucket, 1923




  The regatta’s competition was stiff that year, and Alys’ party on the bluff overlooking several miles of the course had developed an edge of near hysteria. It was the first of its kind among the agnates, for the sides of the pavilion were left open to the salt breeze and the flood of light, affording a view that few agnates had enjoyed before except at night or behind the filmy protection of a veil.




  “I’m so pleased you could make it,” Alys Gramercy said quietly as she perched on the rattan chair nearest my chaise.




  “I wouldn’t have missed it for the world,” I said, surveying the company, which buzzed with a kind of giddy excitement at the novelty of the experience. “You are a very clever woman, as I’ve observed on more than one occasion. People underestimate you, you know.”




  She smiled slightly, perhaps even smugly at her guests. “It’s a handy trait to have and a carefully cultivated one.”




  I treated her to a razing look, which was most likely lost on her as my eyes were hidden, like hers, behind the smoked lenses of a pair of sunglasses.




  I’d brought my own, for I’d seized upon the innovation as soon as its use by movie stars had been recorded in the papers. But many of our agnatic compatriots were less aware of human trends, so Alys had scored quite the social coup with her two footmen standing at attention at the head of the drive next to maids holding baskets of the devices to distribute to the arriving guests.




  The action might seem to some like a mere hostess’s trick. But of course nothing was ever as simple as that. Not with most agnates, and certainly not Alys. It was easy to forget both her age and her experience simply because she strove, uniquely among agnates, to be overlooked, dismissed, even at times belittled. Perhaps that was why she’d survived so long when so many others had not. Longer than I, certainly, and I was ancient by most standards, though I had known her longer under other names. Longer than Etienne, who was older still.




  No, her sunglasses party was a physical argument for her political position because it was a clever human invention that might revolutionize the lives of the agnates. An invention that never would have come about if humans didn’t enjoy the freedom to create as they desired.




  Her party was an excuse, as every one of her parties was—an excuse for her to sway young, impressionable minds and recruit more to her cause.




  “I’m not one of your callow youths, Alys,” I said. “Go work your wiles elsewhere.”




  A flash of hurt crossed her face, and I instantly regretted my joking words.




  “Our views are not so different, you know,” she said quietly.




  “You’re going to have to give up on your extremist rhetoric if you ever want to have a following that doesn’t fall away with a century’s maturity,” I said.




  “A century’s cynicism,” she retorted. “Those who are young but not young enough to realize how young they are—they’re the worst of all.”




  “The Adelphoi have been established for almost two millennia. Why not join with them?” I pressed.




  There were many factions among the agnates, and most belonged to two or more. That was the single, immutable fact of agnatic society, that whenever vampires gathered in one place in sufficient quantities to form anything like a society, factionalism always followed. But for as far back as my memory stretched, there had been two rough divisions that never changed: those who believed that humans should be under the power and direction of agnates and those who believed that humans should forge their own destiny, with agnates as observers rather than masters.




  Within those two broad camps—the Kyrioi, or lords, and the Adelphoi, or brothers—there was infinite variation. None among the Adelphoi was so idealistic as to assert that agnates should live without personal human thralls, and few argued that an agnate should earn his wealth in the same way that a human would. And practically no Kyrioi imagined that enthralling the entire human population was either practical or desirable. But the stark differences between them remained.




  While many declined to pick one side or another, as I had before I met Etienne, Alys stood outside them all in a way that few did, decrying not only the exploitation of humanity but also our most basic and vital agnatic needs. Few agnates could stomach the self-loathing that came of her position for long. After all, what were they to do about it? They must drink or die, and to consciously choose death was a step far too radical for all but the most extreme—and if they did choose that step, then the ranks of Alys’ acolytes would be thinned yet again.




  “You know that I stand beside the Adelphoi,” she said, arching one black brow above the rim of her sunglasses.




  “‘Beside’ isn’t the same as ‘with,’” I returned.




  “No,” she murmured. “No, it is not.”




  Sometimes Alys seemed absurdly, impossibly young and naïve in her views. Other times, I wondered if she wasn’t the oldest of us all. I wondered, not for the first time, what secrets her memory held. She would say things, sometimes, that revealed that her memory did not fade like that of the rest of us. Perhaps it was just because she was a woman—they often held on to memories a few centuries longer than the men did. But others speculated that her once-human cognatic parent must have carried fae blood. That was, perhaps, the only reason she’d survived so many centuries without a cognate, as no one could remember that she’d ever had more than one, very briefly, a few years after Constantine’s death.




  “And what of me?” I asked her. “What of Etienne? Do you truly find our positions so repulsive?”




