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 ~ CHRISTIAN ~




I am seven hundred and eighty-two. In that time, I’ve kept many lovers. Each time I pluck a young, ripe bud, I think this time it will be different. This time I won’t ruin them beyond repair. This time they won’t die. I know even as I think it that it’s a lie. I will ruin them. I will kill them. And their beauty will be gone from the world forever because of my selfishness.

I’ve been alone for the last seventy years. Aside from feeding and the occasional rough fucking with random women never the wiser about what they’ve gone to bed with, I’ve been a good boy. I’ve resisted the siren song of a human pet. I’ve resisted the urge to keep a toy. 

But for the last few years, I’ve been planning—and waiting. I’ve told myself thousands of times that I won’t take Juliette when it’s time for her to be plucked. But like every lie I’ve told, this one is less convincing each time I tell it.



 ~ JULIETTE ~




The sweat lays on my skin like a clammy glove, like the death I barely escaped—or so I tell myself. In reality it’s been years, but the dreams keep coming, leaving the event forever fresh in my mind. It happens over and over. Some nights I make it through without reliving that night. Sometimes I go a few weeks without disturbance. When that happens, the dread builds in my chest because I know the dream can’t be far from manifesting again.

I was thirteen when it happened for real, the night I almost died. I’ve never told a living soul. The dream always replays events as I remember them happening, so I’ll tell the dream. It feels safer, more separate.

In the dream, my parents have gone out for a date night. We live in a quiet, gated community. My parents are overprotective and don’t like to leave me alone at night, but I assure them I’ll be fine. I want to be treated like a teenager for once, not a child.

With some reluctance, they relent to my wishes. I watch all the channels I’m not allowed to watch on the television and take a few sips of wine from a bottle in the cellar. I hide the bottle so I won’t be caught, at least not for awhile. It’s not a very good year.

I glance up to see it’s nine o’clock. They’ll be home in an hour or so. I go about the house making sure I haven’t left any evidence of my minor rebellions. It’s clean—almost too clean—and I’m tempted to mess something up a little to avoid arousing suspicion. 

A knock sounds at the front door. I’ve told my friend Susan I’ve got the house to myself, so she might drop by. But when I peer out the door’s stained-glass window, I see a gun. Whoever has the weapon has moved behind a large bush in an attempt to hide, as if they want to lure me outside. But I can see the barrel, which hasn’t been as well concealed as the person holding it.

I spend about a million years locking the door; I can’t deadbolt it because they might hear that. The small lock on the handle will have to do. I hope the person outside can’t pick locks. I can, and I’ve done it before with this one, so I know my defense isn’t foolproof. I slip upstairs to my bedroom, wishing I’d been brave enough to secure the deadbolt.

My closet is a large walk-in with far too many things piled in it. Tonight this is good, because I am able to hide between a tall stack of games and toys I’ve long outgrown. I pull a blanket over my head, and I wait—for what, I’m not sure.

I berate myself for not thinking to grab the phone and call the police. Maybe I’m being stupid. Maybe it was Susan out there with a water pistol. Sometimes they can look real from a distance. Before I can move toward the phone, the door slams shut downstairs. 

The thought flits through my head that someone wants me to know he’s inside. He knows someone is home. He knows I locked the door to keep him out. I’m prey, hiding, hoping the predator with the big, sharp teeth doesn’t smell me.

Voices travel up the stairs, though I don’t hear footsteps. I can pick out a female and two distinct males. None of the voices belong to anyone I know. The woman’s voice sounds like smooth cream. I imagine she’s lethal and graceful as a cat with a mouse. In my mind, she’s a femme fatale—maybe some sort of spy.

The male voices are equally seductive. At thirteen, I only have the beginnings of a notion of what the word seductive even means. I know it’s inappropriate to be cataloging them in this way. I should be terrified, and I am, but there is something ethereal about their voices.

They seem to have split up, checking different parts of the house. I hear the light switch of my room flick on. It’s so loud—like a little gunshot. 

Light floods under the closet door, and the doors are flung open. I’m not breathing right now. I can’t. If I breathe, the intruder will hear it. I’m so still. I don’t think I’ve ever been so still before. My eyes are squeezed shut so tightly they hurt. 

My things are jumbled and moved about, and for a moment I think he won’t discover me, but then I feel the blanket lift off my skin. I’m brought out into the light of my room. My eyes are still shut; I can’t bring myself to open them. I don’t know if the people in my house are wearing ski masks or if their faces are uncovered, but I’ve convinced myself if I don’t see them, if I can’t tell the police anything about what I saw, they may allow me to live. 

“P—please don’t kill me. I—I won’t look at you. I swear. Take what you want and go.” My voice comes out with more strength than I expect. I thought I would try to speak and nothing would come out. My desperate hope is that what they want is money or some physical object in the house. 

Not me.

“Keep your eyes closed.” His voice spills out of him, a dark rumble that’s strangely soothing—like a type of auditory magic that slips inside me.

He’s got me by the arm and leads me downstairs to the kitchen. I know we’re in the kitchen because he pushes me into one of the chairs. These are the only hard chairs we have in the house. Also, the acoustics are different in here.

“A snack?” It’s the woman’s voice. I don’t understand what she means. We’re in the kitchen, so perhaps she’s talking to the other man. Maybe he’s rifling through the cupboards, though why he should feel compelled to eat right now, I don’t know. 

A moment later I know she’s talking about me because she says, “Don’t make a mess if you kill her. Maybe take her out back.”

“Why do you think we brought guns? If I have to kill, I want it to look normal.”

His words terrify me and give me hope at the same time. He doesn’t want to kill me. If I do what he says maybe I’ll live to see morning, though I’m not sure what he means about making it look normal.

He’s standing directly behind my chair, his heavy hands resting on my shoulders as if I might try to get up and run. I’ve forgotten how to make my legs work, so there is no danger there.

“Just watch her. Make sure she doesn’t open her eyes,” he says.

Amusement threads her voice. “Saving her?”

The man doesn’t answer the question. Instead he says, “Has Finn found the documents yet?”

“He’s cracking the safe now.”

“Good.”

An indeterminable amount of silence passes, then the other man returns. They have what they came for. I don’t understand any of this. They break into the house—a house filled with priceless jewelry, money, antiques, and other valuables—and the only thing they seem to be leaving with is papers. What could be so important?

“You two go on ahead,” he says.

“Christian?” 

“Just go.”

They leave and then it’s just the two of us. He takes me back upstairs. My eyes are still shut tight as he settles me on the edge of my bed, and I worry he’s going to hurt me in a way more intimate than the gun I know he must still carry.

He sits beside me, his thigh pressed against mine. My heart is racing. 

“I’m not going to hurt you. What’s your name?”

I don’t know why I tell him. He’s a stranger with a gun, and yet the word tumbles out of my mouth as if I don’t know how to disobey. “Juliette.”

“I’m leaving now, Juliette. I expect you to keep your eyes closed until you hear the door shut. It might be best if you don’t tell anyone we were here. What we took won’t be missed for awhile. Do you understand?”

“Y-yes.”

I’m overtaken by an odd sort of madness. I can’t stand this. I can’t stand the fact that three people have just broken into my house with guns, and that one of them has been beside me for the last thirty minutes and I don’t have the vaguest notion of what he looks like. Curiosity overcomes my fear and, eyes still closed, I reach out to touch him.

A voice screams in my mind to stop, but I can’t. This is the craziest thing I think I’ll ever do. The planes of his face are smooth, his jaw strong, his nose Roman, his lips full, the slightest bit of stubble brushing his flesh. I pull my hand back, realizing what I’ve done. I may not have seen him, but I have enough for a description.

“I’m s-sorry, I don’t know w-why—”

He places a finger against my lips, silencing my helpless stutters. “Shhhh. Let’s forget it happened.” 

I believe he’s going to kill me and almost open my eyes as if I can reason with him better that way, but before I can, his footsteps recede. A few minutes later the front door slams shut.

The door slamming jolts me out of the dream and I lie there—always shaking, always crying. My life feels so fragile because the dreams won’t go away. 

After the real event, I went downstairs and looked out the window in time to see tail lights move down the street. I cleaned the house and straightened the picture frame over the safe in my dad’s office. He’s an attorney and kept a separate office at home. Very little gets by him.

When my parents returned, I didn’t say a word. A few months later, my dad noticed some papers missing from the safe, but no one could determine when or how they came to be missing. For that I was relieved.

My eyes are still shut because when I wake from the dream, there still resides the terror that he’s here. If I see him, he’ll kill me. Several minutes pass like this. Some nights are harder than others to work through the fear and open my eyes. 

I peek through the fringe of my lashes. I’m alone. Of course I’m alone. Rationally, I always know, but fear is rarely based on logic.

A shiver runs over me as I glance about the room. It’s three in the morning. I roll over, pulling the covers over my head as if this magic ritual can confer safety, but it reminds me too much of that night hiding in the closet. In a fit of sudden claustrophobia, I toss the blanket away and flick on the bedside lamp.

I know I won’t sleep again tonight. Usually, I get up at 4:30, which doesn’t leave a lot of room for a social life, but I’m in college and no one sleeps anyway. I only have a couple of classes a day, both in the early morning, then I can nap. 

My mother owns a bakery a few blocks from the college. I do the special frosting on the butterfly-shaped sugar cookies. I’ve been doing it since I was sixteen. I love the smells in the kitchen. I love all the colors that go into the frosting. I love filling up the piping bag. And I love licking the remnants of sugary icing off my fingers when I’m done. The kitchen in the bakery is one of my few havens of safety. Enveloped in the warm smell of fresh cinnamon rolls, nothing can harm me.

It’s 3:45 when I arrive. 

“You’re early. Couldn’t sleep again?”

I give her a weak smile in response, hoping she’ll let it go. My mom has always known I’ve had trouble sleeping, and sometimes nightmares, but I’ve never told her why. I’m too afraid he’d somehow know and come back, that he’ll change his mind about sparing me. I shudder, and when she notices the movement, I pretend it’s a draft. But I’ve long closed the door behind me. She seems to accept my acting, though. If college doesn’t work out, maybe I’ll think about acting as a profession.

My station is fastidiously neat, all my ingredients and bowls and two sheets of warm, brown cookies already laid out. I don’t know how my mother stands this schedule. She’s here by three each morning. 

She lives upstairs, and has ever since the divorce when she opened the shop. She goes to bed earlier than most people’s grandparents. I think she chose this life to shut men out so she’ll never be hurt again. I know she still loves my dad because she keeps his picture out and never takes off her wedding band—even to bake. I was never told why they separated, but deep down I can’t help feeling it’s somehow connected to the people who broke in that night.

My parents don’t see each other much, but when they do they are always friendly. I don’t remember any hostility when they split, so I can’t understand why they aren’t together. But whenever I ask either of them about it, they close off and refuse to discuss it, so I’ve stopped asking.

Mom turns her attention back to her dough, dipping it in the cinnamon and rolling it into the classic cinnamon roll shape. Without a word, I go to my bowls and frosting and colored food dyes. We like to mix our own colors instead of buying them pre-made. Or, I like to. Since this has become my very part-time job, I get to decide how the colors are made. I’ve never gotten tired of the thrill of creating the exact right shade. It feels more creative. 

As I mix the frosting and start filling piping bags, I think about the test I have this morning. Organic chemistry is not my best subject, but I need it for med school. I’m pulling a high B, but I need to study more.

I allow my mind to drift as my mother puts on music. There is something otherworldly about being in here, icing sugar cookies in the middle of the night while Pavarotti plays in the background. I feel like I’m in some elegant foreign film that only a small segment of the population can even pretend to understand.

Some days my mother and I chat about everything and nothing, but she knows I’m not in the mood after one of my insomnia nights. So we each do our jobs in silence, our baking or frosting becoming our morning meditation. 

When I’m finished with my work, I look back at the glass, behind which are my trays of freshly iced sugar cookies. Somehow, I think they are less inspired today than they were yesterday. But no matter. The only one who notices the difference is me.

My mom comes out to the front, white powder caked all over her. She can’t make a thing without looking as if she’s been rolled in flour, maybe double-dipped in it for good measure. “Good luck on your test. I hope you get a good nap in today. Is it the test that kept you from sleeping?”

“Yeah,” I lie. 

I’ve invented one excuse after another for my uneasy relationship with the night, and today is no different. She smiles a little as I slip out the door, stealing a fresh-from-the-oven cinnamon roll off the counter on my way out.

I kill a few hours, take my test, then nap. I sleep so much better during the day that I sometimes wonder why I don’t shift my entire schedule so I can sleep when the sun is out and then stay up all night. Everything seems safer in the day. It’s the one time I get deep and restful sleep anymore.

The sun has just set when the doorbell rings. I check to see who it is, even though I know it’s Devon. I’m not sure if I love him. If nothing else, I think I care for him enough to have sex—at least that’s tonight’s plan.

I feel absurd being a nineteen-year-old virgin, a fossil from another time. Part of me is just glad to do the deed and get the fucking thing over. I feel like I’ve got a white V emblazoned on me, or as if I give off some type of scent. I don’t like the idea that something that should be private feels as if it’s somehow being broadcast.

I open the door a little bleary-eyed, my hair still mussed from oversleeping.

“Did I wake you?” 

He’s got this stupid grin on his face. And flowers. I want to smack him. I know this is all because I’ve decided to give in and put out after three months of dating. I feel like I should love him if I’m going to do this.

I run my hands self-consciously through my hair.

“You look great,” he says, holding out the flowers.

No I don’t. I know it. He knows it. He’s just so happy to be getting laid tonight that he’s seeing me through horny-guy glasses. I’m still too sleepy to be annoyed.

I put the flowers in a glass of water and slip some flip flops on. It’s Southern Florida. Flip flops are a year-round joy here. 

He’s got something romantic planned at the beach. Black cloth goes over my eyes as we get out of the car—a blindfold. I almost panic, but then I realize if I make a fuss, it will invite questions I can never answer. So I smile shakily and allow him to lead me down to the beach. My flip flops are still in the car. I breathe slowly in and out, listening to the waves crash against the shore, inhaling the crisp, salty scent of the sea, feeling the instability of sand collapsing beneath my feet. 

“Don’t move. I’ll be right back. I’ve got to get a couple of things.”

I try not to be in that dark closet. I try, but I can’t help it. I’m there again, my eyes squeezed tightly shut, silently begging not to be found, not to be killed. A hand is on my arm again, leading me away and I come out of the fog, remembering I’m here with Devon. Everything’s okay.

“Where are we going?”

“Shhh”

My heart starts to hammer faster in my chest. Then it pounds and vibrates in my head. My entire being is one rapidly thudding heartbeat with no slowdown in sight. Something is wrong here, but I can’t make myself remove the cloth from my eyes.

You’re being ridiculous. It’s just Devon. He has a surprise. 


I find myself in the passenger seat of a car. It’s not Devon’s car. I just know. Even blindfolded I know. This is the point where I should rip the scrap of fabric off and run. There is no evidence this person has a weapon, and he or she hasn’t spoken to me yet. But before my hands can move to the blindfold, the driver’s side door is shut and the car has started.

It’s so fast, I assume there must be more than one person involved. Tears gather and absorb into the thick cloth covering my eyes. Terror freezes me, keeping me from taking off the blindfold, from trying to leap out of the car that’s moving too fast now anyway. I’m suddenly thirteen again. The dream is real, and I believe that if I don’t see them, they won’t kill me. 

I’m silent and they are silent. The only sound is the wheels scraping against the rough road and the occasional bump. My tears are coming harder now. Why can’t I fight back? Scream? Beg? Try to escape? Just take the fucking blindfold off! But I can’t do it. I may as well be tied up because I’m so scared I don’t know what to do or what to think.

A little while passes and the car stops. Again, too fast for me to react, my door is open and someone is helping me out. How many are there?

I cringe away but find my feet moving in the direction I’m being led. “Don’t hurt me. Please.”

Then I feel stupid. What if it’s Devon? What if this is part of some stupid frat thing he’s gotten himself into? It would be just like him to combine my deflowering with a secret frat party or something.

I expect someone to start giggling or say I’m a spaz, but fingers gently grasps my wrist, lifting my hand. I feel the planes of his face as he guides me to see him. I shake my head in disbelief. 

No.

I was good. I didn’t say anything. I didn’t tell anyone anything. This can’t happen. I did what I was supposed to do. But it’s him. It’s my nightmare.

“I missed you, Juliette.”

Christian.




***




I’m still wondering why I don’t put up a fight as he leads me indoors. A gust of air conditioning hits me hard. The humidity in the summer is so stifling that you forget what cool, dry air is like. Any introduction to it, though welcome, is a shock to the senses.

My mind is racing. Has he been stalking me? Watching me? Maybe that’s why the dreams would never leave. Maybe a part of me knew that somewhere in the shadows was a man with a plan to take me. Why didn’t he take me then?

His voice cuts through the silence. “You were too young. I saw your potential, but you weren’t there yet.”

Did he just read my mind?

“Yes. However, while I can read it, I can’t control it. Not like others. I discovered as much that night. I would be lying if I said that bit about you didn’t intrigue me. It’s a good thing you kept your eyes closed. If you’d proven to be trouble, I would have had to kill you. Then we couldn’t be here now.”

The musical lilt of his voice is almost too sweet, like a perfume that is a touch too cloying or a chocolate one percentage point too dark. I’m still confused by his apparent ability to read my mind and what he means by control it.

Before I can puzzle this mystery out, the blindfold is removed and I’m bathed in light. I think I expected to be in a dark basement or some kind of garden shed at the back of some disgusting psycho’s house. But I’m in a very nice parlor with crystal chandeliers, and it’s only the two of us. My assumption of there being others was wrong. Unless they’re lurking somewhere I can’t see.

This place is swank, a bit dusty and un-used, but swank. It’s got an old world elegance that makes me feel like I’ve been transported through time and across the Atlantic all at once. My gaze shifts to Christian. I take a step back, overwhelmed by his size. He’s as beautiful as I imagined he’d be, and more. There is a sublime perfection to him; he nearly glows. He doesn’t look older than 25, which I find confusing. How early did he start his life of crime?

That night six years ago, he’d seemed to be somewhat in charge of things. His voice held the same maturity and dark command back then that it holds now. And then I go back to him reading my mind. Pieces start to come together in a sort of subconscious way, but I can’t bring myself to call it forth into a more tangible thought. I can’t bring myself to admit the thing that is tickling the edges of my mind.

“You know what I am. Let me just say I’m impressed you’re putting it together so fast. And without even a visual demonstration.” Fangs make a snick sound coming out of his gums, and his eyes take on an eerie glow. Then he moves so fast around the room, he’s a blur. He stops right behind me, holding my head to the side. I tense, waiting for a stinging bite that doesn’t come.

I can only imagine the evil Nosferatu glee on his face right now. He chuckles because of course he’s in my head. I’m only moderately comforted by the idea that he can’t hypnotize me to do his bidding. Or so he says. Of course with that much power, there are a million ways to make me do his bidding.

I haven’t screamed yet. I wonder if he finds this refreshing or annoying. I can’t bring myself to do it. The enormity of the situation I’m faced with makes screaming or even begging seem ridiculous. 

“Oh, you’ll beg, my little slut.”

I feel my face heat at that; I’m far too innocent for my age. I don’t know why. I had opportunities, and I tried to go farther with boys, but we always got interrupted. I assumed I wasn’t very good at sneaking around. Now I have my doubts. The timing of my capture is too convenient: right before the grand deflowering. I wonder if perhaps all those interruptions were instigated by him.

So I ask. Because really, this whole business with him in my head and my entire side of the conversation being conducted in silence is beginning to freak me out even more than my current circumstances.

“Yes,” he confirms. “I stopped them. I wanted you pure for me.”

The glint in his eyes implies some sort of subtext that I’m not quite catching just yet, more than a mere fixation with purity. But I don’t ask for more. If he wants me to know something, he’ll tell me. There are few mysteries between us, at least on my end. Christian is nothing but mystery.

I realize all at once that it was the other vampires I was most afraid of. At least I assume they were other vampires. Though I was scared that night, Christian’s voice soothed me, his hand on my shoulder steadied me, his mercy in leaving me even after I knew enough to tell gave me an odd sort of peace.

And yet. 

I am beginning to become more genuinely afraid of him. He seems to have shut off whatever power allows him to eavesdrop on my mind because he isn’t watching me in the same shrewd way or reacting to my thoughts. I assume he can turn this power on and off at will, otherwise it’s more of a curse than a gift. He’s walking circles around me, studying me.

I shiver as his eyes caress my skin so intimately. I don’t feel like a virgin right now. I feel like what he just called me. A slut.

“Christian?”

“Yes?” His tone is sort of absent, as if he’s lost in me, cataloging all my parts, making arcane lists in his mind.

