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  Chapter 1




  Ray Thorpe met Violet Fox on a summer night in June.




  Ray’s new neighborhood, located on the outskirts of Four Winds in Fruit Ridge County, Michigan, was semirural. The houses spaced far enough apart that no one cared what their neighbors did. Several fruit orchards existed nearby, their branches heavy with peaches and budding green apples. A weeping willow tree took up part of the yard, the locusts singing inside the long, drooping branches.




  Ray noticed Vi from a distance; she looked about his age, seventeen. Her hair was a dark brown, cut in a pageboy. Small and thin, she wore denim shorts and a baggy pink T-shirt. She sat with her chin in her hand, brushing away a mosquito with the other. She watched as a large puppy, a yellow Labrador retriever, dug a hole on the tall grass. Dirt flew around its long legs, its tail wagging spastically. Ray looked away from the puppy, and saw Vi waving at him.




  He waved back as Vi rose from the picnic table. The puppy ran toward him.




  “Joy, come here!” she called.




  Ray, with Joy now running circles around him, approached the table.




  “I’m sorry. She’s so hyper.”




  “That’s okay. She’s friendly.”




  “How are you liking the old Petersen place?”




  Ray shrugged. “It’s all right. Needs some work.”He saw the lights on in her house through the front porch, which was painted white and surrounded by a wooden decorative arch.




  “What brings you out so late?” she asked.




  Her eyes were brown with long lashes, and freckles covered the bridge of her nose. The rest of her features were soft.




  “I couldn’t sleep. I have to get used to the place.”




  “I’ve never moved. Always been here.”




  “It’s so quiet.”




  “Nothing happens in Fruit Ridge.”




  “Nothing?”




  Although he seemed like the kind of boy who had to force himself to be sociable, Vi knew he was trying hard to chat her up. He was taller than her, and she assumed he was older. His long, blond hair was almost white, combed close to his head and parted to the side. His blue eyes were pale in the dark. He had fair skin with a long nose and a wide forehead with a small scar above his left eyebrow. His skinny build had not quite filled out, but his arms and chest looked strong under the white T-shirt. “Where did you live before?”




  “Boston. Then Vermont. South Carolina. I was born in California.”




  “Now Michigan.”




  “Yeah. My parents get restless.”




  She covered her mouth with her hand, suppressing a yawn. “I’d go to bed, but I’m waiting on Joy.”




  The puppy was crouching, getting ready to relieve herself.




  “She should be done soon,” Ray said.




  “How long do you think it takes a dog to pass a twenty-dollar bill?”




  “What?” He turned to look at Vi, who was grinning. He noticed a dimple near the corner of her mouth.




  She stifled her laughter. “Joy ate my gas money. She found it on the coffee table. I tried to pull it out of her mouth, but she swallowed the whole bill. Now, I have to wait for her to pass it.”




  They watched Joy finish her business then charge up the front steps.




  Vi shook her head. “She only took a leak.”




  The front door opened, and the puppy went inside. The figure behind the screen was a broad-shouldered, heavy guy. Ray could not make out his face, just the thick head of dark hair.




  “Is it out yet?” the guy asked.




  “No,” Vi said.




  “I can give you a ride to work tomorrow.”




  “Okay. Thanks.”




  The guy turned away and went back into the house.




  “Is he your dad?”




  “No, my brother Gary. He’s my oldest brother.”




  “Where do you work?”




  “At the Four Winds Mall, in the Marshall’s department store.”




  “I might have a job there at Media Store. My parents know the manager.”




  “Not too many jobs around here. Gary’s laid off. So is my other brother, Nicky, but our mom is still working.”




  He hoped she would not ask him what his parents did for a living, at least not until he came up with a good lie. With each town, he tried to stick to the same story; his parents worked different shifts–his dad on days, his mother on nights. He had to make excuses to other people, his friends and teachers–Mom was too tired to attend conferences and Dad was working a lot of overtime. He could not tell his friends that they were not allowed to come over. Ray and his dad had to protect her, keep her secrets.




  “My mom will try to get something at night. She’s worked third shift forever.”




  “My mom works third at a nursing home. She’s a nurse’s aide.”




  Vi yawned again. Ray wanted to leave before she asked more questions, but he found himself attracted to her warmth and seeming acceptance. However, he knew he was the outsider, the one who would leave at any time when the rumors came too close or people started asking questions he could not answer.




  “You’re tired. I need to get some sleep, too.”




  “What’s your name?”




  “Ray.”




