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Author’s Note




Three years ago, I wrote a very short story
for the Confessions to Venus line of the now defunct Venus Press.
Virginia and Anando entered my life. I thought I would take them
for a spin on the dance floor and move on to other characters. How
wrong I was...

Before long, I could hear Virginia’s voice
again. She had more to confess. Much more. As I wrote other
stories, short and long, she and Anando were never far from my
thoughts, demanding that I reunite them again. What had started as
a purely sexual encounter was turning into a love story, much to my
surprise.

Three years later, Virginia has said all she
had to say; it’s Anando who will tell us how it ends. I can only
hope you enjoyed their journey as much as I did, and that this last
dance is a fitting goodbye.




Kallysten, March 2009




Out of the Box 10




The elevator doors opened with a whisper.
Virginia was leaving. I could stop her still. All I would have
needed to do was go to her. Call her name. A word, maybe even just
a look, and I was sure she would stay. With me. Here. Anywhere,
probably. For as long as I wanted. As long as I let her.

I didn’t move.

I couldn’t.

I couldn’t move or call her back, just like I
hadn’t been able to sleep that night, and for the same reason. If I
had allowed myself to sleep by her side again then, if I moved now,
I’d never let her go. Only pain lay that way.

The thing about living as long as I have is
that there comes a time when you can’t fool yourself anymore. You
can try, of course. You can ignore the warning signs. You can tell
yourself that you’re not feeling what you know perfectly well you
are, indeed, experiencing. You can pretend you still have time to
pull back from the fire without getting burned.

I did all this. I lied to myself. And the
whole time, I knew I was lying.

That’s why I didn’t stop Virginia. That’s
also why I listened intently for the elevator to return, and
clenched my hands on the sheets when I heard the doors again, then
steps coming toward my room. For the few seconds that it lasted,
hope was bittersweet.

“Silly man.”

Leaning against the doorjamb, Mary crossed
her arms and shook her head as she looked at me. Her expression
matched her voice: exasperated. I rolled onto my stomach, turning
my face away from her. I hadn’t forgiven her yet for chaining me
up. I wouldn’t forgive her either for bringing Virginia to New
York. At least, not any time soon.

I couldn’t forgive her, and yet at the same
time I was grateful. That was what thoughts of Virginia did to my
mind.

It would have been too much to hope that Mary
would leave me alone. With a little sigh, she came to the bed, and
I felt the mattress dip when she first sat down, then lay against
my back, her arm draped loosely over me.

“You still have time to go after her.”

I didn’t respond. I knew that only too well.
I was trying the best I could to stop myself from going.

“Why did you let her go?” she insisted.

“Why did you bring her here?” I asked back,
growing annoyed.

She chuckled quietly. “Because I was tired of
seeing you moping day in and day out, waiting for her calls.
Because I wanted to see what kind of woman can turn my Childe into
a lovesick teenager.”

I wanted to protest—I don’t mope, and neither
do I act like a child. However, it was an entirely different remark
that came to my lips. “You know what kind of women I like. Or have
you forgotten?”

After three hundred years, the bitterness was
still thick in my words, surprising even me. She pressed her lips
to the back of my neck.

“One day,” she murmured, her mouth caressing
my skin with each word, “You’ll forgive me. But I’m done
apologizing. I only—”

“I know,” I cut in gently. I rested my arm
over hers on the sheet, covering her hand with mine and linking our
fingers together. “I know you did it for me. And I did forgive
you.”

I just couldn’t forgive myself.

“Then isn’t it time to move on? Or will you
punish yourself until the end of times for what no one could have
predicted?”

Was this what she thought it was about?
Punishment? It wasn’t. And I had moved on. I had known many women since then. I shared a few
happy years with a handful of them. In the end, though, it was
always the same heartache—for them, because they grew old when I
didn’t; for me, because I always ended up alone.

“Anando? Talk to me.”

“And say what?”

“What’s so special about her? How did she get
past the armor you wrapped around your heart?”

I stared unseeingly at the frame of light
growing around the drapes. How had Virginia slipped into my heart? I could remember our first
night as if it had happened just hours earlier instead of months. I
hadn’t known, then, that she would become so special to me. I had
just realized she was special in and of herself. Special enough
that I had been glad to see her return, time after time. Special
enough that I had come to want no one but her. But I couldn’t have
defined what made her unique.

“She’s just a human woman,” I said at last,
talking to myself as much as to Mary. “There’s no reason for her to
be different from other women.”

“But she is.”

Of course she was. One thing was the same,
however, for her as for any woman I had played with for a few hours
or a few years. I refused to risk changing them. I wouldn’t make
that mistake again. And while she hadn’t asked me to do it, she had
come dangerously close to the subject. I knew, from experience,
that once the idea entered their minds, they never backed away. It
might take them years to finally ask to be turned into a vampire.
It might take them days. But they always asked. They always had the
same reasons, the same perfectly sensible, perfectly understandable
reasons. It wasn’t easy to say no and disappoint them. It wasn’t
easy to leave when they didn’t stop asking. But the
alternative—staying to watch them change, either by my fangs or by
another’s—that was something I just couldn’t do.

“Tell me something,” Mary said after a few
minutes. “Where would you have gone if I hadn’t been there?”

I tensed in her arms before I even realized I
had done so. “Why wouldn’t you be?”

She laughed. “Only young children think that
their parents are immortal, love. You’re not a child, and I’m not
your mother. Surely, you realize I won’t always be there.”

I turned my head on the pillow to give her a
hard look. She laughed again.

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m not going to
take a walk in the sun tomorrow, or any time soon.”

I could only frown. ‘Not any time soon’ was
very different from ‘never.’

“You’ve thought about it,” I said, almost
accusing.

“I’ve been alive for a long time.” She was
dodging my question; we both knew it. “I’ve lived. I’ve loved. I’ve
laughed and cried. There is very little I haven’t experienced. If I
died today, I would have no regrets. Just fears.”

For the life of me, I couldn’t have said
where she was going with that line of thought.

“Fears?” I repeated. “Fears about what comes
after?”

“Yes, but not the way you think. I fear about
what it would be like for my Childer when I can’t help them
anymore. Did you know Laurent started a clan?”

I shrugged at the abrupt change of subject. I
had heard the news, but I didn’t care much. Laurent was her Childe,
too, but he was two hundred years my junior, and I had never lived
with him and Mary.

“And Leticia is in love with a Master.” A
thin smile pulled at her lips, but it didn’t touch her eyes. She
was watching me like a hawk, no doubt wondering how I’d react. “She
was so sure we couldn’t love, and now she’s all but married. He
made her stop killing, too.”

Those few words hurt like as many slashes
from a whip. Someone else had given back to Leticia what we had
shared while she was human—what we had lost when Mary had turned
her for me. I wish I could say I wasn’t jealous. My love for her
had withered with time and regrets, but I still remembered what
we’d had, what I thought we could have forever, and what a mess it
had ended up being.

I remembered it all too well. That was the
problem.

“So that only leaves you,” Mary finished,
softness touching her eyes.

I huffed, annoyed. “I’m just fine without
anyone trying to interfere.”

“Just fine, yes. That’s why you ran away from
that poor girl and came here.”

I kicked the sheet off me and jumped out of
bed. “I did not run away from anything.” I left the room and walked
over to the bathroom. I closed the door pointedly. Even so, I
expected Mary to walk in and keep badgering me; she was very good
at it, and as often as she had called me stubborn, she was much
more so than I was. She left me alone, however. Alone with
Virginia’s scent.

It had permeated the bedroom, but then, I was
so used to it, I barely noticed. Her scent and mine together, the
smell of lust and sex—they had become very familiar in the past
months.

Now, it was her scent alone that lingered in
the air. I remembered the showers we had taken together in
Haventown, some of them innocent, others a lot more naughty. It
would have been nice to have a last memory of water cascading over
her body, my hands chasing away suds and—

I stepped inside the shower stall and turned on the
cold water at full blast. That took care of those thoughts.
Shivering, I gradually changed the temperature until it was as hot
as I could tolerate. The scalding water struck my shoulders and
slowly melted the tension that had accumulated there.

