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Dare I?




Anna is just about to thread the gold hoop of
her earring through her earlobe when her doorbell chimes its three
tones. Her heartbeat picks up instantly, and at once her hands
start shaking too much for her to put the earrings on. She lays
them down on the dresser, gives the mirror a final glance to make
sure she looks good, and hurries to the door. She doesn’t even try
to calm her thoughts. It never works.

The door swings open to reveal Chase. His
smile widens when he sees Anna, and the butterflies in her stomach
fly a little more erratically. His hair is windswept, and the light
in his eyes tells of the joy of hunting. It was this same light
that attracted her the first time she saw him. In the following
weeks she was sometimes scared of it, just a little, but she has
gotten used to it and to what it means. It has only been eight
months, but sometimes she feels like she’s always known him.

“Ready, lovely?” he asks, offering her his
hand, palm up.

With him, the question is far from innocuous.
Once, in the middle of winter, he took her to the beach, and built
such a roaring fire in the sand that she never felt the cold, even
when their clothes fell away. Another time, he taught her to ride a
horse after she had casually mentioned a few days before that she
had always wanted to try horseback riding but had never had the
chance. He told her he had a surprise in mind for her this night.
She has been wondering what it was for almost two days.

She slides her hand into his. “Ready.”

He uses his hold on her hand to gently pull
her over the threshold and into his arms. Immediately, his mouth
descends on hers for a quick but fiery kiss that makes Anna melt. A
little lightheaded, she rests her cheek on his shoulder for an
instant and closes her eyes. She can’t imagine what her life would
be like today if she had never dared to take that first step toward
him.




* * * *




A bit of lettuce and a crouton dangled
precariously from her forgotten fork as Anna stared in turn at the
two women in front of her, who continued to eat their lunch as
though one of them had not just said anything remarkable.

“What do you mean, I don’t know how to have
fun?” she asked Jessie. “Of course I do! I’m having lunch with two
of my friends in the best restaurant in town!”

Jessie’s mouth was full, and Carol took the
opportunity to answer in her stead. “And when at the best
restaurant in town, you order a Caesar salad and a glass of
water.”

Anna looked down at her plate before glancing
at her friends’. One had ordered some fancy fish in a red sauce
that looked delicious, and the other was finishing a plate of
shrimp prepared in five different ways. Compared to that, her salad
did seem a little bland but that didn’t mean anything.

“You always order a salad,” Jessie pointed
out before Anna could protest that she hadn’t been very hungry. “It
doesn’t matter where we go, that’s what you order. I love you girl,
but you can be really predictable sometimes. You need to learn to
shake things up!”

“You’re not getting any younger,” Carol
added, and on Anna’s dark look she grinned. “OK, none of us are.
But getting older doesn’t mean we can’t do anything fun anymore or
have to eat like rabbits!”

Anna let out a quiet snort at that, drawing a
reproving glance from the passing maitre d’. She felt herself
blushing as she dropped her eyes back to her plate and speared a
piece of lettuce with a little too much strength. She winced at the
sound of her fork hitting the porcelain plate.

“And what is it that you do to have fun, Miss
Soon-To-Be-Happily-Married? Other than deciding twice a week on a
new color for our dresses?”

Her tone was snippy, and Anna regretted her
words as soon as they passed her lips. Bitterness at soon being the
last of her group of friends not to have a significant other had
surged out of nowhere. She was usually good at hiding how much she
hated being single again, but to be put on a defensive stance had
made that tightly controlled jealousy come to the front. She
glanced up at Carol, ready to apologize, but her friend merely
smiled at her with a slight shake of her head that said more than
words could have. Then her eyes widened and took a devilish glint
as she leaned forward over the table, looking in turns at Anna and
Jessie.

“You want to know what Johnny and I did last
Friday?” she whispered. “You’ll never guess!”

Jessie and Anna shared puzzled glances.

“We went to The Edge!” Carol continued after
merely a second, her excitement piercing through her quiet
words.

Anna’s eyes widened. There were a few dancing
clubs in the city, but On The Edge was the most famous—or
infamous—of all. Elsewhere, vampires were tolerated as long as they
didn’t show their fangs; at The Edge, though, as the club was
nicknamed, they were openly welcomed by an owner who reportedly
lived with not one but two vampire lovers. Many humans who went
there returned with bite marks on their throats and stories of
intensely erotic if not always sexual encounters. But as much as
Anna looked, she could see no scar on Carol’s neck, and it was hard
to believe that the glowing bride-to-be would have slept with a
vampire.

“You went to The Edge with Johnny,” Anna
repeated, still incredulous and just a little bit in awe. “Did
you…you know…meet vampires?”

Carol’s eyes were sparkling. “Of course. The
place is filled with them. They even serve blood at the bar! It was
pretty weird to see. And when we were dancing, we kept trying to
guess who was a vamp and who was human. I danced with one while
Johnny was getting a drink but the vamp left when he came
back.”

Unable to find anything to say, Anna just
stared at her friend. Like many people, she was caught somewhere
between fascination and fear where vampires were concerned. She had
never been in contact with one, at least not as far as she knew,
but she had heard about them, rumors tangled with facts, gossip
that made them seem murderous monsters and misunderstood creatures
in turn. To know that her friend had been in such close contact to
several of them…

“See, I went before I started dating Brian,”
Jessie said suddenly, her voice as quiet as Carol’s had been. “So I
could try the full experience.”