  “I’m Violet, Vi for short.”




  “Nice to meet you, Vi. Goodnight.”




  * * * *




  Ray returned to the house. The old stairs creaked under his feet as he went to his room.




  Lena was standing in the hallway. Ray knew when she had an exciting night because she could barely contain her energy. Her thick black hair was pulled away from her pale face; her lips and cheeks were flushed red. Her dark eyes glowed like embers. Ray could imagine the young male victim who would be dumb enough to leave with her. He knew she was sexy, the toss of her wavy hair and the vulnerable, but seductive, way about her. Her laugh was warm, and her voice still contained a trace of Hungarian. With a flash of her pale wrist and French manicure with long white tips, she could make smoking a cigarette sensual. Smoking could not kill her.




  Lena was wearing a black dress with thin straps and no shoes, her hair down. Ray could smell the night air and her prey’s blood on her skin.




  She came closer, and Ray did not step back. He faced her, as he had every day of his life. Ray realized that he was lucky Lena preferred not to feed from children. He never doubted who came first in her mind.




  “I saw you talking to a girl.”




  “Yeah. Her name is Violet.”




  “Do you like her?”




  “Maybe.”




  “It’s good you’re making friends.”




  “What does that mean?”




  She ignored his sarcasm. “I’m hoping we can stay here. You can finish school. Senior year is important, from what I’ve heard.”




  Ray could not imagine Lena at his age. She was always something other than human; imagining her in a prom dress or a cap and gown seemed degrading. She was better, the promise of a more glamorous, more satisfying adult world.




  “Do you want me to wait another year?”




  “For what?” He watched her lips twist into a smirk, the look she gave his father when she was teasing him. Ray did not want her to think he was being a fool; that he had taken her offer lightly. “For you to change me, Ma.”




  She shook her head. “No hurry. I’m not going anywhere.”




  “You were my age when you changed.”




  “I didn’t have a choice.”




  “You’re giving me a choice, but it’s on your terms, like usual.”




  “Do you know why? Because you can’t possibly understand what I can give you. You only think you know, and that’s why I want you to wait.”




  “Then I’ll never be ready.”




  “Maybe I’m the one who is not ready. Maybe I want you to stay innocent a little longer.”




  “Innocent?”




  She reached up and rubbed the back of her neck through her hair. Ray noticed the dried blood smear on the back of her arm.




  “I need a bath. You need to sleep.”




  Ray knew she only wanted to end the discussion. “Yeah. Goodnight, Ma.”




  * * * *




  “He’s seventeen,” Ed said. “He wants now what he could have tomorrow.”




  Lena had taken her bath and changed into a clean nightgown. She joined Ed in the musty cellar, where he had placed her casket. The cellar leaked on rainy days and the old pipes nearby were covered with mildew. Ed had been a plumber and a handyman; his work was cut out for him with a farmhouse built sometime before World War I. Lena knew the house’s history from the voices she heard, leftover spirit energy of a large family that worked those fields. They had harvested blueberries and blackberries, now overgrown with weeds. Tonight, she had seen the old man in overalls, staring at her by the barn. She thought about talking to him but knew she would only confuse the poor soul.




  Ed was sitting in a chair, the bare light bulb swinging over his head as he read the newspaper. Ed had a slight build, and short, dark hair parted to one side. His eyes were a soft brown with long lashes; his features were still boyish but pale. He was in his early thirties when Lena met him; his life on an Oklahoma dirt farm had not yet broken his back. He was sensitive and kind; the man Lena found by accident.




  “I try to explain to Ray that it can wait.”




  “Give him time to change his mind.”




  “He wants to talk about it more and more.”




  “I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist offering immortality to him, but I can’t help wonder if you’re offering to protect yourself.”




  Lena raised an eyebrow. “I could keep him human, and he would be no threat to me.”




  “Would he? Lena, there is no going back from when we agreed to be a family. I have been with you for almost eighty years, and you chose not to completely change me. I am also immortal—”




  “Only as long as you are not seriously harmed, and I continue to exist. If something should happen to me—”




  “I wouldn’t want to live without you.”




  “Is that how you want it to be for Ray?”




  “No. He wants his freedom; he can’t be tied to you like that.” Ed dropped the paper to the floor. “He has to decide for himself, and I want you to let him choose.”




  “Of course, I love Ray.”




  “I know, but dealing with a seventeen year old...” “Do you think I might kill him?” She kneeled down next to Ed, her chin almost on his knee. “I have enough control. I won’t force myself on Ray.”