Why did it have to be so complicated? We’d
had such good times. Some things had remained unvoiced, but I’m
sure we both knew where we stood, what we felt, what the other
felt. I was rather certain she loved me. And she had to know…
didn’t she? Wasn’t that why she had come to New York? She must have
known I wouldn’t send her away. Not that I could have, chained as I
was, but she had seemed rather sure of herself. I remembered her
first visit to the club and how hesitant she had been then. How
nervous and scared, too, even if she had tried to hide it. This
time, she had been nothing if not confident. Sure of herself, and
of the power she yielded over me. My sweet Virginia…

I looked down, and was almost surprised to
see my hand fisted over my hardening cock. I gave it a light tug,
sending a jolt of pleasure through me. More memories resurfaced. I
closed my eyes to enjoy them even more. In my mind, the dancing
lights of the club caressed the curve of Virginia’s neck and
shoulder. Silk flowed against the swell of her breast. Wax hit her
flesh and her whole body shook as she thrust herself down onto my
cock. Water embraced her, surrounding her like she surrounded me,
holding me tight inside her, holding me with her hands resting on
my shoulders, her gaze holding mine. She cried out when I pushed in
harder, then again when a second cock penetrated her. One moment,
she was at my mercy, trembling in need yet obeying every word that
fell from my lips; the next, she was the one leading the dance,
trapping me with her eyes and mouth, freeing me from my chains.

Months of sex concentrated in one moment,
hours of pleasure rewritten to wring a quicksilver orgasm from me:
the hand on my cock was hers, for just an instant, and that was all
it took.

Pathetic.

I stayed under the spray of hot water long
after the traces of my escapade into the past had been washed down
the drain. Part of me hoped that, with enough time, I could wash
the memories away, leave them behind like I had left Virginia. Of
course it didn’t quite work like that.

When I finally shut the water off, steam
filled the room. I slipped on a bathrobe and tied the belt tightly
before stepping out, leaving wet foot imprints behind me. Without
thinking, I followed the fading trail of Virginia’s scent. It led
me to my office. Mary was in there, sitting at the desk, a sheet of
paper in her hands. She looked up from the paper to me as I
entered.

“She left a letter,” she said, waving the
sheet of paper. “Isn’t that sweet?”

I clenched my fists briefly. My annoyance
flared anew. Mary and I had spent a few decades together after she
had turned me, but since then, we’d rarely stayed together more
than a few weeks at a time. We got on each other’s nerves too much
for that.

I walked over to her and snatched the letter
from her. “Do you really have nothing better to do than torture
me?”

If she replied, I didn’t hear it. I was
already reading Virginia’s parting words.

“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”

Think of her? Not a day had passed since I
had left Haventown that I hadn’t thought of her. Not a day that I
hadn’t regretted bringing those thoughts to her mind. How long
would it have taken her, if I hadn’t suggested that she slip into
the skin of a vampire for a night? I knew she would have wondered,
eventually, but how much time would we have had until then?

And how much harder would it have been to
tell her no if we had had a few more months—or even a few more
years?

It was better like this. It had to be. I had
only spared both of us more pain.

Or so I was trying to convince myself when
Mary stood, sighing softly. She reached over to slide something
over my head, and I looked down to see a small silver key resting
over my chest, hanging from a ribbon.

“No two sirings are alike,” she said. “You
fear she’d change if you turned her, but nothing says she would.
Nothing says she wouldn’t love you anymore.”

I shook my head. “And nothing says she still
would. I promised myself I would never take that chance again, and
I won’t.”

The line of her jaw hardened. Flames seemed
to rise from the gray ashes of her eyes. “You never took that
chance to begin with, Childe. I did.”

I had had enough. I turned my back on her and
left the room. “If you don’t leave now,” I threw over my shoulder,
“I will. For good.”

Whatever Mary said, I had made the right
choice by severing my link with Virginia. At least, that was what I
repeated to myself every time my fears resurfaced in the next few
days. It didn’t work all that well, but I hoped that in time, I’d
start forgetting Virginia. Time was something I would never
lack.




* * * *




A week passed. Then another. A month. Mary
stopped trying to convince me I was making a mistake, but
sometimes, I could still see it in her eyes when she looked at me.
I thought I was only imagining things until the day I found myself
in front of Leticia. Her eyes widened in shock, and I knew she was
as surprised to find me in our Sire’s guest apartment as I was to
see her there. Mary liked to scheme too much for her own good.

“Anando,” Leticia said, inclining her head in
greeting. “I didn’t realize someone was already here. Mary invited
us to spend a few days in New York, but she forgot to say she
already had company.”

A jolt passed through me when she said the
word ‘us,’ and I forced myself to tear my eyes from her to look at
the man who stood by her side. He was looking at me curiously,
waiting, maybe, for Leticia to introduce us. I didn’t want to know
him, though. I didn’t care to know what was so different about him
that she would clutch his hand like this—like she had clutched
mine, long ago.

I expected the jealousy I had first felt when
Mary had told me Leticia had found someone to resurface. I was a
little surprised to realize that all I felt was anger. This time,
Mary had gone too far.

“You know our Sire. She can be quite
forgetful.” My hands clenched and unclenched at my sides. “I’m
leaving the city today, though. Why don’t you go up and say hi to
her? I’ll be out of your way when you come back.”

She gave me a small, uncertain frown but
nodded and led her companion to the elevator. As the door closed on
them, I wondered, briefly, if she had ever told him about me. I
chased that thought away with a shake of my head. Why would
she?

It took me a few minutes to pack my clothes
and the few possessions I had brought with me. Most of my things
were in storage in Haventown, waiting for me to settle down. I had
thrown the windows wide open to clear away my scent and was
changing the bed sheets when the elevator pinged again, announcing
its return. I expected Mary to come and explain herself. Instead,
it was Leticia who stopped at the room’s threshold, arms crossed
and looking uncomfortable.

“You didn’t have to do that,” she said,
gesturing at the bed.

I shrugged but didn’t reply and kept focused
on my task.

“I truly didn’t know you were here,” she
added after a moment, her voice very low. “If I had…”

I glanced at her when she didn’t finish. “If
you had known, you wouldn’t have come?”

It was her turn to shrug. A fleeting smile
crossed her lips. “Mary can be a pain sometimes.”

On that, we could agree. I tugged at the
sheet, straightening it before tucking in the side. She watched me
without offering to help, and I was grateful that she was keeping
her distance.

“Long ago, I made Mary a promise.” She sounded tense
now, enough so that I looked at her again, curious as to why she
was so troubled. “She reminded me when I went upstairs, asked me to
hold it. She can be very persuasive.”

I answered with a little snort. Mary had
never hesitated to manipulate her Childer. It was always for our
own good, she claimed. I’d learned to say no, but I supposed
Leticia hadn’t.

And so I stood there and listened as,
painstakingly, struggling with each word and never quite meeting my
eyes, Leticia told me she had never loved me. Not as a vampire,
which I already knew. Not as a human, which I didn’t.

I tried to forget her words as soon as their
meaning reached my conscious mind. Who would want to remember the
moment when they learned some of the happiest years of their life
had been nothing but a lie?

I didn’t say a word when she was done. I
picked up my jacket and my suitcase and approached the door, hoping
she’d let me through without adding anything. Of course, she
did.

“I’m sorry. I wish—”

I didn’t give a damn what she wished. Not
anymore. “Get out of my way.”

She stepped aside. I left the apartment
without a look back. I hoped I never had to see her again.

The limo was waiting by the elevator when I
reached the parking lot. The driver took my suitcase and opened the
passenger door for me. I froze, one foot already in the limo, when
I saw that Mary was inside.

“Come in,” she said with a pained smile. “I
promise you can rant at me all you want and I won’t say a
word.”

I felt too numb to resist. I climbed in and
sat down across from her. The car started. The chauffeur asked
where we were going. True to her word, Mary didn’t say anything and
merely looked at me questioningly.

“Just drive,” I replied, and closed my
eyes.

For a while, the car moved to the stop and go
rhythm of the city’s traffic lights; my mind did the same. My
memory insisted on bringing me back centuries into the past, to the
time I had spent with a human woman whom I had thought loved me as
much as I loved her, and I had to keep interrupting those thoughts
and reminding myself: it had all been a lie. When the car reached a
highway and started running faster and more smoothly, I looked at
Mary.

“You knew.”

She nodded.

“Since when?”

Her jaw tensed before she replied, and I
braced myself for an answer I knew I wouldn’t like.

“A couple of nights after I sired her.”

