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Out of the Box 9




My Lady Aphrodite,

I know where Anando is. I’ve met him, I
talked to him, spent one last night in his arms. And now, I don’t
know if I’ll ever see him again.

When he disappeared the day after Halloween,
it took me a while to understand he had left for good—and just a
little longer than that to realize that one last channel of
communication might still be open between us.

On the night I gave my free will to him, he
directed my actions through a cell phone. I never thought of
returning it to him afterwards, and he didn’t ask for it either. I
forgot about it until the middle of December. I was rereading my
letters to you, my Lady, and then it struck me. I still had that
phone, somewhere. And in its memory bank, maybe, was Anando’s
number.

I tore my closet apart looking for the jacket
I had worn that night, and sure enough the phone was in the pocket.
I desperately tried to turn it on, but the battery was dead. I
didn’t have a charger and it was already night time. I could barely
sleep that night, not a new occurrence since he had left, but this
time, rather than with regrets and longing, my mind was obsessed
with one single idea. Would he answer when I called? Would he talk
to me?

At first light, I drove to the closest
electronics store and waited for them to open. I bought a charger,
brought it home, plugged the phone in, and called in sick. It was
the fifth time that month. My boss wasn’t happy, and I knew we’d
have another ‘friendly talk’ when I got back to the agency the next
day. I couldn’t have cared less.

I forced myself to wait until the battery was
fully charged before I picked up the phone. If Anando did answer,
if he did talk to me, the last thing I wanted was for the phone to
die on me. Frantic, I thumbed through menus and options, and
finally found the ‘calls received’ category. Only one number popped
up when I chose that option. I stared at it for a little while, my
mouth suddenly dry and my stomach twisted into knots. What was I
going to say to him? What could I possibly say that might make him
change his mind and come back to Haventown?

Suddenly too nervous to call him, I left the
phone on my bed and went to take a shower. It cleared my head a
little and calmed my nerves. When I walked out of the bathroom
again, wrapped in a thick, comforting robe, I was ready. I would
just say I missed him, and if he didn’t hang up on me I was sure
I’d find something else to tell him. If he did hang up however…

Trying not to think of that possibility, I
dialed the number. I held my breath as the tone rang one, twice,
three times. At the fourth tone, I could feel tears stinging my
eyes. At the sixth, I was ready to hang up.

He picked up at the seventh tone. My heart
tried to burst through my chest when his sleepy voice—sleepy? Had I
woken him up? Would he be mad at me for awakening him?—drawled a
slow, “Yes?” that filled my entire world. I could have wept in joy
at that simple word in that familiar voice. I could have wept in
sorrow, too. I don’t think I truly understood how much I had missed
him until I heard his voice again.

“Hello Anando, It’s me. Virginia.”

I waited three seconds for a reply, an
acknowledgment of some sort. When it didn’t come, I said quickly,
“I just wanted to say I… I miss you. A lot.”

Once again, I was left to wait. I thought I
heard him sigh. I might have imagined it.

“Are you going to come back?” I asked when
the silence became unbearable. I hated how my voice shook on each
word.

Seconds trickled by. At last, he answered.
The elation to hear him talk to me did not last, destroyed by the
cold meaning of his words and the blankness of his voice.

“I’m afraid I can’t. Goodbye, Virginia.”

I must have kept the phone at my ear,
listening to the tone, for a full five minutes before I shut it
off.

I lay down on the bed, the phone still in my
hand, and closed my eyes so I wouldn’t cry. I had cried too much
already, and it hadn’t helped anything. After my sleepless night
and with my mind still numb from Anando’s words, it wasn’t long
before I fell asleep. I woke up just as night was falling with a
new resolve. I was going to call back.

And I did, without waiting, before I could
lose my nerve again. I called him back, fully expecting that I
would get to his voicemail or that he wouldn’t pick up. He did.

“Virginia. I’m sure you understand the
meaning of goodbye.”

I couldn’t help frowning at his idea of a
greeting. “If you didn’t want to talk to me, why did you pick
up?”

He didn’t reply, but he didn’t disconnect the
call either.

“I know why you left.”

No response.

“And I wanted to say I’m sorry. I shouldn’t
have pushed—”

The line cut off abruptly. Now angry, I
dialed right back. And again, Anando picked up. He just didn’t say
anything. I talked for a few minutes, trying to get a reply,
anything. There wasn’t even the sound of breathing; of course not.
I couldn’t even tell if he was listening to me. Eventually, feeling
dejected, I hung up. The cool metal of the phone had warmed up in
my hand, like Anando’s skin always did under my touch. I had rarely
felt so alone.

The next day, I went to work, trudged through
my day, tried not to think of him. When I got home, the first thing
I did was call again. And again, he took the call but didn’t talk
to me.

For a week and half, I called every day.
Sometimes, I did it when I woke up. Sometimes from work. After
work. At night. I told him about my day, about my dreams. I
reminisced on the games we had played and how they had made me
feel. I just said anything and everything that passed through my
mind.

I know, my Lady. There’s a name for people
who act like this. Stalkers. I could see how insane, how
unreasonable I was with each call. Every day, I told myself I would
stop if he didn’t pick up. But he did pick up, each and every time,
regardless of the hour I called. He said nothing, but he picked up
and listened to me until I said goodbye. Then he’d say goodbye too,
very softly, and hang up.

Things changed two days before Christmas.