  “You almost killed his mother.”




  “I was jealous. Rhonda gave you the son I couldn’t; then he was stuck with me for a mother. Besides, have I ever harmed you?”




  “No, you haven’t. I trust you, always have, but Ray has put up with a lot–the moving, the lack of friends, keeping our secrets. I don’t want him to make any choices out of anger. Although I think that’s the only thing that will push him into choosing. You need to remind him of all he’s going to lose, things he can’t even appreciate now.” “Are you telling him this, Ed?”




  “You need to tell him.”




  “He won’t listen.”




  “He is listening, Lena, but he just can’t grasp it all. I’ve been with you for a long time, and even I’m frightened of what you are.”




  “So am I, Ed. I have searched and traveled to so many places, but I still don’t understand any of it. You and Ray are what make my life truly meaningful. I could live forever, but it’s all lies after awhile.”




  “Try to convince Ray of that.”




  “It’s something you can only learn the hard way, Ed.”




  * * * *




  Lena dreamed often of her father’s fortress with walls a foot thick, twelve feet high, and sharp ends pointing skyward. Her father was Stephan Darvulia, an illegitimate son of a Hungarian count who had risen in the ranks of his father’s army in the 1440s. An ambitious soldier, he defeated Turkish troops in battle after battle. Darvulia, with his own army, attempted to take part of Transylvania but was captured by the Turks. The sultan must have been a generous man. He released Darvulia, who pledged his loyalty to him and was married to one of the sultan’s daughters, Fatima, who later became a Christian.




  In her dream, Lena could hear the birds’ morning song while walking across the courtyard, the dew shimmering on the grass and the sun tingling on her skin. The fortress, including a modest castle and a small army of mercenaries, was meant as a place to protect Darvulia’s wife and three daughters. He was a duplicitous man, having pledged his loyalty to the Holy Roman emperor before Lena was a teenager. His new campaign was defeated, but Darvulia managed to stay in the good graces of the emperor, and his wife and daughters remained safe. However, one wrong move and Darvulia was a dead man, leaving his family defenseless.




  Lena was not privy to these things as a girl and neither were her sisters, Katya and Eva. Lena sometimes saw their faces in her dreams, and she would wake up sobbing from missing them, bloody tears on her cheeks.




  Darvulia, known as the Black Knight or Darvulia the Two-Faced, returned from his last campaign a vampire.




  Lena could see her mother; the plump, black-haired Fatima, wearing a loose dress and a long silver chain with a crucifix swinging at her round belly. Lena did not have to reach Fatima to notice the sadness and worry on her mother’s face, the very look she wore the day they all died, except for Lena. Gregory saved her for later.




  Fatima turned her face up, gazing at the sky. Lena, now close to her, also looked up. The huge ball of fire gave off no heat. A large bat emerged from the smoke. Its wings opened wide; long, sharp fangs took up most of its rat-like face as the hungry mouth descended on the women. Fatima screamed, and Lena awoke from the dream, calling for her mother, wanting to save her. She realizes she is in the cellar, in the oak casket Ed made for her decades ago. She tries to close her eyes but sees Fatima, so terrified, behind them.




  My poor, simple mother, she thought. One of them had cut her throat as she prayed at their feet. She was a Christian, a real believer, but Jesus did not create the vampire. He only knew them as legion.




  Gregory told her that story many times. His creator, Athena, had seen Jesus perform a miracle in Rome, curing a woman of madness by placing his hands on hers. Gregory loved Athena, but she, knowing she had created a true monster, fled from him.




  Stephan Darvulia, the handsome and cunning two-faced warrior, could not defend his own family the night Gregory and his men came. They slaughtered her father’s small troop of defenders at the fortress. The last she saw of him was Darvulia’s head stuck at the top of the gate, facing east.




  Chapter 2




  Vi was looking out the kitchen window when she saw the old truck pull out, Ray on the passenger side and his father at the wheel.




  Vi was dressed for work, wearing a blue blouse and black pants with a Marshall’s nametag pinned just above her left breast. Her manager would put her in the back where she would unwrap women’s clothes, place shirts and pants on racks, and fold jeans and shirts that would be piled on carts and taken to the sales floor by the night crew.