“Are you going to hurt me?” I hold my breath. There is this stupid part of me that believes he won’t because he hasn’t in all this time even though he must have had opportunities. And he didn’t that night.

“Yes.”

His matter-of-fact response unhinges me, but I still can’t work up a full-bodied scream because I know no one would hear me. I’m also afraid if I have some kind of fit here that he’ll get angry and just end me now. The tears start coming in earnest, and though I try to be quiet, it’s deafening in the stillness of the room. It’s loud even to me, and I don’t have super-hearing. Considering the other talents he’s displayed, I assume heightened senses come with the vampire package.

“I’m used to it,” he says, having opened the door to my mind again.

I’m not sure if he means he’s used to girls having meltdowns in front of him, or if he’s used to the extra noise. After awhile you probably don’t even notice heightened senses. They just are what they are.

I close my eyes and focus. Just like the night I had the insane urge to touch him, to see him in my head, now I have the crazy need to block out his ability to see so deeply into me. It’s too naked. I don’t really know what I’m doing, but I think it’s possible I can block him. After all, he can’t control my mind. Maybe there’s something special about me. Maybe I’m just stronger.

I visualize myself in a big cavern of a room that is completely soundproof. With my mind, I shut a large silver door. I’m not sure why that detail is the one I choose to focus on. The silver repels him from my thoughts.

I realize the gravity of the things I’ve been thinking and that in all likelihood he’s seen them all. Probably this is all silliness in my imagination, which has no effect other than pissing him off. I’m afraid he’s angry now, so I open my eyes cautiously to check the status of things.

He’s standing a few feet away, his head cocked to the side like a curious puppy. “Well, that’s very interesting.”

I know when he says this that it worked. Somehow I’ve shut him out.

“You’re strong for a human. It makes me wonder if some of my Kindred’s blood flows through you.”

Does that mean he thinks I have a vampire ancestor somewhere? Because I haven’t drunk vampire blood. I shudder with revulsion at even the thought of drinking blood. He’s still looking at me with a curious expression, so I know whatever shield I put up is still working. Oddly, he’s not trying to breech it. Maybe he likes the quiet as much as I do.

I know he doesn’t mean I’m physically strong. Physically he could crush me like an ant. Physically I can barely push my car in neutral when I need to. But mentally I’ve shut him out of my thoughts with an imaginary silver door. I know he can demand I let him in, and I’m sure he’s got many persuasive ways to gain my obedience should he choose to. But for now, in this moment, I am free of the mental probing.

“I’ll let you keep your silver door. I won’t be able to read you once you’ve had my blood, anyway.”

This makes me take a step back. “Please, I don’t want to be a vampire.” 

There could be a lot of benefits, and the things I’d miss—like sunlight—are things he most likely won’t allow me to ever have again anyway. I just don’t like the idea of being trapped here forever in this world. I’ve spent the past few years figuring out what I believe about souls and the afterlife. I have charming notions involving other planes and worlds and maybe even reincarnation. But vampires throw a wrench in all of that. It’s not that I’ve ever believed in vampires until this moment, but now that I’m faced with the reality, I’m not sure what happens to them when they really die. 

Though I know the body and the soul are separate things, I’m so attached to the idea of a body that if a vampire just poofs out of existence, or melts, or something else equally distressing and instantaneous... where does his soul go? Because when a human being dies, there is still the body. We can convince ourselves that some transformative process took place that we couldn’t see. If a vampire dies in the ways I’ve seen in movies and read about in books, do they simply cease to be? Is that the cost of having conditional immortality? Does it destroy your soul and your real immortality? Play now; pay later?

It seems poetic and ironic. And likely. And for this reason, among others, I never want to be a vampire. The concept is more frightening than anything I can imagine he might plan for the rest of my human existence. 

“You need not worry your pretty head,” he says. “I’ve only turned two women; both were failed experiments. I’m not prepared to go there again.”

I let out a breath and he moves back into my space. He keeps picking up strands of my hair and tugging his fingers through them. Just staring, watching it glisten and reflect off the light.

“Your hair is like sunshine. Do you know that, Juliette?”

I shrug. I keep going back to his casual yes in response to whether or not he intends to hurt me. I haven’t been able to stop the tears, though they’ve moved to a more consistent, silent slide down my cheeks, which I hope he doesn’t find too annoying. The last thing I want to do is irritate or annoy him in any way.

My next question is a whisper, but I know he can hear it. “Are you going to kill me?”

He regards me for a minute and shrugs. “Probably. At some point.”

His nonchalant acceptance of my demise at his hands acts like an arm sweeping under my legs, knocking me off my feet. I’m on the ground now, not bothering to try to be quiet. I think about the sugar cookies, and my mother’s soft laugh. I’ll never see her again. The one safe thing in my life, gone, sealed and placed out of my reach with the sentence the vampire has pronounced on me.

I want everything to be simple and predictable again. I want to mix frosting. I want to rewind time and stay in my mother’s kitchen, curled up next to the oven where it’s warm and everything smells of sugar and bread. I’m sobbing now, and I don’t care.

And my dad. I don’t see him a lot, but the last time I saw him we argued about something stupid. Was that really our last discussion? It’s too surreal. I can’t believe it yet.

The begging forecast only minutes ago has arrived. “Please. You had mercy the last time.”

“Did I? Or was I merely exhibiting restraint so I could selfishly take what I wanted when it had ripened to my liking? Admit it, Juliette. Deep down you knew I was coming back. Do you know how many times I stood outside your window and saw inside your dreams? Always of me and that night. You knew we had unfinished business. You’ve always known. You dreamed about me more than I dreamed about you. That’s saying something.”

Though he says it with conviction, it’s a conviction I don’t mirror. There is no way I could have ever known any of this. 

“Are you hungry, pet?”

Both the unexpected question and the endearment catch me off guard. How can he ask me something so stupid right now? 

I’ve been exposed to enough vampire lore—both old as well as modern twists—to wonder if we’re going to enter into some twisted vampire/human pet relationship and how close that relationship will be to the things I’ve read about. Some of what I read was pretty disturbing. I squeeze my eyes shut to block out what were once sexual fantasies. I can’t think about that right now.

It feels silly to have had such dark fantasies to begin with. My sexual experience is so limited that it feels embarrassing to have even had a sexual thought. It makes me feel somehow less since I don’t have the experience to back it up. How do I know what turns me on or what I would like or wouldn’t like? It seems as if it’s a case of be careful what you wish for, and my fantasies have somehow manifested to punish me for thinking such dirty things. Somehow I know that the reality won’t be safe and clean or nearly as erotic as when it was just movies in my mind that I masturbated to.

“Juliette? It was an easy question. It’s too early in our relationship to be trying my patience over such simple matters.”

I can’t believe I just zoned out. I feel wetness between my thighs from where my mind just went, and I blush. Can he smell me? What must he think? Oh God. He’s probably hundreds of years old. He’s probably had sex in ways I can’t begin to imagine. The very idea of doing anything sexual with him freaks me out. It doesn’t even freak me out because he’ll do it whether I want it or not. It freaks me out because I’m afraid I’ll look like such a child to him. He’ll laugh. Then I’ll hope he kills me because living like that seems like it would be worse than him just ending me quickly.

“Juliette!”

His eyes flash red and his fangs descend.

“I—I’m sorry. What was the question?” I can’t believe I’ve already forgotten what he asked me not a minute ago.

“I asked if you were hungry.”

I am hungry. Devon woke me, and we’d had plans to go eat, but then that didn’t happen.

“Yes.”

“Yes what?” he says.

Hell, I don’t know. Actually, I think I know. In fact, I know I know. But it’s another one of those things. If I say it, and that’s not what he wanted, I’ll want the floor to open and swallow me. I’m not sure if I can even force the word through my lips if he demands it. It seems silly. I’ll feel mocked and judged.

“Yes, Master,” he says, as if I’m retarded.

My face heats at his demand, and it takes me a second to make myself say it, still afraid there will be laughter and mocking even though he’s demanded it. “Yes, Master.” My voice is quiet, but I know he can hear me.

He nods. “Good girl. Come with me to the kitchen. I prepared something for you.” 

He extends his hand like a gracious host, and I manage to scrape myself off the floor to follow him. The kitchen has the same sort of gothic feel, except that there are modern appliances: a microwave, a large stainless steel fridge, a bread machine (I can’t fathom why he has this), and a glass-top stove that just heats up and glows, not the old-fashioned kind like my mom still has in her apartment above the bakery.

His kitchen is immaculate, which I suppose can be expected. I’m not sure if he eats or not. Or even if he can. I mean, besides blood. My dream comes back to me, or parts of it that I couldn’t figure out before. Like when the woman said: “Snack?” She’d been asking about me, if Christian intended to feed. She’d told him to do it out back so there wouldn’t be a mess.

Are all vampires so neat and tidy? 

“Sit,” Christian commands.

I sit at the table and watch as he takes a large pot from the fridge. “I made you a beef stew.”

This shocks me, both that he cooked, and that he cooked something for me. I assumed he’d feed me frozen dinners or things out of a can as if I were some cat he’s irritated he has to bother tending to. But he’s taken time and thought to consider what to feed me and is giving me real food. For a moment I latch onto this and think it’s a form of caring, something I can trust. But then he speaks again, shattering the illusion.

“You will eat what I cook for you. You will eat organic. You will drink water or tea, occasionally wine or other alcohol if I allow it. You will not be drinking soft drinks, or eating sugar, or packaged or processed crap. Humans who eat crap taste like crap. You’ll be my primary food source, and I want you to be gourmet.”

I can’t stop the new tears as they flow down my cheeks. “Will it hurt?”

He stops for a moment and looks at me as if I’ve grown a second head. “Biting you?”

I nod.

“Of course it will hurt, you little twit. Sharp teeth piercing flesh hurts. But I will heal you afterward. And when I’ve finished feeding and playing with you each night, I will give you some of my blood so you’ll heal and won’t grow weak.”

I wipe the tears off my face with the back of my hand. I’m ashamed he probably sees me as weak. Maybe too weak. Maybe he’ll kill me if it annoys him too much. He waited so long, and I know he must be reconsidering his choice. Still, I ask the question.

“Why me?”

He ladles stew into a bowl and pops it into the microwave. There is a long pause before he answers.

“Even though I can’t read a human’s thoughts when they’ve had my blood, I can still hypnotize them. Keeping a pet who doesn’t have their own mind feels like being with a wind-up doll. I want genuine emotions and reactions. If I order you to do something hard or frightening, I want to feel your reaction to that. Puppets are boring, and I’m too old for such silly games. I haven’t met someone who could resist my thrall in a long time. I tried to control your mind that night but couldn’t. I decided then that I’d wait for you. When you touched my face, though, that sealed it. Your curiosity about me overcoming your fear was too novel to ignore. I was awestruck.”

He is silent for several minutes. I think he’ll continue, but he doesn’t. The microwave ding breaks the spell and he places the food and a bottle of water in front of me.

I don’t want to appear ungrateful, but I ask anyway, “Do you have crackers?”

“You cannot have crackers. But I have some homemade bread.” He takes a tray from the fridge and slices off a generous piece and hands it to me. 

I dip the bread in the stew and take a bite. Then I try a spoonful of the vegetables and beef. Holy God. For a moment I forget I’ll never see my mother again. I forget school is a distant memory, and that I’m both the captive and food source of a vampire. For this one moment I’m in heaven because this is the best thing I’ve ever tasted.

I have no power to choose my fate here, and there are horrible and frightening things about my situation: captivity, pain, and probably death. But there are also tiny silver linings in the clouds, assuming he doesn’t keep me in a rat-infested dungeon. But that seems unlikely. If he’s obsessed about his food having a proper diet, it would be stupid to keep me in dirty living conditions. It would hardly improve the quality of his food.

He sits across from me at the table, watching me eat. When I glance up to him, I note that his eyes stray occasionally to my jugular. I take a slow, deep breath. I feel like a pig being fattened for slaughter. 

The silence is too much for me. “Are you going to kill me because you’ll get bored with me?”

“I don’t get bored. When you’ve lived this long, you learn how to not get bored or you go mad.”

“Then why?”

He glares at me, leaning forward, seeming to eat up the small space between us in his growing impatience. “Do not speak to me as though we are equals. We will never be equals. Why WHAT?”

I shrink back as his voice rises.

If he kills me, it will be due to my inability to address him in the way he wishes without prompting. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to just talk to him that way. It’s too foreign, and frankly rather weird. Though I’m sure once he’s hurt me, once I understand the situation, the word will fall from my lips naturally and easily. Anything to appease him will be my stance at that point. My self-preservation instincts can’t be that weak.

“Why, Master,” I say.

He sighs and shakes his head at having to prompt me. “It will just happen someday. I won’t be able to help it. At some point I will lose control; it’s what I am. I’m not a comforting fairy-tale. There is no such thing as a noble or good vampire. I am a predator. You are my prey. When I am finished playing with you, I will kill you. But it will probably be years; it usually is. You have nothing to fear for the foreseeable future. Except pain.”

I eat as slowly as possible because if I take my time, it will prolong my pain-free existence with him. But finally my spoon drags across the bottom of the bowl, taking the last bit of vegetable and beef broth with it.

“Would you like more?”

His generosity startles me, even though I know the purpose in it: his own feeding pleasure. Still I’m grateful for an extension to my reprieve.

“Can I have just half a bowl more? And a little more bread?”

He nods and takes my bowl from me. I feel weird, him waiting on me. Is this normal for a vampire/pet relationship? Then again, when I had a cat growing up, no one expected the cat to self-feed or do anything except be a cat. I wonder if I’m even allowed to get food on my own.

After the second half-bowl and piece of bread, I push it away. My anxiety begins to climb because there seems to be nothing left in the way between us. No more preliminaries or explanations, and no new ways to stall have presented themselves. Whatever he’s going to do to me, he’s going to do. Soon.

I’m nervous about what he’ll do, but I’m also nervous for more mundane reasons. I know he’s going to fuck me. I’m nervous because I’m sure every girl is nervous about her first time, especially when she’s waited so long it’s become built up too big in her mind. Even though I know I don’t have a choice, my brain can’t call it rape because for whatever reason, the idea of him inside me, makes me wet. If he doesn’t already know that, he soon will.

He takes the bowl and places it in the dishwasher, along with the spoon. “Finish your water,” he says, his back still turned to me.

I don’t even think about protesting. I down the rest of the water and hand the bottle to him, which he puts in a recycling container.

“Would you like a tour of your new home?”

I nod, not able to hold eye contact. It’s not that I’m afraid he’ll suddenly be able to hypnotize me. It’s just that his eyes are so scary. They aren’t red right now. They are a very dark brown, so dark that it’s hard to see where the iris and pupil meet, and that’s just as terrifying as the red.

He takes my hand and leads me through the house. My new home. It feels so wrong. It’s as if he’s wrapping my captivity in some nice, civilized box. By now I’m sure I won’t be locked in a dungeon because it doesn’t seem to fit Christian. I have no doubt I will have the opportunity to gaze into the abyss, to see the full truth of his darkness. I have no doubt he’ll hurt me. But he’ll do it on clean satin sheets in romantic lighting.

I think about my mom again. I think about 4:30 a.m. coming and going. Of me not showing up to decorate the cookies. Of never getting to lick frosting off my fingers again, or even eat a cookie if he holds true to his no crap diet rules. 

I wonder if she’ll be able to open the shop when she discovers I’m not in my off-campus apartment oversleeping. I hate the idea of being a six o’clock news sound byte. It’ll be worse at school. Rumors and stories will spread like wildfire. Even if Christian lets me go, I’m not sure I could face all the eyes forever on me, wondering what happened and what I’m not telling. I try to blend. I’ve worked so hard at it. After this I could never blend again.

He’s pulling me through a dark hallway with old paintings that are probably members of his family. They’ve got that feel to them. I find myself tugging back, resisting as the panic builds. I want to convince him to let me go, at least partly. If this goes through to the morning, I know I can never leave even if I managed escape. I can’t live with all those eyes on me—both camera and human—asking questions and whispering. I just can’t.

“Master, please. Please just let me stay at my apartment. Let me live my life and you can have me at night. I’ll do whatever you want. But I have to be at the bakery at 4:30 during the week… ” I trail off because this is so stupid—asking to be his part time prisoner. For a terrifying minute I’m afraid he’ll kill me or hurt me badly for even thinking something so ludicrous, but he just laughs.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that. You see, I’m a very jealous sort. When I’m sleeping during the day, how do I know you wouldn’t be fucking that pussy, Devon?”

Devon. I can’t believe I’ve forgotten about him. Christian could have killed him, but if he’s worried I’d sleep with him, he must have left him breathing. I feel a small bit of relief settling next to the guilt.

My eyes are on the ground again because the vampire is looking at me too hard. I’ve never been looked at like this before. I can barely cope with it.

“I... I wouldn’t. I swear I wouldn’t. I would be faithful to you.”

This makes him laugh again. “So you want to be my part-time pet? Live with me when it suits you so you can keep the rest of your life in order? I waited six YEARS for you!” His voice has risen, causing me to cringe.

“Please… I’m sorry, Please… ”

But he’s not done. He forces my face up to his, and I squeeze my eyes shut, wishing I hadn’t been so stupid. 

“Six years,” he says quietly. With my eyes shut, the only thing I can process is his voice as it drops over me like a blanket. “It’s not a lot of time to a vampire, but it’s still a long time for a sentient being to be lonely after you’ve found the one you want. And you have to watch her laugh with others and hold hands and have crushes. And you can’t be near her during the day, which is when most of her life happens. If she’s in danger during that time, you can’t stop it. I’ve been driven nearly mad waiting and now you want to be mine on a part-time basis? Am I understanding you correctly?”

The tears are choking me, making it hard to get any words out. “I’m sorry.”

I think he’s going to do something awful, but he’s quiet. I realize I’ve let down my mental shields when he speaks again. He’s seen it all. Every ridiculous thought that led to my request.

His hand is on my cheek now, forcing my eyes to meet his. I start to shut them again, but he shakes his head. “Don’t, Juliette. Look at me.”

I force myself to obey him, trying to buy back his good will, if he had any of it to give to begin with.

“Listen to me and hear me. You will never be free. Never. The people will talk. Let them. The news will sensationalize. Your parents and friends will mourn and finally let you go. There is no window of opportunity where you can go back where no one knows. You can’t keep all worlds happy. It’s them or me. And that isn’t your call to make. It’s mine. As are you.”

I don’t push him out of my mind again. I’m too afraid. And I know he’ll feed me his blood which will stop him from getting inside my head at all. I can be patient and wait for that even though the idea still disturbs me. I just nod, trying to stop shaking. I can barely comprehend that this is my new life, imprisoned with a literal horror movie monster that even now electrifies my nerve endings by his mere presence. Some part of me hopes he loses control tonight and drains me because I don’t know how I can stand this for months or years. It’s too much.

“Death wish already?”

Of course he’s in my head. He’ll suck up every thought I let him have, and I’m too scared to try to deny him access.

“That’s smart. Keep being smart, Juliette and perhaps I’ll forgive you for your insulting request.”

He takes my hand again and leads me up a staircase and down the hallway to the last room on the right. “This will be your room. During the day, while I sleep, you’ll be confined here. Once we are connected by blood, I’ll feel it if you need me, but I warn you... if you panic about something during the day, it had better be an emergency. Disrupting my sleep will not endear me to you. Eventually you’ll sleep on my schedule. It may be hard at first, so there will be books and a television and healthy snacks in a small refrigerator should you need any of that. I want you to be comfortable when I’m not with you. The bathroom is off to the side there.” He points. “You’ll have plenty of time to explore it all when I’ve gone to bed for the day.”

I only have a few moments to take in the luxury of the room. It’s got a large picture window and I can see, even at night, that we are in an isolated area, someplace where me having a window doesn’t pose a threat to him. I still can’t help but feel that giving me sunlight is a nice gesture. The windows have heavy drapes that can be pulled closed to block out the daylight when I do succumb to his sleep schedule.

The bedspread is a lavender brocade with gold and dark purple embroidery. The pillow cases confirm my suspicion about satin. I’m lost in thought about this beautiful room and how my life will be long, lonely days in here trying to sleep and nights with Christian as the only other being I’m near. 

“It won’t be like that. Soon you’ll adjust to sleeping in the day. And we will go out. We won’t stay inside all the time.”

I look up. “We won’t?”

“I am the most lethal thing you will ever be alone with; I don’t need to keep you hidden in a closet. We will go out where you are not known, and you will obey me to the letter or you’ll watch humans be slaughtered, knowing it’s your fault they died.”

Before I can respond, he takes my hand again and continues the tour. It’s wrong, but his skin against mine still comforts me, much like it did that night. 

We walk through countless elegant rooms, many of them bedrooms, but also a dining room, ballroom, parlors, a room with an entertainment center, several nice bathrooms. 