Very conspicuously, she extended her left arm
on the table between Carol and her, palm turned upward. She drew
back the bracelets that always hung loosely at her wrist and
revealed two round scar marks, a shade paler than her skin.

“You didn’t!” Carol gasped. She sounded as
shocked as Anna felt herself, both at the bite mark and at the fact
that their friend had kept this a secret so long. “Before you dated
Brian—that’s at least four years ago, and you never told us?”

Jessie shrugged, grinning abashedly as she
pulled back her arm and shook the bracelets free. “I was a bit
afraid of what you’d say,” she confessed. “It was just the one
time, and all she did was feed from me.”

“She?” Anna and Carol exclaimed together.

“Maybe there was some inappropriate groping
too,” Jessie added, and at her friends’ look she burst out
laughing. “Just kidding!” Another devious grin and she ran a thumb
over the inside of her wrist, a gesture that Anna realized she had
noticed before without paying it much mind. “Maybe.”

They were beginning to attract pointed looks
from the tables around them, so they tacitly stopped talking about
vampires and finished their lunch in near silence. Anna couldn’t
help thinking about what her two friends had revealed however, and
she didn’t know whether she was mostly shocked or intrigued. Dozens
of questions were filling her mind, and she wanted to ask what it
had been like to dance with a vampire, or to be bitten by one. She
kept looking at Jessie’s wrist until her friend noticed and caught
her gaze with a tilt of her head and a slight frown; after that,
she tried to keep her eyes on her food.

It wasn’t until the three friends had left
the restaurant to go sit on a bench in a nearby park that the
subject of vampires crept up again. It was a beautiful autumn day,
and it felt a little strange to Anna to be talking of vampires with
sun cascading warmly over her.

“What was it like when she bit you? Did it
hurt?”

It was Carol who had asked, though the words
had been burning Anna’s lips for a little while. Sitting between
them, Jessie smiled as she answered. “It hurt a bit, yeah,
especially at first. But then she started pulling on my blood,
really slow and hard, like she wanted to give me a hickey, and that
was…” She was quiet for a few seconds as though struggling for a
word. “It was incredible. And more arousing than it had any right
to be.”

The three of them laughed at that, startling
a few birds at their feet into flight. Even as she laughed though,
Anna couldn’t help but wonder. How could a bite be almost painless,
or even arousing? There had to be something she was missing.

“I’m almost jealous all I did was dance,”
Carol said good-naturedly after a few seconds. “But seeing how
Johnny was glaring at me just for a dance…” She grinned. “Then
again, there wasn’t an inch between the vamp and me while we were
dancing. And speaking of arousing…I could tell that I wasn’t the
only one enjoying the dance.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “I
swear, that guy was huge. If I hadn’t had a two-carat ring on my
finger…”

More laughs ensued, but Anna’s sounded forced
to her own ears. Her friends’ earlier teasing that she didn’t know
how to have fun was coming back to her with their revelations, and
she wished suddenly that she had had something equally daring and
titillating to share. The feeling redoubled when they looked at her
and Carol said:

“Your turn to share, missy. Any dark secret
you kept from us? You said you knew how to have fun…”

She let the sentence hang in the air, and
Anna felt the need to defend herself. “I do! I have fun all the
time!” Her friends’ eyebrows rose in a similarly intrigued fashion,
and Anna struggled to find something to say. Anything at all. Long
seconds passed and she was unable to come up with anything.

“Maybe you should go to The Edge,” Carol
teased. “You’re a free woman, nothing to hold you back if you catch
a nice specimen.”

The wink she added made all of it so
suggestive that Anna smiled despite herself.

“You should!” Jessie said, clapping her hands
gleefully. “Then you can tell us what we missed!”

Carol giggled. “It’s not truth or dare, it’s
dare and then tell the truth!”

Once again, they dissolved into fits of
laughter, yet Anna was a little relieved when the topic changed
back to more solid ground—the new color Carol had chosen for her
bridesmaids’ dresses this week. And even though she continued to
participate in the discussion, a nagging idea remained at the back
of her head. Did she truly have no adventures or audacious acts to
share with her friends? She wasn’t the prude their words had hinted
she was, there had to be something she could either reveal to them
or remind them of, something that would prove them she was as
adventurous and daring as they were.

When they said goodbye in the middle of the
afternoon, Anna was still thinking about it, and she was muttering
to herself as she drove back to her apartment. They were wrong; she
knew how to have fun. Just because she didn’t have anyone with
fangs in her past didn’t mean that she couldn’t enjoy herself. And
the more she thought about it, actually, the more she became sure
that her friends’ interest in vampires was a little weird. In
truth, she was worried for them, and not at all envious.

It would have been nice if she had been able
to convince herself of that last point.




* * * *




The traffic light in front of Chase’s car
turns red and he stops, applying smooth pressure to the brakes.
Anna swallows a sigh. She wishes they were there, already, wherever
‘there’ is; impatience is killing her. Judging by the smile at the
corner of Chase’s lips, he is all too aware of it.

“So, how was your day?” she asks, both to
occupy her mind and to try and ferret clues out of him.

“I had a late hunt last night, so I slept in
pretty late. Caught up on some paperwork after that. Pretty boring
day, as they go. What about you?”