  “You two old reprobates,” she said, but there was a hint of exasperated fondness in her voice. It was an answer that wasn’t an answer, but I knew better than to press her.




  She arranged her skirts over her legs. They were long and deeply layered in lace, falling straight in the current fashion until they nearly reached her ankles. She hadn’t embraced the gamine aesthetic that dominated both the magazines and agnatic society, and she’d also avoided the darlings! and the flinging about and the kisses as well as the cropped dresses. Her sense of reserve gave her an old-fashioned air even as every stitch of her clothing was precisely a la mode—and I didn’t make the mistake of thinking that it wasn’t as much a part as her carefully-constructed image as the most outrageous stunts of the rushers were a part of theirs.




  As my most outrageous stunts, I corrected, as I was being drawn more and more deeply into that world.




  Alys was beautiful. The statement has very little meaning among us agnates because we are all beautiful. But Alys was striking even among us, which was remarkable because based on features alone, she should not cause anyone to spare her a second glance. She was tall and willowy, which wasn’t unusual in itself except that she held herself in a way that always made her seem almost columnar, like a pillar. Her face would not have been considered the ideal of any age. Though her skin was pale and her features regular, her nose had a Semitic prominence that classical and medieval artists alike had deplored.




  Yet she was beautiful, with great dark eyes that seemed to see across centuries, a perfectly proportioned forehead, and soft lips that often curved in a self-deprecating smile. Her hair was as dark as a raven’s wing, and she hadn’t bobbed it as so many of the agnates had but instead wore it up in heavy loops around her head. She gave the impression, fleetingly, that she had not been born as the rest of us had but had been grown from the earth itself, substantial and ethereal at once.




  Above all, though, she was a survivor. One of the oldest of us. And no agnate survived as she did who wasn’t as hard as stone underneath—and as cold.




  “Who are you working on now, with your dangerous wiles?” I asked.




  “Clarissa, for one,” she said, a small, knowing smile on her lips.




  I burst out laughing. “You’ll have your work cut out for you there! You’ll have to convince her that your side is more fun.”




  “I think you underestimate your daughter,” she said. “How many years has it been since you’ve spoken?”




  I tried to count the decades. “A century? More?”




  “People change,” she said.




  I took another sip of my sidecar. “Agnates don’t.”




  “Don’t you?” she asked, and in her eyes I could see that she was thinking of the three blackest years in my long life.




  “Not often,” I corrected lightly, not wishing to think or speak of that.




  “And Bogdan,” she continued, tacitly abiding by my desire.




  Bogdan was young and bright-eyed and wild, newly arrived from the countryside of the Balkans where he’d been raised. “I suppose he shall be easier work for you,” I said.




  “Perhaps,” she said noncommittally. “I do fear that he won’t last long, at any rate.”




  Bogdan had briefly proposed the idea that the agnates enter a sailboat in the regatta this year—to sail at the height of day, with no human crew and without the knowledge of sunglasses.




  “You may be right,” I agreed.




  “And you,” she added. “Always you.”




  I laughed and raised my drink to her in a light toast. The briskness of the sea air was making me feel restless again. The party was too staid. I couldn’t think here. I couldn’t feel. “You never do give up, do you?”




  “On you?” she asked. “Never.”




  The word was heavy, pregnant with things unspoken—or perhaps things that had once been spoken but that my mind had forgotten while hers kept the memories bright.




  I said nothing. There was nothing to say.




  “Oh, Dorian.” My newest name still sounded strange and wistful on her lips. “Will we ever agree? Or at least stop arguing?”




  “When I’m dead, my dear,” I told her.




  She smiled softly. “Not if I die first.”




  Then she stood, the soft layers of her clothes fluttering like butterfly wings, and went to mingle with the others.




  
Chapter Three




  I went to one of my offices five days a week. There was no reason for it. There was nothing I did there that I couldn’t do just as well from my Georgetown home. But it was a habit I had fallen into years ago because it seemed suitable. There was always much to do, and the human custom of working in office buildings seemed to be a reasonable convention to follow.




  In my mind at the time also had been the idea that such a routine would reduce the likelihood that I would simply stop going out altogether, that I would rust in place in my pile of stone like a disused tool.




  I had not realized then that actions taken in habit could become as mindless as doing nothing at all.




  But I continued to go nevertheless because it was easier to continue than stop. So it was that I was sitting at my desk in my Baltimore office when the message hit my email and my cell phone at the same instant, flickering against the glowing rectangle of the screen:




  Harriet Buchanan: Dr. Robeson’s candidate has called. I’m notifying you as requested.