A vague hope flutters inside me that someone else comes here, someone who cleans the house and takes care of things, someone who could discover me and free me. But the house feels dead, like a museum, and some rooms have a healthy amount of cobwebs. Much of the house is clearly not in use. 

Even if someone did come here to clean, it could be another vampire, or somebody under Christian’s thrall. As old as he is, he would think of a loose end like that.

We pass one room without going in. The door is shut.

“What’s in there?” Someday I will learn to keep my fucking mouth shut.

He turns toward me so fast I know I’ll never forget he isn’t human. His eyes are that fire-red glow again. His fangs edge out from between his lips, and it takes everything in me not to try to run for it, even though I know such an act is beyond futile. 

“That room is private. It is none of your concern what is in there.”

I think it must be a dungeon.

“No. You’ll see the dungeon when I’m ready for you to see it. It’s not the dungeon.”

I’m horrified, though not all that surprised that there’s a dungeon. Of course there’s a dungeon. He was probably around when dungeons were en vogue and everybody who was anybody had one.

I try to blank my mind of all thought so there simply isn’t anything for him to see and know. We go on in silence until we reach the last room in the house that I haven’t seen, besides the forbidden room. I know this last room is Christian’s and that it is where I will be spending the rest of the night.

He ushers me in and the door shuts with a loud finality. I spin to face him and find myself backing up.

“Must we play this game, Juliette? You back away, I move forward at that maddeningly slow pace. You try to run, convincing yourself you have some hope. I play with you a bit and let you think it before finally closing in? Really. I’ve done this for centuries. Just stand still and let me come to you.”

I wish whatever causes me to freeze in terror will start working again because now that I’ve been ordered to just stand here, every muscle fiber in my body is twitching, poised and ready for flight. Mercifully, he doesn’t do the maddeningly slow advance. He moves so fast it’s as if he teleported across the room. Maybe he did. I’m only human. What the hell do I know about vampire travel? He breaks all known laws of physics anyway; a little teleportation added to the mix seems trivial.

He’s standing mere inches from me. I can smell him. Rich, dark, spicy. Somehow I know this is just what he smells like. It’s not a cologne or aftershave. It’s just one hundred percent aroused male vampire. 

And though my eyes haven’t strayed to his pants, I know he’s aroused. It’s in the look in his eyes, the flare of his nostrils, and the sudden reappearance of his fangs. He’s hungry for me. This is both terrifying and somehow alluring. I will not lie. I know I’m pretty. I’m not one of those pretty girls who is either insecure or lies to themselves about their charms. I know I’m desirable. 

Men have always reacted to me as if they are a dog and I’m a tasty T-bone. And yet, no one has ever looked at me in quite the desperately starved way that Christian is looking at me now. My head is tilted up to see into his eyes even though I’ve tried to avoid it. They aren’t the angry fire-red, nor the soulless black. Right now they are a warm orange-yellow, like a comforting fire that captivates me and draws me in.

I’m not convinced his thrall doesn’t work on me. Christian is bigger than I thought. Not just broad, but tall. It’s hard for me to gauge without us both standing against the wall and drawing chalk lines over our heads—something I’m sure the vampire would never lower himself to in order to satisfy my childish curiosity. But I’m pretty sure the top of my head comes just below his shoulder. He must be close to seven feet tall. 

Even if he were human I’d be scared shitless of him. 

His fingertips skim along my neck and collarbone, and I shiver. His hands remind me of doctor’s hands, the good ones who have cool, dry skin that makes you feel safe. But there is nothing safe about Christian. It’s as if his entire being is made to seduce and tempt and make you feel safe when everything rational in your head screams that you aren’t.

This is when I know he’s right about the thrall. My mind can’t be controlled by him. If it could, I wouldn’t be rationalizing. I wouldn’t be able to think the thought that it’s all a trap. I would just swoon and go along with it. As magnetic as he is, and as easily as I could see myself falling into it, my fear is still at the forefront of my mind, and my logic reigns supreme.

“I can’t think which virginity I want to take first,” he practically purrs in my ear.

The tears slide down my cheeks. He’s got the perfect ability to know the exact thing to say to terrorize me and make me flit about in my own head like some crazed hummingbird with too many nectar choices. I’m trying hard not to think about the options because I don’t want to put any new ideas in his head. Though it’s laughable with my age and inexperience that I could ever think a thought Christian hasn’t already had.

His laugh is condescending. “I meant blood or cunt. Not the other, so you can stop the struggle to not think about it. Though we will do that, and you’ll probably even like it.”

I shudder at that. I feel that’s a door meant only for things that exit the body. I shouldn’t be surprised, though. It’s not just vampires. My friends have warned me that as soon as Devon gets in through the front, he’ll want to use the back door, too. 

Another tear slides down. I know now that I don’t love Devon. If I did I would feel more than just a twinge at never seeing him again. In some way I feel relief, which just proves the awkwardness our relationship was barreling toward.

In this moment with Christian, there is the smallest hint of a type of freedom I couldn’t have with Devon. He was filled with expectations of me. I could always see it shining out from his eyes. There was an undercurrent of a struggle. He would push a little for more. I would resist. He would back down and then regroup for his next attempt.

Christian won’t ever attempt anything. He’ll simply do. In some ways it takes pressure off me. In other ways it’s much worse than the Devon situation. I’m aware that I’m trying to reshape things so I can cope, but I wonder how true these feelings are anyway.

I look up to see Christian’s head is cocked to the side, an amused little grin playing at the corners of his mouth. He’s reading me like a damn book, and I can’t stop thinking things. Nor can I bring myself to shut the silver door again, not after seeing a glimpse of his anger.

Without warning, he strikes. My breath is caught in my throat as his fangs slice into me. I let out a shriek that hurts my own ears. Yes, it fucking hurts. It hurts so much that every nerve ending begs for death just to make it stop. It’s a searing burn that digs into me and latches on. I can see Christian as nothing but the parasite he is. Right as I’m thinking this, something shifts. 

There must be some kind of venom in his fangs. Or maybe that’s not the right word. But there is something that just happened because I can breathe and think again and the pain is gone, but his fangs are still in my throat. He’s got to be doing something to ease it. 

He backs us against a wall and allows me to sag and press my weight against it. I feel like I’m outside my body, hovering, watching all this like it’s happening to someone else. But the floaty feeling isn’t trauma. It’s something else. It’s a drug. I’m being drugged. 

The insistent pulls on my blood don’t hurt. They lull me into calm acceptance. My hands are on his shoulders. I don’t know how long they’ve been there, but to an outside observer this might look like a consensual act, like a lover’s embrace. 

A couple of minutes pass like this, and then he’s licking the puncture marks clean. Then in that blur-speed he does, he’s sitting in an overstuffed chair by the fireplace. His hand is propping his chin up, and he’s observing me.

I feel light-headed, even after eating, and I’m afraid he’s taken too much. I find my legs not wanting to support me and then I’m sitting on the ground. My hand moves to my throat. There is no blood, but I can feel the little puckers and I wonder if I’m going to look like a vampire snack from now on, not that it matters in the grand scheme anymore.

“Come here,” he says. 

There is no way I can stand up now, so I just crawl across the floor to him. I’m pretty sure that pleases him more, anyway. I feel like I’m crawling through invisible molasses. Every inch is a struggle, and I resent him for not helping me.

“Pet, your thoughts will be your own in a few moments, but until then it’s wisest for you to not think such ungrateful ones. I can leave you like this. Believe me, your suffering has just started. Perhaps I should leave you for the rest of the night so you know how vital my blood is to you now.”

Cramping has already starting in my stomach and the muscles of my arms and legs. I know he’s not kidding that this is going to get very painful very soon without his aid. The only thing I care about right now is appeasing him.

“I’m sorry, Master. I can’t help every thought or feeling I have. I’m human.”

This confession seems to placate him, and he motions me closer. I don’t pull away when he rips into his own wrist with his fangs and places it in front of my mouth. I thought I would recoil, that I’d be paranoid about turning into a vampire, but all I want is to feel better. I latch onto his wrist as if I’m a starving vampire myself.

“Good girl,” he says, petting my hair. 

He lets me drink for a few minutes until he sees I’ve had enough, then he pulls his wrist away and a few moments later, it heals in front of my eyes. I shouldn’t be shocked by this because all my pain is gone. In fact, I feel better than I remember ever feeling in my entire life. I feel like I could run a marathon. Everything is sharper. 

I thought my vision had been fine before, but right now it’s, oh my God, I see details in the individual fibers in his coat. I hear crickets that somehow I know are miles away. I smell the dishwashing liquid inside the dishwasher downstairs. 

“Your senses won’t be this sharp all the time. Just for a few hours after you drink. My understanding is that the experience is quite addicting to humans.”

His understanding is right. I close my eyes and touch the side of my throat where he bit me, and I’m not surprised to feel nothing there. No puncture marks. It’s as if the bite never happened, like it was all a dream. But when I open my eyes, he’s still here. 

“I thought you said you couldn’t read my thoughts once I’d drunk from you?” Was he lying?

Christian laughs. “Oh pet, you are adorable. You think I don’t know the body language of someone who can see and hear and smell things they’ve never experienced before? I wasn’t reading your mind. I was reading you. Just because I won’t know your exact thoughts as they appear in your head, don’t think you’ve become a mystery I can’t unravel. You have no idea how expressive your face is. I can read it just as easily as I could your thoughts.”

Silence descends between us for a minute or two, then he says, “Would you like to go out?”

“Out?” I know he said he’d take me out, but I just got here.

“I don’t like being cooped up all the time at night. This is my middle of the day. Did you sit at home and not do anything all day? You think I spend eternity in this house reading and brooding about my lost humanity?”

I shake my head quickly, hoping I haven’t pulled him out of a good mood. What I’ve just experienced with him is like Stockholm syndrome on speed. My entire existence rests in his hands. Assuming he’s smart about how he secures me during the daytime, I know there is no chance of escape. What’s more, I’ve had a taste of the depth of suffering he can introduce to me simply by denying me his blood right after feeding. The only thing I want to do is appease him.

I’m not even scared about the sex. I don’t know when it’s coming, probably soon, but we are way past such mundane issues as losing my virginity to my vampire captor. 

“We should shop for you. Would you like that?”

It’s ten at night. What’s open this late? Nothing in this town. 

“Pet, I asked you a question.”

I don’t think; I just answer, “Y-yes, Master.” He’s not a moron. He’s got to know what time it is. Hell, maybe he’s taking me to Wal-mart. Just because he wants to shop for me, and just because he lives in this unbelievable gothtastic mansion, doesn’t mean he’s above shopping at Wal-mart, I guess.

In a minor fit of hysteria, I wish he was still in my head because then I wouldn’t have to ask or say ridiculous things. I know I’m not going to work up the nerve to ask about Wal-mart. I’ll just quietly go along with him and wait to see where we end up. But he told the truth. He has no idea what I’m thinking right now. I test the theory anyway just to be sure.

I’m going to rip your heart out and lay it to dry in the sunlight, you motherfucking psycho.

Nope. Not even a flash of recognition. His eyes are their normal dark chocolate brown, and he’s getting up from the chair. I’m still on my knees. I was too afraid to get up after I’d drunk from him. Some weird survival instinct has caused me to divine these small natural ways to show submission—that I pose no threat.

The idea that I could pose a threat to him, of course, is laughable. But that minor detail doesn’t seem to penetrate.

He reaches down to help me up and off we go, through the gothic mansion, to his Batmobile. Actually, black Mercedes, but I’m not convinced he doesn’t have some freaky off-beat car hidden away somewhere.

We drive for awhile in silence. He’s been listening to music from another time and place that I don’t recognize. Finally, I work up the nerve to speak.

“Master?”

“Yes, pet?”

“May I ask a question?”

“You can ask. I can’t guarantee I’ll answer.”

This is my opportunity to understand that night six years ago. Besides the fear of death running through my head, there has been the mystery that won’t go away. The thing I’ve tried and failed to understand time and again.

“That night… ” I know he knows which night I’m speaking of. “Why didn’t you take anything of value? You just took papers.”

He’s quiet for several minutes, and I worry I’ve upset him, but finally he answers. “Your father had some documents that belonged to me. They were papers that could have unmasked me for what I am, that proved I was far older than was possible for a human, and far older than I looked. So I stole the documents back.”

“You didn’t kill him.” I’m not sure if this is supposed to be a question. I just don’t understand the lack of bloodshed when Christian has proven to be so frightening already.

“At that time we were blending and had social standing among humans in your town. It was a stupid experiment. I suppose one gets inventive after centuries and starts playing idiotic games to see what they can get away with under the noses of others. I merely took the papers that were rightfully mine and hypnotized him. Then we faded out of social life altogether.”

“But he later discovered that the papers were missing. How could he know about them?”

“It’s easier to hypnotize with a partial truth than a complete lie. It’s more likely to take over the long term. So I led him to believe that when he discovered the papers were gone, he would remember them as papers of an entirely different nature.”

“Do vampires need an invitation?” I figure I’ll try to slide one more query in.

“We do. Finn, myself, and Nadine had already been invited in on a previous occasion. I believe you were away at summer camp at the time.”

I nod, grateful he’s unlocked this mystery for me. There is probably more to the story that I’ll never know, but this is enough to close the door on those questions that have lingered in the back of my mind.

We drive for a little over an hour without speaking again until we arrive in Tampa. He’s wrapped up in his music; I’m in my thoughts. Tampa is a pretty tourist-y city that tends to be up late with shops also open late. But this late? I’m not so sure. And anyway, I don’t really want an airbrushed T-shirt with my name on it and a stylized picture of a flamingo. But that’s not where he’s taking me.

We don’t go to the beach or any of the tourist traps. We stay away from the dive bars and even the nicer bars. He takes me into the heart of the city instead, down a few strange streets I wasn’t aware of—not that I go to Tampa all the time, but you think you know a place.

He parks at an abandoned warehouse, or at least it looks like a warehouse from the outside. In truth, it’s not so abandoned because there are plenty of cars here, nice cars like what Christian has. Mercedes. BMW. And some snazzier things like Porche and Aston Martin. He guides me to the door and does what I can only describe as a secret knock. The door opens.

It’s dark and smells of mildew with cobwebs and dust and dirt everywhere. I think I see a rat scuttle by. I shiver and grab onto Christian. He doesn’t say anything about it or get angry with me, but I feel stupid for having done it. Of all the things to be scared of right now, a rat has me jumping into his arms like he’s suddenly my protector? Please.

And yet, I do feel an odd sort of protection over me, as if he’ll kill anything that looks at me funny, even a rat. I have the strong sense nothing is allowed to hurt me but him. Later I’m sure this won’t make me feel safe, but this isn’t later. 

We walk down the hallway over dilapidated green carpet that seems like it must have been ugly even when it was new. There’s an elevator at the end of the hallway. We get on. It goes down.

When the doors open again I can’t help the gasp that comes out of my mouth. We are in a high-end boutique with crystal chandeliers and gleaming parquet floors. There are tons of gorgeous clothes hanging on racks. A full sales staff stands off to the side, waiting unobtrusively. I’m not sure if they’re vampires or human pets.

“Christian!” a female voice calls out. I recognize the voice. It’s the woman from that night. I cringe, remembering what she said about killing me and how indifferent she was to my possible demise. I press myself harder against Christian and he wraps an arm indulgently around me.

“Nadine. It’s been a long time.”

She laughs. “I was just about to say that.” She looks me over, then just shakes her head. “I knew you were saving her. I can’t believe you waited so long.”

Christian shrugs, then turns to me. “Juliette, I’m going to pick out some things for you, but I want you to pick out whatever you want, as well. Don’t worry about the cost. Nadine will help you shop.”

I look to the other vampire, but her expression is open and not unkind—or at least not vicious. She appears willing to help, and doesn’t seem to have any immediate plans to off me while Christian isn’t looking, at least not today.

“It’s okay,” he says. I can’t believe how patient he’s being with me. He’s not treating me like his whore or some dirty human pet. He’s not leading me around on a leash or humiliating me or hurting me. This seems so normal. 

Nadine and I shop. She doesn’t tell me anything of value about Christian or herself, or how they know each other or what their history might be. It’s all inane small talk. She has a surprising inventory of knowledge regarding reality television. I can’t quite wrap my head around that one.

It takes about an hour to go through and pick out clothing and lingerie. I’m embarrassed about the lingerie Nadine suggests. It’s very slutty: lots of black leather and vinyl, lots of cut-away parts, lots of extreme skimpiness. Much of it screams vampire whore. Fishnets and thigh-high black boots get added to the pile as well as corsets of black and blood red. A few lacy items make the cut, but they are black lace. Nothing too sweet or innocent.

I have little doubt by this point that she’s been in his bed; she knows what he likes. I find I’m irrationally jealous over this. Whatever was between them, they seem to be just friends now. And wouldn’t it be better if he did have another interest? Perhaps then he might let me go. 

Even as I think it, I know that won’t ever happen. I can’t be hypnotized. I’m a liability from start to finish. I wonder if Nadine knows—if she’s tried to pry inside my mind.

Everything is wrapped in iridescent tissue paper and put into chic shopping bags. We can barely fit all the bags in the trunk. Just when we’re about to leave, a strange look—a signal—passes between Christian and Nadine. He nods, she snaps, and a few seconds later a black stretch limo pulls up.

“Get in,” Christian says.

I do, Christian does, and the limo starts moving. I’m afraid to ask where we’re going. The night has gone from terrifying to wonderful in a few short hours. I assume we’re going to go out a lot. I can’t imagine why I’d need so many clothes otherwise.

The limo lurches forward, taking us down side street after side street. I don’t think the area can get any more seedy, and if I wasn’t with a powerful vampire I’d be afraid for our safety in this part of town. We come across a group of prostitutes and Christian rolls down the window.

He says something to one of them. I can’t make out his exact words since he’s leaning out and speaking quietly, but I know he’s using his mental powers on her. A moment later the door opens and she’s in the car with us.

She smells of cheap whiskey and bad perfume. There is a hole in her fishnets and a scuff on her boots, which no doubt are knock-offs of some popular designer or other. Her black leather mini-skirt shows her ass without her even bending over, revealing the edges of shiny purple panties. Her breasts nearly spill out of a blue halter top. 

Her hair is teased like she’s auditioning for an eighties musical, and she has far too much eye shadow and mascara. Even in relative poverty, working on the streets, surely she can’t think this look is alluring to men. How can she not understand that all the men who take her care about is a warm hole to fuck, not what she looks like. I don’t understand why Christian has taken her, but I have a feeling I won’t like it.

I’m right. I don’t like it. He squeezes her breast and slides his hand up her thigh, looking over at me every few seconds to gauge my reaction.

I look away from the obscenity in front of me. “Why are you doing this?” 

“Because I can. This is an object lesson, pet. Watch and learn. I don’t like to repeat myself.”

He tears her skirt off and rips her fishnets and panties before flipping her to her hands and knees and sliding into her as smoothly as a knife cuts butter. He’s rough as he fucks her and comes after only a few minutes that feel like years. Meanwhile, the car has been moving down the road farther from where we picked her up.

When he’s finished using her, he bares his fangs and sinks them into her neck. He drinks, tearing into her so savagely I almost choke on the bile rising in my throat. Even if he stopped now, unless he did some quick magic healing, she’d die from how roughly he’s bitten into her.

He gorges on her blood, and her screams bounce off the interior of the limo and around in my head. Even being hypnotized can’t shut her out of this reality. I wonder for a moment if I’m screaming with her, but I’m only crying—quiet tears because I’m so scared he’ll turn on me next.

I feel ashamed for thinking something so selfish when I’m obviously not the one getting my throat ripped out. Even if she’s a hooker, she deserves better than what he’s giving her. When he stops I know it’s only because her blood is all gone. She lies there, limp and lifeless.

We turn down another side street, this one deserted. Surreptitiously I wipe tears from my face. I watch as he uses his own blood to do a cosmetic healing job on her throat so there is no specific evidence of what’s been done. When her body is later found, there will be a mystery over her blood being drained, but no surface evidence. No wounds. Likely she won’t even be found, or no one will care because she was just a whore, so they won’t look into it too closely. She’s not one of the important people and the Tampa police have more important crime to concern themselves with—more high-profile cases that could earn promotions all around.

When we get to the end of this street, Christian opens the door and kicks her body out. Then he shuts it and the limo turns around, headed back toward where we left the Mercedes. Christian straightens his suit. Despite his savagery, he managed to eat neatly enough that he didn’t get blood on his clothing. Of course, part of that was the way he had her leaning, so blood would drip away from him, not on him. I wonder how many years it took to learn these tricks to keep his expensive suits clean while murdering people.

He looks at me now and motions with a quick flick of his wrist. “Come here, pet.”

I can’t move. I can’t think. My body is a trembling leaf that can’t manage to stop moving in a wind that isn’t there. Nothing is there. No air is there. The limo just got so small. I’m crying again. It’s silent only inside my head—in reality it’s loud, heaving sobs filling the cramped space between us.