The light turns green again, and the car
starts as smoothly as it stopped. A turn on the right; could they
be going to On The Edge?

“I went out shopping with the girls.”

She keeps under wraps that the three of them
tried to figure out what special thing Chase could have planned. A
few of their guesses are already proving to be wrong as the car
continues toward the edge of town. His apartment, maybe.

“I thought you looked even more delicious
than usual.” He glances at her, and the heat of his gaze is
scorching. “The dress is new, isn’t it? And you did something to
your hair.”

She gives him a coy little smile, pleased
that he noticed. But then, he always notices.

“You did say tonight was special.”

His smile weakens a little, and he keeps his
eyes on the road as he says, “It is.”

She wants to question him more, but he parks
the car and in a flash he is out, walking around the hood to come
open her door. She was right, he brought her to his apartment. She
stomps on a hint of disappointment as she takes his hand and stands
to follow him up the staircase. They don’t stop at his floor
however, and climb three more flights of steps to the rooftop. He
proffers a key, unlocks the service door and guides her out, then
locks again behind them.

Right away, she sees it, and she has to stop
to take it all in. On top of a black plastic tarp, just a few feet
in front of her, in the center of the roof, is a large airbed. She
counts three blankets on it, one covering the bed, the second
rolled as though a pillow, the last resting, folded, at one corner.
Next to the bed on the tarp she sees Chase’s CD player. In the
center of the bed rests a tray, and as she approaches she can see
the small champagne bottle covered in water droplets, the two
glasses next to it, and a small closed container. Chase has walked
ahead of her and he kicks off his shoes before climbing on the bed.
He uncovers the container, unveiling strawberries. By the time Anna
finally reaches the bed, he has poured champagne in the two
glasses, and the ambient light of the city is just enough for her
to see the tiny bubbles in the glass he offers her. The sounds of
the street seem muted, somehow, and then completely covered by the
music rising from the player. It’s all perfect beyond anything she
can express.

“I spend so much time out at night,” he
murmurs as she sits next to him, “but I never look up to the sky
anymore. I thought maybe you could teach me to see the stars
again.”

They both take a sip from their glasses, then
lean in to share a kiss. Anna has a feeling he won’t see much of
the stars tonight either.




* * * *




By the time night fell, Anna’s annoyance had
turned into resolve. She would show them. The thought kept echoing
through her mind as she dug through her closet for that cocktail
dress she had buried in there months earlier when moving in the
small apartment. She would show them they were wrong, and that she
knew how to have a good time. They had made it sound as though she
had never had fun in her life. It was ridiculous. She had been to
dozens of parties in college. She had been out just about every
night, and had only stopped when she had started working and needed
to be up early every day. Then she had met Tim at Jessie’s wedding,
and since he had never been one for dancing they hadn’t gone out
much. She had missed going to clubs a lot, and…

The truth hit Anna abruptly and knocked the
breath out of her. Clutching in her hands whatever dress she had
been pushing aside, she took two steps back and sat on the edge of
her bed, her legs practically giving out under her.

As much as she had tried to convince herself
she had, she had not missed going to clubs, not one little bit. The
excuses had rolled off her tongue with ease for years now, first
her job, then Tim, but if she stopped for a moment and actually
examined what she had felt when declining invitations, the regret
she expected was not there. Instead, all she could find was
relief.

She had been relieved not to have to go out
and dance; relieved not to have to pretend she enjoyed it, as she
had done throughout four years of college to blend in with her dorm
mates. It had taken her a long time to feel comfortable with her
body, and while she now trusted she looked good, even with curves
that some might have called superfluous, she had once dreaded to
feel eyes on her, and parties had sometimes been torture because of
it.

Were her friends right, after all? Was she
truly unable to have a good time?

During their last argument before their
break-up, Tim had thrown to her face that she was the most tedious
and boring person he had ever dated. She had rejected the
accusation as just one more jab destined to hurt her, but maybe Tim
had been right too, maybe she was boring.

Her blood boiled at the thought that her ex
may have been right about anything. She could accept that her
friends saw her need to let out some steam, but she refused to give
credit to any of Tim’s opinions for even a minute. She would go to
that club, have fun, seduce a vampire or two, and show
everyone—show herself—that she was not that bland, boring image
that others sometimes mistook for her personality.

Standing up again, she looked at the garment
in her hands. It wasn’t the one she had been looking for, but it
would do. She had bought it on impulse two or three years earlier,
loving both the color and feel of it on her skin, but she had never
dared wear it in public, not even for Tim. She quickly slipped out
of her bathrobe and slid on her most daring underwear, a black,
see-through thong and its matching bra, before putting the dress
on. She struggled a little to pull the zipper on the side all the
way up, but when she stood in front of the full-length mirror, she
was satisfied by what she saw.

The red dress was tight, made of a soft,
stretch material that hugged her body and left very little to the
imagination. It stopped halfway down her thighs, and made her legs
seem endless. The top revealed her cleavage without being trashy,
and the wide straps rested far enough on her shoulders to leave her
neck completely exposed. She considered putting on a necklace, but
quickly gave up on the notion. She wanted the vampire she would
choose to have an open access to her throat. There would be no
hiding of marks on the inside of her wrist with jewelry, for her.
When she was bitten, she would show off her scars to the world, and
prove her point.

