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Dedication

For Ines,

A truly loving person,

forever my friend.

You are wonderful.



1. Sold




––––––––

I walk along the road and pull my hat further down over my face. The morning November sun warms you up worse than a refrigerator. Gray mist dances over the manhole covers like ascending Djinn playing in the wind. 

The scenery is picturesque. Orange-red beams of light blaze through the streets of Tulsa and are thrown back by the mirrored glass fronts of the buildings like liquid brass. The sun is my ally. Even if its rays are cold at this time of the year, the idea that there's something vampires can't control warms me. 

Since dawn the rush hour traffic has ebbed away. Windowless shuttle buses or private cars occasionally pass by. They carry their occupants home to sleep the day away. At night it blossoms - the dominion of the bloodsuckers. The city throbs like an ominous heart. Noise, life, open shops, and in every face long teeth. Now everything falls into a forsaken sleep. 

Newspapers blow rustling by me, accompanying me to the street corner. I falter inwardly. The light moves slowly down the walls like a thin layer of water, but the sidewalk in front of me is in shadow. November. The sun rises later. Every day, my way to work is darker. Moreover the ultraviolet radiation on this cold morning is not yet enough to alarm the vampires, and so a few stragglers hover out there. Better alone than among them. Their supremacy makes me sick. As I pass the group of three men, I hear the usual comments.

"Hey honey, still not bitten?" one of them wants to know and the others laugh. "I could use a breakfast. How about it?" He grins at me and shows the full length of his teeth. His eyes turn black and the veins stand out from his papery skin. 

"Fernando, you can’t treat a walking cultural artifact like that!” They laugh again. I imagine how nice it would be if the sun burnt them. I would like to say a few nasty words, but I don't, because I can't. Vampires have rules for people like me. Rules without rights. I must keep myself covered, must not provoke attack, and must give vampires priority. In case of doubt, I am always at fault, and they are always right. And of course there is my favorite rule: I have a vampiric guardian, because no one is allowed to be without one. 

Without saying a word I walk past the group. But Fernando, who has still had no breakfast, stands in my way and grabs my arm. I keep my gaze averted, but I can feel how panic is starting to creep up my neck like a Viper. My only protection is that I already have a mistress, and he should not violate her property. That’s what it would come down to - a case of vandalism.

I hold my breath and try to make myself smaller. Fernando scrapes a long finger nail down under my chin.

"Hmm," he whispers. "Like a white peach." He wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me towards him. His embrace is like a vice. I can feel the cold crawling in my bones and fear buzzes under my skin like a power cable.

He tilts his head to the side and considers me through narrow eyes. Eyes that are black as coal. His friends move to form a privacy screen for us and I can hear them laughing. I hang paralyzed in his grip.

"Breakfast is the most important meal of the day," explains Fernando. "That's what my mother has always told me."

My words whisper with the wind: "I belong to Tylandora."

Fernando draws in breath and his nostrils flare. I can feel his arm pressing more firmly, see the anger, because his hopes have been dashed. Pain bites through my back. His hand claws at me through my layers of clothes and his yellow finger nails dig in like bolts. If I was naked, I would have five stab wounds. There are definitely bruises. Not my first and very certainly not my last.

Quietly he repeats the name "Tylandora?" to make sure that he understood correctly. She has influence. Her power is my protection.

I nod dazed. "Yes, Sir. I'm Tylandora's property."

He pushes me away from him with a jerk and I crash into the house wall we’re standing next to. I try to catch myself, but he moves too suddenly. I sprain my thumb and the pain shoots up my arm. I bang my head against the stone at the same time. My hat reduces the damage, but I see stars and my field of vision goes black for a moment.

"Because of you I'm still hungry!" he yells at me. It sounds like he’s talking through fog. With my uninjured hand at my back I sink down to a squat. I'm trying to fight off the drowsiness. Trembling, I rub my neck. Where, in my imagination, his teeth have already bitten. 

As I come back to my senses, the three of them are gone. For a moment I let myself rest and collect my consciousness like shards off the sidewalk. I'm trying to get my insides back in order.

"Nothing happened," I say and feel my aching back, throbbing thumb, the pain in my skull and the taste of nausea in my mouth. I compare it to what might have been, and remind myself again, that everything is alright.

Then, with some effort, I stand up. It is as if all the energy had been drained out of me like air from a balloon. There is no one to whom I can report the incident. The police don’t work for me. They only represent the interests of vampires. None of their laws were broken. 