  Yes. That was good, wasn’t it? It was easy to remember, but it was hard to feel.




  Hard to remember what feeling was like.




  Too long. It has been too long. You cannot wait like this, or you will go the way of Alys, but there will be no one to brick you in....




  That was the voice of the spark. It was mine, somewhere in my head, but it no longer raised an alarm as it once had. My fingers flickered over the keyboard, habits taking over with no conscious prompting. My message appeared under Hattie’s.




  Dorian Thorne: Send her here.




  There was only a brief pause before the symbol appeared that showed that she was typing, followed by her response.




  Harriet Buchanan: Are you sure about that, Dorian? I don’t think it’s a good idea right now. You haven’t accepted a female candidate in more than three months.




  A minute, a month, a year, a century. What did they mean anymore?




  Dorian Thorne: Send her here.




  And then the message window went still, and the spark it had woken in me went to sleep again. My hands still moved, typed, clicking, checking reports, issuing orders. And I sat behind my eyes in the silence of my mind, the cold stone creeping up around me, through me.




  I needed no walls. I was building them inside my head.




  A light glowed on the control block that sat on the corner of my desk that notified me that my secretary was sending someone in. Had it been long enough? Could she be here? Seconds spilled over into hours now. I did not know.




  I shut the laptop and sat back against my chair in the darkness. There were other lights in the vast office other than the few that were on now, dropping spotlights over the door and over the two chairs that sat across from the burled walnut expanse of my desk. I did not need them, and I no longer made the pretense that I did.




  The double doors that led to the reception room swung open. Daylight spilled in, and she came with it.




  And I woke. Once again, I was aware of seconds ticking by in their orderly fashion, and I was there, my mind coming, however briefly, into the moment, inside my body, spreading until my body was mine again.




  Long brown hair, light-colored, waving. Darker eyes, large with uncertainty. They found me in my shadows, even though I knew she couldn’t see my face, and with them came something I had not felt in a very long time.




  Could it be hope? I tried the sound of the word, but it eluded me.




  She looked sick and thin, clutching her puffy jacket against her like a shield. Dying, of course, or she would not be here. I would not let her.




  Not anymore.




  The doors closed behind her, and she gave a little jump, so small that she probably didn’t even realize that she’d betrayed her nervousness.




  Cora Shaw. That was her name. I forced myself to use it, though I knew that soon enough, it would be another that I wouldn’t want to remember. She would not care. She could not.




  But I once had, and I thought that I still did, if I could remember how.




  “Ah, Ms. Shaw,” I said, the irony of my self-flagellatory insistence not lost on me.




  She stepped forward, deeper into the room. Toward me. A soft pink flush stained the pallid cheeks that made her eyes seem even darker.




  “Cora,” she said.




  Young, so impossibly young. I was always amazed at how young all humans were, gawky and raw, bumping about the world with their brief lives. By the time they knew who they were, their time was up—they shriveled away and were gone, and their children’s children were stumbling up into their brief maturity.




  “Yes, I know,” I said. “Please, take a seat.”




  She hesitated, then chose one of the two Chippendale chairs, perching on the very edge. I could smell her now, her life and her fear and the blood that beat in her veins. The hunger woke me, the keen edge of it reaching out for her. It tasted the fear and wanted more.




  “Mr. Thorne, I’m sorry. I think there must have been some kind of mistake—”




  I didn’t need her words to join the ghosts of other voices in my memory. I’m sorry, I didn’t know, oh, please, I don’t care, I want you, I love you, just take me, please take everything.... Too many voices, too many faces, too many broken bodies. Too much for memory or regret.




  I cut her off. “There has been no mistake. I have your medical record here, Ms. Shaw.” I flipped open the laptop in front of me, and it lit up. I clicked to the tab in which her life was distilled in cold, medical terms.




  “Cora Ann Shaw. T-cell prolymphocytic leukemia. Terminal. Is that correct?” I asked. I knew it was, but the voices still echoed in my head, and I needed their silence.




  The traces of pink drained from her cheeks. “Yes. That’s right. Dr. Robeson said you could help me.”




  Help her. Perhaps. It was more likely, though, that she would help me and lose everything, instead.




  “You must understand that you are first required to pass the initial tests,” I told her. The words were harsh.




  “I understand,” she said even as her smooth forehead knit together in confusion.




  So young. So fragile.




  Humans never lasted long, but she had even less time than most.