She had let down her auburn hair from its
usual tight bun and she thought about letting it free on her
shoulders, but again the desire to show off her neck and throat
made up her mind and she wove it in a loose braid. Dangling
earrings, dark red lipstick, dark eyeliner and mascara to
accentuate her brown eyes, a touch of blush on her cheeks, black
high-heeled shoes and a small black handbag completed her
preparations.

It was a little past ten o’clock when she
climbed into the cab and gave the driver the name of the club;
usually, she was slipping into bed with a good book at this hour.
To be out and on her way to the city’s vampire club made her feel
like a teenager slipping out of the house after curfew. She
relished the way her heart beat just a little faster, and her skin
flushed in anticipation. But most of all, she enjoyed how easy, how
freeing it was. She didn’t feel uncomfortable, as she had expected
she would. This wasn’t at all like the party experiences of her
younger years, and that simple difference was, already,
exhilarating.

At last the cab stopped across the street
from a brightly illuminated building. As she paid her fare, Anna
was barely conscious of the driver’s gentle admonishment to be
safe. Her attention was already fully on the club, on the red neon
letters above the entrance that bled the words ‘On The Edge’ in the
night, on the muffled music she could already hear as she crossed
the road toward the entrance, on the people walking in or out,
alone or in couples. Already, she was wondering which of them were
humans and which were not. To know that there were vampires close
by sent a shiver down her spine as she stepped in, but she
dismissed the feeling of fear that was trying to creep up. She
refused to be scared. She was here to have fun, to be daring, and
she would do just that. It had been a long time since she had
flirted with anyone or been held by a man. Much too long.

Slow steps took her further inside, and she
frowned a little, puzzled. In the center of the club, a bar was
open on four sides, two bartenders serving drinks. Around the bar,
round tables hosted couples and small groups chatting over the
semi-loud music. In the very back of the room, curtained alcoves
seemed to be offering a more private space to patrons. But despite
the music, no one was dancing that she could see.

Wondering whether she was at the wrong
establishment, she walked over to the bar and ordered a cocktail
from a man with the most gorgeous smile—the rest of him wasn’t bad
either, from what she could see through a partially unbuttoned
shirt and very tight jeans. It was while she was waiting for her
change that she noticed people coming up and down staircases on the
side of the room. Her glass in hand, she went to investigate. She
only needed to descend one flight of stairs to see that she was
indeed in a dancing club. Through the metal railing of staircases
and suspended bridges, she could make out a dancing floor on the
lower level, which seemed darker and louder than the bar area. She
stepped down one more staircase and stopped on a catwalk to look at
the crowd beneath her. The music was fast, faster than she liked
it, but she could see the attraction of such a beat in a place like
this one. The air thrummed with energy, and it wasn’t all due to
the music. There was something about the dancers, a feeling of raw
life and sexuality that Anna had never encountered before.

She took a sip of her fruity cocktail and
pulled out her cell phone from her slim purse. If she was going to
do this—and at this point there was no doubt in her mind that she
would—she wanted Carol to know. Her friend would probably call
Jessie afterwards, and the two of them would gossip and wonder
about what Anna was up to. Tomorrow, if they asked nicely, she
would tell them. And brag about going farther than either of
them.

The tone rang twice before Carol picked
up.

“Guess where I am,” Anna said loudly to make
herself heard over the music.

Carol was silent for only a second or two
before she practically shrieked: “You didn’t!”

Anna laughed. “I did! I’m looking for a
victim right now. Nice specimens on the dance floor. Isn’t that
what you called them?”

“You wouldn’t!” Carol’s shock was clearly
audible, even though her words were hard to make out with the still
loud but slowing down music. “You’re not!”

“And yet I am! Call me tomorrow afternoon and
maybe I’ll tell you about it!”

She had time to hear Carol laugh before she
shut off the phone and put it away. The thin shoulder strap was
long enough that her purse rested at her waist, leaving her free to
move or dance as she pleased without worrying about it.

Focusing her attention again on the dance
floor, she let her eyes run over the crowd, trying to guess, as
Jessie had described, who down there was a vampire. After a moment,
she started noticing something. Most people were dancing with a
partner, but there were also small groups, with a man or woman
surrounded by a few others fighting for their interest. These
centers of attention all seemed to share the same way of moving,
the same graceful movements, but also the same intensity in each
gesture, and Anna was forcibly reminded of big cats on the hunt.
They had to be vampires, she realized. That was why others were
dancing around them. What she needed was to find someone who gave
off the same aura but hadn’t attracted too many hopeful victims
quite yet.

Her eyes lingered for a moment on a dark
skinned man in the center of the dance floor. The way he moved had
her breath catching in her throat. But when she brought her
cocktail glass back to her lips to finish it in one long gulp, a
woman joined him, and Anna could only watch, a little disappointed,
as the two of them embraced and started dancing together. For a few
instants, she felt as a voyeur; they were so close, their hands all
over each other’s bodies, that they might as well have been alone
in a bedroom rather than in a crowded dance club. Anna regretted
suddenly having finished her drink. These two were hot, and she
wanted exactly what they had, this carelessness and disregard for
where they were and who could possibly be watching. But more than
that, she wanted a mouth at the crook of her neck and to look as
thoroughly delighted as the woman she was watching.