  The job was tedious, and the time passed as if through an hourglass. Gary’s ex-wife, Heather, an assistant manager at the time, had helped Vi get the job last year. Vi kept working there even after Heather quit because she did not think she could find a job anywhere else in Four Winds. Her family was just getting by; the only blessing was that the house had been paid off decades ago when Vi’s parents, Tom and Liz, inherited the place when Liz’s mother died. Tom refused to go along with refinancing all the years they lived there, which was Vi’s entire life. When he died, Liz chose to ignore the needed repairs for many years; until, during a frightening summer storm with high winds, a tree fell on the house, necessitating a new roof. The insurance covered the construction and a few new windows upstairs, but the paint job was courtesy of Vi and her brothers Seth and Nicky.




  A few months ago, Vi found out she was pregnant. She waited weeks before telling Liz that she thought she might be pregnant. Her mother, after subjecting Vi to her disappointed looks and accusations, made the doctor’s appointment. The father was Josh, Vi’s boyfriend for the last year. He had moved to Nevada with his parents.




  Vi realized later that she only had had sex with him to get away from rumors that she was either gay or crazy. Her former best friend, Natalie Stewart, had started those rumors about her a few years before.




  Vi’s unpopularity almost took her out of school when she got into a fight with Natalie in the mall parking lot. Vi’s repressed hurt and anger came out. Natalie ended up with a black eye, and Vi was missing a patch of hair. Vi told Natalie that if she saw her at school, she would kill her. Although Vi’s threat was empty, Natalie went to the principal, and Vi was almost expelled.




  Vi and Natalie managed to avoid each other the rest of the school year. Vi still could not understand why Natalie said those things about her or why the other girls went along with it. They would put their fingers up to their lips, making a V sign, and stick their tongues out. She had to stop taking the bus when two boys from her school chased her in their car. When her brother, Nicky, found out, he got into a fight with them and ended up getting arrested.




  Seth and Nicky told Vi that Natalie was just jealous, but Vi could not imagine why. Nicky knew Natalie’s older sister, who said Natalie started to say those things after an older, popular boy she liked said that he’d rather have sex with Violet Fox anytime than that troll-faced Natalie. The following Monday, Natalie was called Troll-Face for the rest of tenth grade.




  Vi had wondered where the Troll-Face thing came from. Because one popular boy said it, everyone jumped on it. When Natalie heard she had been compared to Vi in such a way, she wanted to separate herself from everyone’s ridicule. She did that by finding a way to make Vi the object of ridicule instead. However, Natalie underestimated the fear and homophobia of their classmates.




  The real gay students at her school dealt with fewer problems than Vi. Not only was she considered gay but also a compulsive liar, a drug dealer, and a thief. Vi had once enjoyed writing for the school paper and acting in school productions–playing Bianca in the Taming of the Shrew. By the end of the year, her pieces were rejected for the paper, and she was no longer chosen for the smallest roles in plays. She had been patient, but the negative reaction by her teachers was the last straw. Vi was depressed, dragging herself to school everyday until she met Josh.




  Josh was no more popular than Vi. He was a new kid who had moved many times while growing up; his father was in the military. Josh was tall and skinny, like Ray, and sensitive and funny.




  Despite his passive, and at times bland, personality, Vi made him her boyfriend. Vi would never say she was in love with him, but she could pretend. He was the only friend she had at the time. Their summer romance consisted of days at the lake and dates to the movies. She lost her virginity to him because she knew he would be nice about it, and he was. They returned to school in the fall as an established couple. Her classmates left her alone. Josh told her he wanted to date another girl he’d met at work, and she complied. Although they were broken up, they would occasionally have sex.




  Vi could have dated other guys like her partner in chemistry class, but he was not as “convenient” as Josh. He did not know when to leave her alone; he would call her twice a day after school until she told him to stop, which made chem class awkward for the rest of the year.




  Vi had even managed to make a few more friends during junior year and get invited to a few parties. She had to tolerate Natalie in geometry class, but they were otherwise separated. Vi thought back on the fun times and how kind Natalie’s family had been when her dad died. She considered it a shame that their friendship ended over something a stupid boy said. He no longer went to their school, and Vi could not even remember his name.




  Vi had been on the pill but stopped taking it for a short time. She started again for a few days around the time Josh wanted to have sex. He was out of condoms, but Vi thought it would be all right. He had told her about having to move to Nevada, and Vi knew it would be the last time for them. Josh was long gone when Vi discovered she might be pregnant.




  She suffered a miscarriage when she fell from a ladder while house painting. The pain was unlike anything she had ever known. The doctor told her she could still become pregnant in the future and some women might endure several miscarriages before becoming mothers. Once the pain was gone, Vi was relieved. She did not want to be tied down to anything or anyone.