I thought about it for a few seconds. A
couple of nights after Leticia had become a vampire… That was the
time when she had moved out of my bed, out of my life, really.
Questions burned my lips. Why had Mary kept this from me for so
long? Why had Leticia told Mary when she hadn’t told me? Why had
she played that charade, pretended to love me?

That last one, I could figure out for myself.
She had stopped pretending after being turned; that had to be what
she had wanted from me.

With that realization, a new question seared
my mind. Would things have been any different if I had sired her
myself? I hadn’t felt ready when she had asked; I was little more
than a fledgling myself. That was why Mary—

Another flash of insight hit me. I blinked,
my eyes focusing again on her. “Did she ask you to turn her?”

For three hundred years, I had believed Mary
had turned her for me. To make me happy. But now—

“She did.”

Now I could see it. When I had refused to
turn her, Leticia had asked someone else. For a second, I could
only wonder why she had wanted so much to become a vampire, but I
dismissed the thought. I would never know, and I didn’t care to
know. Leticia had used me, used my feelings for her. It didn’t
matter why she had. Her reasons didn’t change anything.

“You should have told me.”

Mary didn’t flinch under my accusing glare,
realizing, maybe, that she was only the recipient of my anger by
default.

“I was afraid that if I told you, you’d never
get close to anyone again. Loneliness has driven more than one vamp
to madness.”

I closed my eyes again, returning to my past,
reviewing three centuries’ worth of encounters or relationships
that had lasted for a few nights or a few years. Would it have
changed anything if I had thought that my first real love had only
seen me as a means to an end? Would I have asked myself, upon
meeting other women, if they were like her?

Of course everything would have been
different. Even now, that revelation changed everything.

“Don’t,” Mary said softly.

“Don’t what?” My voice was so cold that I
barely recognized it.

I opened my eyes to see her lean forward in
her seat. She rested her arms on her knees. “Don’t close yourself
off like that. Just because she didn’t love you, it doesn’t mean no
woman ever did.”

A bitter laugh burned my throat. “You can’t
know that. And neither can I. They all asked, in the end. All asked
to be turned—”

She reached over and rested her hand on my
knee, squeezing lightly. “To be with you. To have more years to
love—”

I jerked out of her touch. “You can’t know
that,” I said again.

“And you can’t know that I’m wrong, either.”
She reclined on the car seat, hands resting on either side of her
on the leather. Her gaze hardened. “You can’t know it unless you go
and ask one of them.”

I shook my head. I understood now, why she
had demanded that Leticia tell me, after all these years. “I’m not
going back to Haventown.”

“Aren’t you?” Her sudden grin bared her
teeth; she had rarely seemed so dangerous. “So you don’t want to
know if Virginia really loved you or if all she wanted was a Sire,
then?”

I argued that even if I talked to her, she
could very well lie to me; that even if she didn’t want to be
turned, she could still have been using me; that a few words would
change nothing.

In the end, though, when the car stopped and
the chauffeur opened the passenger door, when I saw we were at the
airport, I remembered something I always forgot too easily: Mary
knew me inside and out.

I was on the first plane that left that night
for California. By midday the next day, I was driving into
Haventown.

Thinking back, I’m not sure what I expected
would happen. Part of me wanted to get as far away from New York as
I could. Away from Leticia and her lies. Away from Mary and her
scheming. Away from everyone I had ever known. But then, another
part needed the reassurance that Mary had dangled in front of me.
Until I knew, with a reasonable degree of certainty, that I hadn’t
been wrong about all the women in my life, I didn’t think I’d be
able to look at anyone without seeing potential lies.

A problem remained; when I talked to her, how
would I know if Virginia was telling the truth? The thought bounced
through my mind, but I still had no answer when I reached
Haventown.

I rented a car at the airport. The coat of
special paint on the windows blocked out sunlight but still allowed
me to see outside. I wished now that I hadn’t been so quick in
putting my house and car up for sale. I had been so sure I wouldn’t
be back…

As much as I wanted to talk to Virginia right
away, it would have to wait, if for no other reason that I didn’t
know where she worked. I checked into a hotel just a few blocks
from where she lived, caught a couple of hours of sleep, then drove
to her apartment building. I parked across the street, where I
couldn’t miss her coming in or out. There, I waited.

I had no idea what I would tell her. I also
had no clue how I’d decide if she was anything other than truthful.
I would figure it out when the time came, I thought. That was how
our relationship had always worked: one step at a time.

It was a little after six when a bus stopped
just a few yards from my car. I swallowed hard when Virginia
appeared. Oblivious to my presence, she walked right by my car and
stopped on the edge of the crosswalk, waiting for the light to
change.

I had decided to talk to her as soon as
possible, but as was so often the case with our plans, I changed my
mind when I saw her. She was wearing slack pants, flat shoes and a
jacket over a blouse, which couldn’t have been more different from
the clothes she had worn every time we had met at the club, and
yet… She turned her face in my direction before crossing the
street, and I felt a pang of yearning. If I went to her now, I
would kiss her. I wanted her too much to be able to resist. Where
would that lead us, though? It wasn’t why I had come back. I’d need
to get a grip on myself before I approached her.

The second plan I came up with was to wait in
front of her building to see if she would go out and party. It was
Friday night; she had often come to On The Edge on Fridays. I
figured that if she went there or to another club, if I followed
her to find her in the arms of another vampire, I would have my
answer without needing to talk to her.

At a quarter past one, she hadn’t come out
again. I strongly doubted she would go out that night. I might as
well get some rest and calm down before I decided what to do.

I drove back to my hotel, and as I gave the
keys to the valet, I changed my mind again. Virginia hadn’t gone to
the club that night, but she might have gone the previous night, or
a week earlier. If someone had seen her there, they might be able
to tell me if she had been seeing anyone. I was reasonably certain
the bartender, Leo, would remember her.

My mind feverish, I walked to the club. I
didn’t know what I wanted to hear. Would I rather be told she had
replaced me or that she hadn’t been back? In the first case, it
would be easy to draw a conclusion. In the second, I still wouldn’t
know, one way or the other.

It felt strange to be back when I had been so
sure I wouldn’t return. Even though it was already very late, the
club was busy. I managed to find a seat at the bar. At once, Leo
approached, his face set on a grim expression.

“Finally back, huh? Dirty wine?”

His hand was already reaching for a
long-stemmed wine glass. I shook my head. Blood and wine had often
been my drink of choice, but tonight I needed something
stronger.

“Scotch. Make it a double.”

If he was surprised, he didn’t show it. He
picked up a square glass and walked away for a second to fill it.
When he returned, he placed it in front of me and watched me down
half of it in one gulp.

“You don’t look too happy,” he said, cocking
his head to one side. “Regretting leaving her behind, already?”

I stared at him, unable to say a word. I felt
as though I had just been doused in icy water. He stared right back
until another customer hailed him. He went to refill her glass,
shared a few words and a smile with her. When he returned, I had
regained enough control on myself to ask, “Has she been back?”

He shook his head once. “No, not as far as I
know.”

My relief was short lived when he added, “Not
in a while, at least.”

I forced my teeth to unclench. “How long is a
while?”

An edge of exasperation sharpened his voice.
“I haven’t been keeping notes. The last time she came, it was to
give me her phone number so I could call her if you returned.” He
pulled a cell phone from his jeans pocket and flipped it open.
“Speaking of which…”

“Don’t!” I tried to grab his phone as he
thumbed through some options, but he took a step back, getting out
of my reach. Horrified, I watched him bring the phone to his ear.
Maybe she wouldn’t pick up. It was so late, surely he’d get her
answering machine rather than—

“Evening, Virginia. It’s Leo from On The
Edge. Sorry to be calling so late.”

He kept his eyes on me as he spoke to her, as
though daring me to leave. I couldn’t leave. I couldn’t move. I
wasn’t ready to see her yet, not by far, but I couldn’t run either,
not if she was coming.

Would she be coming? The question filled my
entire mind and I listened to Leo, anxious to know what Virginia
was saying.

“Yes, he is,” Leo was saying. “Right in front
of me. He was asking about you, but he doesn’t look too glad I
called you.”

He listened for a moment, then said, “I
will,” before he turned off the phone and shoved it back in his
pocket.

“You will what?” I asked, pushing the words
past my dry throat.

Leo’s lips stretched into a faint smile.
“Tell you she’s on her way.”

I suddenly remembered the glass in my tight
hand and brought it to my lips. The alcohol burned as it slid down
my throat, but it did little to thaw the ice that was keeping me so
still.