“Please… Please… ” It’s the only word I can manage to get out.

“Come. Here.” Impatience clips his voice.

I force myself off the opposing seat and over to him. He cuddles me in his arms, stroking my hair, kissing my wet cheek with lips that just caused another woman’s death.

“My sweet, Juliette,” he says. “No matter what happens between us, let there never be any doubt that you are special to me.”

I want to scream at him or ask about his gourmet preference. That woman most certainly wasn’t eating organic. But I don’t. I just close my eyes and lie against his chest as he continues to stroke my hair. I’m a swirling mixture of terrified and comforted, both emotions caused by the same man within the span of a few minutes.

We get back to the warehouse, get back in the Mercedes, and drive home, arriving indoors only minutes before sunrise. As he locks me in my room for the day, alone with my thoughts and myriad memories of the night, I’m no longer jealous of Nadine.




***




I’ve been pacing in my room for an hour. Christian is down the hall in the dark, windowless room with the big fireplace. Sleeping. I don’t understand how he can take a life so cruelly and think nothing of it, then come home to sleep like a baby. I feel like I live with a mountain lion with no safe fence existing between me and the predator. 

On the way home he said she had no life to begin with. She was dead already, walking the streets with nothing but a downward spiral and suffering in front of her. To the vampire’s way of thinking, he did her a favor.

I’m trying to come up with a way to escape this madhouse. I’ve thought about throwing something heavy at the window, but he’d wake up. I know he can’t go out into the sunlight, but I worry I won’t be able to get through the window before he can stop me. And then what? Maybe he’ll do to me what he did to the prostitute a little while ago.

I shudder and shut my eyes, trying to block out the images that just won’t go away. I’m crying again. Crying, worrying, pacing. Christian can feel my emotions now that he’s fed and I’ve fed from him. My mind is closed to him, but my emotional status isn’t. 

I’m trying not to feel too loudly, trying to keep the dread and fear to a sort of even hum like the background noise of an air conditioner. I’m afraid if I get too hysterical, Christian will come in here and punish me. 

The window option is out. There’s a window in the bathroom also, but it’s the same kind of situation. I test it just to be sure, but it’s locked. The only other way out of the room is through the door. I rummage through the bathroom drawers for a hair pin, shocked when I find a couple. There is a flicker in the back of my mind that this is meant as a temptation, but I shake it off. Would he know I can pick locks?

I sit in front of the door, staring up at it. It’s sort of old-fashioned, like the house. This doesn’t tell me much. Sometimes modern door locks are easier to pick and sometimes older locks are. It depends on the design and complexity of the lock mechanism. 

I go back to the bathroom and rummage through the drawers again, looking for something to tie my hair back. I find an elastic band and pull my hair out of my face. I shudder as the thought goes through me that perhaps he kept the last girl in here. Why else would there be such mundane objects as elastic hair bands and hair pins?

I look around the room, wondering how long ago it was that he had a pet. He said he waited for me, but he still could have had someone while he was waiting, perhaps an appetizer while the main course was simmering. I shake myself out of the morbid thoughts and return to the door.

I spend an hour working on it, taking several short breaks in between. When I’m about to give up and deem the situation hopeless, I hear the click and the lock gives way.

I take a deep breath. My freedom seems like a real possibility now. I’m trying not to think about how one gets away from an immortal being. I can’t go back home. He’d just find me and bring me back. 

I ease the door open, cringing as it creaks, hoping he doesn’t hear and wake up. I’m about to peer into the hallway, but Christian is standing there, blocking my view.

“That skill might prove handy at some point, though I thought you’d never get it open. I was growing bored.”

The expression on my face probably looks like a big question mark because he laughs.

“I have very sensitive hearing. For the first minute or so I thought we had a rat in the house, so I decided to check it out. Imagine my surprise.”

His arms are crossed over his chest and his voice and expression are mild. But I know that’s artifice. A deep anger simmers in his eyes. The rage seems to boil inside him until it feels as if the temperature around me has risen about twenty degrees. It’s so hot all of a sudden. Logically, I know this is the beginnings of a panic attack, but Christian is so larger-than-life I’m not sure his anger isn’t somehow making the room hot. I mean... I have no idea what powers he has. He could be capable of anything. 

I instinctively back up and drop to my knees as he moves into the room.

“I’m sorry.” I don’t even consider running or backing into a corner or any other cliché action I could have taken. He’s so fast and strong that my running will either make him angry or amused, and I can’t risk the former. “Please… ”

“Are you sorry? Your behavior seemed rather deliberate to me. How many accidents take hours to accomplish?”

I feel indignant. Why should I have to beg and grovel and plead like I’m the crazy one? I only did what was normal in my situation, what anyone would do. “You killed that girl. Why wouldn’t I try to escape?”

He raises a brow. “Because you value your life. There is no escape. Any attempts on your part only serve to annoy me. And believe me, sweet Juliette, the last thing you ever want to do is annoy me. I get irrational when I’m annoyed.”

I’m still on my knees, my head bowed in supplication. My voice comes out a squeak. “I won’t do it again. I promise.” And I mean it. I know he’s got too many strengths to mirror my too many weaknesses. It’s futile. Deep down I knew that from the beginning, but I had to at least try.

“No. You won’t. Whether that’s because you’ll be dead or because your punishment will scare you straight, I haven’t decided yet.”

I look up at him, and he looks back, his gaze dispassionate. 

“You waited for six years to take me. You watched me and listened to my thoughts. Why would you harbor such a fixation only to kill me in less than a day?”

“I find your naïve bargaining almost charming.”

A blur and then he’s standing right in front of me. He scoops me up and carries me to the bed. I think he’s going to rip off my clothes and re-enact the prostitute’s death. But instead, he strikes at my throat.

I cry out at the pain and then a minute later it’s faded, replaced by that hungry, drugged longing. As he feeds I find myself rubbing against him, my legs straddling one of his. I’m not sure if this is something I’m doing to try to diffuse his anger or if I just can’t help myself. Either way, he takes no notice; he’s too lost in my blood.

He drinks his fill, seals the wound, and then gets up and moves away from me. He watches as the pain and weakness start to take over, then he turns to leave.

My mouth can barely form words now. “Master, please, don’t leave me like this.”

His smile is cruel. “But I thought you wanted to leave. I thought you wanted to get away from me.”

“No, please.” Of course I want to get away from him. But the state I’m in now, I won’t survive. I’m not sure how long I’ve got. I’m not bleeding anymore, but so much damage has been done. I can’t gauge if it’s more or less than he drank last night. The analyzing part of my brain has mostly shut down to make room for basic survival.

“I’ll tell you what, pet. I’m going to leave the door open. If you can manage to drag yourself out of this house and get home, or preferably to a hospital, I’ll let you live free from me. It’s the best offer you’ve got.”

I know it’s a game. There’s no way for me—under my own steam—to get out of this house alive. The open door taunts me much like the laughter dancing in the vampire’s eyes.

“Please forgive me,” I whimper. “I’ll do better. I won’t fuck up again.”

“You can escape now or you can wait until nightfall. If you survive, we’ll consider it a lesson learned.” 

My blubbering sobs and begging have no effect on him. He merely turns and goes back to his room in the same blur. After a few minutes I ease myself off the bed. The pain and weakness has intensified and I know there is no possible way I can make it until the sun goes down—that’s too many hours away. He knows it, too.

How could he throw me away like this? I don’t understand. He went to so much trouble, and he’s ending it before it’s started. I have the inappropriate regret that I’ll die a virgin. Sure, I don’t want it to be Christian, and I don’t think I wanted it to be Devon, but it just seems like something I should have done in my life. And now I won’t have the chance.

It takes several painful minutes to crawl to the door. I don’t have a cell phone, but maybe Christian has a landline. If I can get through to an ambulance, maybe they can get here in time and get a transfusion to me. I move down the hall so slowly that at first I’m not sure if I’m moving at all. 

After about fifteen minutes I make it to a parlor. There’s a little antique white phone sitting on a table. I pray it’s not just for show, that it actually works. I reach for the phone, but collapse before my hand can close around it. The pain gnaws at me, making me woozy. 

I lay on the floor in the fetal position. This is it. And I was right next to a phone. I’m not sure I would have been able to make my voice work again—those operators ask too many questions. It would be too late anyway.

My eyes drift closed. I’m too weak to be upset, even though I know what this means.

“Drink.”

He’s moved so fast I didn’t know he was here. His bleeding wrist is shoved in my face, and if I don’t latch on, I know he’ll force feed me. If he wants me alive, I’ll be alive. I drink for what feels like forever, and he doesn’t move to stop me. He lets me drink until I’m finished.

I only manage to pull myself away when the panic sets in at what I’ve done.

“Why have you stopped? You need more.”

My lip trembles. My mind screams it’s too late. “I don’t want to be a vampire.” Tears are pouring down my face now. I think I’m more upset by this than anything else that’s happened to me here so far.

“Oh for God’s sake. You won’t be a vampire. I’d have to drain you nearly dry. I took enough to kill you, but not enough to turn you. You have plenty of your own blood. Now drink.”

I’m not sure if I believe him, but I don’t think I have a choice anyway, so I go back to drinking. A few more moments pass and he pulls his wrist gently away from me and seals his wound. Then he just holds me while I cry, his lips pressed against my forehead.

I don’t know if he intended to let me die and just couldn’t do it, or if it had been his plan to take me to the brink then bring me back all along. I’m not sure which idea upsets me most. 

“Will you try to escape me again?” He’s speaking as someone might speak to a three-year-old that just touched a hot stove after being told it would burn.

“No, Master.”

“Good girl.”

He carries me to my room and deposits me on the bed. Now that strength is flowing through me, I notice something odd.

“I thought you couldn’t go out in sunlight.” What a liar.

“I can’t.”

“But… ” I point to the window. The drapes are open and the sun is shining in on him, illuminating his handsome face and making him look like an angel.

“It’s the UV in the sun. The light itself behind proper glass doesn’t harm me. You can’t get a sunburn sitting in front of a window, can you?”

“Oh.” Good point. Now I feel stupid.

“Try to get some sleep. You’ll need it.” The look he gives me is almost pity. I cling to that look because it’s the only shred of evidence I’ve had thus far that he might have a spark of humanity left, something that might keep me alive longer.

He gathers the hair pins and locks the door on his way out. Against all odds, I drift into a peaceful sleep, his powerful blood humming through my veins.




***




There is that moment when you first wake up and your dreams are still hovering like a fine mist in the air. For a tiny fragment of time you feel as though you could choose to live in either reality. In fact, in those seconds, as the dream replays in your mind, still so fresh, it seems more real, and this world seems unreal and fuzzy.

I want to make the choice to go back to the dream, to live there. I was icing sugar cookies in my mom’s bakery and licking the frosting off my fingers. She was singing some stupid song she used to sing to me as a child. The lyrics were just playing in my head, but now they’ve evaporated along with the day. Why can’t I remember that song now? It’s going to bug me.

I’m never having frosting again. Christian’s insane diet rules don’t seem to allow for luxuries like whipped sugar in cheery pastel shades. That thought sits at the forefront of my mind, as if it’s the worst thing I can concentrate on and cope with at the moment. Somewhere underneath this sugary obsession is my mother’s face, caked in flour, but I dislodge that image to think about the cookies. 

Finally I resign myself to reality. The bed was comfortable, the sheets softer than I could believe, a ridiculously high thread count—probably Egyptian cotton. The room has maintained a comfortable temperature and has all the amenities I could want. Entertainment. Food. A nice bathroom, because every girl needs a nice bathroom. But it’s all hollow and empty, all pretty pretend dress-up for the world I’m in now. A world of pain and blood and death, of vindictive, soulless evil, of things far worse than never tasting frosted sugar cookies again. Worse even than never seeing my mom again.

I open my eyes and jump to find Christian sitting on the bed beside me. I hadn’t noticed—and still don’t notice—any dip in the mattress besides my own body weight. Maybe it’s one of those beds you can jump up and down on without spilling your wine.

I watch, wary, as his fingertips caress the side of my cheek, brushing the hair out of my face and behind my ear. His thumb traces over my lower lip and I close my eyes because he’s too pretty. If this moment could be frozen and I could step back to a place of safety and look at it, even knowing the truth, it would be so tempting to see the pretty wrapping and forget the contents underneath.

“Did you sleep well?”

I’m scared this is a trick, but his face seems open and non-threatening. I don’t detect any malevolence lurking in his eyes just now.

He sighs. “Juliette, please never do something so foolish during the day. When I’m tired and the day is draining my energy, I become very difficult to deal with. If you intend to misbehave, you’ll be safer if you do it at night when I have better energy reserves and have rested. Do you understand?”

I nod, afraid to even speak right now. This reads like classic abuser to me. I’m so sorry. It’ll never happen again. You make me beat you. I don’t know why you make me do these things to you.

I’ve always thought of abusive lovers as suffering from mental illness. It scares the hell out of me to think I’m living with a mentally ill vampire. Either one of those outcomes would be bad enough, but both together is more than I can handle.

“Are you hungry? You should eat before it gets cold. I just brought it up.”

I didn’t notice the tray of food because he’d taken up my entire field of vision and I was too filled with panic to look at anything but him. I glance at the tray. Eggs. Bacon. Milk. Seriously?

“Is this some sort of trick?”

He looks at me oddly as if he really can’t figure out why I would say such a thing. “Why would it be a trick? I have to feed you.” I wait for him to say duh and am relieved when the Valley Girl speak doesn’t pass through his lips.

“I mean... I’m allowed to eat this?” It seems so fattening and bad for me. Somewhere in my mind I realize how stupid this is—eating frosting on a daily basis and cringing over the evil of actual food.

“Why wouldn’t you be? It’s all organic. The eggs come from pasture-raised chickens, bacon from pastured pigs. The milk is organic, pastured, and raw.” 

He reminds me of those people who buy super-expensive organic pet food for their cats and dress them up. I’ve never seen someone so anal retentive about food, especially food he either won’t or can’t consume himself. Food is expensive in general anyway. I wonder how much money he plans to spend to keep feeding me like this. At least he’s not making me subsist on bread and water or beans in a can. I can also be assured he has no intention of poisoning me, given that I’m his food source.

Thinking of how much keeping me like a pet is going to cost, I’m also curious as to the magic of compound interest over his lifetime. I think about this for a while, but then I backtrack, one of the words he just said finally registering in my mind. 

My nose wrinkles at the prospect. “Raw? Gross. And won’t I get sick?”

“Of course not. This is the cleanest food you’ll ever eat. And you can’t get sick with me here. I could just give you my blood.”

The agony of earlier in the day blooms fresh in my mind. Sure, he can heal me, but will he? I’ve already seen he’s willing to withhold his blood to terrorize me when it suits his purpose.

“Eat. I’ll be back soon. I need to feed.”

My mind races at that. If I haven’t misunderstood him, it seems like he’s planning to go feed from someone else while I eat. I don’t relish the idea of his fangs in my throat again after this morning, but at the same time, I can’t stop the images of the prostitute from popping into my mind. 

“A-are you going to kill?” Why did I ask? I don’t want to know. Questioning him seems like a quick way to more pain, but he only looks at me mildly without any sign of being offended.

“That’s highly doubtful. Last night was an object lesson. I told you. Unless we’re hunting animals in the wild, we often don’t kill our prey. It’s too much clean-up, and if too many bodies start popping up, it gets dangerous. Even if they’re only whores.”

I recoil at the word. Sure, that’s what she was. Calling her a prostitute would be as laughable as saying she was an escort. But she’s dead now, and it seems beyond wrong to throw around words like whore when she probably hasn’t even been found. I wonder if it’s true that there is no one who will mourn her. Maybe me. I mourn her a little. I think. Or maybe I’m mourning me, because what she got from Christian, while horrific, was quick. I’m stuck with him long term. That idea crawls inside me, feeling like fangs ripping at me from underneath my skin.

He locks the door behind him, and I’m left alone with my breakfast. He’s right, it’s the cleanest thing I will ever eat, which is a weird thing to say, considering part of what’s on my plate came from a pig—a decidedly unclean animal. The food tastes fresh in a way it hasn’t before. The eggs are definitely different. And the milk.

I’ve drunk a lot of milk in my time. I took the whole it does a body good propaganda to heart. But this is... incredible. Saying clean again would be redundant, but I’m no longer concerned about pathogens in the milk. Even without Christian’s blood, it’s like the dairy equivalent of a mountain spring. 

I wonder if it’s the quality of the food, Christian’s blood enhancing my senses, or some combination. I don’t think my hearing seems inordinately sharper right now or my sense of smell. So it’s probably the food itself. It’s boggling to me that food like this was always available while I was eating peanut butter and jelly on white bread in complete ignorance.

I savor the meal like a hedonistic reveler at a Bacchanalia, trying not to think about the demon coming back later or what he might do to me in the night, where we might go, who he might kill. I wish he fell dead each morning, like some vampire myths where nothing can wake them in the day.

I wish I could be certain of that one block of time where I would be safe with no chance of him waking and coming for me. If what he told me when I woke is true, then he’s scarier in the daylight. The fear I might inadvertently wake him even if not out of disobedience, has taken root and won’t let go.

The door opens just as I’m finishing the last bit of eggs on my plate. I think he put cheese in them. They have that sharp tang like the scrambled eggs my grandmother used to make. It took me years to figure out the secret ingredient that made them magical was shredded sharp cheddar.

I can’t help the way my body pulls away from him, as if a few inches of movement impedes a being so fast and strong, but it’s reflexive. I know he sees it; he notices all my flinches and cringes. He’s far too perceptive for me to hide these reactions from him. Maybe if he’d been a human captor, I could bullshit my way to longer survival.

But Christian isn’t some random psychotic so stuck in his own head he doesn’t really see me. He sees me, and that’s the scariest thing of all. He knows my deepest secrets and hopes and fears because he’s listened in on my brain for years. 

He stands in the doorway, his arms crossed over his chest, observing me. “Finish your milk,” he says, as if I’m some child—and compared to him, I am. But I obediently gulp it down. Now isn’t the time to be petulant over something stupid. I’m afraid after this morning that he’s too emotionally unhinged and out of control. Anything could set him off. If he isn’t in absolute control of himself, he could easily kill me, but that’s what he told me from the outset. It isn’t a matter of if he’ll lose control and end me, but when.

A part of me wonders why I want to prolong it. Before I can go farther down that path, Christian is on me. His weight presses me down on the bed and his face is buried in my neck. At first I think he intends to feed even though I’m sure he did that already, but he’s not feeding. He’s licking the side of my neck. Kissing. Nibbling. 

The sensation is like a tickling feather. It shoots shivers down my spine and, horribly, a moan escapes my throat before I can stop it. It wasn’t like this with Devon. In all the making out we did, I thought something must be wrong with me. He never elicited that electrical feeling. Not once.

I’d only decided to give up my virginity to him because we’d been going out so long it was becoming embarrassing not to have done the deed already, and I was starting to think there was something fundamentally wrong with me. All of my friends kept asking, and I felt like such a prude for saying “not yet, not yet.”

One girl even suggested perhaps Devon was gay. I’d been mortified. The idea that I was his beard and too stupid to know it bothered me more than having sex with a man who couldn’t make me spark.

Christian is still nibbling, light little bites with flat teeth. One of his hands cradles the back of my neck in a proprietary way. His other hand trails down the side of my cheek, then over my neck, then onward until he’s stroking underneath the satin chemise I slept in, caressing my breast through the slippery fabric

I know I’m wet. I’m only usually this wet right after an orgasm brought by my own fingers. My whole body feels like it’s on fire, and I realize it’s shame: shame that he’s having this effect on me after how he’s scared me, taken my life away, locked me up, killed someone right in front of me without remorse. But my body can’t be reasoned with. It wants nothing more than to be filled in every way by this man, no matter what he’s done to me or to others.

His demeanor is different than how he was with the prostitute. There is nothing rough in the way he’s stroking me, nothing demanding in his kiss as his lips move to caress over mine. I suck in a breath at the unexpected entry of his tongue. My brain has gone all fuzzy. I wonder if his effect on me is a vampire thing, but he already said he can’t control my mind. Maybe my body isn’t so immune. Every nerve ending fires in response to him, as if he can crook a finger and make the whole of me arch closer, begging for more of his touch.

I don’t want to feel this. It was bad enough to crave his bite after the pain ebbed, and to crave his blood out of a basic need for survival. But to crave his hands and mouth on me. It’s just not right. I wish it was already morning so he’d leave me to my confused and troubled thoughts. But it won’t be that way.

This isn’t Devon, a man I can put off for months. I know it’s happening right here and right now. Whatever charming nod to foreplay he’s making shouldn’t confuse me that he’s a gentleman. The arousal flares brighter as the image of him taking the prostitute from behind rises in my mind. I squeeze my eyes closed to try to shut that image out. It shouldn’t make me hotter for him. Whatever this is, it isn’t me. I repeat this mantra over and over in my mind because this can’t be who I am.