When I called, some time around midnight, the
tone rang eleven times. Until then, Anando had always picked up by
the third or fourth, and I thought, for a few dreadful seconds,
that this was it. He had tired of listening to my pointless and
inane ramblings. I’d never hear the sound of his voice again.

The phone call connected. My voice was a
little breathless when I said, “Anando?”

It was a woman who answered. “I’m afraid
Anando is a little tied up right now.”

There was just enough of a laugh to her voice
that I wondered whether she meant it literally. Knowing him, it was
not at all unlikely. I didn’t know if I ought to say anything or
hang up. I didn’t know if I was jealous, angry or hurt. I didn’t
know anything anymore. I had tried not to think about whom he might
be with, wherever he was, but I had known it would be too much to
hope he had remained celibate since leaving Haventown.

“Are you the person who has been calling
every day?” she asked.

I answered numbly. “Yes.”

“And what is your name, child?”

I’m not sure why I replied. There was
something compelling about her voice. “Virginia.”

“Virginia.” My name rolled on her tongue.
“You’re human, aren’t you, Virginia?”

The cold, detached way in which she said
the word ‘human’ made it clear that she wasn’t. This time, I didn’t reply. She already knew the
answer.

“Well, at least I’m beginning to understand
why my wayward Childe has been so distracted.”

I knew, at that moment, who she was. Anando’s
Sire. I still didn’t know what to say, though. And then she made
things even more surreal.

“What are you doing for Christmas?”

“Wha…What?”

She chuckled. “What do you get for the vamp
who has everything he ever wanted, Virginia? You get the one thing
he’s too stubborn to admit he wants.”

I realized with a pang of shock that she was
talking about me as though I were nothing more than a plaything or
a toy she’d get a spoiled child. I almost disconnected the call
then.

I’m glad I didn’t.

“You’re in California, aren’t you?” She
didn’t wait for a reply. “Give me your name and address, honey, so
I can fly you in for Christmas.”

My heart thundered in my chest. If I listened
to her, I could see Anando again just two days later. I was giving
her my address before I even knew what I was doing.

It’s only after I hung up the phone that I
realized what a crazy idea it was. I didn’t know anything about
that woman, not even her name. She could have been a killer. She
could have been someone other than who I thought she was. She could
have been on her way to my apartment at that very instant to kill
me.

I was mad at myself. Had I lost all common
sense? Was I ready to throw my life away just because of one stupid
vampire who had run off on me?

I clung to my anger until the next day, when
I received by special courier a two-way plane ticket for New York.
I was supposed to get there on Christmas Eve by evening, and leave
again two days later.

I tore the ticket into as many pieces as
possible before I could change my mind and cave in. It didn’t take
long before I regretted it. All I had to do was remember just how
much I missed Anando. The phone calls hadn’t helped a thing, I
admitted to myself at that moment. Instead, they made me hold on to
an unreasonable hope. Anando had gotten as far away from me as he
could without changing continents. He had gone to another woman.
The only word he had said to me on the phone, day after day, was
goodbye.

Maybe it was time for me to get a clue.

I had a miserable Christmas. I stayed home,
avoided my friends, didn’t pick up when my parents called. The
entire time, I couldn’t help imagining what might have happened if
I had climbed on that plane. Anando might have been waiting for me
at the airport. He might have taken me somewhere special for
dinner. We might have gone dancing afterwards, and then he would
have taken me home and—

My daydreams didn’t help anything.

The day after Christmas, the cell phone rang.
I was so surprised, I fumbled with it and almost dropped it twice
before I finally managed to flip it open. My throat was dry when I
said, “Hello?” and I held my breath while waiting for the answer.
The voice I heard wasn’t the one I had hoped for.

“I have a simple question for you, Virginia,”
the woman from the other night said. She sounded annoyed. “Should I
send you another plane ticket, or give up on being nice and have
you brought to New York by force? You don’t need to reply now. If
you’re not here on New Year’s Eve, your answer will be clear
enough.”

The tickets arrived the next day. I stared at
them for a long time, wondering what I would do. I wanted to see
Anando, that much was obvious. But was I willing to risk my life?
His Sire, if that woman even was his Sire, seemed temperamental to
say the least. She had threatened to have me kidnapped if I didn’t
go there of my own free will. How could I know that she wouldn’t
just kill me as soon as I stepped off the plane?

How had I known that Anando wouldn’t kill me
the second we were alone, a treacherous little voice asked back.
From the moment I had set foot at the club with the intention to
spice up my life a little, I hadn’t ceased to put my life on the
line. Was this any different?

For the four days I debated with myself, it
didn’t occur to me to go to the police, to talk to a Special
Enforcer, or even to leave town and hide from that woman. Looking
back, I guess it meant I had made my decision already, and I just
needed to come to terms with it.

On the last day of the year, I was at peace
with myself. This was my last chance to see Anando again. I would
take it, and accept the consequences, whatever they may be.

I dressed for cold weather with a heavy
jacket over my shirt, leather pants and boots, but I was only
outside for a few moments. When I stepped out of the terminal, a
man was waiting for me, my name on a white board in his hands. He
looked bored out of his mind as he watched people pass by. He also
looked human, with his breath misting in front of him in the cold
December air. I swallowed hard then went to him. He didn’t give me
a second look but took my overnight bag before leading me to a
limousine. The separation glass was raised and I could barely see
outside through the tinted windows. I felt immensely alone in the
back of that car, and doubts resurfaced. I wasn’t afraid for my
life anymore, though. Instead, I was afraid that Anando wouldn’t
want to talk to me or see me.