“Why?” I asked, meeting Leo’s eyes again.

He snorted incredulously. “If you can’t
figure out why she’s coming, you’re even more hopeless than I
thought.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head once. “Why did
you call her?”

He took the empty glass from me and refilled
it before he answered. “Because she asked me to,” he said, very
quiet. “And because you look just as miserable as she did.” He
leaned down, crossing his arms over the counter and giving me a
serious look. “It’s not any of my business why you went away, but
you’ve got to know it hurt her. Badly.”

I looked into my glass then brought it to my
lips, though I did little more than wet them with the scotch. “I
know,” I replied, and I wished I hadn’t sounded so guilty to my own
ears.

“Don’t play with her,” Leo added, just a
touch of warning to his words. “She’s a nice girl. She deserves
better than that.”

With that, he seemed to remember that other
patrons were waiting for him, and he returned to his job.

Still captivated by the swirling amber in my
glass, I tried to focus. How much time had passed since the phone
call? Was Virginia dressed already? Had she left her apartment? Was
she on her way, just two blocks away, maybe even just one? Was she
about to enter the club?

I glanced at the entrance, and was almost
surprised not to see her there.

Maybe she had changed her mind. Maybe she had
decided, after hanging up the phone, that it wasn’t worth it. She
had been hurt. I had hurt her. Surely, it would be safer if she
kept away from me.

Surely, it would be kinder if I kept away
from her.

I had come back intending nothing more than
to ask her a question—did she really, truly love me?—before I left
again. It hadn’t occurred to me until that second that I would give
her false hopes, if she really felt that way. That I would break
her heart a second time, for no other purpose than to make myself
feel better. Was I really so selfish?

I finished my second glass in one long gulp
and paid for my drinks. I stood, my decision made. Leticia and her
lies, Mary and her scheming, Leo and his reproaches—they could all
be damned. I could take care of myself. I didn’t need anyone to try
to influence me. I didn’t need to be told I had made a mistake—or
dozens of them. I just needed…

“Virginia.”

She reached the bar just as I was about to
leave it. My heart jumped to my throat when I found myself in front
of her. I didn’t realize I had spoken her name until she smiled in
response.

“Anando.”

A flash of guilt rushed through me. I had to
make her understand before it was too late; before she started
hoping for things that couldn’t be. “I’m not back,” I blurted
out.

Her smile faltered, though it didn’t entirely
disappear. “You could have fooled me.”

I didn’t know what to reply. I could only
stand there, my feet glued to the floor, unable to tear my eyes off
her. She was wearing faded jeans and a hooded sweatshirt. No make
up, no jewelry, messy hair and still sleepy eyes… As beautiful as
ever.

“Would you like to sit down with me?” she
asked, a little uncertain, after we had been standing like that for
long, awkward seconds.

Words were beyond me. I barely managed a nod.
She slowly, delicately took my hand in hers, and when I didn’t pull
it free, she led me to one of the booths in the back. We sat on
either side of the table, facing each other. I couldn’t tear my
gaze off her.

I think it was then that I started realizing
it; leaving again wouldn’t be as easy as I had thought.

A waitress came by. Virginia asked for a
coffee. I didn’t want anything. I’d had too much to drink,
already.

For a few minutes, we did nothing more than
look at each other. How strange to have come so far to talk to her,
to have such important questions for her, yet to be unable to say a
word. I didn’t know anymore if I’d ever ask her, as plainly as I
had imagined doing, if she loved me. If she did, it would only be
cruel to ask. Just because someone else had been cruel to me was no
reason to be cruel to her.

Only when the waitress had returned and
Virginia had taken a sip from her cup did she finally ask with a
faint smile, “So, how long have you not been back?”

I averted my eyes, turning them to the bar in
the center of the room. Leo was serving a customer, but as he
finished, he threw a glance in our direction.

“I arrived today,” I grudgingly replied.

“I see.” She took another sip. “And were you
going to come and see me?”

“I was planning to, yes, but...” I sighed. I
didn’t like that little hopeful light in her eyes; I had better
extinguish it right away. “I’m not here to start anything again
with you.”

The light wavered but did not wink out of
existence. Her coffee cup made a light clinking sound when she put
it down on the table. “Why are you, then?”

I didn’t know what to reply. The truth was, I
shouldn’t have come at all.

“Anando?” She rested an elbow on the table
and leaned her chin against her fist. “I’m beginning to wonder if
you’re being entirely truthful. I’m not used to you lying to
me.”

“I’m not—” I didn’t need to defend myself, I
realized. Instead, I had to make a cleaner break between us. “I
can’t give you what you want. You’ve got to see that.”

Her eyebrows rose, and her mouth curled in
the ghost of a smile. I couldn’t see what was so amusing.

“Oh, I do know that,” she said, leaning back
on the bench. Her eyes sparkled with mischief.

“You do. Good.” I looked around, hoping to
flag down the waitress. I hadn’t expected this reaction from
Virginia. After her visit, after what she had said, what she had
written… Had she just given me my answer?

“I know you never give me what I want,” she
said again, her smile deepening a little. “I asked for you not to
bite me, and you made me beg for it. I asked that we keep things
only sexual, and…” She shrugged helplessly. “Well, that didn’t work
either, did it? You never gave me what I wanted, Anando. You always
gave me what I didn’t know I wanted.”

They were just words. A few quiet words,
delivered with a smile. I didn’t know what she expected they would
bring her. I wasn’t even sure she thought anything at all would
come out of it. She was just telling me how she felt.

And I… I didn’t know how I felt anymore. I
didn’t know what to think. I didn’t know if I could deny
myself
the hope I hadn’t wanted to
give her. I shouldn’t
have come back to Haventown. Or I should never have left. I
should…

“I should leave.”

Without looking at her, I stood and took a
few steps away. A warm hand clasped my wrist before I could get any
farther. I didn’t look back. I couldn’t.

“I’ll be back here tomorrow night,” she said
urgently. “If you want to talk again.”

With that, she let go of me and I left.

I started walking, straight ahead, not really
seeing where I was going or how far. I walked on, echoes of
conversation bouncing through my mind. Not even a full day had
passed since Leticia had forced me to take a hard look at my own
past. Not even a full day, and I was more lost than I had been in a
long time.

Human lives passed so fast; it was normal for
humans to be confused about what or whom they wanted. I didn’t have
that excuse. I knew myself. I knew what I wanted, and what I needed
to be happy. I knew, or at least by now I should have known how to
keep myself safe from harm. I knew where the lines were in the
sand; I had put them there myself.

Virginia had danced over one of those lines,
blurring its shape, and now I wasn’t sure anymore—how far from me
was it supposed to lie? Was it straight, or a little crooked? Could
it be bent? Could it be erased? Could it be redrawn closer to me—or
further away—or simply forgotten, left there to disappear under our
feet as we walked side by side?

My body stopped a few seconds before my mind
did, and I belatedly realized where my steps had taken me. Despite
myself, despite my jumbled thoughts and dilemma, I laughed. While I
was busy arguing with myself, my subconscious hadn’t taken me back
to the hotel, or back to the club. It had taken me home. I was
standing on the curbside in front of what had been my house for the
past six years. What probably still was my house, in fact. The ‘for
sale’ sign was still in the middle of the front yard.

I only thought for a second before drawing my
cell phone from my pocket. I dialed the real estate agency’s
number, and left a message asking my agent to pull the house from
the market and to meet me at the hotel the next morning.




* * * *




It didn’t strike me that night. It didn’t
strike me either the following day when the agent returned my keys,
or when I arranged for the storage company to deliver my things
back to the house later that day. No, it was only when I drove
there, in the late afternoon, when I walked around the empty house,
as empty as my life had become, that I finally realized it. It
seemed I would be staying in Haventown, after all.

By the time night fell, the furniture was in
place, the moving boxes in their respective rooms waiting to be
unpacked, and the pool’s water clear as crystal. My mind, on the
other hand, was murkier than ever; my thoughts, all over the
place.

I was staying in Haventown, that much was
clear, but beyond that, each step was taking me onto unknown lands.
I wasn’t sure how long I would stay, or what I expected would
happen. I wasn’t even sure I would be going to the club that
night.

Of course I wanted to see Virginia. I wanted
it too much, in fact. Seeing her again had shaken my resolve, and
it had crumbled beneath my feet, leaving me on unstable ground.
After roaming restlessly through the house, opening a box here,
unpacking an item or two there, I felt like my mind was on fire. I
was burning with too many thoughts, too many emotions. I couldn’t
think anymore.