To give in so readily to his darkness surely makes me just as bad. Is it lack of power or opportunity that has left me innocent? I can no longer delude myself into believing everything inside me is clean and pure. As his hand leaves my breast, skims over my belly, and moves beneath my panties, my hips jerk in response to him, and I know I’m not so sweet.

“That’s it, pet. I knew it would be this way,” he murmurs against my skin. 

My friends would be disturbed by what’s going on in my head right now, but when you see the depth of danger and depravity Christian has shown he’s capable of, when you’re with a creature that shouldn’t exist that could so easily snuff out your life, anything not horrible and painful is welcome and appreciated. Good food. Nice accommodations. A gentle kind of molestation.

No one with any sense in their head chooses to undergo any degree of torture if the only thing they have to do is spread their legs to make it stop. I don’t care how much self-worth they think they have or how much of a fighter they think they are. Real life doesn’t work that way.

At least this is what I tell myself as I whimper and spread my legs a little wider, giving him better access. Some switch inside him flips and he goes from considerate lover to primal beast in a millisecond. He shoves the chemise up over my hips and pulls my panties aside, then I’m on my hands and knees on the bed, and I don’t know how I got there. The room turns a burning cold. I’m not sure if it’s my own fear coming to life, or Christian, or an overactive imagination.

He’s behind me now. The room is silent except for his heaving breaths. For a moment I experience a touch of vertigo and have the brief sensation that the room is breathing. I can almost feel the expanding and contraction of the walls. But no, that’s my own breath I’m feeling. I’m grateful to be feeling it. It means I’m still here, still alive.

Christian grips my shoulder and with one sharp thrust, he’s inside me. I cry out at the pain and the shame of losing my virginity to a monster that only seconds ago my body welcomed and coaxed closer with each undulation of my hips.

He pulls me off the bed, bending me back against his chest, his arms wrapped around me, his head buried in my neck, breathing me in. Our breath starts to blend into one thing. I don’t know if he’s matching my pace or if I’m matching his, but we are in sync. Despite everything, I have a moment of transcendence. I feel one with everything, and my logical brain isn’t active to tell me how wrong it all is. The pain flowers out like a lotus blossom and then transforms into a deep yearning. 

He is both the disease and the cure. 

With that thought, the transcendent moment fades as quickly as it came on and I spend the next several minutes berating myself for feeling that way with him. He didn’t give me any choices. It’s a cruel joke of the universe that the one person who makes me come alive is himself dead. And evil. His very existence defies all moral laws and all known laws of physics. Yet here he is and here I am, and our bodies keep grinding together. And despite my best efforts not to feel more, a pleasurable sensation is growing inside me. I feel unmade, remade, desecrated, reborn. And I can’t think which of those I wish was untrue the most.

Despite convincing myself anyone chooses pleasure—at least with pain I don’t have to feel guilt. If I love him inside me then is it still against my will? Does my will exist in even the most abstract sense in this vampire’s home?

As if in answer, offering me penance for my sins, fangs dig into my throat, taking my breath from me, searing me with another wave of agony. Then it all transforms and I come so hard I nearly pass out. I shout out “Christian” without meaning to. I wonder if I’m going to get in trouble for calling him by his first name, but he only chuckles against my throat as he spills into me. 

Now that the orgasm has passed, I’m scared again. I think about the prostitute, and it’s not an inappropriate moment of arousal, because the moment that aroused me was punctuated later by her death. I hover in limbo, terrified he won’t stop drinking, and I’ll be just like her, just another cold body that served a vampire’s purpose. But he does stop, and a moment later his bleeding wrist is in front of my mouth.

“Drink.” That word again. In the space of a day it has become the best and worst word in the English language. A word I fear I won’t hear and at the same time fear I’ll hear too often.

I’m scared about what daily vampire blood will do to me. It doesn’t seem like he took as much as last time, so is it really necessary? I don’t feel weak. Nothing hurts now. Maybe I shouldn’t.

“C-can’t I just drink every other day? Or when you take too much?”

He pulls away and spins me to face him, his eyes narrowing. “It’s a gift. You’ll deny me the pleasure of giving my pet gifts?”

This could go very bad very fast, so I backtrack. “N-no. I’m sorry. Please, that’s not what I meant. I’m just... ” I’m afraid to tell him. The only ace I have to play is the thoughts bound tightly inside my own head. The only thing in me that he can’t get to.

“Just... ” he prods. His eyes look so angry and black that I can’t think of an appropriate lie, so the truth spills forth in its absence. 

“I’m afraid of what so much vampire blood will do to me.” 

I look away because he knows I’m rejecting what he is. He knows it disgusts me, and in his place, I might be angry about it, too. He can’t help his nature. It’s instinctive. It’s not personal. 

It’s like a tiger or a wolf. Humans don’t moralize those creatures for their instincts. So why should I judge Christian that way? But I knew the answer even before the question formed in my mind—because he’s shaped too human and my moral code for anything that looks human is bound up in what humanity considers right and wrong. I can’t help feeling that way, and I don’t expect the sentiment to ever change.

His look mirrors my own disgust, and I don’t like it when the shoe is on the other foot. My mind screams that I’m the good one. The last thing I deserve is his scorn. 

“It will do nothing but heal you and make you feel good. It won’t make you a vampire. It won’t make you evil. And you will drink it when I give it to you. Or have you already forgotten this morning when I withheld? I should think you’d be happy to be offered such a gift instead of the pain and terror I offered you this morning. Or did a few hours of sleep wipe that reality away?”

I don’t say anything because the last thing I want is a frequent repeat of this morning. Instead, I put my mouth against his wrist and take the offering he’s presented. He pets my hair with his other hand.

Maybe everything I know about vampires is wrong. Maybe he was never human. Maybe he’s a god, instead. Or a demon. I have a feeling our human words for things: god, angel, demon, vampire... they’re just words. They don’t really mean anything because we don’t know what the hell we’re talking about.

“Good girl,” he whispers against my hair.

He pulls his wrist away and I lay my forehead against the satin pillows, exhausted. I’m still not used to this schedule shift. Despite frequent insomnia, my body is confused by the changes.

I think again about my mom and the bakery and I start crying.

“What is it?” His voice isn’t quite cold, but it’s not warm either. I’m not sure if he cares at all. Probably not. It seems more an affectation of humanity that he’s learned in order to blend in and stalk prey better.

“This will destroy my mother. She’ll think I’m dead.” I look up, my eyes imploring him to comprehend a single human emotion just this once. “Don’t you understand? It’s not just me. You’re making others suffer, too.”

“Perhaps I should kill them, then? Far be it from me to let anybody be sad.” 

I’m not going to respond to the bait. He wants me to lash out so he can do another lesson of here’s why I’m almighty and you are property.

The chemise has stayed on through all of this, my panties pulled aside for his convenience. It makes me feel dirtier than if I’d been naked. I hate him. I hate him with a depth that scares me almost as much as the emotions I felt only a few moments before in his arms. But hate and anger are normal in this situation. More comfortable. Hate I can deal with. The desire I felt with him... the pleasure I felt with him... I cannot.

He crosses to my closet where all my new clothes are now hanging. The space is immense and deep. Even though we bought a lot last night, the closet still looks empty. He paws through the clothing and tosses some black boots, black leather pants, and a red halter top at me. He’s dressing me up like a slutty superhero. But I don’t say anything. I just take the clothes and begin to put them on.

“No.”

I stop at his voice, rooted to the spot in a way that would have been comical if I were a cartoon character.

He points to the bathroom. “Shower first.”

This embarrasses me. I haven’t showered since getting here. That’s been over a day. I’ve been too scared to think about mundane things like hygiene, but it’s embarrassing because I know how good his sense of smell is. He must think I’m dirty.

As if he can still read my thoughts he says, “Don’t worry. You just smell like food and sex to me. You need to shower because where we’re going, you’ll need to be extra clean. It’ll be safer.”

What the hell does that mean? I don’t question him or say anything, feeling silence is safer than speech. I imagine at his age, too much talking is tiresome. I don’t want to do anything to flip his crazy trigger, and I need the privacy of my own thoughts right now anyway.

I scurry off to the bathroom. The shower head is one of those massaging shower heads that women often buy for reasons other than cleanliness. There are several scented bath gels to choose from. I pick a coconut and lime scent because it reminds me of the beach. I’m not sure I’m ever going to see the beach again.

I push back the tears because I don’t have time to break down over stupid shit. I need to prepare myself mentally. I need to think. I have no idea what he means about needing to be clean, but I take him very seriously and wash my hair and scrub all over with a loofah twice. 

More than sad and scared, right now I’m disgusted. Why didn’t the idea of showering cross my mind before he ordered it? Sure, I’m scared, but isn’t the normal response to unwanted sexual contact, a strong desire to shower, to scrub yourself until you bleed to get the stain off your soul? Maybe I didn’t have that reaction because the contact wasn’t unwanted. This is the hardest thing to admit to myself because my consent didn’t matter to him. It’s just a coincidence—a blessing of fate—that my body wanted him in such a primal way.

I’m scared for my life and of the pain he will deliver. It’s not even a question of if he’ll deliver it. I’ve seen the way his eyes light with pleasure when he does something that hurts me. I’ve seen the way he sucks up my fear as if it’s an appetizer to my blood. I have no illusions that a decent man lurks inside, just waiting for true love and my goodness to activate him. This isn’t a fairy-tale.

But beyond my fear of pain and death, my body screams for his in every way possible. I crave him like he craves my blood. I want his hands and mouth on me. I want to feel that transcendent merging again. I worry that what I felt with him won’t happen the next time, that the feeling will be like sand slipping through my fingers. 

This small mental admission has me scrubbing a third time, and this time I do penetrate skin. I let out a shriek at the way the loofah tears off a thin layer of flesh, causing everything to burn. I feel blood pooling. My senses are so acute right now. I’m still not convinced his blood won’t make me a vampire, trapping me in an inferior immortality on a far from perfect plane.

I don’t notice when Christian enters the room in his typical blurring fashion, so I jump when the shower door opens and the water shuts off. 

“What the hell are you doing in here?”

“Showering. Like you asked.”

He surveys my raw and torn skin, then he pulls me close. I shudder in his arms as his tongue runs over me. I feel wounds closing, so it’s not only his blood that heals. Maybe his blood is just quicker or more effective. It seems all vampiric bodily fluids have the power to heal, which makes little sense to me. This sends my mind somewhere I don’t want to go as I mentally catalog all the common bodily fluids.

He pulls back and stares at me a long time. He looks blurry to me because my eyes are welling with unshed tears.

“Perhaps I was wrong about you. Maybe you aren’t as strong as I thought, not strong enough for me.”

If I thought that would make him release me instead of kill me, I’d try to manipulate him into freeing me. But I don’t believe that, and I’m beyond offended. Like he’s given me some gift by taking my life away from me and imprisoning me in this gothic Hallmark nightmare? I’m not worthy of him? Please. He’s the monster here. He doesn’t get to make that call.

From the look in his eyes, I’m relieved he can’t read my thoughts. I can’t imagine what he’d do to me just for thinking something like this. But I do think it, and I will continue to think it because it’s the only freedom I have—to continue to dictate how I think and what I think about without his interference.

Christian doesn’t say anything else, and I’ve wisely chosen to leave my rebuttals in my head. He leads me back into the bedroom.

“Get dressed.”

I’m fighting tears, as hurt as I am offended by his words.

“And stop crying.”

I wipe my face with the back of my hands, trying to obey him. A wave of despair washes over me, and for a moment my survival instinct and fear of death leaves me. I decide to use the window while it’s open.

“Please just kill me. You’re going to anyway at some point. You’re right, I’m not strong enough for you. It’s appalling you’d even say that, but what can I expect? You’re not even human.”

He flinches but quickly recovers. “Humans can be just as evil.”

I shrug. “I don’t want to have a species comparison on morality. I just want you to end it now, while I’ve still got the courage to ask.”

I’m still not dressed. I’m stupidly standing frozen and nude, waiting for his blood lust and lack of self-control to take over. If he can exist, then there must be an afterlife. With that certainty, what is there to fear? It has to be worse here than wherever I’d go instead. Either way, my old life is gone, and moving forward is the only feasible option.

He advances, his body language smooth and lethal. Despite my request, I find myself backing away, instincts to save myself reawakening. He wraps a hand around my throat, pressing me against the wall. The wall is textured, and I feel the old Victorian-style pattern imprinting on my back. He squeezes my throat, and I have to push back the urge to fight him or beg to be spared.

“Really, Juliette? You really want to go? Maybe you’re stronger than I thought. Once the fear of death is gone, you can know real freedom.”

I know he speaks the truth. Even if we weren’t in this situation, that would largely be an accurate statement. It bothers me something so depraved can speak so much truth. What’s his angle? 

He releases my throat, and I take a few deep breaths. 

“Maybe you are my match after all. I haven’t decided yet.” His eyes rake over my naked form, followed by trailing fingers that stroke and caress in all the places I shouldn’t want them to, but I do. I arch my back, pushing away from the wall and into his hands.

He chuckles. “The way you respond to me. You’re poetry in motion.”

I move toward him on my toes, my arms threading around his neck, my mouth seeking his. He allows me to kiss and explore, then pulls away, breaking the kiss he’s indulged me with. “Get dressed. Don’t make me ask twice.”




***




I sit quietly in the car. Christian drives. I don’t know what came over me back at the house. Why did I kiss him voluntarily like a lover? Like we had some sort of history. I guess, in a sense, we do have a history; he’s familiar in an odd sort of way.

He is the cornerstone of a defining life moment for me, and part of a secret I always kept from my family. I don’t know how or why no one saw signs of a break in. I was thirteen and too young to think in those terms after being so scared. He’s haunted my dreams almost every time I’ve closed my eyes. His mercy and the unexpected safety I found in him that night, and the fear... no... knowledge, that this wasn’t over have followed me everywhere. It has been the impossibly long shadow that has hovered over me.

Now that he’s here, he’s completed this cycle, this thing I was waiting for without knowing it. And so in some dark corner of my heart, everything is as it should be, and everything feels calm inside me again. Finally I can stop waiting for him to jump out of the shadows and snatch me away. 

I recognize this as the primal shadow side of me I would never acknowledge before I was forced to. It’s not the part of me that loves my family and friends and has ambition and dreams. It’s the hedonistic and animal side that craves pleasure, even if the cost is pain and fear.

Christian’s hand drifts to my knee, the heavy weight of his palm the same as it was on my shoulder that night six years ago. That feeling was and still is so comforting in the most fucked-up way. Somehow it feels like everything in my life has led me to this moment, even before the first time I met him.

My emotions run hot and cold, from desire to terror, from the desperate need to survive at any cost to the urge to end it now before it gets too scary. I feel as if I’m in a dream; I could wake at any moment, which gives me the courage to go down the dark path and explore to find out what’s at the end.

This sense of unreality has attached itself to me at various points in my life, but right now it’s the strongest it’s ever been. I’m convinced this is all a dream, that I’ll wake up. It’s the thing that makes me spread my legs a little, inviting him in. Christian smirks, and his hand travels up my thigh. Even through the tight leather pants, I feel that spark, the way he makes me light up. I wonder if it was like this for every woman he’s taken. I wonder if Christian feels the spark, too, or if this power only flows one way.

“Undo your pants.” The command is deep and throaty, almost a snarl. I will never forget what he is, not if I live a thousand years. His eyes don’t glow and his fangs don’t come out, but I can feel the demonic energy pouring off him.

I fumble with the buttons, five of them in all. He smiles and slides his hand down the front, caressing my bare clit.

“Mmmmm did we forget panties?”

My face heats. Yes, I did. I know we just bought a ton of lingerie, but when he tossed the clothes at me, he didn’t toss undergarments, and I was too out of sorts to think that far ahead. 

“I appreciate the gesture.”

A little moan slips past by lips as his fingers start to explore, pressing inside me. Then I’m arching up toward him, that strange feeling he creates in me far more potent now that we’re skin to skin. I will let him think I didn’t put on underwear strictly for his benefit. Anything to keep his favor.

The car rolls to a stop as I’m reaching my third orgasm.

I look up, a little dazed. We’re in the warehouse district in Tampa again. Every ounce of pleasure and relaxation leeches out of me, replaced by tension so acute I feel as if I’ll snap. He doesn’t need to be inside my mind to know I’m scared he’ll pick up another prostitute that he’ll force me to watch him fuck and kill.

Watching that again might break me. I’ll be jealous of the former and feel like an accomplice for the latter, something my human soul can’t handle. 

We go back to the same building and he turns off the car. I think we’re going back to that store from last night. I’m not super keen on hanging out with Nadine again. I have the sense she’d eat me and then drop my body down an elevator shaft if she thought Christian wouldn’t be irritated by it.

But we walk past that door—in fact, past that building—to the building next to it. This building has the same horrible conditions inside and that patented ghost town feel. But there are too many cars nearby, and I know it’s not really deserted. We walk over threadbare carpet past scurrying mice to an elevator that I know only goes down.

Below, I hear the thundering pound of music as it pulses through my chest before the elevator doors open. The music envelops me like a primal scream as we step into manufactured fog. Christian ushers me through the dark, smokey environment. Electronica music pumps through me; it’s harsh and industrial and dead inside. Brightly colored laser lights in pink and blue zip back and forth across writhing, dancing bodies.

The dance floor isn’t crowded. There’s plenty of room to watch barely clad women grinding against each other, some with fang marks in their necks, leaving no doubt as to who they are and why they’re here. There are several dark corners and booths where human and vampire sit together engaged in feeding and fucking. It’s in this moment that my symbiotic relationship with Christian crystallizes. These vampires need these humans to fulfill their needs... sparing them from constant and tedious hunting and the inevitable pile-up of dead bodies. It allows them to settle in one place for a spell.

The human in return craves the bite and needs the healing powers their master’s blood offers. Nothing could be more entwined or deeply connected.

I’ve felt lonely in a crowded room before. I can explain that feeling even though not everyone understands, but I know I will never be alone with Christian. Our blood is co-mingled, linking us through dark magic.

Though these creatures are malicious, such deep connection with another being in a world of such disconnection and loneliness would be powerfully tempting even if I hadn’t been taken against my will. He could have seduced me had he chosen that route. It might have worked. All he would have had to do is tap into that deep well of loneliness, the one we fill with distraction.

Christian takes my hand and leads me to a booth out of the way. He orders us a couple of drinks. When they arrive, I look at him, questioning. I’m pretty sure this isn’t on my diet, unless he enjoys buzzed blood on occasion. He must because he nods at me and I down the tequila shot without even making a face.

“You’re quite a seasoned drinker for a virgin.”

I shrug. “I’m not a virgin anymore.”

He laughs. “That’s what you think.” 

I look at him warily. We just had sex. I’m pretty sure I’m not a virgin. But then I remember he gave me blood when I didn’t think I needed it. Now I know why he was so insistent. I don’t want to believe that’s even possible—that his blood could take my body back to it’s pure and untouched state—but the look on his face tells me it is.

“Ah. Now she gets it.” He leans closer. “There is nothing better than licking virgin blood off a woman’s thighs. Do you think I’d only have that pleasure once if I had another option? Why do you think you never lost it before? I always made sure you got interrupted.”

It makes more sense now, why it seemed the universe was trying to keep me from losing my virginity. The moment things would start to get serious with a guy, we’d get interrupted or he’d lose interest in me and stop returning my calls. I’d questioned over and over what was wrong with me. Why didn’t they want me? They’d appeared interested and attracted at first and then nothing.

Except it wasn’t the universe, just a vampire who wanted to keep me pure for his own personal use. I cringe as I think of the sharp burst of pain when he ripped through my hymen. I’d thought that was an isolated event I only needed to be brave and endure that one time. Not with Christian it isn’t. 

Christian scans the room, on the alert for somebody. I squeeze myself into the back of the booth, trying to disappear. Already a few vampires, both male and female, have eyed me in a way that lets me know they want both my body and my blood.

One of the males who’s been watching, saunters over, not disguising his desire. He’s tall and Nordic-looking except for his dark hair. Odd combination. I feel sure it’s a dye job. “It’s been awhile since you’ve had a pet,” 

Christian has gone stiff. I’m not sure whether this was who he was scanning the room for, but these two obviously know each other. 

My master shrugs, trying to play it off like no big deal, but I know I didn’t imagine the change in his posture. “About seventy years, give or take.”

The other vampire slides into the booth next to me. He’s too close. He smells fantastic, and looks just as good, but something about him makes my skin crawl. 

He nods toward his party of three other vampires, one other male and two females, all of whom have been burning holes into me with their retinas since we got here. “Will you be sharing her with us? You know we always love sampling your pets. You’ve got such good taste.”