  Vi’s independent streak came from Liz and her side of the family, where the women thought of men as nothing but trouble. However, Vi’s grandmother and aunts had been married many times. Growing up in a house full of guys, Vi began to think like one. Gary divorced Heather after her affair with a man who had worked at Marshall’s in shipping and receiving. Vi’s second oldest brother was in Iraq, and his wife and kids were waiting for him to come home. Seth was going to the community college and hoped to complete an engineering degree. Nicky was waiting for his first unemployment check. He had managed to last six months at his last job before being laid off.




  Vi had once hoped her life would turn out like a Julia Roberts movie, and she would have everything she wanted in the end–money, acceptance, a new house, all the good things. However, Vi was learning that love was more elusive than pain, and she wondered when love, real love, would come around.




  Vi knew Ray had met her by chance; he could not be looking for a girl like her. There was something far away, distant, about him. She was sure he had a secret, maybe a girlfriend or a past crime.




  “You ready to go?”




  Gary’s voice made her snap out of her reverie. “Yeah. Let me get my purse.”




  Joy finally passed the twenty-dollar bill, but Vi refused to touch it. Gary rinsed out the fully intact bill in the kitchen sink. He told her he would exchange a bill of his own for hers but had to get to an ATM to do it. In the meantime, Gary would give her a ride to work.




  He put on his gray fleece jacket. “I gotta stop and get gas first.”




  “Are you using that twenty?”




  “Sure. Who’s gonna know?”




  * * * *




  Ed opened the large menu the waitress had placed at their table. “They have shrimp wrapped in bacon. I love those garlic cheese biscuits.”




  Ray knew Ed would order the huge shrimp platter. No one loved shrimp more than Ed, except maybe Bubba from Forrest Gump.




  The restaurant was across from the Four Winds Mall, where Ed and Ray were going to meet with Maxine later. She was a manager at Media Store, where Ray hoped to get a job.




  Ed put the menu down. “Lena told me that you’re getting impatient...”




  Ray knew what his father was getting at, and Ed must have been serious if he wanted to discuss it in a public place. “I think I’m ready, maybe another year.”




  “You will have to spend many years looking like a seventeen-year-old,” Ed said.




  The server came. Ed and Ray ordered their meals; Ray also opted for shrimp.




  “You still look like a thirty-year-old man.”




  Ed grinned. “Immortality without the mess, but I’m permanently tied to Lena.”




  “Even when you were with my mother?”




  Ed unraveled the cloth napkin and pulled out the silverware. “Sometimes, Lena and I needed to be apart. We were living in L.A., and I was working at a radio station then. She went to stay with Maxine in San Francisco. I guess we were getting on each other’s nerves a bit. Then she met this...other vampire, so she lived with him for a while. We had been through break-ups before, but we would always get back together.”




  “Is that when you met her?”




  “I met Rhonda when she came into the station. She had won concert tickets. I think it was Pearl Jam. Anyway, we started talking. She brought two other girlfriends with her. I wasn’t sure why, but she knew me by name.”




  The waitress brought their salads and drinks along with a basket of garlic cheese biscuits. Ed put a biscuit in his mouth immediately, and Ray knew he would have to wait for the rest of the story.




  Ray had not known how his parents met, or that Ed and Lena were ever separated. They had shared very little with Ray; he grew up looking for answers in cellars and basements, finding the occasional box containing documents or Lena’s junk, including an old tapestry Ed sold to a collector. Lena had woven the tapestry on a loom as a young woman, keeping it safe and dry for centuries. The colors were a faded red, black, and blue. Lena’s original design was a black knight chess piece that represented her father; a lone yellow star, her mother; and the dark blue hawk with its wings spread representing someone else. Lena had kept the tapestry hanging on the living room wall of their last house, when they lived on the South Carolina coast. Ed sold his boat and the tapestry, so they could move again. Lena felt it was the right time to go.




  Lena had sold pieces of jewelry and other things over the years. She did not want Ed to work; she needed him near when she rested during the day. Ray’s early childhood was a blur, but he could recall being told to “play quiet” often enough.




  Ed devoured his biscuit and took a sip of his iced tea.




  “How did she know your name?” Ray asked.




  Ed had the fork in his hand, ready to dig into his salad. “Her family knew Lena. Big surprise, huh?”




  “In what way?”




  “Rhonda’s grandmother, Helen, was one of them.”




  “Oh. So they all knew each other?”