I didn’t worry very long. After mere minutes,
the car entered an underground parking. The driver parked, opened
the door for me and led me to an elevator marked ‘private’. He
unlocked it by typing a code on a keypad. “Twenty-fifth floor,” he
said. “I’ll take your luggage up.”

There were only three buttons on the floors
panel: twenty-five, twenty-four and the parking. I pressed
twenty-five as I had been instructed and swallowed hard. As the
elevator climbed up, my confidence sunk down, and by the time the
doors opened, I didn’t know whether to flee or push forward. I
didn’t have much of a choice, however. An old woman was standing by
the elevator, hands clasped over her apron, starkly white against
her black dress. Her slight smile pulled at her wrinkles. She was
human too, I realized, and somehow the thought calmed my nerves a
little. She took my jacket and led me to a sitting room through a
corridor lined with beautiful paintings and covered in thick,
richly patterned rugs. She knocked and announced me, then closed
the door behind me when I walked in.

I had hoped to find Anando waiting for me.
Instead, a woman was sitting by a fireplace, a book in her hands.
She closed it and looked up at me, a curious look on her face.

“So you’re Virginia, then,” she said
coolly.

“I am.” I wet my lips before asking, “Are you
Anando’s Sire?”

“I am,” she replied, and I had the feeling
she was mocking me. She looked me up and down and sighed. “What in
hell does my Childe see in you?”

I flinched at her cold words, and would have
taken a step back when she stood if not for the door behind me.
Something in the way she moved spoke of age. Each of her movements
was stripped to its bare essentials as though she had shed
artifices as years passed by, and yet she didn’t look a day older
than twenty-five. Smooth, almost delicate features were framed by
golden curls that fell to her shoulders. She wore dark jeans and a
simple shirt and walked barefoot on the thick carpet. She was
beautiful, and timeless.

My cheeks felt like they were burning. I
knew, now, why Anando didn’t care about siring anyone, let alone
plain little me. Why would he, when he already had an immortal
woman such as her in his life?

I looked away, turning my eyes to the small
room around her. Other than the sofa she had been lounging on, the
room was sparsely furnished. An antique-looking desk stood by a
window, heavy drapes blocking the sunlight. A narrow bookstand
against the opposite wall was crammed full of books. Above the
fireplace, a painting caught my attention. The feminine figure
clearly represented my hostess, but her full skirts and tight
corset were of a different era. I couldn’t help imagining Anando at
her side. Four hundred years, he had said. What kind of woman had
she been, four centuries ago, to choose for her Childe a man as
dark-skinned as she was fair? How many shocked or wide-eyed looks
had she ignored while walking with him on her arm?

Her fingers snapped in front of my face,
startling me. “Are you even listening to me?”

I blinked and looked at her. She rolled her
eyes.

“Of course not,” she said with a
long-suffering sigh. “That’s at least one thing you two have in
common. But you came, so I guess I shouldn’t hold it against
you.”

“I didn’t have much of a choice,” I
muttered.

She sniffed delicately. “A little gratitude
would be nice, child. You are in my lair, and you will only see my
Childe if I decide to let you.”

My body became rigid as though she had struck
me. I had battled with myself for days, I had crossed the country,
and now she was threatening not to let me see Anando? I could have
screamed. My expression must have told her just how upset I was,
because a small smile tugged at the corners of her lips.

“Now, that’s already better. You shouldn’t
forget who brought you here.”

“I know you did,” I said, trying not to sound
too defiant. “What I don’t know is why.”

She shrugged and turned her back on me to
return to her lounging chair. She picked up her book and pulled her
bookmark from between the pages. It was a long ribbon, with a small
silver key hanging from it. She came back to me with the key
dangling from her fingers.

“Why wouldn’t mean much to you. But I can
tell you what for.” Her eyes plunged in mine. Her expression was
pure seriousness. “I brought you here so that you and Anando can
exchange proper goodbyes. If I know him at all, he left without
warning, didn’t he?” She waited for a second, but continued when I
didn’t reply. “Play with him one last time, Virginia. Get him out
of your system. Get from him the goodbye he didn’t give you.”

I shook my head slowly. “But I don’t want to
say goodbye.”

She chuckled briefly. “Then make sure
that he can’t
get you out of his
system. Judging by the past few days, it shouldn’t be all that
difficult.”

I frowned. I wasn’t sure what she meant, or
how she expected me to talk to Anando, let alone convince him of
anything, when he had refused to talk to me when I had called him.
Before I could add anything, however, she nodded to herself.

“Are you ready to see him?”

Was I? Even now, I couldn’t answer.

“Come with me.”

She gestured to the door behind me and I
moved out of the way. Hands in her pockets and still barefoot, she
led me back to the elevator.

“Yesterday, he started talking about going to
Europe for the New Year,” she said as she pressed the button for
the twenty-fourth floor. “He wouldn’t admit it, but I think he was
upset you weren’t calling anymore.”

I didn’t reply. I had wanted to call, but I
figured she had his phone.

“So, I had to stop him from leaving,” she
concluded. “He can be so stubborn, sometimes. As I’m sure you
know.”