Anger and disappointment about my place in the world start to boil up in me and I blink away the tears as I smooth down my clothes. I have to force my legs to move on, to put one foot in front of the other. I'm running late. 

My cell phone rings. It is a simple melody which announces that my Mistress wants to see me. I would have preferred the tone of Darth Vader, but I'm afraid of her punishment if she finds out. I pull the glove from my good hand with my teeth, stuff it in my coat pocket, take out the phone and answer. 

Ignoring her call is out of the question. Tylandora may let me get away with a few minor misconducts, would she would never, at any time, tolerate my disobedience to her. I learned that the hard way.

"Yes, aunt?" I answer. 

I'm the black sheep of the family. With the gene defect that allows no vampire mutation. We are indeed related, but at the most basic level, the level that counts to my aunt, we are not. 

There is silence on the other end of the line. Then a disapproving sigh. Finally she struggles through it to talk to me: "Elise, you're already forty minutes out the door and still not at work. You know how I feel about punctuality. Do you have anything to say for yourself?"

"I..." I consider my answer. What can I say? 

It's not my fault, aunt. This strategy seems to me as futile as suggesting the price of chocolate should be based on its calorie content. My aunt wouldn’t believe this version of events any more than she would believe that the earth is flat.

I'm an unworthy, inferior human. I cannot bring myself to say what she thinks anyway.

"I didn't want that aunt. I'm sorry." 

I didn't want this saber-toothed monster to harass and scare me and that I would have to explain myself now. I also don't want to talk about the incident. My aunt would say that I'm lying, I provoked it, that it’s not my place as a human to bring a vampire into disrepute. For them, the world is easy - black or white. 

"I am really very merciful to you, I even let you out of the house. People already think I'm eccentric."

"I know aunt. I don't want you have to have any trouble because of me."

She snorts like a horse prior to the start of a race. "Child, you put me in a terribly uncomfortable situation. Your bad behavior comes back to me. I'm now openly accosted about you: ‘do you still plague yourself with this brat’, 'sell it, then you can have some peace'. That’s what I have to grapple with." Tylandora breathes out theatrically. "I want to hear no further complaints today or I will find a solution that you won't like. Tell me you understand."

I close my eyes and nod. "Yes, I understand aunt."

"And?"

"And I'm going to behave. I will be at work soon and I’ll do everything very well."

"Remember that, you won’t like what happens if you forget. Don't think for a second that I’m joking. My patience has worn thin in the last few years."

"Yes, aunt. I'm sorry."

"You will be." With these words, she breaks the connection.

I walk the last few meters to work. The Tylandora group belongs to my family. It has sumptuous headquarters of expensive stone, a large facade and gives out a blunt statement of status and money. Here, headlines are made. So far, my aunt owns the ‘Midnight Tribune’, a strong circulation newspaper, as well as a great broadcaster. ‘Here is radio Insomnia 104,6 - Oklahoma's heart beat’. But my aunt has literal bite and ambition. Her desire for a broadcasting platform on television is an open secret.

I've been given a job in the building. Like all humans, I’m only allowed to do menial activities, am excluded from universities and can earn no more than half that of the lowest paid vampire at the same company. Which would be Edwynturo, an old hunchbacked porter. He greets me as I enter. 

"Elise, you're late. I called your mistress, and your absence will be deducted from your wages."

"Of course, Edwynturo."

He watches me go with a raised eyebrow. Sullenly, I go to my locker and change into my work clothes. Yellow shirt, yellow pants, blue shoes and a company cap. My cart makes clicking noise on the marble floor as I push it ahead of me. I take the service elevator to my assigned floor. The red lights shining over the office doors indicate that the rooms have not yet been cleaned. I set to work on one after the other, accessing the offices with my personal card that lists when I go where and how long I stay. Every step I make is controlled.

Most of the time I spend in the office of Tylandora’s financial accountant. Anyone who imagines that this would be an accurate vampire who keeps order and lines up the items on his desk with a ruler, has a similar romantic notion of accountants as I do. 

But Arturo’s office is really nauseating. The remains of his drinks cling everywhere; on his Formica desk and the stone floor. Half of the waste lies beside his trash can rather than in it, because he has placed it in the farthest corner of the office to practice free throws, which is obviously in vain. The ground crunches from crumbs that were once part of his meal. As I walk in, I step into a piece of chewing gum. I close my eyes, put my head back and take a deep breath. 