Christian rolls his eyes. “They taste the way they do because of what I feed them. You’re just too lazy to properly care for your own blood dolls, or you could have the same quality in your food, instead of this fast food you subsist on.”

The other vampire leans closer, sniffing me. He lifts the hair off my shoulder to expose my neck. His gaze darts back to Christian, fast as a cobra strike. “You didn’t answer my question. Are you sharing her or not?”

Tears burn behind my eyes. I know they can smell it, but still, I’m quiet. I won’t beg or plead because I’m afraid if I do, Christian will share me. Maybe it will make him look weak if he gives in and saves me at my request. I don’t know the vampire hierarchy or what macho male rules transcend all species. He knows I don’t want to go with the others. He can smell the salt. Somehow I know that what he chooses to do with that knowledge will set the course for our future. It will either allow him to own me a tiny bit more than he already does, or it’ll force me to disassociate from everything. I’m not sure he cares either way. He’ll do whatever he’ll do.

“Not,” Christian says.

I can’t help letting go of the breath I’ve been holding. It’s loud enough that they both look at me, so I look down at my hands and pray to somehow go invisible. I scrunch in closer to Christian and he puts a hand on my knee. This is somehow the most dangerous and safest moment of my life. This is the moment I know something human lives in him and that he has more than just a passing, casual interest in me.

Of course it’s more. He’s waited six years. I bet the others he took were the age he wanted them when he found them. A different kind of obsession has taken hold with regards to me. I wonder if he would have shared if he’d met me for the first time this week. Probably. But for now at least he seems possessive of that which he’s waited so long to own.

I jump when the other vampire growls. “Maybe we’ll just take her. We outnumber you. Asking was just a polite formality.”

Christian is out of the booth so fast, I fall against the seat from his sudden exit. The other vampire is gone, too. Christian has grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and pulled him out of the booth. It’s as if they teleported a few feet away to be clear of the table. That’s how fast they are.

Christian’s eyes glow and fangs descend. He embodies pure, undiluted evil right now. I hope the other vampire is as intimidated as I am. 

“You may outnumber me, but I’m significantly older than all of you. Remember that when the alcohol wears off. At that point you can count yourself lucky you still live. My mercy is a one time deal because we’re friends and you’ve had too much to drink. Now get lost.”

He shoves the vampire away. The vamp stumbles a little, but then seems to sober up. “I... I’m sorry, Sir.”

Sir? I really
don’t
know the vampire hierarchy. Christian nods in a regal, dismissive way, then comes back to join me in the booth.

Another vampire, a bouncer-looking guy, approaches our table. “Is there a problem, Sir? Should we take out the trash?” He doesn’t say Sir like a waiter taking a drink order. He says it like it means something more, like it holds more weight.

Christian shakes his head. “That won’t be necessary. I warned him. But if he or one of his friends comes near Juliette again, I want them removed from the property and blacklisted. That goes double for the other club.”

He says other club like it’s a secret code. It isn’t hard to guess what kind of club the other club is. I don’t know details, of course, but it’s probably less NC-17 and more X-rated if I had to guess.

The bouncer’s gaze shifts briefly to me. His fangs are on display and a flicker of curiosity passes through his eyes, though not the same kind of curiosity the others had. Then he nods at Christian, and I detect the slightest bow. 

“Sir?” I say, after the guy leaves, curious about why everyone here seems to be giving him a special title when they address him.

“No. Master.” 

Is that a joke? There is the barest bit of a grin at the corner of his mouth, another little human tick slipping through the cracks of his mask of evil. I don’t know what to do with that, so I just ignore it and concentrate on my real question.

“I just meant, why did he call you that?”

“I own this whole district. The club, the boutique, a few other places you haven’t seen yet.”

Like, the other club. 

I’m still trying to catch my image of the vampire up to the idea of him owning this district. A small frown furrows my face as I think back to our shopping the previous night.

“If you own the district, then why did you have to pay—”

“Did you see me pay for anything last night?” 


I shake my head. I didn’t see it. I just assumed he had a tab, what with his long history with Nadine. I thought it was her boutique. Maybe she just manages it for him.

I turn his words over in my head, that he owns the whole district. Somehow it feels like that means more than it sounds like it means on the surface. Like he owns it in a make you an offer you can’t refuse way.

Christian pulls me toward him and wraps an arm around me, running his fingers through my hair. “Are you hungry, pet?”

I am a little, so I nod. I’m still afraid to ask to have any of my most basic needs met. I’m afraid if I interrupt him to bother him with some petty human need like food or a bathroom, that I’ll see more of his darkness.

Christian motions the bouncer-guy back over. “I’d like something for my pet. She needs to eat.”

“Of course, Sir. Anything in particular?”

Christian doesn’t ask if I have any preferences, he just says, “Whatever you have in the kitchen is fine.”

As soon as the other vampire is gone, I’m asking questions again. I can’t help it. Everything is just so weird here. “I thought you wanted me gourmet?”

Christian chuckles. “Randall knows how I feed my pets. This is a first-rate club and we only serve humans organic here, though most patrons aren’t as particular as I am when it comes to pet diets.”

My food arrives and I eat while watching around me like the prey animal I am. I’m like some rabbit, twitching my little nose and watching for the need to run. But of course my instincts for self-protection are overkill. Christian looms over me like a gargoyle guarding the castle. No one will dare come near me.

Several minutes later he says, “If you’re finished eating, it’s time to go.”

Time to go? We just got here. 

As if he’s read my mind, he says: “I needed to check on the club and feed you. I have other plans for us tonight. Come.”

I force myself to stand and take his hand as he leads me through the twisting fog. Several vampires nod an acknowledgment at him. The humans in attendance look a little wistful, like he’s their vampire hero or something.

Even though he’s said it was an object lesson, I can’t help fearing the limo will show up and he’ll kill another prostitute in front of me. I need to pretend that while he’s a predator, I’m his only prey. I can’t stand the idea of growing attached to a monster who kills without remorse.

His hand in mine remains comforting. It makes me feel safe even though I’m afraid of where we’re going next. A part of me already knows. The other club. 

It’s just a few blocks down, and we walk. The moonlight is the only visible illumination out here. There are no street lights, and the area seems dead except for the incongruous existence of nice cars. I wonder why no cops come by or why this strange sight doesn’t draw other people. Or is it meant to? Like a Venus Flytrap just waiting for prey to walk inside.

Anyone who comes to this godforsaken area surely will be enthralled, their memories wiped of all knowledge, perhaps given the suggestion to never drive down this road again. No, it’s not that unusual they can keep these cars out in the open without challenge.

I would never walk somewhere like this alone at night. I can’t think of a single person I’d feel safe here with. I try to imagine walking through this area even in the middle of the day with Devon. I can’t seem to picture it. But with Christian, I’m at ease.

This feeling is punctuated with an exclamation point as some punk teen rushes at us with a knife. “Give me your wallet,” he says.

Christian laughs, then he growls at the kid, his fangs showing. “Get lost, kid.” The moonlight hits the front of the boy’s pants just right and a dark stain appears, then he turns tail and runs.

My master makes no further comment; he just leads me inexorably toward... whatever. I feel my heart picking up its pace, a nervous flutter that can’t be calmed. Though my nerves weren’t jangled when the knife-wielding teenager showed up, they are now. The prospect of the rest of my night looms large and terrifying.

We stop at another building, its exterior the same as the other places we’ve visited. Again, the inside has the characteristic disgusting carpet and stray rat or spider with an elevator at the end. The elevator, of course, goes down.

When the doors open, it’s electronica music again, only this music feels different. It feels like somehow sex has been distilled into a sound. It’s an erotic, hypnotic pull. Just hearing it scares me, excites me, makes me wet. I look up at Christian and he smirks down at me. He knows. He smells it.

Several heads turn our way in sharp, predatory unison. They smell it, too. Not everyone. Just the vampires. They are the only ones who looked up. The others are too lost in their haze of pleasure and pain to notice anything.

Looking around me, men and women are chained and tied down to various contraptions, while random inanimate objects are being forced into the sexually appropriate openings. Moans and cries mingle: some pleasure, some pain. Whipping, blood, biting, fangs, orgasm, cocks everywhere.

I suspected what this club was, but to see it, to be immersed in it, is something else. The deep, pulsing sounds of the music seem to thrum with an aching need that has started between my legs.

As Christian leads me through the club, bodies part like the Red Sea. He weaves us in between spanking horses, the occasional St. Andrew’s Cross, benches meant for fucking, whipping, playing. Every way someone can be chained down and used is represented in the various kinky furniture around the club. We end up in the center of the room where a long, wide bench just happens to be vacant as if I’m to be the main course entertainment of the evening.

He doesn’t order me to do anything. He doesn’t say a word to me. He merely starts undressing me, slowly, as if he’s teasing everyone in attendance, enticing them with the package he’s unwrapping. His first pet in seventy years.

There is a part of me that knows I shouldn’t be so laissez-faire about this. As each bit of my flesh is exposed for their visual consumption, I feel another little piece of acceptance lock into place. For a moment I feel like I’m the vampire and they are the humans because I could swear I can hear their every lewd thought as it’s projected out at me. These imagined thoughts should bother me more.

I feel hot and cold and scared and exhilarated. Dimly I’m aware that it might be normal for me to cry or beg or try to escape, but I still swear that music is hypnotizing me, not in some metaphorical, poetic way—in a real way. It breaks down my defenses, like magic is encoded in the notes. All I want to do is please him. All I want to do is entertain the gathering darkness.

It feels like I’m in a dream again. I hold onto that thought because it makes it easier to not protest, to go along and explore and see where this leads. I shiver as layers of clothing end up on the floor and goosebumps pop over my flesh. The room is a little chilly, something vampires would never notice. Christian rubs the little bumps off my arms and kisses the hollow of my throat.

He leads me to straddle the bench and to lie across it on my stomach. A rounded rubber protrusion sticks up and he guides my body, adjusting me until the rubber presses right against my clit. He chains my arms and legs down, and locks something around my waist, making me immobile.

But he isn’t finished. He blindfolds me, gags me, puts earplugs in my ears, and then something else I can’t define goes over the earplugs to muffle the sound even more.

For some reason I don’t resist any of this. Each sense that is taken away makes me feel more his, wrapped more tightly in his web. I belonged to him when I was nearly dead in the parlor and his wrist was suddenly in front of my mouth offering salvation, but now, that feeling is more. I didn’t think I could feel more at his mercy than in that moment, but I do. 

Everything is gone. Sight, sound, the ability to scream. I’m alone and exposed in front of all of these people in a dark little space of the universe, but because I can’t see or hear them, they aren’t real. It’s only me that exists now.

I’m right, there was something wrong with that music, something that lowers defenses, something they’ve created to make those they bring happily compliant to their every demand. Now that it’s gone and I’m in silence, I’m more afraid. It’s a panic that wants to bubble up from somewhere deep inside me.

I want to struggle and scream, but there’s nowhere to go and no words can come out. On some base level, I know panicking will only make me suffer. It’s better to accept that which I cannot change, to relax and let myself roll and flow with what’s about to happen. I was never an alcoholic, but the serenity prayer seems appropriate here.

I wonder for a moment how this music can enthrall me when Christian can’t. I imagine the power of a suggestion from a thousand vampires has somehow been embedded into the track. My illusions about being so special that all vampire rules no longer apply to me, have faded into oblivion along with most of my senses.

My only knowledge of the music now is the way the bass pounds through my body. If not for that, I could be lulled into feeling the music had been shut off, that it’s as quiet for everyone else as it is for me. Whether I can hear it like before, or not, I can feel it. Feeling is all I have left. I hold onto it like I’m holding the last flower in the world, trying to keep the petals from wilting.

Christian’s hand runs over my back, stopping to cup my ass, then all at once the rubber protrusion begins to vibrate against my clit. Although I’m upset, I can’t deny how aroused I was before he cut off my senses. My body was so worked up and excited that now I’m swamped in a sea of sensation. All I can do is feel.

Time is measured, not by seconds or minutes or hours, but by orgasm count as I writhe shamelessly against the rubber. After awhile it becomes too intense and I struggle to pull away from the vibrations. All I need is a couple of inches distance to ease off the sensation enough to breathe. But a hand presses my ass down, pushing me so I’m in contact with the rubber again. After a few moments, something that had been strung tight inside me loosens, and I just give in to it until the next orgasm rolls over me.

Other things begin to happen. The pain of my virginity being ripped away again, this time by a glass, phallic-shaped object. The feeling causes me to scream behind the gag, but then another orgasm comes and I forget it.

I experience a sharp sting across my back, a flatter pain, another sting of a different nature. If not for the earplugs, I’m sure I would hear something slice the air or crack against my body, but all I have is the feeling. The fire licks through me, making me squirm and cry, but the pleasure maintains its steady assault, so insistent I can’t fall too far into the misery before I’m lifted up again on the euphoria.

After awhile the feelings begin to blend. It’s all one thing, pleasure-pain. There is no division. All at once, I lose that feeling and everything separates out again. I can pinpoint each individual sensation and I imagine it’s somehow the same as how a vampire’s senses operate, how he might be able to hear a cricket a mile away and a dishwasher downstairs as two distinct perceptions.

Now there is the pleasure of the vibrating rubber, the pain of various implements, and objects entering me. A lubed plug in my ass, then some toy in my cunt. Then the plug is replaced by a cold, lubed metal object slowly fucking my ass.

I was an anal virgin. It should have hurt or at least scared me more, but my body has surrendered so strongly that I feel like a piece of driftwood floating down the river, unable to be harmed because I flow so beautifully with the current.

Everything happens at once, making me aware for the first time that Christian isn’t the only one involved here. He’s only got two hands, and too many things are occurring without breaks in between. As if to put a fine point on it, pain, pleasure, invasion, and hands caressing me are all simultaneous experiences. It’s as if Christian is whispering in my ear, taunting me with the horrible truth that it’s not just him.

A light, rod-like object sends fire along my thigh, while a dildo of some sort is plunged in and out of my now sloppy-wet cunt. A hand strokes my cheek, wiping up stray tears. Another hand pets my hair. A tongue licks at the pulse point on my wrist, another at the pulse point of my throat. They want to feed. They want to drink my life right out of me. They’re drunk on my arousal, waiting for permission to get drunk on my blood.

I’m struggling again, trying to fight through the haze of sensation, afraid one of them will hurt me, that Christian won’t be able to make them stop. My survival instinct has pushed through miles of water to break the surface of reality. I’m afraid he might step away and leave me alone with them. I can’t communicate my fears. Tears stream down my face, slipping from underneath the blindfold to pool on the ground beneath me.

Suddenly the tongue that was stroking over my throat is gone, and a hand is gripping the back of my neck. It could be anyone, but the possession in that touch unmakes me, and I know beyond all doubt it’s Christian. He’s still here. He hasn’t left me. He’s watching and he knows where I am. I remember that he can feel my distress, and he’s reminding me he’s with me and he’s in control. I let myself fall backwards into the sensation again, holding onto this reminder.

All at once, everything stops except the vibrations. Tongues and hands and tools of pain are gone. The plug is gone. The toy is gone. Then someone is inside me. There is no doubt or fear. I know it’s Christian. That transcendence happens again, only this time it isn’t just a merging—it’s a complete and utter surrender. Mine.

I was helpless with him before, but now the feeling has been impossibly heightened. I shudder as I come for what seems like the millionth time tonight. Fangs are in my throat. I can’t even feel the pain this time; I’m too overstimulated. But the drugged feeling comes and I don’t feel like I exist anymore. I wonder if I’m spiraling into the void, but it’s an illusion because I perceive it. If it were nothing, a true void, I wouldn’t be able to feel it. I hold onto this as he seals the wound.

The gag comes out, and a wrist is in front of my mouth. I drink like the good girl I am, while I lie here still exposed, knowing I’m watched by a hundred glowing eyes.

When he pulls his wrist away, he doesn’t gag me again. I don’t say anything. I don’t scream or cry or beg or accuse. I just lie there, trying to absorb what’s just happened. Through much of it I felt somehow disconnected. I’m not sure what that means. Has he broken me beyond repair already? Is it the music that made me pliant when we started?

The earplugs come out and that music lulls me out of questioning, back to a place where I accept and obey without even a stray mutinous thought. I want to somehow crawl inside Christian’s soul and sleep there forever. The blindfold comes off, the shackles are undone. The vibrations cease. The only thing left vibrating is me. I’m shaking, and I didn’t realize it. I’m too spent to realize much right now.

Christian gathers me in his arms and carries me through the crowd. Someone is following behind us with my clothes. He takes me into a back office with a couch.

“Just put her clothes on that chair,” he says.

“Yes, Sir.” The vampire leaves the clothing and stares at me, hunger plain on his face. I wonder if he’s one of the vampires who touched or whipped or licked some part of me. I wonder if he held the dildo that was thrust inside me, or the anal toy. But I’ll never know, and I’m too embarrassed to ask Christian.

Christian sits on the couch and pulls me into his arms. He cradles me like a small child, rocking me, his fingers combing through my hair. He trails light kisses along my collarbone.

“How do you feel, pet?”

I believe he really cares. I cry again because I’m desperate for him to. Less than forty-eight hours has passed since he took me away from my life, and yet it seems as if that other life never existed, like it was nothing more than a hazy dream. I want to stay awake here with Christian. I want him to never let me go. Is it possible that only yesterday I tried to escape? Who was that stupid girl? Who is this stupid girl?

“I don’t know.” I’m not sure if I’m high or numb or something in between or different altogether. I’m scared by my lack of repulsion. Except for brief fear, I didn’t react as I feel I should have since I wasn’t given any choices. I’m afraid of myself, but I don’t know how to tell Christian that. I don’t know how to tell him that I am scarier than he will ever be. I don’t think he’d like that much.

He seems to accept the answer I give without a need to pry or demand more, for which I’m grateful. “You pleased me very much. You’re such a good girl, Juliette. I knew you would be. I knew you were worth waiting for.”

He holds me for a small eternity, and I know I’ll do anything, allow him to debase me in any way just to get to this private, intimate moment where I feel I’m the most important thing in his world. 

He shifts me onto the leather couch and stands to retrieve my clothing. He hands them to me, and I dress. Then he takes my hand and leads me out of the club. 

Outside, away from the thrumming music, I’m no less confused by my reactions. When he says we’ll return to the club many more times, I can’t deny the way my cunt clenches in excited anticipation or the way my pulse speeds. I feel I’m in an endless fall with nothing to hold onto but the air.

The ride home is silent. Just as the night before, we get home only a little while before the sunrise. When we reach my room, he looks at me for a long time with something like pride. I’m somewhat ashamed that I eat that up. He embraces me once more and whispers “Sleep well, my pet,” before locking me in and going down the hall to his room.

I fall into bed, exhausted, my hand slipping between my thighs as I replay the night’s events to yet another orgasm. I can’t believe how greedy I am to seek more after all I’ve already had. The release is somehow lackluster, less sharp and fulfilling. I can’t reach my highest pleasure alone. Only Christian can take me there.




***




Weeks pass and I stop questioning what happens at the club, the way they use and fuck me. The way I can’t see or hear or speak, only feel.

At the regular club, Christian said he wouldn’t share me, but obviously at this other club he does. I’m not sure what the difference is or what shifted in such a short time. I would still be upset if he shared me outside that club, but inside it, we’re swept away in a dream world where the rules are different and nothing that happens seems to count. I wonder if the music alters him as it alters me. Maybe we’re all drugged on an energy in the air that makes us prone to orgy. I wonder if it’s all an illusion and that’s why it feels as if none of it is of any consequence. Could it all be a mind fuck and nothing more? Can he get inside my head like that, and I just don’t know it?

If a shrink were watching all this, she’d might have many things to say about what’s normal or abnormal, but I can’t be bothered to care. Fuck the shrinks of the world and their safe little opinions cloaked in their sterile offices with yellow legal pads and pens. Fuck them.

A part of me feels above all that human shit. I’ve stopped identifying as a human. I don’t see myself as sub-human or as a vampire, but I’m different in ways that make old classifications and understandings of life seem trite and useless. Everything I knew about existence is wrong, and I have no new information to fill in the gaps. Only my captor can cushion that blow and insulate me from the pain of it.

Every night when Christian comes to me, our first joining of the night, hurts. It’s the one constant that has been with us since the beginning, the one comfort that I haven’t morphed into something so different I no longer exist.

He makes me bleed, fucks me, then licks the blood from my thighs. He always drinks from me and then feeds me his blood later in the night. He never feeds after he’s given me his blood. At least not from me. It’s a ritual you could set your clock to. After several weeks of this I work up the nerve to bring the subject up again. All this blood I’m consuming.