The water of the pool welcomed me like the
cool embrace of an old friend. As I swam back and forth from one
end of the pool to the other, taking long backstrokes and watching
the stars twinkle to life above me, confusion slowly washed off me.
My thoughts quieted down. Water had always had that effect on me,
ever since I had been a child playing innocently in a stream that
sparkled in the sun, unaware that there were such things as
vampires; unaware that women could be more dangerous than the
fiercest wild animals prowling through my native land’s
forests.

When I slipped out of the pool, my mind was
focused on only one thought: Virginia had said she would return to
the club. I owed her to at least meet her and… well, I’d see what
else when I got there. All I knew was that I couldn’t let her wait
for me all night. I got dressed and took the car, thinking only of
her

Nine o’clock on a Saturday night; the club was
packed. That discovery shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did,
along with irritating me. In my mind, it had been Virginia and I,
no one else. Instead, so many people crowded around the bar, at the
tables, in the booths, even on the catwalks that I knew I wouldn’t
catch her scent if she was there. As for finding her…

She hadn’t said at what time she’d come. For
all I knew, I thought, annoyed with myself, she wouldn’t be there
for hours. A woman passing in front of me looked at my face and
started in obvious fear before hurrying away, making me realize
that I was scowling. I’ve been told I can look quite frightful when
I am angry.

Passing a hand over my still damp hair, I
tried to reach again for the calm I had found in the pool. It
proved difficult, however. In the whirlwind of emotions that had
caught me in the past day, I had neglected to feed. All my senses
were now reminding me that I was surrounded by hot, flavorful blood
only waiting for my fangs to free it. I had to feed before finding
Virginia, I decided, or I might not be able to make rational
decisions when the time came.

I pushed my way to the counter of the bar,
purposefully choosing the side further from where Leo was
officiating. I didn’t need any more reminders to how much I had
hurt Virginia when I had left Haventown. The barmaid was smiling
when she asked me what I wanted. She nodded once when I asked for
blood, and I absently watched her cross to the other side of the
bar for the cooler that was near Leo. His eyes flickered in my
direction, and he leaned in to tell the barmaid something. I didn’t
have much time to be curious; as she came back and placed my glass
on the counter, she inclined her head toward the booths at the back
of the room.

“Your glass is already paid for,” she said.
“First booth in the corner.”

My throat tightened. I froze. I didn’t need
to ask or even look at who sat in that booth. I didn’t need to
wonder any longer when or where I’d find Virginia. She was just a
few feet away. Waiting.

And I wasn’t ready anymore. Instead, I was
acutely aware that I still didn’t know what I would say to her. I
brought the glass to my lips with a slightly shaky hand and drained
it, the blood’s flavor never reaching my mind. Then I caught the
barmaid’s attention again. Only after she had refilled my glass did
I make my way to the back of the room and the curtained booth where
Virginia waited for me.

Except that it wasn’t Virginia. When I tugged
the flimsy curtains open, I could only gape at the blonde woman I
found there, a book open on the table in front of her, a
half-filled glass of wine beside it. Lisa looked up and smiled. I
glared at her.

“You too?”

Her smiled vanished, and she frowned at my
harsh tone.

“I didn’t have enough people trying to
interfere in my life,” I continued, my voice rising in anger, “you
had to do it, too? I don’t need advice, not from you or anyone
else!”

She blinked very slowly and closed the book
she had been reading, linking her fingers together on the table. “I
just thought I’d welcome you back,” she said calmly. “I’ve got no
advice to give or opinion to voice.”

She gestured for me to sit across from her. I
let a few seconds pass before I complied, still suspicious. A smile
slowly returned to her lips, self-deprecating rather than
amused.

“Honestly, Anando. Don’t you know me better
than that? I’m the last person who’d think to give anyone advice
about humans.”

I put down my glass and crossed my arms over
the table. I watched her with remnants of wariness. We’d known each
other for a few years, and I had observed her from afar, a little
amused, as she had let a human inch his way into her heart when she
had claimed that no such thing would ever happen to her. She had
returned the favor when I had met Virginia.

“Why wouldn’t you?” I asked, shrugging. “You
live with one.”

“I do, yes.” She shook her head slightly, and
for a moment, her eyes swept the crowded room as though looking for
someone. She didn’t explain herself, leaving me confused. When she
turned to me again, she raised her glass in a toast.

“To humans who make our lives so
complicated.”

I raised my glass to meet hers, stopping
short when she added, “And so much more interesting.”

Snorting quietly, I clanked my glass against
hers. Just then, I noticed Virginia standing by the side of the
booth. She looked uncertainly from me to Lisa and back.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Lisa said as she
stood, her book in one hand and glass in the other. “Please sit
down, Virginia. I’ll send a waitress to get your order.”

As Lisa stepped away, however, Virginia
remained standing. She was wearing a light blue dress with diamond
cut outs that exposed glimpses of silky skin. I recognized it, of
course. It was the dress she had been wearing the night we had met.
She had worn it again the night she had tried to reset the baseline
of our encounters by setting limits on them. It was easy enough to
guess what message she wanted to give me by wearing it again now.
She was offering me a new start—a third one.

Third time is the charm, they say.

“Good evening, Virginia. Won’t you sit
down?”

A flash of relief crossed her face at my
words, and she finally sat across from me.

A waitress stepped to us and Virginia ordered
a cocktail. She then turned her eyes to me and looked at me for a
little while.

“I wasn’t sure you’d be back,” she
murmured.

I tried to smile, but I think what came
through was a grimace. “I wasn’t sure I would be either.”

She tilted her head to one side. “To
Haventown or to the club?”

I let out a quick, quiet laugh. “Both,
probably.”

The waitress returned with Virginia’s drink.
I watched her cradle the long-stemmed cocktail glass in her palms,
avoiding her eyes like she was avoiding mine. After her casualness
of the previous night, her almost palpable nervousness was
jarring.

“How have you been?” I asked when the silence
between us had stretched to the point of discomfort.

She finally raised the glass to her lips and
took a sip before answering. “It hasn’t been easy, but I got the
goodbye I needed to get on with my life.”

She chanced a look up at me and our eyes met.
I tried to hold on to her gaze. “Get on with your life?” I
repeated. “Why come here last night, then?”

Her lips briefly twitched in an almost-smile.
“Because I can live without you if I have to. But if I have a
choice…”

She left the end of the thought unvoiced, and
it hung like a wispy, silvery thread between us. As she took
another small sip, a rosy tint spread through her cheeks. Was it
the alcohol putting color on her face, I wondered, or was it a lie?
Would she really have moved on if I hadn’t come back? Part of me
would be glad if it was true, because I had never wanted to hurt
her. Another part—the part, maybe, that was still raw from
Leticia’s admission—was a little hurt that I was apparently so
forgettable.

“Are you at a hotel?” she asked, taking her
turn at platitudes.

“No,” I replied without thinking. “I’m back
in my home.”

A blink, a hesitant smile, a sudden, minute
change in her scent—I couldn’t miss the sliver of hope rising in
her. I wanted to warn her against seeing too much in what was
little more than a caprice on my part, but no word came.

Of course she was hopeful. Why wouldn’t she
be? I had come back to Haventown after claiming I wouldn’t, I had
taken steps to stay there for more than a few nights, I was here,
with her, when I had said it was over…

Of course she was hopeful. Why couldn’t I
accept it? What was I afraid of? I hadn’t consciously decided to
renew our relationship, but why else would I have pulled the house
from the market? Why else had I come to the club?

Frustration tore through me like lightning
ripping apart the night sky. I had taken each step back toward her
willingly, and yet I felt as though I had been forced, tricked to
return. I was on my feet before I knew it. The booth was stifling,
constricting. I needed to move.

Virginia’s eyes widened, and a glint of fear
replaced the hope. I spoke before I even knew it.

“Will you dance with me?”

Relief washed over her. With a delighted
smile, she nodded. She finished her drink before standing, and took
the hand I hadn’t realized I was offering her.

It had been less than four months, but it
felt strange to walk down the staircase to the dance floor with
her, close enough that I could feel her warmth radiating against
me. Her hot hand clasped mine tightly, as though afraid I’d escape
if she didn’t hold on to me. Would I, I wondered? Was my mood so
shifty and unpredictable that I would flee at the first
opening?