"You must be really good at your job, you little bastard, if Tylandora has not fired you yet," I mumble and clean the bottom of my shoe. It smells stale, as if it never gets air. Sweat, food odors, and probably bodily gases. 

I open the window and clean the room in disgust. The cool elegance of the blue and gray room is totally lost on him. Apparently my aunt does not find that this pigsty reflects negatively on her. But what can I say, Arturo is a vampire.

Next to a sticky coffee mug sits a run-down plant, under its pot a brown liquid has collected. I approach slowly and sniff somewhat carefully. Then I raise my eyebrows. An earthy smell of coffee comes from the puddle. Slightly acidic. 

I don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to work out that he has emptied his coffee into the plant pot. Unfortunately he seems to like it with a dash of milk and time will not improve this fragrance. I'd rather lay a dead fish in his ventilation than clean up. I wonder what it takes to make this man begin to feel nauseated.

I shake with disgust and wipe it as clean as I can. I praise yellow rubber gloves that allow me to have no physical contact with the dirt. When I pick up the paper balls in the corner and stuff them into the garbage, I find a scrap with the inscription ‘confid’ in my hands. The rest of the word is torn off, but it is obvious that it’s the word ‘confidential’ and my curiosity wins out. I find the other crumpled pieces of paper from the floor and out of the garbage and stick them in my pocket. My life isn’t very entertaining, maybe I can find out something about the toad.

A quarter of an hour later I have finished with the office and spend the next three hours taking care of the rest rooms. It's a mindless task. Just because I'm a human, doesn’t mean I’m too stupid to study. 

I often think about, how the world must have been once, when there were only humans and no vampires. A time that sounds like a dream to me. A different world for a bygone age, before the disease came. But I don't have access to those days. They are my dreams. In my fantasy, I'm a doctor. I have my own house, children and a nice husband. And I never have to clean. I smile at the thought and sigh. 

Finally, I push my cart back and go to get changed. I take the stolen papers out of my pockets and put everything in my backpack. It’s the weekend and I hope to have some variety. Tylandora has provided me with a small room on her property, with barred windows and a door that can only be locked and unlocked from the outside. Secretly, I call it the doghouse. 

It's lunchtime, when I arrive home to my mistress. My hands, feet and nose are all frozen. My head chugs along like an old tractor and the thumb is swollen, because cleaning made it worse. My back and my muscles yearn for a hot bath. If I'm lucky, I may be allowed to prepare Tylandora’s bath. I'll not come closer my desire. 

The old stone house lies on a slope, covered in a fine layer of white frosting, the sun hasn’t yet chased away the cold crystals. A stone wall surrounds the building: tall, gray and an outward sign of her wealth. Wrought iron gates open up and let me in. The plot is open like a park - running along the fence are old willows and white snow covered mounds, that I know hide rhododendron bushes keeping their peaceful winter sleep. The time has come that I envy the bushes. 

The footprints of dogs are encrusted in the ground I walk along. Tylandora has taken two mastiffs to her cold heart. I am aware that she love her dogs more than me. If you know my aunt and know that feelings for others are not one of the strengths for which she will be remembered, it is surprising that these animals have her unconditional affection. I’m also jealous of the dogs.

As I step into the house, Tylandora is already waiting for me. It is unusual to see her at lunchtime. This is midnight for vampires, their bedtime. Her watery blue eyes rest on me without any emotion. She stands in front of me in her pearls and a fashionable dress. Tall, slim and with the warmth of an iceberg.

"Elise," she begins. "These complaints about you have to stop. If you were a stranger, I would long ago have thrown you at the mercy of the system."

I swallow. My stomach free falls into the back of my knees. Everyone needs a vampiric guardian. If he can’t provide one, one is given to him by the auction house - also known as the system.

"You'd auction me off?" I whimper.

This is even worse than what I've got so far. Tylandora gives me something to eat almost every day, sometimes even her leftovers, and she lets me go to work. Apart from that I live alone in my doghouse which is very decent. Why can't I simply be satisfied? Another vampire could be a much worse owner. Normally I don’t feel that I’m in a good position, when I see the condition of my other relatives. But I could have it much worse. 

She raises a brow as though I had not cleared my plate and was being a naughty child.

"What do you take me for, Elise." 

Tylandora folds her arms across her chest and drums her fingers on her elbows. Again and again she repeats the motion. She considers and looks at me like a beetle that doesn't belong here. 