Abandoning these two to each other, she
started once more to observe the crowd, her eyes drifting between
bodies and faces, looking for that attitude she was certain came
with fangs and immortality. And finally, she found him. He wasn’t
on the dance floor, not yet, but his slow steps as he descended the
staircase, eyes scanning the crowd as Anna had been doing just
seconds earlier, had the same prowling grace as those dancers Anna
had labeled as vampires in her mind. She had to reach him before
someone else did; this hunter was hers.

As quickly as she could while wearing heels
made more for a slow and sexy walk than for speed, she hurried off
the bridge and down the metal stairwell, leaving her empty glass on
the first convenient surface she found. Her eyes never left the
man—the vampire—as she wove her way toward him through the dancing
crowd. He was still moving, as though looking for someone, but she
planned to make him forget whoever it was very soon.

When she finally reached him, she stepped
right in front of him and threw her arms around his neck. By a
lovely coincidence, at the same instant, the fast beat of the music
shifted to something slower even as the flashing lights dimmed
slightly. Anna couldn’t have timed it better if she had tried.

The vampire looked at her with surprise as
she started swaying in front of him, not too close yet, tantalizing
but not, she hoped, overwhelming.

“Hey.” She smiled, swallowing back what
remnants of nervousness were trying to come forward. “My name is
Anna.”

The music was still loud, even if it was
slower, and for a second she wasn’t sure he had heard her. But of
course he had; vampires had superior hearing.

“Chase. Can I help you?”

“Yes. You could dance with me for a
start.”

The surprised tilt of his eyebrows shifted to
amusement, but he brought his hands to rest on her hips and finally
started moving with her. Anna tried not to sigh her relief aloud.
He—Chase—was playing her game, following her steps, and unless she
messed up very badly, she would get what she wanted.

She kept her eyes locked to his as she swayed
to the music. The dance floor was dark, but she could still see
their color; they were green, light and full of life. They were,
also, still puzzled, and a little amused. As the song drifted on,
though, and Anna danced her way closer to him, the amusement slowly
transformed into something that, to Anna, looked like hunger. She
might have imagined it, but his hands felt a little heavier on her
hips. She could feel each of his fingers, tight on her flesh.
Somewhere at the back of her mind, she couldn’t help hoping he
would be just as possessive when she took him to her bed.

Too soon, much too soon, the song came to an
end. Lights started pulsating over the dancers again, the music
following a wild beat that had the crowd cheering its approval.
Anna remained as she was, her hands on Chase’s shoulders, and
slowly came to a stop. Chase blinked, then let go of his hold on
her.

“Drink?” Anna suggested.

She didn’t even hear her own voice, but after
a second Chase nodded. Dropping her hands off his shoulders, she
looped her arm through his. They walked up the staircases together.
With each step, a nagging voice demanded that Anna stop, that she
realize what she was doing, what she was risking. She refused to
listen. She would talk to him before going any further, and make
sure that she was safe with him—as safe as she wanted to be.

When they reached the first floor, Chase led
the way toward the private alcoves lining the walls rather than
sitting at one of the small tables on the open floor. Anna’s heart
jumped inside her chest, but she tried not to show her burst of
nervousness. She slid into the back of the booth, smoothing her
dress down her thighs and placing her purse next to her on the
leather bench. On her right, Chase was leaning against the back
rest, his head tilted to one side to look at her as though he were
trying to puzzle out a mystery. Before either of them started a
conversation, a waitress came by and asked for their order.
Thinking a bit of alcohol might help her relax, Anna ordered the
same cocktail she had had earlier. Chase, on the other hand,
requested a soft drink, which puzzled Anna.

“Afraid I’m trying to intoxicate you before
taking advantage of you?” she teased.

He smiled. “I’m just not very fond of
alcohol. And you should be the one worried about someone taking
advantage of you.”

“Someone?” Anna repeated, leaning forward.
“Someone like who? You, maybe?”

“You don’t know anything about me.” His grin
seemed forced, now. “For all you know, I could be the man your
mother warned you about when you were a child.”

The waitress returned with their drinks, and
Anna took the excuse of sipping on her glass to observe Chase a
little more closely. In the stronger light of the booth, his eyes
seemed even brighter than they had on the dance floor. His features
were strong, masculine, but light, very short hair made his face
appear softer. She wondered how old he was, and how old he had been
when he had been turned into a vampire. He seemed to be breathing.
She had heard recently turned vampires needed between a few months
and a few years to stop breathing involuntarily. She didn’t dare
ask, though; for all she knew, he would have taken a question about
his age as badly as she would have.

“I don’t think you’d hurt me,” she said at
last. “I’m good at reading people, and I don’t get a sense of
danger coming from you. Not any more than from what you are, that
is.”

“What I am?” He picked up the glass in front
of him, but took no more than a small sip before putting it down
again. “I’m curious, now. How do you know what I am? I thought I
was being discreet, but obviously I must be doing something to give
myself away.”

Smiling, Anna slid closer to him, dropping
her voice to a whisper. “I knew from the instant you stepped down
that staircase. The way you moved, the way you looked around you… I
just knew you were the one I came here to see.”

A last sip on her glass strengthened her will
and courage. She usually wasn’t one to make the first step or to be
too forward, but she was feeling something for the man in front of
her. Something she couldn’t explain, a connection she had only felt
before after weeks of dating someone. Remembering her resolve to be
daring, she closed what little space was left between them,
pressing her thigh to his, turning her body so that she could clasp
his hand on the table, and slowly, so very slowly, leaned in until
she met his lips. He went very still against her at first, as
though frozen, but soon he seemed to relax. Their lips parted at
the same instant and Anna’s tongue darted forward tentatively,
meeting his to discover the sweet taste of his drink. He stroked
back gently, more hesitantly than she would have expected, but it
made for such a sweet, tender first kiss that she couldn’t wish for
anything else.