She looked at me questioningly before
stepping out of the elevator and into a penthouse that looked like
hers, minus the artwork. It was all much simpler, more modern, like
Anando’s house in Haventown. I felt ridiculously relieved when I
realized they didn’t live together.

“The play room is this way.” She led the way
down a corridor, stopping a few feet from the closed door and
dropping her voice to a murmur. “He doesn’t know you’re coming, and
he won’t know it’s you until you decide to let him know. Show him a
good time, won’t you?”

Looking at the door, she smiled, a small,
almost wistful smile, then handed me the silver key on its ribbon.
I took it with a hesitant hand and watched as she turned on her
heel and started back toward the elevator.

“Wait,” I said, keeping my voice quiet as she
had. She looked back toward me. “I still don’t understand—”

“I hadn’t seen him in almost a hundred
years,” she cut in quietly. “He only ever comes back to me when
he’s hurt. Really hurt.” She gave me a once-over look again and
shrugged. “I still don’t see how you could have hurt him like that, but you did. So go ahead and
fix what you broke.” Her gray eyes hardened, and suddenly they
seemed like ice. I shivered. “Be careful, though. If you make
things worse, I’ll make you regret it.”

And with that warning, she left me to
contemplate a door I was both scared and impatient to open.

I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a
second. It didn’t do much to calm my heartbeat or my thoughts. I
shoved the key in my pants pocket and entered.

The door opened with a murmur of metal well
oiled. I stepped in and let my eyes adjust to the near darkness. On
each wall, a series of three sconces lit up the room with the
wavering flames of thin candles. The light reflected on various
metal objects hanging from hooks on the walls. I barely paid them
any mind. All I saw was Anando. Chains strung from the ceiling
bound him in the center of the room. I couldn’t take my eyes off
him.

A whiff of incense reached my nose even as I
found his face. I understood, now, why she had said he wouldn’t
know it was me. The incense would cover my scent, and the blindfold
over his eyes would take care of his sight.

“Come on, Mary. Let me go.”

He sounded halfway between annoyed and
exasperated, and I could easily see why. Manacles on each of his
wrists bound him to thick chains that kept his arms over his head
and slightly apart. I wondered how long he’d been chained there
like this, but I didn’t say a word. At least now I knew what the
key in my pocket was for.

I took slow steps toward him, drinking in the
sight of his body. He was wearing faded jeans and a short-sleeved
shirt that hung open on his chest, revealing glimpses of his skin
to my eyes. I wanted nothing more than to touch him.

“Mary,” he repeated, sounding like he was
losing patience. “If you think…” His voice trailed off and he
tilted his head to one side as though listening intently. I could
imagine his frown as he realized that yes, there was a heart
beating like thunder just a couple of feet in front of him.

My hand trembled as I reached over and rested
it in the middle of his chest.

“Listen,” he said urgently, “however much she
paid you, you don’t—”

My hand clenched and my nails dug into his
skin. He hissed and jerked back as far as the chains would allow
him.

“I’m a vampire,” he growled, and flashed his
fangs in my direction. “You’d better think twice before pissing me
off.”

“Or what?” I asked very low, low enough, I
thought, that he might not recognize my voice immediately. “You’ll
bite me?”

I came closer to him and pressed my body to
his. I wrapped an arm around his waist to stop him from jerking
back, and pressed my other hand at the back of his head, pushing
his face into my neck. I felt him become completely rigid against
me when his lips touched my skin. He sniffed once and sighed, the
fight draining out of him.

“Virginia.”

He wasn’t going to bite me, I realized, and
so I pulled back. As soon as I let go of him, he turned his head to
the corner of the room on the right of the door.

“You’ve gone too far,” he said, spitting out
the words angrily. “When I get out of here, don’t expect to ever
see me again.”

Taken aback as to why he’d address the wall,
I looked at the corner, almost expecting to find his Sire standing
there. Instead, I noticed the surveillance camera just under the
ceiling. The red light on its side indicated it was on.

I was grateful to Mary, since it seemed to be
her name, for giving me the chance to see Anando again. I wasn’t
grateful enough, however, to give her a free peep show. I looked
around but found nothing that could serve as cover. Without
thinking twice, I quickly unbuttoned my shirt and slipped it off.
It took me three tries of throwing it on the camera before it
stayed put, covering the lens.

“Is it the only camera?” I asked, turning
back to Anando.

“Yes. Did you disable it?”

I didn’t reply. Coming to stand next to him,
I touched his right wrist where the metal was digging into his
skin. He jerked, though I couldn’t have said if it was in pain or
surprise.

“Does it hurt?”

I was asking about him being chained, of
course, but deep down, it was something else altogether I was
wondering about. Mary had said it plainly, but I still didn’t know
if I could believe her. Had he hurt as much as I had, in the past
two months? Had he missed me?

I guess he heard the question I didn’t dare to ask,
because he said, “You shouldn’t have come. It’ll only make things
harder.” He paused, then added as though an afterthought, “Harder
for you.”

Somehow, that belated addition didn’t sound
all that truthful. I trailed my fingers down his arm and frowned
when the fabric of his sleeve stopped me. That wouldn’t do.

“You should go now, before you do anything
you’ll regret later.”

Stepping back, I looked around the room for
something suitable. Near a sconce, a knife with a blade thin as two
of my fingers together and as long as my hand hung, hilt up and
sharp point down. I picked it up and returned to Anando who,
oblivious, was still rambling.