  “A small community has always been out there. I think Rhonda was curious about me because of Lena. Anyway, by the time Rhonda became pregnant, Lena wanted me back. Rhonda was only nineteen years old when you were born; she couldn’t handle the responsibility, no matter how rich she was. She gave you to me, and Lena accepted you. Problem solved.”




  Ed ate his salad while Ray thought about what his father said. Rhonda would be in her mid-thirties, rich, and living in Los Angeles. Trusting a vampire to help raise her child, she had handed him off to Ed and Lena. Why?




  “Her father said he would cut her off if she had the baby. Good thing Sonny died before you were born. He had a bad heart from years of drinking and using drugs. I never liked him. He was lazy, a hippie-turned-Jesus-freak who hated vampires, even though the wealth flowed from Helen, not him. He had no right to threaten Rhonda. Lena later told me that Helen would have made sure Rhonda had money, but I think caring for a baby frightened her. When your mother told me that she wanted me to take you, Lena lost her patience and went after Rhonda at Helen’s estate. She beat Rhonda half to death before Helen could stop her. Lena agreed to raise you with me, but she wanted to leave the state. She refused to take any money from Helen. We moved to upstate New York, then Boston. Before we knew it, you were a teenager.”




  “Did she have more kids?”




  “No. I think she was afraid to.”




  They finished their salad and entrees in silence. After the dessert menu was laid on the table, Ray asked, “How long have you and Ma been together?”




  “About eighty years. We met during the Depression. I had a farm in Oklahoma that I walked away from. The place belonged to my first wife, Dottie, but she died that winter. The dust got in her lungs. Nothing could grow there, with the drought and the dust storms, terrible time, just hell. She had been dead for weeks; I was alone in that place. All of the animals were dead. I left on a Saturday, and I didn’t even take a bag. Lucky for me, I met Lena a few nights later.”




  “On the road?”




  “I was staying at this camp near Dallas, some people left homeless by the Depression started to put together these small communities where they lived in boxes and tents. They became an extended family. Lena would come there at night, in her old dress and coat, to feed from the young drifters like me. But she was my salvation; she gave me a new life.”




  * * * *




  Full of food, including a shared brownie sundae, Ed and Ray walked into the Four Winds Mall, passing the giant metal sculpture of a compass on display in front of the massive parking lot.




  Ray’s meal settled in his stomach as they passed a pretzel place, dollar store, greeting card store, and Radio Shack. Ed, as was his habit, pointed to whatever caught his attention. “Look at that leather coat! Lena would love that. I can’t remember the last time I bought her jewelry. That hot tub is huge! I’d like to buy one of those RVs, but there’s no room for her cask–things, I mean.”




  Ed admired material things but never overspent. He was always careful with Lena‘s money. Her tapestry sold for forty thousand dollars, just enough to buy the old house and pay the bills for a while. He talked often about getting a job, but his real work was taking care of his family.




  Ray noticed the closed stores with boarded or bar windows, including Gap and Starbuck’s. Groups of kids and teenagers were hanging around but bought little, except for a drink or a snack at the food court. They wore their Aeropostale T-shirts until tattered; the rest of their clothes looked as though they were from last year, before their parents were laid off.




  They entered Media Store; racks of CDs and DVDs greeted them. Music blared from the sound system, and Maxine was behind the counter, reading a magazine.




  Maxine, Max to her friends, was a tall woman, over six feet. Her blonde hair was cut very short, her blue eyes pale, and the rest of her features angular. She wore a red polo shirt with the Media Store logo on the front.




  Ed and Ray looked around. The store was empty; not one person was to pick at the huge variety of music and movies.




  “Max, business is jumping,” Ed said.




  She looked up, her warm smile off-setting her Amazonian appearance. “If it gets any busier, I’ll let the kids steal the stuff just so I can chase ’em. I’m that bored.




  “So I take it you’re not hiring?” Ed asked.




  “I still need someone for days this summer. One of my girls is on maternity leave and won’t be back until August. Hopefully, this place won’t close before then.”




  “Can Ray fill out an application?”




  She shook her head. “You have to apply on the website but don’t worry about that.” She turned to Ray. “When can you start?”




  “Um...tomorrow, I guess.”




  “Be here at three.”




  “Max?” Ed asked.




  “What?”




  “How do you work here all day?”