Deep down, I think I hoped she wouldn’t let
go.

Every time we had danced before, I had led
her to the middle of the dance floor, in the thick of the crowd.
This time, I didn’t want to share her, not even with onlookers. I
guided her to the side, closer to the walls padded with silky
fabric, under the cover of a catwalk. Our hands remained linked as
we started dancing, and, face to face, we followed the beat of a
fast-paced song, then another, each tune merging seamlessly with
the previous one. She was breathing hard when the DJ switched to a
series of slower melodies. We both stilled. I watched as she ran
the tip of her tongue over her lips. She looked hopeful, and at the
same time afraid to be too hopeful. I knew that feeling all too
well.

My hands came to rest at her waist, as light
as I could make them. Her own slid up to my shoulders, just as
delicate. We started swaying together, a little awkwardly, a little
nervously, as though we had been children at their first school
dance, rather than lovers.

As one song turned into two, then three, the
crowd disappeared. All I could see was her, all I could hear was
the steady, slightly faster than usual beat of her heart. The world
had narrowed down to the two of us and the shrinking space between
our bodies. It was in the middle of the second slow song, I think,
that she rested her head against my shoulder. I responded by
wrapping my arms around her waist and pulling her just a little
closer. Her warmth was overwhelming. I turned my face toward her
head and breathed in deeply. Her hair had a sweet citrus smell, but
beyond it, her scent made images dance through my mind, images of
naked flesh, grasping hands and intertwined limbs. I was getting
hard, and as close as we now were, she didn’t fail to notice. I
felt her shudder against me, and she let out a little sigh.

“I’ve missed you,” she said, just loud enough
that I would hear her over the music.

I didn’t want to reply, I couldn’t afford to,
but the words came out anyway. “I missed you too.”

She raised her face toward me, slowly
bringing her lips to mine, giving me time, I realized, to stop her.
I didn’t.

We stopped rocking to the beat of the music,
and just kissed, slow and deep. I could taste the remnants of
alcohol on her tongue, but it was her, the way she clutched at my
shoulders, her body pressing against mine, the abandon with which
she kissed me, that made me lightheaded.

When we broke apart, her heart was thundering
in her chest. She turned wide eyes up at me and said in a hoarse
voice, “Please don’t leave again. Please say you’ll stay. I
beg—”

Something tightened inside my chest. Under
the right circumstances, hearing her beg was a delight. Now,
though, it was painful. “Virginia, sweet Virginia… Please don’t
beg.”

She switched tracks, but I still couldn’t let
her finish. “Whatever it is I did to make you leave, I
promise—”

“Don’t make promises, either. Promises always
end up broken.”

“Then what can I say, Anando?” Frustration
and desperation colored her words in equal measure. “What words
could convince you to stay?”

Her eyes gleamed in the darkened room,
reflecting spotlights. I could see from the intensity of her
expression how much she wanted—needed—an answer. Could I give her
one? Was there anything she could say that could help me figure out
what came next? I had come back to Haventown for one thing—

“Just the truth.”

Her brow furrowed in confusion. “The truth
about what? I never lied to you.”

I couldn’t remember wanting to believe
anything more than those words. There were a few more, however,
that would be even more welcome.

“The truth about how you feel for me.”

She gave an indulgent shake of her head,
smiling softly. “Do you have doubts, still?”

Before I could answer, she said it.

“I love you.” She took a deep breath. “I
never wanted to, and it complicates everything, and makes
everything a little more painful, but that’s the only truth I have
to give you. I love you, Anando.”

I traced her lips with my thumb. She was
trembling against me. I knew what she wanted to hear—what
she hoped to hear. I
was afraid to say those innocent and yet demanding words. Do we
ever say them without expecting to receive something in return, be
it matching words, a kiss—or much more than a kiss?

When had I last said those words? I didn’t
want to think about it, but the answer came without effort. Three
hundred years, give or take a couple of decades. Simple words.
Silly words. And silly me for hesitating so much.

“I love you, too.”

She bowed her head and pressed her face
against my chest. I could feel her shaking against me, and for a
moment I thought she was crying. I soon realized that she was
laughing, however, and tightened my arms just a little around her.
A happy laugh was much better than tears; I had caused too many of
those already, I imagined.

We danced for hours without another
word—without needing to say
another word. Oh, there was more to say, of course, and we got
there soon enough. But at that moment, we were both happy to hold
on to that small piece of perfection of shared love. Details,
consequences, past and future could all wait a little
longer.

We were still dancing, her cheek against my
shoulder, my hand stroking up and down her back, when the DJ
announced to the few couples left on the dance floor that he was
playing his last song for the night. We stopped dancing, but
neither of us let go of the other. With an arm around each other’s
waist, we made our way to the upper level, the last few measures of
the song accompanying us. We joined a handful of customers who were
waiting to get their coats back, and I helped Virginia into her
jacket. Hand in hand, we left the club, still silent. The air was
fresh but not cold. A sliver of moon cast a faint light over the
sleeping town. Without thinking, I started toward the parking lot
where I had left my car.

“I drove here, too,” Virginia said as we
reached it. She gestured toward a small sedan just a few feet from
us.

I stopped, wondering if it was her way of
saying she would be going home alone. After a flash of
disappointment, I told myself it was probably better that way. It
was soon apparent, however, that I was seeing more in her few words
than she intended.

A light blush was spreading through her
cheeks as she said, “Would you like to follow me back to my
place?”

My cock jumped in the confines of my pants,
making its opinion known. My head, however, was more hesitant.

“Maybe… maybe we should say goodnight for
now.”

Her face remained expressionless. “If that’s
what you want.”

A joyless chuckle passed my lips. “Not what I
want, no, but what I need.”

She nodded very slowly, and I thought she
understood what I wasn’t sure how to explain. She had been in my
place before, needing to take a step back, slow down, figure out
where she was. I was afraid I hadn’t given her as much space then
as I was asking for now.

She started to turn toward her car, but
seemed to think better of it and faced me again. A determined look
strengthened her gaze when she met my eyes.

“Anando? Why did you come back?”

Her question took me by surprise, and I
blurted out the easy answer, the one that explained both everything
and nothing. “I love you.”

Her face softened a little with a small smile
“I know you do.” She took my hand in hers and squeezed gently.
“I’ve known for a while, and I’m pretty sure you did, too. It’s why
you left. But not why you came back. Just last night, you said you
didn’t come back for this.”

She looked down at our joined hands. I
followed her gaze. In the faint moonlight, her fingers were very
pale against mine. I squeezed them lightly. I wasn’t too sure how
to explain myself, I wasn’t even sure I wanted to, but I figured I
owed her an explanation.

“Something changed,” I said, struggling with
each word. “A couple of days ago. I was told that something I had
believed to be true was a lie.” A flash of pain echoed through my
mind, but it faded quickly, more a memory than a reopened wound.
“It made me question a lot of things I thought were true.”

Her eyebrows furrowed. “It made you doubt my
love?”

I grimaced. I had asked her for the truth; I
might as well return the favor. “It did. I came back because I
needed to know.”

Her crestfallen features left me no doubt.
She was hurt. I had hurt her again. Was that the only thing I could
do anymore?

“You needed to know,” she said painfully
slowly, “if I really loved you?”

“I needed to know if you loved me, or if you
wanted…something else from me.”

I had wanted to finish what I had started,
but one more time I found myself hesitating. Hadn’t I hurt her
enough already? Did I need to show her exactly how deeply my doubts
had run?

She made the decision for me. She crossed her
arms and asked on a tone that demanded an answer, “Something else
like what?”

I sighed. “I’m a vampire, Virginia.”

“I know you are. What does that have to
do…”

I could see in her eyes the moment when she
got it. She made a small snorting noise, then leaned forward to
kiss my cheek. I oddly felt as though that chaste kiss was
forgiving me for acting like an idiot.

“The first time I came to the club,” she
said, her voice firm as she looked straight at me, “I wanted to
know what it felt like to be bitten. You showed me. I enjoyed it a
lot. I have no objections to you doing it again if you want
to.”

My eyes strayed to her neck as she talked, and even
though her jacket hid the bite marks on her throat, I could see
them clearly in my mind’s eye. She brought my attention back to her
earnest face when she continued.