"I help you where I can," she whispers. She nods, then tightens. "Yes, indeed. I'll do it. We’ll give a reception tonight. I want you to be here."

My eyes become large. "Really, Auntie?"

"Yes. You will serve the drinks and snacks, wear an elegant black dress, tame your dark mane into a neat hairstyle and hold to as much good etiquette as possible."

To what extent does she do this for me?

"Don’t scrunch your forehead, Elise. You’ll get wrinkles and I'm certainly not paying for Botox for you. But if you look wrinkled, no one will want you."

"Who will?" I ask irritated.

"Someone." She smiles sweetly. "Eight o’clock on the dot, understood?"

I understand that she wants to get rid of me. I just don't know who to.

My inner joy at being allowed to serve the appetizers, disappears. Tylandora will gather guests from the publishing and media world and make contacts. I know that she is very ambitious. While she smiles and distributes compliments like confetti at Carnival, she will not notice me, as if we were not related. I'm just a servant. 

When I think about it, I am probably significantly more a servant to her than a niece. Christmas gifts - absent. Birthday gifts too. We would never mention the matter of my genetic defect - no chance. Dinner at the table with my family – not a hope. But I have of course filled their glasses and served them. 

My parents did not survive a car accident when I was five. They were the only ones who could see past the fact that I'm defective.

I walk into my room, push the door closed and force myself to take off my layers of clothes. Very carefully. Certain movements hurt. I go to my sink and run cold water over my thumb. It will be blue for a few days and I should not over stress it, but it will be okay. I turn my head back and forth in front the mirror and push the hair aside to see if I can find the bump. There is a little swelling, however I can hide it with my hair and it too will soon be gone. 

Now, I pull my sweater out of my pants and lift it over my head. The bruises on my back would work wonderfully for a Halloween costume. I can see the legacy of each of the fingers of the breakfast hungry vampire. I rub them carefully. They are hard and sensitive and the marks are so purple, it’s as if a horse had stood there. Luckily, I don’t need to wear a backless dress for the reception.

I pull my sweater back down and comb my hair. I must watch for the bump. Because Tylandora does not like it when her serving staff wear their hair down, I tie it together into a long braid. 

Undecided I chew on my lower lip and think about what makeup I should wear. Decent, but well groomed would be suitable. So I powder my pale skin, use some brown eye liner and add a hint of lipstick. I am not the center of attention this evening and my aunt would resent me, if I looked like I were. No glitter, no sequins, no jewelry, flat-soled shoes. Tylandora says it doesn’t suit me, to make myself taller than I am. I take out the black ballerina pumps and clean them thoroughly until they shine. 

Then I select one of my three servants dresses. Each is black, but made for different occasions. Tonight calls for the elegant variation. A dress in the style of Audrey Hepburn, a woman who had the good fortune to live before the plague. It is sleeveless and tight to the waist. Below the belt it swings outward and drops to the knee. 

I like to imagine that it ranges down to the floor and has lace on the back and that I am wearing long gloves and a sparkling necklace with it. I would have an up-do hairstyle and smoky eyes. I would drink out of champagne flutes and smile while I hold a conversation with a respected man who openly admires me.

Yeah sure, and Santa Claus is actually a transvestite.

My dress is not made of silk or chiffon, nothing on me sparkles and no one is interested in me, except when they’re thirsty. I can only hope that it is limited to the drinks on my tray. Disillusioned I iron my dress and hang it up on the back of my door ready for the evening. When I'm finished with the preparations, I think about myself again. 

I kneel before my bed and pull out the old wooden box where I keep what's left of a more beautiful time. Not much. All the belongings that mean something to me fit into this box. 

A small soft baby blanket that smells different from everything else. That unmistakable mix of baby and baby powder, so lovely. A photo of my parents from their wedding day. Both vampires. Mom was beautiful and my father very much in love. A dried four leaf clover, but I don't know whether it brings me luck; I could have it much worse. Or perhaps it is broken; after all I do I live like a slave. 

Next I pull out the musical clock with the dancer which reminds me that I was allowed to learn ballet for a year. She starts to spin, playing the beautiful sounds of Swan Lake. My heart is still with her, but not my feet. Tylandora saw no sense in encouraging me. 