  “You mean, the sunlight?” Ed nodded. “I can go outside during the day, but it makes me feel tired and uncomfortable. I get here as soon as possible. My car has tinted windows, and I park underground. I waste no time coming into the mall building. The only direct sunlight comes from the roof, and very little gets in the store. I enter through the closest door. Also, I don’t come in until later in the day, and it’s usually dark when I leave.”




  “Lena is terrified of daylight,” Ed said.




  “Gregory probably taught her to be; those old boys didn’t go anywhere without some native soil in their shoes—”




  She stopped talking when two men entered the store.




  “Well, Ray will definitely be here tomorrow at three.”




  “I can give you your paperwork then, Ray, and tell Lena I said hello.”




  They said their goodbyes and walked out of the store.




  “Didn’t you say Maxine lived in San Francisco?” Ray asked.




  “Yes, she did.”




  “Why did she move here?”




  “She wanted a new start. She stayed in touch; she and Lena have been friends for a long time. They both worked the night shift at a factory in Chicago during World War II, making airplane parts for the government. Lena would wear that scarf on her head while working the riveter. When she found out Maxine was the same, they decided they were better off as friends than rivals. They would go out after their shift...”




  Ray stopped listening when he saw Vi walking out of the Marshall’s mall entrance. She noticed him and waved, hesitating for a moment before approaching them.




  “Hi. Doing some shopping?”




  “I just got a job at Media Store.”




  “That’s great.”




  “This is my dad, Ed Thorpe.”




  “Hi. I’m Vi, your neighbor.”




  Ed nodded. “The Fox farm.”




  “It hasn’t been a farm in a long time, not since my great-grandparents.”




  “How is business at Marshall’s?”




  “Slow. Another sale this weekend, but there’s been lay-offs.”




  “Who can afford to shop?”




  “Not in this town. Are you working days or nights, Ray?”




  “Nights and weekends for now. Did you get your gas money?”




  He saw Vi’s face redden, but she laughed. “Yes, but Gary traded with me. I wasn’t touching it.”




  “Who’s Gary?” Ed asked, wondering what was so funny.




  “My brother. There’s also Seth and Nicky. It’s a zoo.”




  “Joy’s not the only animal?” Ray asked.




  “Not with them.” Vi looked at her watch. “I’m on break. I want to get something to drink before I go back.”




  “We just ate a huge dinner. I feel like I need a nap.”




  “Nice meeting you, Vi,” Ed said.




  “You, too. See you later, Ray.”




  Ray stared at her as she walked away. His interest in the girl was not lost on Ed. “What did she mean about her gas money?”




  “Her dog ate it.”




  * * * *




  Vi was not surprised to see Ray come by that night.




  She was back in her T-shirt and shorts, tired from a night’s work at the store, but she was willing to wait for Ray. A small bowl of strawberries, freshly picked from behind her house, were on the table. She offered him the bowl, but he shook his head. His stomach was still bloated from dinner.




  “We should try hanging out during the day,” she said.




  Ray petted Joy, the hair on her ears silky. “I told my dad about Joy eating your money. He said he and my mom once had a dog that ate one of my mom’s bras. He barfed it up later, but he was okay. I think Dad said he was a bull mastiff.”




  “Big dogs. A whole bra, huh?”




  They both laughed, but Ray did not tell her the rest of the story. The dog was killed by a pack of wolves. Ed and Lena had tried living in a cabin in the Canadian wilderness for a while in the 1970s. They encountered some wolves that tried to enter their home, attempting to get close to Lena. The dog tried to protect her but was torn apart. Ed shot one of the wolves the following night, and the dead animal turned into a woman with a swollen belly. Ed and Lena left the next day, heading for the city; they knew the rest of the shape-shifters in the pack would be looking for them.




  Ray was not sure if he had heard that story before. Ed had been more forthcoming with information lately, as if he was trying to share with Ray everything he knew before Lena could change him.




  Vi was looking at Ray, expecting him to do something. She had approached him in the mall, despite his dad’s presence. He took in her direct gaze, and it gave him confidence.




  “So...what do you like to do on a first date?”




  She raised a strawberry to her lips. “Eat lobster.”




  She saw his pained expression and laughed.




  “I just ate there, Vi.”




  Chapter 3




  The owl, her night watchman, gazed at Lena with his wide yellow stare. Her movements did not disturb him; she was no stranger after six hundred years.




  Lena was walking through the woods to go into town. When she lived in Manhattan with Ed in the 1950s, she could fly to Queens or Brooklyn to feed and be back in an hour. Now, feeding could take all night.