I know Christian says it won’t make me into a vampire, but I feel more and more like one every day. I don’t have the super strength or speed and I don’t think I’m evil, but all my senses are heightened and my night vision has improved. I also get tired when the sun comes up, but that could just be because he’s got me on a forced graveyard shift. I just want him to give me a few days without blood every now and then. I feel like I’m losing something of myself and it’s scaring me.

“Master?”

He looks up from my throat, his fangs still stained with my blood.

Maybe I shouldn’t have interrupted during his dinner. It might not be the best way to get him to see reason, but I’m not going to get the nerve to bring this up again. I just know it. He’s been decent to me, all things considered, and I’m afraid of breaking that spell. But I can’t seem to let this issue go.

“Do you just give me your blood every night because of the virgin thing? Would I not heal back if you waited a day or two?”

“No. I have to give you blood within the same night. And I’ve already told you, I enjoy deflowering you every night.”

“But it hurts.” The things that happen in the club hurt, too. But it’s not the same, I’m so drugged on pleasure and acceptance there that it’s different.

He raises an eyebrow. “Yes. I enjoy that, too. Perhaps even more than your exquisite taste. Be glad it is sating me for now. Soon things will escalate.”

I don’t have time to ask him what he means by that—isn’t what happens at the club enough? But I think I know. I’m sure I know. He’s a sadist.

He continues, “But I would feed you my blood nightly anyway, even if it wouldn’t make you a virgin again.”

I’m afraid to keep questioning him, but he can see it in my eyes anyway.

He sighs. “Juliette, some things are for your own good. I am not honorable, but I do take care of my property. I give you blood for more reasons than keeping you strong and pure.”

“What other reasons?”

“Have you not noticed you’re more awake at night and naturally go to sleep during the day like me?”

“Yeah, but that’s just because you keep me up all night. Anyone would be tired.”

Christian shakes his head. “You are a creature of daylight. I’m a creature of darkness. Humans need the light and the day. They need the sun on their face and they need to be up with the sun and in bed at night. Otherwise, over time their health will suffer. Not every vampire gives his pet his blood every night. Some wait until the human is too weak for the vampire to drink from them. Some forget to feed their pets altogether and let them die. Some keep a harem and feed a little from each of them without returning the favor. My blood doesn’t make you a vampire, but it does make you nocturnal. It allows you optimal vitality while also allowing you to live in my world. In these matters I have far greater wisdom than you, and I expect you to defer to that wisdom in future. If you bring it up again, you will be punished.”

I stare at him hard, trying to figure out why it’s so important to him that I stay so healthy and overall comfortable. I want so deeply to believe he has feelings for me. I know he’s not human, but wasn’t he once? Isn’t there a kernel of anything from before left? Surely he must care a little with how well he takes care of me.

Yes, there is pain in our relationship, but I know it’s coming. I’m ready now for the sharp agony when he first takes me, and the sting of his bite. Both types of torment transform into pure pleasure each time. The bad part doesn’t last. And then there is the club, which I’ve put in a separate compartment.

It’s gotten to the point where I associate the feelings together even though I know I shouldn’t. It’s become Pavlovian.

And most of the time, he’s in control—especially earlier in the night and after he’s had a little of my blood. It’s only sometimes that I start to see the hint of his true darkness seeping around the edges. Basic and quick obedience has kept his anger at bay, but I know it’s lurking and waiting, preparing to wrap around me and suck me under.

“Juliette, do you understand me?”

“Yes, Master. I won’t bring it up again.” And I won’t. I’ve beaten that horse to death already and it’s time for me to let it go and drink when he says drink. Questioning him isn’t good for my well-being. He’s right. He’s making me more comfortable, healthier. It’s another gift, and I know how he feels about ingratitude toward gifts. I don’t need that lesson repeated.

“Do you love me?” It’s out of my mouth before I can stop it. My hand flies to my lips as if I can put the genie back in the bottle, but I know I can’t. It’s too late. The words are already out there, hanging between us like a thick, dark fog.

His eyes widen, and I inwardly groan. I’m so stupid. Such a child. He’s told me he’s not noble and good, that this isn’t some fairy-tale, and yet my mind still seeks to turn it into one. But he’s not laughing at me, and he hasn’t said anything cruel. Yet.

“Oh, Juliette.” He sounds sad when he says it.

What does that mean? I want to rewind back just a couple of minutes and not ask. Please, whatever higher power may be out there, let me have this one boon. Just a minor time travel. It’ll hardly be a blip. I can’t stand this awkwardness. I feel like such an immature child for asking. I wait for him to say something awful or to taunt me, but he doesn’t.

He’s silent for a long while then he says, “You are special to me. I hold you in higher regard than any other human, though that isn’t saying much. I don’t wish harm to come to you, but I know it will. The longer you’re with me, the higher the odds rise in that direction. I don’t think the capability to love is still with me, but I hold out hope I won’t destroy you. Even so, your pain still gives me pleasure, more than the pain of anyone else because you are you. I waited for you so long, got to know you well before I took you. I think it has made some difference. I’m just not sure if the difference is enough or if it puts you in more danger. Already I can feel the need to take you to the dungeon. There are so many things I fantasize about doing to you, things which will hurt. So, even if I did love you, it doesn’t make you safer with me. The only thing you’re safe from is everyone and everything else. I can protect you from literally anything but myself. Pray that I don’t love you, Juliette. I’m scared of what will happen to you if I do.”

My breath has gone still and I have to concentrate to get it going again. A single tear slips down my cheek, and I don’t notice it until it drifts into the corner of my mouth and I taste the salt.

He pulls me closer and strokes my hair. “Don’t cry, pet. I’m only being honest with you. You asked.”

Can he be honest? Is he capable of honesty? If he’s lying, would he even know or is he too well-practiced in the art?

A part of me is elated he might feel something real for me, that I’m not just a toy he amuses himself with, but there was a warning in his tone. It makes me wonder if I should try to be less appealing and less acquiescent, anything to minimize the affection he seems to have developed. Obsession masquerading as love. If he loved me, he couldn’t, wouldn’t harm me.

“I don’t think it’s love,” I finally say.

“I know you don’t. And I didn’t say it was, either. But remember, just because I want to hurt you more doesn’t mean you know my mind more than I do. You don’t. Our natures are different. How would you know what love looks like on a vampire when all you’ve got is a human measuring stick?”

I don’t respond to that because it feels like we’re getting into dangerous territory, skirting around the truth of his nature and how it repulses me on a soul-deep level. His temper might erupt. I’ve managed to keep it at bay since that first day when I thought I would die next to the white phone. I still don’t know if that phone is just for show or if it has a real dial tone that leads out into the real world, or if there is a real world anymore.

“Don’t worry,” he says, “I want you alive more than I’ve ever wanted the same with regard to any other pet. No matter how much pain I cause you, I’m highly motivated to keep you breathing. That might work in your favor if I manage the self-control.”




***




Another week passes. Routine has set in. I’ve gotten comfortable. That is my first mistake. We go nightly to the club and occasionally to his other properties in the district. I’m no more fond of Nadine, but at least I don’t feel like she’ll eat me when Christian isn’t looking. His other friends haven’t been back, and other vampires in general seem to give me a wide birth. They know who I am and who I’m with. It makes them think twice. Except at the other club, where I still don’t know who touches me.

I would be lying if I said I didn’t get a charge out of that, that all these powerful vampires surrounding me at all hours of the night will never lay a finger on me or disrupt a hair on my head without permission because Christian would unleash his fury.

Tonight, things feel different. I’ve gotten used to sensory deprivation here as part of the routine. Taking the hypnotic music away from me, taking everything away from me and forcing me to just surrender and feel has deepened my connection to Christian in ways I can’t properly express. It has increased my reliance on him more than I thought possible and heightened every feeling of devotion I have toward him.

I no longer question my loyalty or my willingness to please him. The club is pure sensation. No thinking or rationalizing. No fighting or fear. When the fear starts, Christian puts a hand on me to steady me, that same feeling from that night so long ago in my kitchen, only the grown-up version.

I’m surprised when he doesn’t strap me to the bench he normally straps me to. Instead he leads me to a different kind of bench with stirrups. He doesn’t want me on my stomach, he wants me on my back with my legs spread wide. The blindfold hasn’t come out yet, but the erotic pull of the music makes me compliant.

Christian straps me down and then walks around me a few times, stroking his chin, deep in thought. He points to someone in the gathered crowd, a pretty blonde girl. I think she’s human for a moment, but as she moves closer, her eyes flash. It’s clear by this point he doesn’t intend to use the gag, blindfold, or earplugs.

As the music continues to pound relentlessly on, I feel myself growing wetter. The blonde vampire is kneeling between my legs now, licking my clit. All I can do is writhe and go along with it. I’m not really into girls, but the music insists I’m into everything, so I accept the pleasure she delivers without complaint or struggle.

After my second orgasm she turns to Christian and says, “Please, Sir, may I drink?”

He nods and a second later her fangs are in my femoral artery. I grip the arm rests and cry out at the pain, but it fades into the drugged feeling. In another set of circumstances, I know I’d feel betrayed, that this is something only Christian and I should share together, but all I can do is watch him. The satisfied look on his face erases even my hypothetical sense of betrayal.

“That’s enough,” he says.

The blonde gets up and retreats back into the crowd. Christian is beside me now, his bleeding wrist at my mouth. “Drink, pet.”

When I’ve had my fill, he pulls his wrist away. He turns and takes a glass dildo off a cart and shoves it inside me. Tears spring to my eyes at the intrusion. Losing my virginity each night never hurts less. If anything, it hurts more because I’m anticipating it, and I’m tense. Even with the music, I can’t let go for that one moment to ease it.

He snaps a finger and someone rushes up with a high-backed chair, which he places between my spread legs.

“Change the music to disc three,” he says as he sits.

The music stops for a second and I feel extreme shame being exposed like this in front of so many. Christian strokes my thigh. “It’s all right, pet. We just need stronger music so we don’t hurt you.”

I feel a moment of panic, knowing that if we need stronger music, it’s because something extreme is about to happen to me, but the panic is followed by relief that he doesn’t want what he’s planned to hurt. He continues to comfort me, then the music changes. It still has an electronica feel, but it’s slower, deeper, the pulsing closer to that of a human heartbeat.

It pulls me under and everything inside me relaxes. The only equivalent feeling I can express is that it’s like a drug, similar to the feeling of being fed on, but slightly different and infinitely more powerful. My mind is filled with thoughts of compliance. I’ll happily let him do anything. The music is so intense that this private admission doesn’t even frighten me.

He removes the glass toy and begins to work a finger inside me, then two, then three. As each additional finger is added, I easily and willingly accommodate him.

“You’re going to be a good girl for me and take my whole fist inside you, aren’t you, pet?”

“Yes, Master.” Not even a moment’s hesitation. My voice comes out a breathy sigh as I give him my verbal acquiescence. The idea sounds great to me. I’m not sure if it shouldn’t. 

“So you will relax and accept me, yes pet?”

“Yes, Master.”

His verbal command is needless. The music has taken me so far under that I’m riding it like a wave, flowing with it, interweaving, becoming one thing. The music is me and I am the music. Every muscle inside me relaxes. I’m vaguely aware that the most difficult part of this is relaxation, a job Christian has done for me by simply changing the music.

I imagine a thousand vampires at once staring into my eyes, ordering me to relax and accept. My body can do nothing but follow that command. There is too much power to resist.

A fourth finger finds its way into me, stretching me impossibly wider.

“This will be easy with you so relaxed, pet. Don’t think about it, just let me inside you.”

I feel a cold wetness as lubricant is liberally added. Some dark corner of my mind thinks this should hurt, but even if I tried, I don’t think I could manage to physically tense up. I’m completely open and vulnerable.

“Does anything burn or hurt, pet?”

“No, Master.”

“Good girl. If it does, tell me. It shouldn’t with you so relaxed.”

There is a quiet kind of reverence among those who are watching. Some are engaged in their own sexual activities and are paying no heed to us, but many are riveted by the intimate act we’re engaged in.

He presses the rest of his palm inside me, and then his thumb. I feel his hand close into a fist and I gasp at the sensation and the shock that he’s really managed this feat. In my mind, all the relaxation, hypnotism, and lube in the world shouldn’t make this possible.

His fist works inside me, drawing a whimper and then a low moan.

“That’s it, pet. Come for me. You filthy little slut. You love this, don’t you?”

“Yes, Master.” And I do, at least right now while all my inhibitions are silenced and I’m just his pleasure doll. I jerk in my restraints as the orgasm pulses through me, then he very slowly eases out of me.

Someone nearby hands him a towel and he dries his hand, then he’s beside me feeding me his blood again. “We don’t want to stretch you out, do we?”

I shake my head and take the offered blood. It hasn’t escaped me that he has yet to drink from me once tonight. He unbinds me, then gathers my naked form in his arms and carries me back to the office.

Once inside, he settles me on the couch and wraps a blanket around my shoulders. Without the music to guide me, I feel bereft and too vulnerable when he leaves the room. But he returns a couple of minutes later with a cold bottled water.

He sits beside me and rubs my back as I drink the water and cry. I can’t stop crying. When the water is gone, I put the bottle on the floor and turn into him, burying my head against his chest, sobbing. He just strokes my back and lets me get it all out.

I think about what we just did and how differently it could have gone. He could have chosen less hypnotic music. He could have chosen to turn the music off, leaving me with my fear and tension. He could have ripped me open and healed me right after, but he chose to make it a pleasurable experience, to be gentle and soothing. I know the level of self-control that had to have taken.

“I want you,” he murmurs against my hair. “I want you alone, at our place.”

He stands. There is purpose in his gaze and in the way his hand is stretched out to me. He smiles at me, the smile that melts me and makes me forget what he is, but tonight something dangerous and wild lurks beneath the surface. Even after what just happened, this feels unsafe, like we’ve unleashed something he can’t keep in a cage once we’re alone in his big empty house.

I’m trembling as I take his hand. He notices. My fear seems to thrill and excite him even more. I try deep breathing exercises to calm down. Never excite a predator. Ever. It’s the number one rule. When you run, when you scream... they like it. I don’t want Christian to like it because it could mean the end of me if he loses control.

We arrive home in record time. Instead of the hour it normally takes, we’re back in forty minutes. I was counting on that hour to mentally prepare for whatever is coming next, but such preparation isn’t on Christian’s agenda.

He takes me to his room and leaves me. I don’t recall ever being left alone in his room. I pace the floor and attempt to distract myself with anything and everything. I’ve never explored his room before, and I’m afraid he’ll count it as disobedience, but every part of me needs to stay busy, moving, cataloging, thinking about stupid, mundane things.

I absently open the drawer of the night table beside the bed. It’s empty except for a very old, handmade book. The book is small, but it feels like it contains all the vast secrets of the universe. My hand shakes as I pull it out, and against my better judgment, I open it.

I was right about the age. The pages feel fragile and ancient. In the first pages it’s clear the ink is old, with little drips consistent with a quill. There is a slight unevenness to the ink flow across the page. The book is filled with lines that are numbered. A woman’s name is scrawled beside each number.

I assume this is Christian’s handwriting. Next to the name is a date. The first date is March 3, 1362. For the second name, the date is August 16, 1363. Over the pages that follow, the dates spread out more. Sometimes there are a few years in between names, sometimes decades.

The list goes for several pages and numbers to one hundred. One hundred women’s names and the cryptic date beside them. The last entry is for a woman named Marlene Simmons and the date is approximately seventy years ago.

“So, you found the list.”

I startle at Christian’s voice and drop the book. I scramble to pick it up and place it back in the drawer, afraid I’ve damaged it in some way.

“Who are these women?” I already know. It’s not hard to guess, but I have to hear him say it. I’m a masochist that way.

“My previous pets,” he says, his voice far too smooth and honeyed.

One hundred women before me, dating back over six hundred years. Christian is still dressed in the nice dark suit he wore when we went out. He loosens his tie and seems to melt into the room.

“The first century or so I didn’t keep pets. I just fucked and fed. Then I met a vampire in Italy who showed me the pleasures a pet can bring. He taught me how to keep one alive, healthy, and pleasing. In the early days, I didn’t have much control. Most pets lasted a year or less, but as I gained control, they lasted longer. One lasted twenty years; that’s the record.”

“And the date? That’s when they died?”

I’ve sugarcoated it. But Christian will have none of that. He smiles. “That’s when I killed them, yes.”

I’m glad I’ve put the book in the drawer again. It feels like a malevolent object that could burn my skin if I were to hold it for too long, looking at the names of all those lonely girls before me, because surely they were lonely separated from everything that had made them human, living out the rest of their lives in the dark with their eventual killer.

“Did you mourn them?” I ask.

“Some of them, yes.”

“Toward the end, the dates get a lot farther between.” I’m not sure whether I’m asking a question or making a statement of observation. Christian doesn’t acknowledge it as a question so I don’t push the issue.

“I’ve tried many times to stop taking pets. It’s always hard for me when they die. I was doing well with my self-control until I met you.”

My voice shakes with my next question. “Does that mean I’ll last longer? Or the opposite?”

He shrugs. “It’s hard to tell. I am out of practice.”

I don’t like the idea that I’m such an experiment, such a different case for him. There is no predictable pattern; his six year tracking and obsession could go either way. But even if it would be more likely to lengthen my life under normal circumstances, the fact that he hasn’t had a pet in close to a century makes it even odds I could be like one of the first girls and only last a year.

“Are you finished snooping and pawing through my things?”

There is no anger or irritation in his voice—more like amusement—so I let out a slow breath and nod. I know I had no business touching his things, but his reminder was gentle. Still, it puts me on edge because I’m afraid of the state of maniacal glee he arrived at the house in, and I don’t think drawing more attention to my ill manners is a wonderful idea right now.

He extends a hand. “Come, pet. I’m afraid it’s time to escalate the nature of our relationship. You knew this was coming.”

I still don’t know what’s coming. I just know it will be scary and painful. He’s got that eerie look in his eyes. His fangs have already come out as if in his excitement he can’t contain them within his gums.

He takes me down one flight of stairs to the main floor, and then down another, and I know the type of room I’ll be faced with when we get to the bottom.

I’m a curious sort of girl. I’ve watched a lot of BDSM films. As I said, my body may have been innocent before Christian took me, but my mind was far from it. In my fantasies, I’d explored every possible permutation of the sex act, had masturbated to things I’d never want to try out in real life, but for some reason I couldn’t help thinking about it when I touched myself.

Christian’s dungeon is everything a dungeon should be, even better than the club. I’m ashamed I recognize every object and piece of equipment. This is the culmination of every film I’ve ever watched, as if he peered inside my head and took the best parts and put them together in a room just for my debasement.

I’m suddenly ashamed of my history with films and some of my fantasies because if Christian has been watching me all this time, he knows. He knows the darkest things I’ve thought about while lying in bed with my legs spread and my fingers buried deep inside my pussy. He knows the things I’ve watched and read, and how they’ve excited me. This may have led him to the wrong conclusions about my desires. But I need to make sure that it’s not all a coincidence.

“Christian, I... What do you know about me?”

A riding crop smacks across my ass. Even through my pants, it stings. I wince and bite my lip to stifle a cry.

“I’m sorry, who were you speaking to?”

“Master,” I correct. I’m too caught off guard by the dungeon to think about things like formal address, but I know those excuses won’t fly with the vampire.

“I’ve been in your head for six years. Everything, of course.”

That’s what I was afraid of. The fantasies started soon after Christian and his crew broke into my house. I’ve never linked the two events before. Could he have planted these desires in me? Maybe his very presence so near that night... that taste of absolute power over me combined with unexpected mercy, set me on this collision course with dark perversion.

“I don’t really… I mean… what I fantasize about… it’s just fantasy. I mean, I don’t really want to do it.” Not that my wanting to or not wanting to matters in the grand scheme. Seeing inside my mind all the dirty things I’ve thought has probably been like a carrot bringing him closer to me.

He laughs. If I wasn’t so scared, it would be funny because this is the most hearty and non-evil sounding laugh I’ve ever heard out of him.

“I think you’ll be surprised by what you want. You’re afraid of it, but it doesn’t mean you don’t desire it. Many humans are attracted to scary things. It’s in your nature.”

I don’t bother asking where he’s arrived at this insight into my or any other human being’s nature. I’m too afraid of taking him out of this jovial mood he seems to have found himself in.

As he guides me to a bench, the fear that consumes me revolves around his self-control. If he could, I know he would keep me literally forever, but at some point he’ll play too rough and break me beyond repair.

It’s terrifying to think with his blood’s healing ability that he could ever do enough damage that he couldn’t heal it or fix it in time, or that he might be so caught up in his blood lust that it wouldn’t occur to him to repair the damage until it was too late. I’m afraid of the primal haze overtaking him to the point he can’t see me anymore—or the consequences of his actions.

My eyes dart around the room, taking in the various whipping implements. Even a human male would have to moderate his strength to not cause true damage. I feel the reality of my vulnerability at his hands. How much more does he have to hold back with me? How much more will he hold back with me? 