* * * *




At the store, the row of tiny buttons closing
Anna’s new dress looked like a lovely and attractive detail. Now
that Chase is undoing them, one after the other, and pressing his
lips to the skin he gradually exposes, these same buttons are sheer
torture. Anna wishes he would just rip her dress open, although she
knows he won’t. It just isn’t in his character. He has a seemingly
infinite supply of patience. She guesses it comes from the hunting
he does most nights.

Her fingers card through his hair as he
slowly travels down her body. The champagne and strawberries left
her contented, and just a little lightheaded. Above her, the stars
twinkle to the sweet melody of violins, and she almost feels like
she’s flying.

Finally, the last button comes undone and
Chase opens the dress as though he were unwrapping a present. He
sits back on his heels and she can practically feel his gaze on
her, sliding over her bare breast, her belly, down her legs, and
back up again. She looks down from the sky and at him. The
expression on his face is pure hunger, and she shivers.

When he leans forward again, she expects him
to come up and kiss her. Instead, he kisses her bellybutton before
lapping at it, causing Anna to squirm and laugh.

“Shh…” The whisper trails as a caress down
her body, ending at the edge of her thong. “Be still, now,
lovely.”

His fingers hook behind the lacy fabric of
her panties over her hips and he pulls them down, excruciatingly
slow. The gentlest push of his hands and her legs open for him.
Anna closes her eyes and waits—not very long—for the first touch of
his mouth. When it comes, unhurried and sensuous, she sighs. His
tongue traces her nether lips, delving in to taste her wetness for
just a second, and then it nudges her clit.

Lazy warmth
spreads through Anna. Without even realizing it, she rests a foot
on the bed, pulling her leg out of the way and opening herself
further to Chase. He takes advantage of the space and pushes two
fingers inside her, his mouth still on her clit. The barest hint of
teeth ignites the sparks coursing through Anna and her breathing
becomes ragged. She wants to urge Chase to pump his fingers a
little faster, to curl them a little more, to bite a little harder,
but all she manages is a word.

“Chase…”

She could shout when, all of a sudden, his
mouth and hands disappear—and then she does shout when, after the
tearing sound of a foil package and a brief, fumbling moment, his
cock presses inside her, both too slow and too fast, too gentle and
too rough. Perfect. Always perfect.

Of their own accord, her arms and legs wraps
around Chase, pulling him closer, deeper. She was close, very close
when he entered her. Each movement brings her closer now, each
thrust, each slide, each kiss pressed to the pulse point on her
neck.

When she falls over the precipice, she pulls
him along with her and they fly together.




* * * *




Anna pulled back in shock when she realized
that his lips, his hands, his whole body against hers were warm.
She blinked and stared at him; he returned her stare, his
puzzlement obvious.

“Anna?” he asked, uncertainty tainting his
voice. He raised a hand toward her face but letting it drop again
without touching her.

“You’re not a vampire.”

The words came out too fast, and she
regretted them at once. She felt extremely foolish suddenly, and
even more so when Chase frowned in incomprehension.

“A vampire? Is that what you thought I was?
Why would you want to make out with one?”

She was utterly mortified and wanted nothing
more than to run off, but when she tried to move away, he briefly
tightened the hand still holding hers.

“Come on, Anna, you owe me an
explanation.”

He sounded a little disappointed and a little
hurt, beneath the continued puzzlement, and that was what, in the
end, convinced Anna to explain herself.

“I’ll tell you,” she sighed. “Just let
me…”

She tried to move again, and this time he let
her go. She slid on the bench, just far enough that she wasn’t
touching him anymore, and smoothed her dress down her thighs
nervously.

“I thought you were a vamp,” she started,
looking anywhere but at him, “because you move like one. I watched
you walk on the dance floor and…” She shrugged. “I was wrong.”

She dared a look at him as she finished, and
was surprised to find that the disappointment was gone, replaced by
the barest trace of amusement.

“I move like a vamp, heh?” he repeated, a
small smile touching his lips. “That’s the first time I hear it,
but I suppose it wouldn’t be too surprising.”

She wanted to ask him what he meant by that
but he didn’t leave her time to do it.

“So, you wanted to dance and make out with a
vamp, then? Why? You don’t strike me as the type of person who has
a death wish.”

Anna sat up straighter at that, feeling
almost offended. “Of course not! I just wanted to have fun.”

Reaching for his drink, Chase observed her as
he took a couple of swallows.

“You don’t have a death wish,” he said,
nonplussed, when he put the glass down again, “but you think making
out with a creature that can kill as easily as you breathe is
fun.”

She grimaced. “It’s not like that.”

“What is it like, then?”

He didn’t seem to be mocking her, or fishing
for more reasons to embarrass her. Instead, he appeared genuinely
curious. And so Anna told him about her friends, about their
adventures at the club, about fearing that she was the most boring
person in town, about her decision that she’d find a vamp and have
some fun with him. Chase let her talk, briefly frowning once or
twice but never interrupting her. When she was done, she almost
expected him to tell her she was a fool.