The bottle of perfume that my mother always used glistens in the box. The bottle is long empty and the scent has evaporated like the smoke of an extinct candle. Tears burn in my eyes and I shut the box. I will not let my inner sorrow overwhelm me. If I do, the dams will not hold, and Tylandora would worry terribly about a puffy, tear-stained face at her reception. I put my alarm clock back and decide to get some sleep. The night is long and no one is interested in my human circadian rhythms. 

I try to carry myself as upright as I can because Tylandora attaches great importance to good posture. I'm wearing the dress and carrying a tray of drinks. I hold the hand with the swollen thumb behind my back like a good servant. 

The guests gather in the lobby. My aunt has brought together many of her human subjects for the occasion, so that they can take care of the needs of her guests and offer them refreshments and canapés. She has commanded me to stand next to her. 

"Tylandora, such splendor," one of the invitees praises her.

"It's really remarkable how beautiful your celebrations always are," another finds.

"Oh Tylandora, it’s been far too long." Kisses left, kisses right.

"My dear, you have surpassed yourself."

Ice sculptures of vampiric angels decorate the room. The chandelier hanging over us is like a Corona. White lilies line the staircase railing and fill huge vases in the corners of the room. The white pillars are wrapped in fairy lights and a small group of extremely talented musicians are giving a concert. The sounds of Vivaldi soar through the air and holds the company in a musical bubble.

"Tylandora, it is a pleasure as always," whispers one of her guests.

"Callistus, you're always welcome." 

I roll my eyes to myself over the vampire habit of using exotic sounding names, to emphasize their status. Like it's chic to sound ridiculous. 

My aunt winks at him. She is wearing a gold dress with rhinestones and precious family jewelry. Her brown hair is piled up on the top of her head and the heels of her shoes could compete with the champagne flutes. Her laughter is like a bell as Callistus makes her a compliment. 

He is certainly at least ten years older than my aunt. I would estimate his age as fifty. His hair has already started to retreat and an aged-hand reaches for my tray. I hold it out to him and he takes a glass with an appreciative smile, then measures me with his eyes as though he were taking my size for a coffin. A shiver trickles down between my shoulder blades.

"Tylandora, who is this nice little servant?"

My aunt smiles flattered and looks at me, like an item she received from the flea market.

"This is Elise." She does not add: my niece.

His eyes are wide for a moment. "Well well." He licks his lips. "So, this is Elise. You have a very pretty subordinate."

"Oh, it’s a crux, you can’t bear them, but you can’t live without them."

"Certainly, there's always a balance." He smiles at my aunt. They talk, as if I weren’t standing directly next to them. "For menial work, and a little snack when you get thirsty, they really are essential."

My aunt nods. "The convenience outweighs the cost. When you consider that there are vampires who can’t afford staff." 

She lets the sentence hang in the air, as if she had said something shocking. The porter Edwynturo pops into my head and I'm sure he cleans up his apartment himself and no one hands him a glass of champagne.

"How much is she worth to you?" Callistus asks my aunt.

I swallow hard. Excuse me?

She nonchalantly shrugs her shoulders.

"Not much. Why?" But she smiles knowingly.

"Maybe later we could discuss our business affairs again. I think I was too hasty when I dismissed your wish for a time slot."

My heart stops. I know that my aunt longs for such a deal. Say no. Say no. I look at her pleadingly. Smiling, she tilts her head.

"That sounds acceptable to me," she agrees with him.

I drop the tray. A loud clank roars through the hall, as the metal hits the marble floor, and almost at the same time the glass breaks in a shower of crystal sparks. The champagne foams up creating a sea, the silence is so thick you could cut it with a knife.

I tremble all over, I don't want to be sold on to this old man, and I can't believe that Tylandora is really considering it. I see her cold gaze and know that she will do it. 

Rage breaks in her eyes and she pulls me out by my braid and into another room. The pain shoots through my scalp, my bump protests and with great effort I suppress a scream. The shame of being paraded in front of about fifty guests burns in my face. 

When we come across another human, Tylandora hisses to him: "Clear it up, quickly!"

Then she pushes me into a dark room, closes the door and comes over to me. "You clumsy, little, beast!" 

She slaps me with full force. Her hand slaps my skin and her long fingernails dig out furrows like a plow through a field. I duck to the side and cradle my cheek. It glows and burns like fire. I can feel a sticky liquid on the palm of my hand and know that it's blood. Tears creep out of my eyes and I fear her anger.

"How dare you embarrass me in front of my guests! I'm going to sell you for a time slot and with great satisfaction think about the fact that you must lie the rest of your life under this brute."