“Mary probably thought she was doing me a
favor, but she doesn’t understand—”

He fell quiet when I rested the knife on his
arm, the flat of the blade just pressing against his skin.

“Virginia?” he said, and for the first time
that day, his voice wavered. For the first time, the emotion in his
words had the ring of truth. “What are you doing?”

I lifted the blade from his skin and slipped
it inside his sleeve, angling it upward. “You’re not scared of me,
are you?”

The fabric ripped almost with no pressure on
my part. I repeated the motion until I had reached his collar and
his shirt slipped down his back, held up only by the other
sleeve.

“Should I be scared?” he asked back. His
voice had firmed up again, probably because he now knew what I was
doing.

“I don’t know.” I ran my free hand from his
wrist down his arm and then along his ribs, enjoying the small
shudder that my touch elicited. “Did I ever give you a reason to be
scared before?”

He scoffed. The sound was strange, coming
from a man who was chained, blindfolded, and half naked. “This is
not like you,” he said. He stumbled on the last word when my nails
brushed against his nipple. “You don’t want to be doing this.”

“Don’t I?” I murmured. With short, precise
cuts, I finished cutting the shirt off him. The shreds fell at his
feet, leaving him bare-chested for my eyes and hands to explore. I
dropped the knife to the floor and pressed my hands to his chest,
just feeling his skin for a moment. “Why would I be touching you if
I didn’t want to?”

My fingers slid up his torso then followed
his collarbone before coming up his neck. I framed his face in my
hands. Unable to resist, I stepped closer to him until my body was
pressed alongside his. I leaned in until our mouths were only
millimeters apart. He was very still beneath my touch, very calm,
when I felt as though my heart was about to break free from my
chest.

“Why would I be kissing you,” I whispered,
“if I didn’t want to?”

I brushed my lips across his in what could
barely be called a kiss. He let me do as I pleased, but didn’t
reciprocate.

“Virginia, please,” he said in a very low
voice. I could feel each word against my lips. “You’re only making
things more difficult.”

Abruptly, I took a step back, severing all
contact between us. For the briefest instant, his body leaned
forward as though seeking mine before he stilled again.

“I'm making things difficult?” I asked, a little angry.
“I’m not the one who ran away without a goodbye.”

“I didn’t run away,” he said, his face too
blank beneath the blindfold. “I left. I never pretended I’d stay in
Haventown forever.”

Annoyed by how carefully he was controlling
his expression, I went to stand behind him so I wouldn’t see his
face. Was it all a charade, I wondered, or did he truly not care?
His Sire had said he did. Could I believe her? Or was I supposed to
believe Anando?

Unable to decide, I came close to Anando
again, and this time pressed my lace-covered breasts to his back,
encircling his waist with my arms. I laid my cheek on his shoulder
and closed my eyes.

This wasn’t how I had imagined things would
go. I had thought he’d talk to me. Explain, maybe. Touch me again
the way I longed for him to touch me. Instead, I thought bitterly,
all he did was try to chase me away.

Except…

He wasn’t, was he? His words were clear
enough, refusing me all hope, as were his carefully schooled
features. But he wasn’t pushing me away from him, wasn’t twisting
in his chains to break my gentle hold on him, wasn’t fighting back.
On the contrary, his body was very still against me, compliant,
even pushing back into my embrace when I loosened it. Could his
body be telling a truth he wouldn’t let himself voice?

As light as downy feathers, my fingers
trailed over his chest again, skimming his flat nipples until they
were hard nubs. I slowly lowered my right hand past his belly
button and rested it over his crotch. The hardened bulge inside his
jeans proved he had enjoyed my caresses, but his words, once again,
did not match his body.

“This is a mistake, Virginia,” he said
urgently. “She shouldn’t have brought you here. It was all a
mistake—”

He broke off when I lightly squeezed his cock
through his jeans. “If you really believe that,” I said just behind
his ear, letting my lips brush his earlobe, “just tell me to stop.
Just say it outright. Tell me ‘Virginia, I want you to stop’ and I
swear I will. Tell me ‘I want you to go’ and I’ll return home. Just
say it, Anando. Say it.”

I held my breath and, completely immobile
against him, I waited for him to say the words. Seconds passed in a
heavy silence. He finally lowered his head, but he said
nothing.

Keeping a hand on his cock, I trailed my
fingers over his chest, sometimes barely grazing his skin,
sometimes pressing in lightly with my nails. I pulled back a little
and kissed the nape of his neck. He shivered at that small touch,
then again when I pressed soft kisses along the line of his
shoulders. My hands now at his waist, I ducked beneath his arm to
return in front of him, standing as close as possible. I could feel
his body press against mine with each breath I took.

I slid my fingers up his arms and over the
manacles that held him captive to link my fingers with his. He
squeezed back and leaned in as though seeking my lips. I evaded his
attempt and instead laid soft kisses over his neck and up to his
jaw, slowly making my way to his mouth, reminding him that, for
now, and of his own will, he was in my control. When I brushed my
lips against his, I wished, briefly, that I could have felt his
arms around me, holding me tight, giving me the illusion for a
moment that he would never let go. I knew that it would have been
nothing but an illusion, though, and so I contented myself with
wrapping him in my arms and holding him close.

“Every time I called,” I asked, breathing the
words against his cheek. “Why did you even pick up?”