“If what you want is a nice story to tell
your friend tomorrow, you don’t need a vamp. I can help with
that.”

The cold edge to his voice took her aback. It
was far different from what he had showed until now. Words failed
her as outrage made her shake.

“What makes you think I would…How dare
you…”

“You’d have fucked a vamp and risked your
life to impress your friend, but a human is too safe for you?”

She opened her mouth to deny he was right or
to curse him, she wasn’t sure which, but truth hit her and wiped
away everything. She would have slept with him, if he had had
fangs, for no better reason than his being a vampire. It was as
silly—as foolish—as he made it sound. Shame burned her cheeks and
tears stung her eyes.

“Hey.” The blade in Chase’s voice disappeared
in a blink, and a glint of surprise sparked in his eyes. Strangely
enough, he almost looked guilty. “Don’t cry. I just wanted you to
realize… please. I didn’t mean—”

“Yes, you did mean it. And you’re
right. I’m an
idiot.”

She tried to smile, as difficult as it was.
When she blinked, a tear rolled down her cheek, and Chase reached
out to wipe it with his thumb.

“Misguided, perhaps, but not an idiot.” He
returned her smile hesitantly. “Unless you’re going to try again to
find a vamp?”

“No. I don’t think so.” She laughed
nervously. “The hell with what the girls may think. I’m not that
desperate.”

It was Chase’s turn to laugh. “Not sure what
it says that you’d need to be desperate to hit on me.”

“I didn’t mean it like that.” She took a
small sip of her drink and started relaxing again. “And if I made a
habit of it, I’d have hit on you without hesitation.”

She realized when Chase’s eyebrows shot up
that she had put her foot in her mouth—again. Mortified, she
covered her face with her hands, peeking out only when she heard
him laugh.

“I think,” he said with a chuckle, “that I’ll
take that as a compliment. As long as you don’t amend it
anymore.”

Smiling, Anna shook her head rather than risk
opening her mouth again. For a few minutes, they sat there in
silence, music, voices and laughter drifting into the booth from
the club around them. Anna would have thought she would feel
uncomfortable, sitting here with him after what had happened—and
failed to happen. And yet, it wasn’t bad at all.

“It’s getting late,” Chase said after he had
finished his drink, but he didn’t move or otherwise say
goodbye.

“You’re right. I should go home.”

Despite her words, Anna didn’t move either.
She should have called a cab. She should have excused herself and
put all this adventure behind her, chalk it up as a stroke of
madness to be forgotten with morning. She should have, but she
couldn’t manage to leave so fast. She couldn’t help but hope that
Chase—

“I feel silly offering this after I scolded
you for taking risks, but do you need a ride?”

“It must be a night for silliness.”

They shared a smile.

“And I do need a ride, if it’s not too much
trouble.”

“I wouldn’t have offered if it was.”

He slid out of the booth and stood, holding
his hand out to Anna. She did not hesitate before following his
lead, pressing her fingers to his palm for him to help her up. She
could feel, now, that it was cool, but not cold, or at least not as
cold as a vampire’s skin probably was. She had no desire anymore to
find out for herself.

It was difficult to understand how so much
had changed in the matter of an hour. She had come to On The Edge
ready to be wild, had realized exactly how much risk she was
taking, and was now leaving with the same man who had warned her
about playing with her life. She couldn’t have explained why, but
she trusted him to be a perfect gentleman.

He led her to a parking lot just a block down
from the club. He opened the door for her, then closed it gently
when she was in; she couldn’t remember the last time when someone
had held a door for her. She looked around while he walked around
the car, and when he sat behind the wheel she was chuckling.

“What’s so funny?” he asked as he started the
car.

“I thought you were a vampire.” She touched
the wooden crucifix hanging from the rearview mirror with a light
finger before ostensibly glancing back at the backseat. Two
crossbows sat there, and a dozen stakes. “And you’re a vampire
hunter instead.”

Even in the darkened car, she could see his
slight smile.

“Special Enforcer is the actual title. But
yes, hunting does have a lot to do with it.”

She understood, now. His gaze searching the
crowd, the confidence in his step, the grace of his movements… they
hadn’t been signs of his being a vampire as she had thought.
Rather, they were clues that he was another kind of predator—a
predator to vampires, as the case may be. A predator with whom she
was probably safer than with any vampire she could have met at On
The Edge. A predator whose cheek she kissed lightly when he dropped
her off in front of her apartment building.




* * * *




Morning is coming, and they’re lying in each
other’s arms, the heavy spare blanket thrown over them. Far above,
the distant ceiling of stars grows lighter by moments, the black
not so black anymore, blue slowly seeping in. They should go in,
probably, get back to Chase’s apartment before his neighbors start
awakening and roaming through the staircase. Neither of them moves,
though. Anna would loathe putting an end to a beautiful night.
She’s not sure whether Chase is awake, still, or if he fell asleep
after their last round of lovemaking.

He answers her silent wondering by moving.
The arm beneath her neck extends, then curls back over her to
deposit a small box on her chest. Anna forgets to breathe when she
realizes what it is; what he is doing.

“The plan,” he says, and his voice is rough,
even a little trembling, “was to ask you first, and then make love
all night, but I…” His words come out with more reluctance. “I
wasn’t sure you would—”

She can’t bear to let him finish and turns
against him, laughing as she kisses him.