  Lena considered going to the new subdivision; it was only a few miles from the farmhouse. She had already peeked in every window of every ranch-style or split-level house; she could watch these people grow old and fat, feeding on the stress and dissatisfaction in their blood. Their houses would fall into disrepair and neglect in a few decades, leaving nothing but ruins. Lena was once again reminded of her father’s fortress. It was still standing as a tourist attraction in the Carpathian Mountains. Strangers walked through the courtyard daily; grass and weeds covered the cobblestones where Gregory beheaded Stephan Darvulia. For some reason, Gregory and his army did not burn the place down but left the dead to be eaten by animals.




  Two stray cats walked across from her; she could see their eyes glow in the dark. Lena was barefoot and dressed in a thin, sleeveless nightgown, a gentle breeze blowing her skirt.




  Lena found the clearing behind the old apple trees with fruit rotting on the ground. She started to walk faster, her steps becoming a run. As she rose from the ground, she felt her body become light. She carried herself past the orchards, quiet streets, and rooftops, and arrived downtown in minutes.




  She landed on the roof of an old factory, watching some bar patrons across the street stumble and laugh as they reached their vehicles. Feeding from drunks was easy, but Lena felt that tonight was going to be different.




  She looked out at the old buildings, some of which were being renovated into loft apartments. Several boats were docked nearby. She was considering going to the docks when she felt someone behind her.




  Lena could imagine what she would look like to a stranger; with her wild-looking black hair, pale skin, and white nightgown, she could be mistaken for an escaped lunatic.




  The figure, standing yards away from her, was tall and wore a black coat and ski mask. Steel-toed boots covered his feet.




  Lena knew he had come for her. She stared at him, her hunger and fear forcing her fangs through her gums, the tips warm on her bottom lip. Speeding toward the fool, she threw her head back.




  The hunter raised his arm, a wooden stake tucked into his sleeve.




  Lena used to wonder if all hunters were trained at the same school. She knew all of her kind could not be killed the same way; the older a vampire, the stronger, and the only thing that could take Lena now would be decapitation.




  She had suffered a wooden stake to the heart before; Ed was stuck with the unpleasant task of pulling out various pieces of wood from her upper torso through the years, once on a pool table and again on the backseat of Ed’s old Buick. The pain was excruciating but would feel no different for a human; their death only took longer, the suffering worse.




  The hunter’s wooden stake slid from the cuff of his coat; the sharp end just missed Lena as it swerved but managed to tear through her upper arm.




  She landed on her side. He stayed on his back with his head turned, staring at her.




  “Let me see your face, idiot.”




  She could smell his fear, the sweat breaking out all over him. He was young and inexperienced, not used to encountering her kind.




  Lena had enough close calls in the past to know that hunters did not usually go it alone. They were also older and better armed, coming with the dawn or waiting until dusk. They were predictable, just like their prey.




  He raised his hand, pulling at the top of his ski mask.




  He had not spoken, but Lena could feel him try to close off his mind to her. Thick dark locks fell away from a young, handsome face. She took one look at his lips, red from the cold, and pounced.




  She straddled his hips; her hands ripped through the thick coat and black sweater. He did not scream; maybe he thought he had a chance to get away alive. His stillness was making her task easy, but he kept his mind locked. She could not feel his fear, but Lena had become too hungry, too aroused, to care. Her mouth was open, jaw locked, and fangs ready to take that dive into him.




  He tried to squirm under her weight. Lena crushed two of his ribs with one punch, and he broke his silence, making a frightened yell.




  “Your heart still beats, idiot.”




  She put her hands together and came down, almost crushing his chest. Lena had not done this in many years, but the feel of bones breaking and the promise of the warm, trembling muscle in her mouth was enough to make her work fast. Wanting to take an easier route through the softer tissue of his guts, she pulled the remaining clothes away. The hunter’s breath was raspy, but his terror finally opened his mind to her. What she heard made her pull her hands away.




  “Who sent you?” she asked.




  A gush of blood ran from the corners of his mouth as he grinned.




  Lena leaned into his face. “Tell me or I’ll–eat–your–heart.”




  She let him raise his hands. He touched her face gently. She looked in his eyes and found the answer.




  “No one knows you’re here?”




  He nodded.




  “What do you want from me?”




  He pulled his hands away and turned his head to the side, spitting up more blood. When he was done, he faced her. “Rhonda wanted him to have some money. A trust fund...”




  Lena shook her head. “Why do you want me to know this?”




  “He’s Helen’s great-grandson.”
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