His face turned slightly and he brushed his
cheek against mine. “Do you wish I hadn’t?”

My arms tightened around him for a second.
“No. I wish you had talked to me.” As much as I tried, I couldn’t
keep my pain out of my words. “I wish you had talked to me before
leaving.”

He tensed against me, and an edge of
defensiveness crept in his voice. “And said what, Virginia? Set
down rules? Topics we shouldn’t talk about, requests that shouldn’t
be made? We never could hold on to the rules before. Would it have
been any different this time?”

I looked inside myself before I replied. I
didn’t really want to be turned, or if I did, I hadn’t admitted it
to myself. I had just been curious. Would it have been easy to stay
clear of the topic of him siring me once the possibility had been
raised? Probably not. Could I have done it? Maybe.

“If I had known the alternative was losing
you,” I said at last, “I’d have followed any rule you made.”

I kissed his chest over his heart. My right hand
sneaked down to rest over his cock. It had softened while we
talked. I gently rubbed him through his jeans and rested my head
against his shoulder. The chains clanked quietly as I caressed him.
I looked up at his hands to find that he had caught the chains and
was holding them tightly. My eyes drifted down to his face, and I
couldn’t bear not to see his eyes anymore. I tugged the blindfold
off. Anando blinked a few times before looking at me. He seemed
oddly vulnerable, as though he didn’t quite know what to expect
next.

Abruptly, I remembered he had had that same
look, briefly, during our last night in Haventown, when I had asked
questions that made him uncomfortable. It wasn’t a look I liked. I
didn’t want Anando to be wary of me. A cold feeling of awareness
flashed through me and I shivered at the frost it left over my
soul. He’d never be anything other than wary anymore, not if he
thought that at any moment I could raise a topic that was taboo to
him.

The decision was easier to make than I would
have believed. Bringing both hands to frame his face, I pressed my
lips to his for a chaste kiss, wondering if he’d realize it was an
apology of sorts.

“The first night we played,” I said, pushing
the words out slowly. “When I looked into the toy chest and I saw
the chains there…” How far away that first night seemed… So much
had changed since them, the least of all being me. But one thing
had remained the same. “It wasn’t something I had ever wanted to
play with. And even now, if the only way I can be with you is when
one of us is chained, with metal or with words, it’s still not
something I want.” I swallowed hard and banished the tears that
wanted to rise to my eyes. This was my decision. I had no reason to
cry. It would be better this way, for me, but especially for him.
“So I guess… I guess it really is goodbye, this time. Isn’t
it?”

Seconds trickled by until he finally asked in
a low voice, “Let me go, Virginia.”

One cuff after the other, with my hand
shaking just enough to make it difficult, I released his wrists. He
let out a little grunt and rolled his shoulders back and forth,
then rubbed at the chafed skin of his wrists.

I shoved the silver key back in my pocket,
thinking I would keep it as a reminder that it was my choice. I was
letting him go rather than hold him captive in bonds that would
hurt us both. I was the one who was saying goodbye this time.

With a weak smile, I turned away. I took only
one step toward the corner where I wanted to get my shirt back
before his arms closed around me from behind. He held me tight, his
embrace as unyielding as chains.

“I picked up that damn phone because I missed
you too,” he murmured into my hair, so low I almost didn’t catch
his words.

“You could have come back.”

“And then what?”

The sadness in his voice cut me deeper than I
would have expected. I tried to fight it back, and fight the
realization that, for him, leaving had truly been the only
option.

“And then we could have taken things one day
at a time,” I replied, choking up a little.

He sighed softly. “And how often would you
have thought about it again? How often would I have seen in your
eyes that apprehension that you’re growing older and I’m not? How
much time before you asked, Virginia? Because you would have asked.
I know it.” Very quietly, as though to himself, he added: “They
always do.”

It had never occurred to me until that moment
that others might have asked him to turn them before. Had I
awakened old memories when I had danced around the subject without
quite managing to say the words? We hadn’t been alone in that bed,
I now understood. Four hundred years… I could ask as many questions
as he let me, I’d never know everything. There had to be a hundred,
a thousand ways to hurt him now that he had opened himself to me
like this. I had stumbled on one. Of course he’d want to get away
from me before I discovered more. He was only protecting
himself.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and tried to get
away from his embrace. “I shouldn’t have—”

“Don’t.”

I’m not sure if he meant don’t apologize or
don’t pull away from him. He held me closer, kissed the back of my
head then my shoulders, as I had done to him earlier. His lips
found the bite scars he had left at the crook of my neck and he
kissed them, even scraped his teeth against them, sending sparks
running through my body. My arms rested over his and I clutched at
his wrists.

“Go ahead,” I murmured. “If you want—”

I didn’t need to finish. His mouth rested
over the scars again. Almost delicately, his fangs pressed against
my skin until they pierced it. The familiar flash of pain was
followed by warmth as he drew my blood with slow but strong
suction. His chest vibrated with a low rumbling of pleasure and I
could feel his cock harden against my ass.

All too soon, it was over. He lapped at the
scars a few times with long swipes of his tongue. Each time,
sensations of pain and pleasure sparked through me. Trembling, I
turned in his unyielding embrace and pressed my body to his,
burying my face into the crook of his neck.

His shaky hand rested over my hair and
brushed lightly through the strands as he murmured, “Sweet
Virginia” in the same tone of voice he had used every time he had
told me goodbye.