“Of course I would! I mean will! I mean, I
do.”

She doesn’t know what she means anymore,
doesn’t know what babbling passes her lips when he slips the ring
on her finger. It catches the first light of sunrise, shining
softly, perfect and beautiful. Just like Chase’s smile.




* * * *




As Anna had expected they would, Jessie and
Carol showed up at her apartment in the afternoon, though she had
thought they would arrive earlier. She shook her head and smiled
when she saw they had brought a bottle of wine.

“Trying to ply me with alcohol?” she asked as
she led the way to the living room.

“That was the idea, yes,” Jessie replied with
a shameless grin. “In case you decided to be tight-lipped.”

Her friends settled on the sofa and Anna
pulled tall glasses from a cabinet. She uncorked the bottle easily,
and they were soon taking sips of the light white wine and munching
on dried fruit. With some difficulty, Anna repressed a grin as time
passed in silence and her friends looked at her expectantly.

“So?” Carol was the first one to break.
“We’re dying here! Tell us what happened!”

Anna gave a small shrug. “I went to the club,
like you two suggested. Had a bit of fun. Nothing much,
really.”

By the time she said the last words, the
smile had pushed to her lips and she was beaming. Carol and Jessie
exchanged a look and turned to her, the same accusation rising from
their lips.

“Liar!”

Finally giving in, Anna laughed. “I went
there to find a vamp and prove you wrong,” she confided. “I was
going to get laid and bitten before the night was over.”

She paused to take a sip, and could feel her
friends’ eyes on her, searching her neck and wrists for telltale
marks.

“I didn’t find a vampire,” she continued. “I
thought I had, but he turned out to be a vampire hunter rather than
a vamp.”

“You found yourself a Special Enforcer?”
Jessie exclaimed, and there was a hint of awe in her voice. “Nice.
So, you didn’t get bitten, but what about the rest?”

She waggled her eyebrows suggestively, making
it clear if need be what she meant.

“Let’s just say I had a very interesting
night.”

Her friends started protesting the lack of
details, but Anna only grinned.

“A lady doesn’t kiss and tell.”

“You did kiss him, then,” Carol said slyly.
“Was that at the club, or after he took you home?”

Giving up on her pretense of coyness, Anna
told them everything, starting with the first time she had seen him
on the dance floor and what she had thought then.

“He sent me flowers this morning,” she
finished her tale. “With his phone number on the card.”

“Did you call him?” Jessie asked
excitedly.

Anna nodded, grinning. “I did, to thank him.
And we’re going to have lunch tomorrow.”

“So…I guess we know who your guest will be at
the wedding,” Carol said with a wink.

Anna thought for a moment. The wedding was
still five months away, and she had just met Chase. For all she
knew, they might not go past a first lunch date. She didn’t like to
think that far into the future usually. And yet…it was tempting to
dare take a chance—another one.




The End
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Forever Starts Now

After receiving
pictures that prove her fiancé’s infidelity, Claire breaks her
engagement to Jonas and throws him out of her house. As a Special
Enforcer, Jonas’ job is to hunt vampires who kill humans, but while
she packs his belongings, Claire discovers he might be killing
innocent vampires as well. Needing to know more about vampires
before she decides whether to turn Jonas in, she visits a club
where vampires and humans come in close contact, On The Edge.

There, she meets the attractive and
mysterious vampire Matthew. She observes him from afar for a few
nights, and when he finally comes to talk to her, it is to scare
her and ensure that she will not return to a place he considers
dangerous for her—a view he unexpectedly shares with Jonas.

Claire does return, however, and discovers
more about Matthew’s past than he wanted her to know. She also
discovers he is attracted to her, just as much as she is to him.
Their first night together is passionate, but, with the
intervention of Matthew’s Sire, it ends in blood…

Forever Starts Now shows a normal woman
thrown in extraordinary circumstances where love spans generations
and “forever” has a very literal meaning. She will have to find out
who she is before she can get her “happily ever after” with the man
of her dreams.




Aria & Will

In an indistinct
future, humans and vampires are allied against the savage demons
that relentlessly attack their cities.

In the fortified town of Newhaven, a
centuries-old vampire, Wilhelm, is slowly losing track of why he
fights. Meeting the human child Ariadne and watching her grow up to
become a fierce fighter reminds him of his purpose and gives a face
to the humans he tries to protect.

As years pass, however, and Aria becomes a
young woman, then a vampire, his protectiveness slowly turns into
love...




All Things Except
Blood

Vampire Eyrin lives in a world in which her
kind seals pacts with humans and protects them from fearsome demons
in exchange for blood. She is one of her clan’s strongest fighters,
until the night when she is gravely wounded, in both her flesh and
spirit. Disfigured, she hides from all and refuses to feed.

Returning to the lair, her human lover Ian is
shocked to discover her condition but resolute to show her she is
still as beautiful in his eyes. He offers her blood and comfort,
causing Eyrin to do the one thing forbidden to Childer – take his
life.

When Ian awakens a vampire, sired not by her
but by the clan’s Master instead, Eyrin reluctantly takes on the
task of teaching him about his new existence. But her guilt over
killing him makes this responsibility a heavy burden for Eyrin, and
the new relationship they forge is a far cry from the one they used
to share. Will Ian be able to reach out for her again, or will she
keep her door and heart locked to him?
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