My mouth is wide open. She addresses me with so much hate that I am totally confused. The palms of my hands are cold and sweaty, I start to break out in panic, and my legs are as heavy as lead. But the worst is the feeling in my stomach. Despair and nausea. My heart is beating wildly.

I fall on my knees before my aunt and grab hold of her dress. "Please don’t. Please, don't do this to me. I’ll do everything you say. I really want to obey you. Just don't sell me. You know what he would do to me." 

Her voice sounds icy and calculating. "Why do you think I kept you from men all these years?"

I frown, I’m completely at a loss.

"Because it increases your market value. There are always men who want to be the first to pick a beautiful flower."

My breathing is erratic and I try not to gasp. "You were planning to sell me from the outset?" I whisper. The words gurgle from my throat like vomit. "Have you never loved me even a little?" I pour all my longing into these words.

She just snorts disparagingly. "Love you? When you were born I told my sister she should drown you. It would have been better to say you were a stillbirth, than to sully our family with this defect. But Antonella was so maudlin." Her eyes narrow to lifeless slits. "Then I had to deal with you, until you finally reached eighteen." 

On my birthday two weeks ago she made no indication she had even remembered it. I lit a candle in the silence of my room, one I had stolen from a chandelier. I sang myself a birthday song, held the photo of my parents in my hands and rocked back and forth on my knees. Tylandora found the scraps of wax in my room. I got nothing to eat for a day as punishment for the purloined candle .

Dark spots now dance behind my eyes, as I get more and more dizzy. My pulse rushes in my ears and my world is dull. I hear the words of my aunt as though I were under a bell.

"Now I am finally going to get something for all my trouble. Fix yourself up again, Elise. You look ragged."

The noise and brightness of her reception penetrate the room as she slips out through the door. Then she is gone and everything is quiet. I'm excluded from their world and weep. My sobs make my whole body shake. I don't notice the man behind the curtain until he steps out and squats down in front of me.

Startled, I suck in air. With a start I scrabble away from him.

"I won't hurt you," he says carefully. 

I squat against the wall and look at him suspiciously. There is no candle burning in the room and only the sparse appearances of the crescent moon shine through the curtains. The light source at his back hides his face. He is a black shadow, big and wide, with dark hair. I don't recognize him, even though he must have passed me when he arrived.

"How did you...?" I break off mid-sentence. It is not my place, to ask him questions. He answers me nevertheless.

"I was in here already, I wanted some peace to think and came in here."

I mumble "think" without any real energy.

"So, Tylandora is your aunt."

I nod quietly and wipe away my tears. 

He sighs. "To be honest, I wasn't sure whether I should accept her invitation at all. It is obvious that she wants to buy into the television business, and is hungry for a different station. I think it is a mistake to put even more power in this woman’s hands. But I was curious what she had to offer."

"And what has she offered them?" The question comes out before I can think about it. I suspect she has offered me. "Sorry," I apologize.

He cocks his head to one side. "What are you sorry for?"

"I have no right to ask a vampire a question."

I hear him growl, it’s dark and ominous. "Your aunt treats you like a prisoner."

"That’s what I am."

"She doesn’t seem to think much of family."

We both heard that she wanted to drown me. It is clear to me that he heard absolutely everything. Oh, no! I writhe inwardly.

"Tylandora has no human relatives," I say simply. 

No love. Not even a little bit. All these years I've wanted something that was totally out of reach. I thought keeping me away from men was her way to guard me. I was so wrong.

"She hasn’t offered me anything," he answers my initial question. "But, she hasn’t had an opportunity."

"Tylandora seems to have planned something with Callistus. I am part of their deal."

"Callistus? The old horse?" 

The man in front of me sounds stunned and I suddenly realize that I don't know his name. Slightly uncomfortably, I try to flatten my hair. I know that I should fix myself up, but I feel paralyzed.

He stretches his hand forward to calm me and moves slowly closer. I retreat back into the wall behind me, I’m so close I almost merge into it and stick like wallpaper. I have never learned to trust someone. Nevertheless, it is unusual that he doesn’t just grab me if he wants to hurt me. When he touches me, I hold my breath.

"Let me see it," he mumbles and indicates my cheek. 

Reflexively, I lift my hand to cover it. 

"Who did it?" he growls.

"What?" 

He was there, he saw it.