I only clang to him a little tighter. “Make
love to me,” I asked, almost begged. “If it’s over, if it’s really
goodbye, then make love to me one last time.”

He placed a finger beneath my chin and raised
my face to his. In the wavering light of the candles, he looked at
me for a long moment, and I looked back, unflinching, wondering
what he thought, what he saw in my face when he looked at me so
intently. Then, very slowly, his lips descended upon mine for a
soft kiss. His tongue traced my parting lips before slipping past
them. I brushed my tongue against his, recognizing after a second
the taste lingering there as that of my blood. It didn’t bother me;
I had known what Anando was from the moment I had met him. If
anything, it still sent a thrill through me to know that he could
want me or need me on such primal level. It would be yet another
thing I missed when we parted ways; I knew already that I’d never
let another vampire feed from me.

The kiss ended as sweetly as it had started.
Letting his arms drop from my waist, Anando took my hand and guided
me out of the room. He led me to a bedroom at the end of the
hallway. The dark wood of the furniture and blue linens and walls
reminded me at once of his bedroom in Haventown and it felt as
though we were back there, back home, on a night like any other
night we had spent together.

He dropped down to one knee to pull my boots
off. I rested a hand on his shoulder for balance, and left it
there, clutching lightly, as he peeled the leather pants off me,
his fingers touching each inch of skin he uncovered. I was
trembling when he stood again, my entire body anxious to feel more
of him. With a single finger, he traced the lacy edge of my bra,
following the cup down into my cleavage and back up on the other
side. Unable to wait any longer, I unsnapped my bra. It slipped
down my arms when I unbuttoned his jeans. I reached inside them and
gently guided his cock out before pushing the pants down his legs.
He stepped out of them and took both my hands in his.

“No games, this time,” he said.

I struggled to give him a small smile. “Just
us.”

Letting go of my left hand, he grabbed the
corner of the neatly set comforter and pulled it and the sheet
down, opening the bed. I slipped between the cotton sheets. They
felt cool and smooth against me. Anando joined me, and his skin was
even smoother as our bodies pressed together. As always, it warmed
slowly under my touch. We kissed and caressed, our hands playing
over each other’s bodies, fingertips and nails, open palms just
brushing and fingers clutching. Without needing to talk about it,
we were both taking things slow, drawing them out, with an edge of
desperation to each kiss, each caress. They were the last ones we
would exchange. We both knew it.

His cock was pushing against my hip, leaving
a wet trail there and making me even wetter. I refrained from
touching it as long as I could, but the hard flesh enticed me,
called to me, and eventually I had to wrap my hand around it.
Anando moaned softly when I did, and his hips arched toward me. I
raised my leg, settling it over his and opening myself to him. He
moved forward and I guided him to my folds, holding him poised at
the entrance to my body a few more seconds before I let him inside
me.

I wanted nothing more than to feel him fill
me, complete me fully, but he teased me just as I had teased him.
His thrust was shallow and all too short before he pulled back,
leaving nothing but the very tip of him inside me. I tried to use
the leverage of my leg over his thigh to push him deeper, but he
stopped me by rolling me onto my back. He lay over me, propped onto
his forearms. Nestled between my thighs, he could easily have
entered me. Instead, he remained as he was, teasing me with the
promise of what was to come, remaining in control of his body even
as mine shook in need.

“What do you want, Virginia?” he murmured,
and his words were a caress against my lips.

No games, he had said, but I guess he just
couldn’t stop himself from playing one last time.

I wrapped my legs around him and clutched at
his shoulders. “You know what I want.”

My attempt to bear down on him was deflected
when he shifted back the tiniest bit so that his cock felt like it
was about to slip out of me. I stilled, and so did he.

“I want to hear it. Tell me—”

“I want you. I always wanted you. From the
moment I saw you in the club, you—”

His cock pushed inside me without warning.
Not all the way in, not yet, but deeper than before.

“It was always about you,” I continued,
breathing hard, my nails digging into his skin. “I thought… I
thought it was about how good I felt—”

He pulled away, but thrust back in before I
could protest.

“—but it was always about you. Even those
times when we did nothing but talk—”

I let out a small cry. He was a little deeper
still, but not all the way in yet. My body was shaking, and fire
was consuming me inside and out. Surely, I would die if he did not
fill me soon—or at least, that was what it felt like.

“Even talking was enough,” I finished,
breathless.

He stilled halfway through his motion of
pulling back. In the faint ambient light, I could see a grin twist
his lips.

“If what you want to do is talk…” he said,
leaving the rest up in the air.

“You’re making me regret those chains. Are
you going to fuck me now or should I—”

I didn’t need to finish that threat. He
started moving inside me, still too slow to my liking, but without
pauses now, his cock continually sliding in and out of me,
stretching me to accommodate him and firing up threads of pleasure
to course through my body.

In the near darkness, his face was serious
even as it contorted in pleasure. At times, that edge of sadness I
had first discovered back in Haventown crept up to the surface. I
couldn’t bear seeing it. I never wanted to see Anando unhappy. My
hand traveled to the back of his head and I gently drew him down
for a kiss. I flicked my tongue at his lips before pushing in past
them. Our tongues slid against each other at the same slow rhythm
of his cock pushing inside me and withdrawing again.