  I opened a drawer and took out the black leather case that lay there, then circled the desk. Coming closer, I could see the flutter of her heartbeat in her throat as her eyes went wider. She’d been a pretty thing, before she became sick. Even now, I felt my muscles knotting as I circled the desk between us, reacting to the responses that I called up in her. I squeezed the hunger into a hard, cold ball and pushed it down, where it could do no harm.




  With studied care, I set the case on the edge of the desk, as I had so many times before. The silver zipper whispered as I moved it, and I flipped the case open to reveal the blood collection kit.




  “The results of the screening will indicate whether you are a good candidate for the procedure,” I said, the words measured, saying all the things that wouldn’t matter in the end. I could already tell from the way her breath went shallow and fast, the way her eyes grew like pools of darkness, that she would be mine. “But you must know, even if the outcome is encouraging, the treatment is only successful in a small minority of cases.”




  I chose a needle, the sharp tip covered in its plastic case, and twisted to lock it into a holder.




  “How small?” There was the frown again—swiftly passing over her face as she fought the influence that she didn’t know was already drugging her brain.




  “One in a hundred. Perhaps less.” Hard facts. Cruel facts, dictated by the tyranny of our natures.




  “Oh,” she said faintly. “That is small.”




  “And if the procedure is unsuccessful, it always results in death.” I continued bluntly, pointlessly, telling her the things she deserved to know.




  “Wait, what? So a one percent chance of cure, and a ninety-nine percent chance of death? That doesn’t sound like smart odds to me.”




  I looked up to catch the flash of indignation on her face. I felt something...yes, amusement, at that. She was flushed again, her attraction naked in her eyes, yet she had the spirit to protest.




  I asked, “What are your chances now?”




  She opened her mouth as if she were about to fire off a retort, but nothing came out, and after a moment, she shut it again. She knew as well as I did that the chance I offered her was the only chance she had left in this world.




  “That is why we only select terminal patients,” I said more gently.




  She was thinking about it now, her lips pursing fractionally. The hunger surged out again—I wanted to taste them, take them, bite them....




  “What about relapse?” she asked.




  “There is no risk of relapse. If you are cured, you are cured.” I could give her that with perfect honesty. “Forever.”




  The smell of her was all around me, smothering, so sweet and warm and alive. I had to move quickly now. I’d waited too long, and the deepest memories were beginning to wake. A dash across rooftops, the flash of teeth in the night, and hot blood, the metallic tang of it on my tongue, my throat, bringing me to life....




  No. I thought the word even as my groin tightened, stirred, wanting to take her, violate her soft body, right there on the floor, the crimson blood spilling over the patterns of the oriental rug.




  Setting the needle holder loose in the case, I dropped to a knee next to her. I could feel her heat from here. I held out my free hand for her arm. She stared at me for a long moment, her eyes dark and afraid.




  “Shouldn’t you be wearing gloves?” she asked.




  “I am not at risk of blood contamination.”




  She hesitated for a moment more, then placed her wrist in my palm gingerly, as if she were touching a stove. My hand warmed at the touch of her hot flesh, and the darkness boiled up inside—




  I made myself push the sleeve up her arm, revealing inch after inch of unmarked flesh. Her coat slid from her hands to puddle at her feet. I ripped open a swab and passed it across the skin of her inner arm. The bite of the evaporating alcohol overpowered the smell of her, and for a moment, my demon half settled back again. I looked up to catch her staring at me with riveted intensity.




  “It won’t hurt. I promise.” That was one I could keep, or near enough that it didn’t matter. This close to her, I could feel the echoing shivers of her nerves, and I could take them, twist them, turning the pain back around. I should not do it—I should let her feel the prick of the needle as it truly was, but with my hand against her skin, I could not stop myself. I curled tendrils of power around her nerves as the needle slid in, and the echoes of her pleasure rippled over me as I pushed the blood collection tube on.




  She made a tiny noise, a catching gasp, her lips apart, her eyes fixed on the needle. I wanted to steal the gasp from her mouth with my own, drive hard into her as I opened her neck to my hunger—




  The collection tube was full, and I pulled it off swiftly, then slipped the needle out from her arm.




  “No—” She looked up at me, an expression of bewildered yearning on her pretty, gaunt face. “What did you do to me?”




  The words were a plea for understanding. But she didn’t move, her arm still in my hand, her fingers curling as if she were catching at the fleeting sensations. As if she hardly understood the reaction of her own body. And I knew she would do anything to get it back.




  “You would say yes.” I set the blood collection tube on the desk and discarded the needle and swab. A foolish girl with dark eyes and a too-delicious mouth, gone like so many others had before. “If I told you right now that I knew you would die, you would still say yes.”
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