His fingers touch my swollen thumb and I jerk away. Not from pain. The contact makes me shudder.

"Shhh," he reassures me. "How did it happen?" he asks again. 

His voice is quiet and unobtrusive. I don't know what he intends with his care, but I know that vampires are not disinterested.

"I can’t say."

"Why not?"

"Because at the moment I still belong to Tylandora and she does not allow me to speak badly of vampires."

He points to my hand. "Did she do that?" 

I shake my head and try to recognize his face. But sluggish and dizzy I cannot manage to concentrate enough to see through the silver blackness of the room. My gaze is blurred and this is the moment in which I notice that I have started to cry again. The severity of the day depresses me. 

I don’t want to think about the fact that I’m changing owner and an old vampire will take me in his bed before the night is over. I press my legs together feeling petrified. None of the people who hold my life in their hands has good intentions for me. Tylandora has delivered me a terrible fate.

I would like to be alone in my room, I long to hear my music box once again. Tears roll down my face and I sniff. I want to see the photograph of my parents and smell my baby blanket one last time. I want to be alone with a razor blade. I can’t allow anything to happen to me. The idea is unspeakable. 

Sadness overwhelms me and I break down in tears in front of this stranger. He is with me in my darkest hour and I know neither his name nor his face. It may be that anonymity which enables him to put up with me, even though he is a man.

He takes my hand and rotates it in his. "It’s sprained."

"Yes."

"Does it hurt?"

Everything hurts. 

"No."

He remains still. This whole encounter feels strange. My skin is strangely foreign to me. I feel deaf and yet I feel his hand exactly. It is warm and strong. It holds me, even though I have no more hold on life. How pointless everything seems. What an irony that I can experience closeness once again at the end of my existence.

I remember how my mother used to hold me and sing me to sleep. She had a beautiful voice. I remember how my father whirled me through the air, as if I were a bird. In a world full of cages, I was free. And then I wasn't.

He doesn’t let go of my hand but lifts his other to touch my cheek. I hiss in pain and he withdraws. He stands up in one fluid movement and walks away from me. My hand is getting cold and I curl up in a ball like a hedgehog. Then he comes back. With a napkin and a carafe of Scotch.

"It's going to burn, but I don't want it to get inflamed."

I almost tell him that it’s no longer necessary. But then I bite my tongue. I will keep my decision to myself. It belongs to me alone. The idea will remain pure and unspoilt, in the same way as it ensures that I myself remain pure and unspoilt. I'll soak my room with my blood, imagine what Tylandora will make of that.

She will be annoyed that her business didn't work out as planned. She will bring in someone to get rid of the mess. I imagine one of her employees scrubbing the blood off the floor with bleach. No, I’d rather lie in the bed. Gently fall asleep. 

I have no bath in which to lie. In the water it would hurt less. But I'm not afraid. I know that my heart will pump faster and faster to compensate for the loss of blood, and that I will therefore bleed even faster. I’ll get giddy, but it doesn't matter to me if I'm lying down. At some point, I'll slip into unconsciousness. Maybe I’ll dream of my childhood, before the last heartbeat fades away. The thought of blood doesn't bother me. Tylandora has bitten me often enough. 

The idea of soon being reunited with my parents feels like a fairy tale. As if it's the most romantic thing left to me. I hum the lullaby that my mother used to sing to me.

A burning on my cheek frightens me from my imagination.

"Sorry," says the man and dabs my injury with the cloth. "It’s a disinfectant. And believe me, Tylandora has a lot of dirt on her hands."

I believe him. You don’t make it so far to the top, without a cold heart. 

I wonder why he apologizes to me. I wonder when a vampire last did this. I can't think of any time. He works carefully, which is confusing. Tylandora would have just tipped the bottle of liquid over my face. It is clear to me that she would find this task a waste of good alcohol. 

Frowning, I reach for the carafe. He lets me take it without protest. I turn it in the light of the moon and inhale surprised. He took the Lalique crystal decanter. The Scotch in it is priceless.

"This is Black Bowmore," I whisper. 

"And?" Unmoved, he continues dabbing.

"You’re using that for my scratch?" I’m stunned.

"Yes, and?" It seems to interest him as little as the color of the curtains.

"My aunt would say, this stuff is worth more than I am." 

I hear a slight laugh in his throat. "Then I would suggest you drink it. Then it is inside of you and you win on value."