“But I didn’t come back to you because I
wanted to be a vampire. I only ever wondered what it’d be like when
you chose our game on Halloween. You brought it up, Anando. You
told me I could ask questions. And you punished me when I did.”

Her voice started shaking on those last
words, and I suddenly realized she was angry. She had every reason
to be, I admitted to myself.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She stroked my face with the fingertips of
her free hand, her forgiveness silent but unmistakable in the
tenderness of her touch.

“I won’t ask,” she said, her voice once again
even and calm. “You said you didn’t want a promise, just the truth,
and this is the truth.” Her eyes bore into mine, urging me to
believe her. “I like my life. I like the sun, and food, and all the
little things that humans experience. I like that you can feed from
me and get warm from my touch. I don’t want to be a vampire.” Her
lips twisted into a lopsided smile. “Having forever with you would
be nice, but you’d get tired of me long before forever ended.”

I started shaking my head, ready to deny that
such a thing could happen, never mind that I had no intention of
seeing her become a vampire, but she stopped me with a finger
across my lips.

“I won’t ask to be turned,” she said again.
“I won’t ask you, and I won’t ask anyone else. Not today, not when
I get my first wrinkles, not ever.”

She replaced her finger with her mouth,
tracing the seam of my lips with the tip of her tongue before
drawing back. “Goodnight.”

I had to force the word past my tight throat.
“Goodnight.”

I watched her get in her car, watched her go.
Moving was beyond me. So was thinking. Her car had long since
disappeared when I managed to shake myself off and start moving.
Slow steps took me to my car. I stopped with my hand on the handle,
my mind abruptly kicking into overdrive.

Could I believe her?

As soon as the question formed in my mind, I
knew I could, and did, believe her.

I thought back to the few women I had lived
with over the years. Their faces were still clear in my mind, even
if I had nothing left but fond memories of them. I had always
dreaded the day when they would ask to be turned, because that day
had marked the beginning of the end for my first real love, because
I had been so sure they’d stop loving me if they were turned. I had
always left while they still loved me, unwilling to give them what
they had always asked for, certain that turning them would mean
losing them.

Now, though, the pain had cleared away and
the wound had started healing. I could look at my past and admit
that, maybe, they would have loved me still, if they really had
before the change. I wasn’t afraid of history repeating itself
anymore, nor was I afraid to trust my own judgment. Back then, I
hadn’t realized my love wasn’t returned but I had grown, and
learned to read others. I didn’t only trust myself. I trusted
Virginia. I trusted that she loved me enough that her love would
endure if she ever was turned—not that I wanted that to happen, or
thought it would. I just knew I would be a fool to let Virginia go
after what she had said, after everything we had shared, after I
had managed to tell her I loved her.

I was a
fool. Why had I asked for time? Why was I running away, still?
Hadn’t I run far and long enough already?

I shook myself, saying aloud, “You’re an
idiot,” then finally getting into the car. I drove automatically,
without paying much attention to the road, my mind still reeling
from the changes of the night. It’s probably a good thing it was so
late and the streets were deserted, or I might have ended up
causing an accident. I parked the car without really thinking. I
went up to the door and knocked. When I heard scrambling footsteps
inside, it hit me. I had no idea what to say or do, really. I just
knew I had to be there. Nervousness filled me. If my heart had been
beating still, it would have been breaking out of my chest.

The door opened and she appeared, dressed in
a white bathrobe, her hair in a short ponytail, her face rosy and
free of make-up. She didn’t say a word but she swallowed hard, and
I could tell she was wondering—was I there to stay, or to say
goodbye one last time?

Refusing to listen to doubts or hesitations
any longer, I walked in and pushed the door shut behind me. I
cupped her face with both my hands, then leaned in and crushed my
mouth against hers, putting in that kiss everything that I didn’t
know how to shape into words anymore. For a second, she was very
still against me, but soon she returned my kiss feverishly, her
arms weaving around me and pulling me closer. With a gasping
breath, she suddenly pulled away and pressed her face to my chest,
her body already shaking. I thought she was laughing as she had
earlier, but the scent of salt soon told me otherwise. This time,
she was crying. My heart felt like it was breaking.

“Virginia, please don’t…”

I gently coaxed her face up. She looked at me
through big, tearful eyes, but I could tell she was trying to stop
her quiet sobs. I kissed her cheeks, erasing the tears that stained
them. Guilt was a steel hand tightening over my throat. How many
tears had she spilled because of me?

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled. “So sorry. Please
forgive me. I was an idiot.”

“Yes, you were,” she said, smiling through
her tears.

“Let me make it up to you.”

She answered with a nod.

I picked her up and, holding her to my chest,
carried her to the bedroom. As I kicked off my shoes on the way, it
occurred to me that the last time I had been in there I had left
after a few hours, intending never to see her again. I pushed the
thought away forcefully. This night would end quite
differently.

I put her down on the foot of her bed. She
watched me with teary eyes as I tugged at her belt and gently
pushed the bathrobe off her shoulders and to the floor. For a
second, she stood nude in front of me, her arms moving just an inch
before she stilled again. Had she been about to cover herself, I
wondered? Was she still shy? How could she be, when she was so
beautiful? All of a sudden, telling her so was the most important
thing in the world.

“You’re beautiful,” I murmured, my voice so
soft and reverent that I might as well have been praying at the
altar of a goddess.

She was blushing when she took my hand and
allowed me to help her onto the bed. I knelt at her side, my hand
now gliding millimeters above her skin. I wanted to touch her, but
at the same time I wanted to make this moment last just a little
longer. Virginia put an end to my hesitation by arching her back
and pressing her right breast into my open hand. Her nipple
hardened against my palm.

“No teasing,” she demanded, and her request
drew a quiet laugh from my lips.

“No teasing?” I repeated. “You should know me
better than that by now, sweet Virginia.”

She started saying something, but the word
turned into a raspy moan when I leaned in and sucked her nipple
into my mouth before giving it the tiniest bite with my blunt
teeth. As I had known she would, she moaned louder, her blood now
roaring in her veins, her entire body flushing in pleasure. Her
hands flew to the back of my head, and for a second she seemed to
hesitate between pushing me away and pulling me closer. She settled
on weaving her fingers into my hair, leaving me to do as I pleased.
I swirled my tongue around her nipple a few times before abandoning
it to trail a path of kisses down the swell of her breast. For the
next few minutes, I kissed, nipped and licked at every inch of her
skin, rediscovering the many spots that had her moaning, sighing or
writhing on the bed. From the side of her knee to the inside of her
wrist, from her neck to that spot just an inch above her navel,
from her ankle to the crook of her elbow. The only place I left
alone was the one she kept trying to draw me to: the apex of her
legs. I would get there, eventually, but in my own time.

I remembered the first times I had explored her body,
running elusive silk over her sensitive skin, massaging her with
oil before dripping hot wax over each sensitive spot I had
discovered. Early self-taught lessons in how to pleasure her; I had
used that knowledge a lot, and I hoped to use it many more times in
the future, if she would only let me.

She was trembling, ready for more. My name
fell from her lips, pleading for me to enter her. I wasn’t ready
yet, however, or at least I wasn’t ready to enter her with my cock.
I wanted to see her pleasure before I started thinking of mine.

Sliding down her body, I settled between her
thighs and pushed them open with gentle hands. Her intimate folds
were revealed to me, already glistening as they waited for my
touch. I circled them with my tongue before quickly darting in. The
flavor of her need exploded on my tongue, and she moaned, her
thighs opening a little more. I shuffled closer to her and lapped
at the lips of her sex. She arched into my touch. Her hands at the
back of my head tried to pull me even closer.

“Shh… I’ve got you,” I whispered.

My lips brushed against her clit when I
spoke, and she jumped. I covered it with my mouth and sucked
lightly. She moaned again, then more loudly when I pushed two
fingers past her dripping entrance and as far as they could reach.
I crooked them up and searched for the spot that would make her
thrash beneath me. When I found it, she lifted her hips clear off
the bed, and for an instant my lips lost her clit. I soon found it
again, and sucked relentlessly even as I kept stroking her.

Her thighs suddenly came up on each side of
my face, holding me to her. She came with a shuddering gasp. I gave
a last lap at her folds, and she gasped again, her hands weakly
pushing me back even as her thighs fell open.