I’d like to believe we made love like this
all night, prolonging this last dance as long as we could, but the
truth is, we both wanted and needed too much for it to last. Our
kiss became a little more frantic, a little less controlled, and so
did Anando’s thrusting. I didn’t want it to end, but pleasure was
thrumming through me louder and louder, with sharp notes of raw
need that made me arch my hips and moan into Anando’s mouth.

He ended the kiss and drew back to look at me
as he intensified his tempo, keeping up with my ragged
breathing.

“Always so beautiful,” he murmured. “Always
letting me see your pleasure… Will you come for me, Virginia? Will
you—”

All it took was a few words, my name on his
lips, his cock piercing me, his pelvis grinding against my clit.
All it took was him, and I was coming apart, my body shattering for
him, at his hands, one last time.

All it took, for him, was my own
pleasure.

Arms wrapped around him, I held him to me,
not letting go even when he rolled off me so that we ended side by
side again, his face just inches from mine, our eyes locked. He
cupped my face with his hand and stroked my cheek with his thumb. I
pinched my lips tightly together so words wouldn’t escape. I wanted
to tell him at last that I loved him, but at the same time I
couldn’t. These words would have been no more than another kind of
chains on him, demanding that he return them—and I knew, deep down,
that he would. I wanted him free. I kept quiet.

We remained like this, looking at each other
in silence, as close as two lovers can be, for a little while
longer. All of a sudden, a loud clamor rose from the street,
cheering and chanting, car horns joining in. Anando smiled.

“Happy New Year, dearest Virginia. May it
bring you all the happiness you wish for.”

I tried to smile back, but I didn’t reply. I
couldn’t. I was afraid that, if I said anything, even a simple
‘thank you’, I would cry. Tears would have been another way to
attach him to me. I refused them. Closing my eyes, I moved closer
to him and tucked my head beneath his chin. It wasn’t the first
time I had gone to sleep in his arms, but I was acutely aware that
it would be the last. It made the comfort of his embrace
bittersweet, but I wouldn’t have given it up for anything in the
world.

When I woke up, faint lines of light framed
the drapes, letting me know it was morning. I carefully pulled away
from his arms and slipped out of bed without awakening him.

My eyes became used to the lack of light and
I watched him for a little while. His lips were barely parted, and
he looked at peace. I wanted nothing more than to lean down and
press a kiss to his mouth, but I didn’t dare. It would be easier if
I just left without him waking up.

I picked up my clothes in the dark and
tiptoed out of the room. The first door I opened was a bathroom. My
carry-on suitcase was there, next to the shower stall. I tried not
to wonder who had brought it in. I cleaned up quickly, then got
dressed. As I put my clothes from the day before in the suitcase, a
bit of ribbon peeking out of my pants pocket caught my eye. I
pulled it out and closed my hand over the silver key. I kept it
inside my tight fist as I walked out and explored the apartment a
little more. The next door I opened, mirroring Mary’s sitting room,
was an office. I went to the desk, pulled a sheet of paper from the
printer and found a pen in the drawer. I knew I was taking the
coward’s way out by writing my goodbyes rather than saying them to
him, but I couldn’t bear to talk to him now.

“Dear Anando,

It’s my turn to slip away without a proper
goodbye. I hope you’ll forgive me as I forgive you. As much as I
hurt right now, I’m glad I met you, and I’m glad you were in my
life for those too few months. And if it had to come to an end, I’m
glad I could see you one last time.

There is more I want to say to you, words
that would break the rules one last time, but they’re words that
should be spoken, not left to die on a piece of paper.

Think of me, sometimes. I will think of
you.

Virginia”

I left the key with the letter. He had asked
for his freedom, and that’s what I was giving him. The freedom to
move on, to be happy. I also left the cell phone I had brought with
me, so I wouldn’t be tempted to call again. I was freeing myself,
too.

Pulling my carry on after me, I went to the elevator
and pressed the call button. The plane ticket was in my jacket,
which I had left in Mary’s apartment. The last thing I wanted was
to see her, and I hoped the old woman would be there again to give
me my jacket back. However, when the metal door opened, they
revealed Mary standing inside the elevator, my jacket in her hands.
I hesitated before climbing in, but finally did when she stepped to
the side, leaving more space for me. The doors closed behind me and
she pressed the button for the parking before handing me the
jacket. I took it with a nod of thanks but without meeting her
eyes.

Neither of us said a word while the elevator
glided smoothly to the basement. I kept staring at the doors so I
wouldn’t have to see her. I expected her to say something when the
doors opened, but she just remained there while I stepped out
toward the limousine that was waiting for me. The same driver took
my carry on, and only then did I look back at Mary. She was holding
the doors open as she watched me go. I managed to force out a word
of thanks, and she replied with a nod. Somehow, she looked
disappointed. I wasn’t too sure why. I had done what she wanted and
set her Childe free. Whatever she may think, I don’t believe he
wanted anything else from me.

I took the plane home, surrounded by revelers
still red-eyed and grinning from greeting the New Year with too
much enthusiasm. Despite everything, I felt all right. I fell
asleep during the flight, awakening only when we reached Haventown
and feeling calmer, more at peace than I had since he had left.

I have no regrets, my Lady. I didn’t actually
say the words to him, but I put them in every touch, every kiss,
and I’m sure he heard them. I’m sure he knows I love him. I’m also
pretty sure he loves me too.

I just don’t know if he loves me enough to
come back.




The End
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