Irritated I blink at him and curse the fact that I can see so little. Sullenly I breath through my teeth. "I doubt that Tylandora considers me a carafe. She would consider the Scotch ruined."

"But I don’t think so." He pauses in his work. "Take a drink."

"I can't."

What, if she smell it on me?

"I won’t tell anyone."

Then I remember that I’m already planning to kill myself. I shrug my shoulders unnoticeably. I’ve never drunken anything so precious.

"Okay then," I whisper and venture a taste. I feel an old freedom in me. I realize that she can’t take anything from me anymore, I'm finally free for this short period of time.

I lift the vessel to my mouth and take a sip. Well I’ll be damned! It burns like tinder. The taste paralyzes my tongue. Speechless I stare at it.

Once again, I hear him laugh. "You have to take a real mouthful."

I ready myself and then try again. The scotch bites at my throat as it goes down and ends up warm in my stomach. I push the decanter into his hand and pinch my eyes shut. The taste comes in waves through my mouth; first hot, then sweet; a flavor like honey, vanilla and fruits; then I notice the harsher notes; earthy, like moist soil; smoky and penetrating, as though I could actually taste the oak barrels where it was stored. I concentrate, I want to hold on to this sensation. There is a hint of roasted nuts, succulent and yet strong. Clearly a masculine drink. Wow.

When I open my eyes, I see that he is taking a sip too. He turns his profile to me and I see him before the window like a paper cut out. He has a slightly domed forehead, sweeping brows and a curved nose. His mouth is covered by the carafe, but his chin seems strong and distinctive. I can see his Adam’s apple moves as he drinks.

I observe him with prying eyes. He is older than I am, but significantly younger than Callistus. I would guess early thirties. I was never alone in the seclusion of a room with a man. Never so familiar through silence and darkness. Never so close or connected by the touch of hands. 

I remember this morning, Fernando and his brutality. This is surreal. The vampire this morning was far too real.

Finally, he sets the bottle down and nods. "Very very good."

I have to giggle because I would expect this comment at best when trying homemade Cola and not tens of thousands worth of single malt. I notice that we drank from the same bottle, like old friends, but is clear to me that we are not.

Slightly shaky, I try to get up on my feet. He stands up abruptly and helps me up. Again my hand is in his. I feel more than I see. His thumb rubs over my hand and goosebumps trickle down my spine like snow in December.

"What are you going to do?" he asks me and won't let me go.

My throat is dry. I think about the razor, my appointment with death, and stare at the ground.

"Do?" I whisper.

"Tylandora wants to sell you to Callistus." 

As if I could stop thinking about that! Helpless, I shrug my shoulders. "What should I do about it?"

He puts his free hand under my chin and lifts it up. The moon shines behind his shoulders. Only half. A waxing crescent. The idea, of not seeing him, makes me sad and I fight back the tears. I had not realized that my decision would make me so melancholic. On the other hand, I want to kill myself. How much sadder could I be?

"Close your eyes," he demands and I do so without thinking.

He strokes my face, exploring it with his hand. I know that he can see me exactly, because vampires rule the darkness. I feel fingers and rough calluses. His fingers wander over my eyebrows, down my nose, along the small channel under it and then sideways stroking my lips. Back and forth. 

The touch is so intense that I tremble. My mouth tingles and I lose myself in the moment. I cannot explain the longing sensation which he awakens in me.

"Did you ever kiss a man?" he whispers.

"No." 

My heart flutters and I think: a kiss before I die. Then at least I’ve been kissed. It's not like I’ve never thought about it. I have grown into a woman and I am lonely. Without parents and without love I have yearned for intimacy and immersed myself in the fantasy of a husband and children. Children, I'll no longer have.

"Do you want me to kiss you?" he asks quietly.

I only nod, I can find no words.

Just one kiss.

He lets go of my hand and covers my face with both of his, rubbing his thumbs over my temples. I imagine that I am Sleeping Beauty and he is kissing me the wrong way, into sleep. A very long, quiet night's sleep.

"Elise," he mumbles. 

Then his mouth is on mine and my heart stands still. Lips on lips. His breath is hot against my skin. Black Bowmore. The taste unites us. He exhales and I inhale. His air fills my lungs and I find it strangely intimate. His fingers wander in my hair, holding my head. So gently I hardly feel it. Unknown feelings buzz inside me like dragonflies in the summer and I taste how it could have been. His tongue tickles my lips and disappears again. Light as a feather. He let me fly.
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