“Too much,” she breathed. “It’s too
much…”

I relented and worked my way up her body,
kissing a trail over her stomach, then up the valley between her
breasts. Her skin was feverish, as were her kisses when I reached
her mouth. Her tongue slipped into my mouth and rubbed against mine
as though she were trying to find herself in my mouth. I was the
one who could taste her pleasure, though, and it was that much
sweeter without the bitterness of our last encounter when we had
both known we were saying goodbye.

She struggled to unbutton my shirt and wrench
it from my shoulders. With an impatient huff, she pushed at my
chest until I rolled onto my back next to her. Sitting up beside
me, she lost no time in finishing undressing me. She then knelt
astride my thighs. Her eyes traveled across my chest, down to my
cock and back up to my face.

She hadn’t even touched me yet, but I could
see the hunger on her face. Fire coursed through me, leaving me
shaking with desire. In my mind, the memories of our Halloween
role-playing were battling with earlier ones, when I had offered
her full control over me for the first time. When she clasped her
hands over my wrists and guided my hands over my head, silently
demanding that I keep them there, I could almost feel the cold
metal of the handcuffs snap over my skin.

That, right there, was but one of the many
reasons I had fallen in love with her. She could be so pliant at
times, even submissive if I felt like playing that game, and yet
she could take charge without a hesitation when the mood
struck.

From the moment she knelt between my parted
legs and took hold of my cock, I knew she was going to make me pay
for the long moments of indulgence I had offered myself while
mapping out her body. The gleam in her eyes said as much.

And I was right. For a few minutes, she came
as close to torturing me as she possibly could. She licked along my
shaft from tip to root and back up with just the tip of her tongue,
the touch so intangible that it was frustrating. I started bucking
up, unconsciously trying to increase the pressure of her mouth, but
she pulled back, lifting her lips from my skin in a silent but
unmistakable message. It was her game, and I was to let her do as
she pleased.

I took a shaky breath and closed my eyes.
After a couple of seconds, she resumed her torturous licking. At
the same time, her hand cupped my balls and massaged them gently.
Jolts of pleasure were sparking up my spine, and it was all I could
do not to thrust my hips up. When she seemed satisfied that I
wouldn’t move, she licked her way to the tip of my cock one last
time and slipped it past her lips. She swirled her tongue around my
achingly hard cock as she slowly took me in, driving me mad with
want.

I wanted to say her name, plead with her as
she had pleaded with me, but forming even a word was beyond me.
Low, guttural sounds were rising from my throat, but they had
nothing to do with language. I wasn’t the only one who had learned
where to touch, how long, how hard. She knew my body just as well
as I knew hers, and in her hands, in her mouth, I was nothing but
an instrument for her to play.

I thought she would make me come—no,
I needed her to
let me come—but she wasn’t done exacting her revenge. Three times,
she took me to the edge of orgasm; three times, she pulled back and
stroked me with the gentlest touch until I had calmed down a
little. Just as I felt the familiar heat rise in my groin yet
again, just as I was sure that this time, she wouldn’t stop me, she
sat up and clamped her fist at the base of my cock. I thought I
growled. She might have laughed softly. I wasn’t sure: my ears were
buzzing, muffling all sounds.

A few moments passed. The tide of pleasure ebbed
again without submerging me. Still holding my cock tightly in her
fist, Virginia gave it a few more slow strokes as she came up to
straddle my hips. I rested my hands at her waist and accompanied
her movement as she guided me in. I had to struggle not to buck up
when she dragged things out, sliding down one painfully slow
centimeter at a time. She let out a shaky breath when she had taken
me fully inside her body, and gave me a wicked grin.

“Ready?”

Without further warning, she raised herself,
resting her hands on my chest as support, then slammed her hips
back down. I grunted, pleasure shooting through me so fast it
danced on the edge of pain. She did it again, and again, throwing
her head back and letting out a keening noise. My eyes caressed her
arched body, the swell of her breasts, the column of her throat,
but moving my hands was beyond me. I bit down on the inside of my
cheek to try to distract myself. She was going too fast when I was
already so close to coming, and now that I was inside her I wanted
this to last.

I sat up so that she was in my lap, her arms
and legs wrapped around me. Neither of us could move as much any
more, but what we lacked in movement, we made up for in intimacy.
Face to face, chest to chest, fingers intertwined one moment and
caressing silky flesh the next, lips exploring the curve of an ear
shell or that of a shoulder, eyes always coming back to plunge into
the other’s, seeking…not the truth, we had both voiced it already.
No, I think we were just looking for reassurance that this wasn’t
just another dream brought on by loneliness and separation.

We let our shared pleasure build slowly,
stoking the flames until they burned white hot and I didn’t know
anymore where my body ended and hers began. I kissed her, stroking
her tongue and drawing her quiet moans into my mouth.

Too soon, she put an end to our kiss. I
wanted to protest, but already her head was tilting to one side,
already her hand, at the nape of my neck, was guiding me to the
scars I had given her, that first night. I kissed the bite marks
once, then again, taking pleasure in the small shivers that rocked
her body at these small touches. I bit down as gently as I knew
how, easing my fangs into the marks as I kept rocking into her. Her
fingers tightened and I felt the pinprick of her nails at the back
of my neck. Retracting my fangs, I pulled on her blood, hard and
fast. Sweetness exploded on my tongue and, by pure reflex, I pushed
up into her body, spilling myself in her.

Her low moan became a wail. Her body turned
rigid against mine before starting to shake almost violently. I
held on tight to her, riding her orgasm as she was riding mine.

I don’t know how long we remained like that,
wrapped in each other’s arms, trembling with the aftershocks of
blinding pleasure. I had stopped drawing on her blood and was now
lapping at the slowly closing wounds, tasting blood, pleasure and
sweat on her skin. Tasting not just her, but myself, too, because
it wasn’t simply her pleasure that tingled on my tongue, but mine,
too. We had slept together many times before, but something deeper
had taken place in this bed, something more meaningful—or maybe I’m
just being sentimental.

Earlier, my lips had barely wanted to form
the words. This time, they moved before I even knew it. “I love
you.”

She kissed me, her mouth barely brushing
mine, and I could feel her smile against my lips.

“I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of hearing
it,” she murmured, resting her forehead against mine. “But can we
agree to no more goodbyes?”

I couldn’t hear the hint of a reproach in her
words, and I knew, without really needing to put the thought into
words, that she wouldn’t hold my departure and hesitations against
me. She wouldn’t remind me with a word or a look that I had a lot
to make up for, and that I ought to be thankful for her
forgiveness. She had offered it without strings or conditions. In
the end, I think that is why I offered her more than I even knew I
wanted.

“No more goodbyes. No more goodnight, either,
if you’ll live with me.”

She blinked very slowly. My throat tightened.
Was I going too fast for her, I wondered. Was I going too fast for
myself? Just hours earlier, I hadn’t even known what I would tell
her, and now—

She stopped my internal ramblings with
another sweet, chaste kiss. Everything would be all right, her lips
said, pressing gently against mine. There was no reason for me to
be scared.

“That’s a hard decision to make,” she said,
teasing. “Do I want to stay all alone in my small apartment or do I
want to live in a gorgeous house that comes fully equipped with a
gorgeous pool and a gorgeous lover? I really need to think about
it.”

I nipped playfully at her shoulder. She
buried her face in the crook of my neck and her laughter
reverberated against my skin. After a few seconds, she calmed down
and pressed her mouth to my neck, her lips caressing more than
kissing.

“I’d love to live with you,” she breathed,
sending a shiver through me.

I reclined, pulling her to lie by my side,
intending to show her just how much the idea of living with her
pleased me. A few words stopped me before I could kiss her
again.

“There’s just one thing, though,” she said
thoughtfully.

I tried not to let my sudden feeling of dread
expand before I knew what she meant. “What is it?”

Her eyes shone mischievously. “If we’re going
to go to bed together every night,” she said very gravely, “we’re
going to need a bigger toy box.”

I was laughing before I knew it, delighted,
relieved, but mostly happy that I had been lucky enough to find
such a woman. I didn’t know what was ahead of us, but then, that
had been the case from our very first encounter. I wasn’t worried,
though. We had conquered the first, the biggest hurdle: ourselves.
Her hand rested at the back of my head and pulled me down for
another kiss.




The End
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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?




Out of the Box

When she walked into the club, all Virginia wanted
was to satisfy her curiosity about vampires - and about being
bitten. But when Anando reached out to her and asked her what games
she wanted to play, he opened the Pandora box and Virginia found
answers to questions she had never thought to ask.
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