He pulls me to him and presses his lips to my forehead. “Such busy thoughts twirling around in that head of yours. I wish they were happier.” 

This startles me. I think he’s reading my mind, but he’s only reading my face. It’s another one of those odd human things where we seem like a parody of a real couple, a parody trying to take itself seriously, trying to be real.

I want it to be real. It’s only been a few weeks, but part of me wants to be his forever. I know love isn’t supposed to hurt like this or be filled with this much fear. It’s an abusive relationship from start to finish, and Christian’s few redeeming qualities and magnetism can never make up for that. I never thought I was the type of woman who would write love letters to a serial killer in prison, but if my attachment to the vampire is any indication, I seem to fit that profile.

My mind flashes to the tattered list in the drawer upstairs. One hundred. I may seem special for now, but in the big picture I’m not. Someday I’ll be one hundred and one. How long will the list go? How long until I get buried in the names, becoming nothing more than a footnote in his bloody conquests? I don’t want to think about that right now.

I don’t want to think about what will happen when I die. Will I go someplace better or will everything just stop forever for me? All I want to think about right now is Christian’s hands on me, the heady see-saw from fear and pain to arousal and pleasure.

“Undress, pet.”

I wish he could hypnotize me. I wish he could make me into his mindless zombie, feeling pleasure while he doles out pain. I wish there was a place I could hide. But there isn’t. His no-zombie preference is a double-edged sword, both for him and for me.

My fingers are unsteady as they move over the buttons of the corset he’s dressed me in.

“Seduce me.”

To say I’m excited when he gives me these demeaning little commands is an understatement. The curt way with which he delivers his orders somehow heightens everything. It’s exactly as it used to play out in my head. But of course he knows that. He knows everything that pushes my buttons without me having to say a word.

In my fantasies, verbal demands played a large role, the more entitled and demeaning the better. It didn’t even have to be particularly crass, just powerful and self-assured.

Christian is nothing if not self-assured.

I put a sway in my hips and run my hands over my still-covered breasts and then between my legs where I can feel myself heating up even through the leather. I wonder if he will immolate when he touches that heat.

Soon the corset is a memory on the floor, and he smiles as I pinch my nipples into hard points. This act is for his amusement because the slight chill in the dungeon is enough to do that work for me.

My hair has been up in a clip. I turn away from him and release it, letting the hair he loves so much fall from its prison. It reaches mid-back, just at the curve of my waist. The clip joins the corset and I dance for him in only high-heeled boots and red leather pants.

I look at him over my shoulder as he backs a few feet into an overstuffed chair, never taking his eyes from me. He crooks a finger. “Come, Juliette.”

Short, brusque commands, like I’m some dog that can only understand short phrases and single-word sentences. I turn and drop to my hands and knees and crawl to him. I know he loves watching me crawl. It’s possibly one of his favorite things. It’s gotten to the point where he doesn’t have to suggest it. If he says come, I arrive on all fours. By this point I’m his little bitch in heat. I’ve almost forgotten he plans to hurt me first, so intent am I on getting him inside me. It’s the single-minded thought that overrides all other thoughts and concerns, to be filled by his fingers, or prick, or some random object shaped just right.

There are so many objects like that. Sometimes I think when men design household utensils, something glitches in their brains, they imagine shoving it up some woman’s pussy, and it affects the final design of the product.

When I reach him, I rub my cheek against the inside of his thigh and chance a look into his eyes. I don’t have to verbalize the question—he knows what this behavior is about. He nods once, an imperial gesture it probably took him over a century to get to just the right level of condescending. It sends another bolt of excitement through me as I undo his pants.

A part of me is delaying the inevitable, trying to placate him and buy myself some mercy. I want to remind him why he wants to keep me alive so he won’t lose control later. I want to suck some of the power right out of him and then look up at him to innocently bat my eyelashes.

He groans and grips the arms of the chair as my tongue swirls over his most sensitive flesh. It’s reverent, an act of worship, as my lips close over him and I take him deep into the back of my throat. Even a vampire is vulnerable here. These are the rare moments where I feel like the one in control. As I suck him, I moan, because I know the little vibrations make him harder, and it excites me to know I can make him want me so much. I’m so into it by now that he’d have to physically throw me across the room to stop me.

His fingers are tangled in my hair. Right now he’s just a man and I’m just a woman, and the power balance isn’t what it appears to the casual observer. Soon enough the tables will be flipped and I’ll be restrained somewhere and he’ll have an implement in his hand. But for the moment, I play his body like it’s my own and he responds by giving me his release.

The taste of power is fleeting. As soon as his orgasm runs its course, he grips my hair and pulls my head back so I’m looking up at him.

“Good slut,” he says.

A bit of his spendings are dripping down my chin. He wipes the liquid up with his thumb, pressing it into my mouth. “Don’t want to waste any,” he says.

If he were a human male, he’d be done for awhile, unable to achieve another erection until he had a rest first. But this isn’t the case with Christian. He’s already hard again, and he directs me to climb on top of him. I struggle out of the pants, leaving the boots on because that’s how he prefers it, then I straddle him.

I don’t bother with the pretense of riding him. Though it may look like I’m in control in this position, nothing could be farther from the truth as he grips my ass and drives into me from below. Tears slip from the corner of my eyes as he takes my virginity yet again and strikes with fangs at my throat. The twin pains pull my attention in opposing directions for a second of pure agony, but the next moment, the drug is going to work, making me horny and compliant, giving me a buzz of pleasure like a constant, humming orgasm.

After he comes, I think we’re done for some reason. I’m so naïve, but we aren’t done yet. He straps me down. The bench is similar to the one in the club, but the undercurrent is different here. It feels so scary I can’t breathe. I tell myself this is nothing new, but I’m not very convincing. No music lulls me into a sense of safety and compliance. There is no stripping my senses to wrap me in a cocoon I can’t escape.

I can see, I can hear, I can speak.

“Master, please, I’m scared.”

“Yes. I know. Your fear tastes as good as your blood.”

A sharp, bright glint flashes in my peripheral vision, and then he lets me see it full on. A knife. Oh God, a knife, large and shiny.

Christian chuckles at my horror.

“And you thought we’d explored everything. I love your innocence, Juliette. No matter what I do to you it still blooms full and bright for me when I push the right button.”

He runs the flat of the blade across my back. “Tell me pet, do you think I’ll cut you?”

“Yes, Master.” I don’t bother lying or pretending uncertainty. I’m not uncertain. I know. He’s a vampire. My blood excites him. If he’s found new and intriguing ways to get it out of me, there is no reason for him to ignore those impulses, especially when he can heal me of nearly anything with his blood.

“Good answer, pet. You’re learning. I knew you were a quick study.”

I’m crying now, harder than I remember crying for awhile. I can’t stop myself even though I know my tears don’t elicit pity. They excite him. They make him more determined to carry out his desires.

I cry out as the burning sensation travels down my back and I feel the skin separating. It makes something inside me huddle in on itself. I think I might throw up. Please, God, please stop this. I don’t know how deep it is, and it doesn’t matter. What matters is it hurts. The warm liquid flows down my back, and then his tongue is on me, licking up the blood, healing the wound with his saliva.

He does this over and over. I’m getting weaker, but Christian doesn’t seem to notice, so lost is he in his blood lust. There is no physical evidence that I’m damaged because he heals each cut as he makes it, but his saliva just heals the surface damage. The only thing that will replace my loss of blood is his blood. I know he must know this.

“Master... please... ” I try to get the words out to express my fears to him, because I don’t think he wants me to die.

“Shut your mouth or I’ll gag you.” His voice sounds different—possessed—his darkest nature in full control now as if I’m with his evil twin.

I become hyper-alert, like a rabbit realizing she’s just met the wolf who will take her life. I’d thought Christian’s long obsession with me would make him more careful, that it would take longer for him to lose control. He’d told me I’d have years at least before the need to worry about my own demise. But it’s only been a few weeks. Can it be over this fast?

The fucked-up part is that it’s not just about my desire to survive. I want to stay with Christian. This can’t end yet.

“Please... ” I try again. I have to make the words come so he’ll stop.

He smacks me on the face, then gags me and continues on. Can’t he feel my emotions? Can’t he feel my desperation to survive as he drains me? I’m starting to really hurt. The weakness strangles me like a prelude to death. I’m screaming through the gag.



Please hear me, Christian. Please come out of this haze. Please, please. I need you. I don’t want to go. Please.

I wish he could read my mind. My emotions don’t seem enough to get through to him. I can’t even feel the pain of the knife anymore. Slice. Lick. Slice. Lick. Slice. Lick. He’s drunk on me. He can’t help himself.

I can’t be angry with him. He’s not himself. I know he doesn’t want to kill me, but I’ve accepted he’s going to. I wonder if the women before me had this sudden terrifying moment of realization. I wonder if this is how they went, or if it was another way. I wonder if it even matters.

I scream around the gag, letting every emotion I have spiral out of me. I try to press those feelings into him, to imprint him with awareness of what he’s doing, to wake him from his red-rimmed dream.

My shouts become more muffled as the energy starts to drain out of me faster. My eyes drift shut, and I wonder if he’s going to be sorry when I’m gone. Is he going to mourn me? Will it be better or worse than if he’d had me for more than just a few weeks? I wonder if this is a brief interlude in his existence, like losing a small kitten—sad, but not enough to end you.

I want to say goodbye to him, but I barely have the energy to think that thought. I’m gone. It’s over.

Blood. Christian’s blood inside me. It seems as if the moment I thought it was over, his wrist was shoved in my face, but I know that’s not how it went. I don’t know how much time passed from the point I lost consciousness to the point Christian somehow gained his. I imagine he was frantic and scared. It seems unreal to think of my master as scared, but I can’t imagine he wasn’t because I know he didn’t want this. I’ve thought of him as having so much control and power, and now the control turns out to be smoke and mirrors.

I’m still tied down, drinking. It seems like forever, like it’s not possible to drink so much. Vitality and life and relief flood through me. I’m not angry with him. I don’t hate him. He was out of control, lost down some dark tunnel he couldn’t get out of. I feel bad for him even though it was my life on the line. It must be so lonely where he was. I wish I could have been there, could have reached him, but by that point I’d become an object the monster inside him was intent on devouring in order to kill his ability to feel anything human.

His wrist is still to my mouth when he speaks, his voice defeated. “I think I love you, pet.”

I should be happy to hear this, but I’m not. He’s gotten too wrapped up in me, so much that rationality cannot penetrate the bubble. I’m not safe here. I’ll never be safe again. I understand finally what he meant when he said, “pray I don’t love you”. I’d thought he was just being dramatic.

I try to think of what I can do to become less lovable, but anything I can think to do would only piss him off. He takes his wrist from my mouth. Physically I’m totally healed and alive. Emotionally it feels like something died that can never come back. I’m on death row now. Before, time held no meaning with him. Now it’s everything. Every second of my existence feels like it will be the last.

He unchains me from the bench, gathers me up in his arms, and carries me back upstairs to his bedroom and locks us in. It’s almost sunrise. Normally he’d take me to my room and retreat to his own alone, but I understand. He can’t be without me. I wonder if he’s making himself vulnerable so I’ll kill him and take his curse away.

But he has to know I can’t kill him. I can’t kill him and he can’t keep me alive. The world we’ve lived in together is an illusion that can’t be maintained. The edges are fraying, curling away to reveal the harsh reality beneath. The lion and the lamb do not lie down together. It just can’t be.

We’re both naked, huddled underneath the covers of his massive bed. With no windows, it’s easy to imagine it’s the only place that exists. Christian holds me close, stroking my hair. I feel a bit of moisture slide down my cheek, but it’s not my tear, it’s his. I never knew he could cry or feel. I’ve told myself every emotion he seems to show is a mask, an act, even while needing it to be real. He’s rocking me back and forth, but it seems he’s withdrawn into himself, rocking himself for comfort and I’m just along for the ride.

In the stillness of the room, the words leave my mouth unbidden. “I love you too, Master.”

“Oh God, please don’t say that, Juliette. It’ll doom us. Don’t love me back. It’ll only end you sooner. Hate me. Please hate me. It’s the only thing that will lengthen our time together. I don’t want to lose you. I need you to hate me.”

He’s sobbing now and the pain I feel from that sound is worse than any other pain that exists. It’s sharper, more dangerous. It cuts deeper, burns hotter.

I can’t hate him. All I feel is sympathy for the devil who has crawled inside my heart, stealing my soul and my will from me. I wonder if he’d die if I did because I know the opposite is true. I couldn’t go on if he wasn’t in this world. It’s surreal, and I know this shouldn’t be happening.

My mind flashes to high school English: Romeo and Juliet. I’d thought Shakespeare was an illogical sap. You can’t fall in love that fast. Not real love. Real love takes time, like a fine wine. Real love takes years. Not days. Not weeks. No one has such a short relationship and becomes so deeply entwined. I thought the playwright was foolish, but I’m the foolish one. He was right about this kind of love. It burns past logic and all rational time lines to consume everything.

There is some arcane power in this truth. Christian and I are the house of Montague and the house of Capulet, a tragedy waiting to unfold for yet another person to read and disbelieve, until it happens to them and the only thing they have left to hold onto is an unbelievable fiction now made real.

I wish I could hold the play in my hands right now. I want to read it. I want to know that someone else has felt what I feel, even if that person never existed outside one man’s imagination.

I hold onto Christian tighter. “I can’t hate you. We’re too connected. I can’t hate you without hating me.”

He doesn’t respond, and then I know he’s asleep. The sun has risen, more powerful right now than our feelings. He’s too exhausted to stay awake. And yet, if I were distressed right now he’d awaken to comfort me. He would immediately know and seek to make it all better, because nothing in this universe is allowed to harm me but him.

I pull myself from his arms and reposition us so I’m holding and comforting him. I know he doesn’t know I’m doing this, but I still need to do it. I run my fingers through his hair and think back to that night when I first met him, when I existed in a world of darkness behind closed eyelids and he was only a voice rumbling through me and a solid, strong hand on my shoulder.

I try to form a plan, a way we can be together. There has to be some way this won’t end in tragedy. Why can’t Romeo and Juliet live happily ever after? It’s as if the universe won’t abide such a strong connection in such a disconnected world, as if our connection defies the natural order. But Christian already defies the rules. Why can’t we have a tiny bit more magic to sustain us?

No usable ideas come to mind, and I end up falling asleep, too exhausted to hold my eyes open any longer.




***




When Christian and I wake up, things are different. He’s putting distance between us, and I can’t blame him. We don’t talk about it again. It’s as if the wee morning hours in the dungeon didn’t happen—like the dungeon doesn’t exist.

Days pass and he’s so careful with me, but I know it’s a temporary reprieve. The one big change is that he won’t let me sleep in my own bed in my own room. His room has now become mine. Beyond this heightened intimacy, everything else he does is careful, with barriers he’s erected to protect us both.

We can’t maintain this polite distance forever. He takes me to the club because it’s safe. He doesn’t lose control there. Something in the situation keeps him from losing himself, keeps the darkness at bay. He fucks me, ripping me apart inside, drinking from me, reforming me into a pure virgin with his blood.

I want to be alone with him, but I know it’s not safe. We need all these witnesses. Though not a single vampire in the club would stop Christian from killing me if he decided to, there is something in this atmosphere that keeps him in control of himself. If I have to have a roomful of witnesses and participants to have intimacy with Christian, it’s a small price to pay.

Weeks pass like this. Every night on the way out to the car, we pass the dungeon door. I stare at it, Christian glances at it, but I know he thinks about it every second. How long can he wait between hits? How long until he loses control again? The door taunts us both, terrifies us both. We keep pretending it isn’t an issue and can’t harm us.

He hasn’t said he doesn’t want to take me back to the dungeon, but I know that’s what he’s trying to avoid. If we never go down there again, maybe I’ll be safe. But we both know it isn’t true.

Tonight we stay in his room. The club, our only safety, is miles away. We both regret not going, but it’s too late to get there and back before sunrise. Christian is restless and wild. His mouth is on mine, his tongue relentless in his pursuit of a deeper way to consume me, a deeper connection than what we have that just doesn’t exist.

“Undress.” His voice always makes me throb.

I rush to comply with his demand. His pupils are dilated, so black they swallow the world. Then they flash like fire and his fangs descend.

“I want to drink you until there’s nothing left. I want you to magically rematerialize so I can do it again. I want a phoenix that will rise from the ashes just so I can keep burning her. I thought I knew madness, but I didn’t know it before you.”

“Christian, please.” I know using his name can get me in trouble, but it seems the only thing that will puncture the haze coming over him. I’m about to lose him again to the dark monster. I don’t want to go to that terrifying brink again. The thread between life and death was so frayed the last time, I know I won’t be spared again.

He doesn’t seem to hear me. He doesn’t seem to care. If I survive tonight I probably won’t even be punished for not addressing him properly.

He doesn’t have a knife. We aren’t in the dungeon. Nothing particularly stimulating is happening. The only stimulation he needs now is me naked and vulnerable and desperate to please him. His fangs are enough. We can’t lock his fangs up or hide them in a drawer. They are always there, a constant reminder that I am one bite away from oblivion or the afterlife. Whichever it is.

He prowls around me as he peels his own clothing off. Now we stand here, two naked animals, predator and prey, and I know somehow the final dance of death is about to begin. I gasp as he comes up behind me, pressing his bare, sculpted chest against my back.

He buries his fingers inside me, and I buck against him, straining for more contact. I want to say something, find some way to get him back to the more restrained Christian, but I can’t. There’s nothing I can say or do. All I can do is lose myself in his primal grace, soak it up until it dwindles into nothing.

His fangs are in my throat, while his fingers still stroke me from the inside. He’s drinking too fast, too greedy. I’m only human and he can’t seem to remember.

“Christian!” My voice comes out softer than I anticipated. I struggle, but it just pushes him on harder. “Please. I love you. I want to see you tomorrow.”

It’s a mere whisper. It shouldn’t have stopped him, but somehow it has. He flings me away with so much force, I hit the wall, and I know something is broken.

Christian shouts. It’s this primal, guttural male scream that goes beyond my ability to describe it. It’s a hopeless cry into the cosmos for some salvation from himself, some hope for us that won’t come.

I’m crying, partly for the pain consuming me—from my injuries and his bite—partly for the emotional hell he’s lost in. I see him as so strong, larger than life. Nothing can be stronger than him. But that’s the problem. He can’t overcome his own power. He’s his own victim, trapped and enslaved as much as me. I wish I could unlock a door and free him, but to free him I’d have to kill him, and I’m too selfish.

His fit finally subsides, but he still looks wild and untamed. My blood is streaming down his chin, down his chest. He rips his wrist open and blurs to my side. “Drink, pet. Take as much as you need. I’m so sorry.”

He strokes my hair while I take the cure, while my body reknits. Once again, my mind is beyond help, beyond the antidote he offers. And we both know it. We both know we’re dying inside, no matter how perfect the outer shell remains.

When I’m finished, he holds me for a long time, kissing me in a sweet, tender way, like I’m his most precious possession, and I know I am. His instinct is to kill me. His desire is to love me.

He takes me to the bathroom and bathes me. I soak in bubbles for what feels like hours as his hands run carefully over me, as if he can’t be sure or can’t believe everything healed. The water drains and he dries me without a word. Then he helps me get dressed. Jeans and a t-shirt.

“You’re going home.” He chokes out the words, and I can’t stop crying once they’re out there. He’s releasing me. I feel numb. I pinch myself and the feeling doesn’t register, so I must be dreaming. Please let me be dreaming.

I don’t believe it’s really happening until he begins to lead me to the car. “No! No, I don’t want to go. I can’t go back there, please! Please don’t abandon me.” I sound so pathetic, but I don’t care. Pride is such a stupid concept to me right now. I just want to convince him that we can somehow work this out. We can figure out a way to override his baser instincts to keep me alive, to keep this fucked-up relationship going.

I know I should be glad he’s letting me go. It’s not right to let the people who love me believe I’m dead or worry about me when I have any other option. And yet, Christian has become so large in my world that everyone else, even my own parents fade away, inconsequential.

Christian doesn’t react to my outburst. He just grips my arm and leads me down the hall. He stops in front of the mystery door, the one that’s none of my business, the one that has become almost invisible to me. I’d forgotten about it and stopped guessing about what could be behind it ages ago.

He turns a key in the lock and opens it. He pushes me inside as he flicks a switch and the room becomes illuminated in an eerie, bluish light. I try to process what I’m seeing. There are all these marble pedestals, and on top of each one is a brass urn. I can’t count them all, but if I had to guess, there would be somewhere around...

“One hundred,” Christian finishes for me. He must have caught my facial expression as I tried to do a mental calculation, some quick math multiplying vertical by horizontal rows to come to a total that deep down I already knew.

Oh my God.
He kept souvenirs. These are the women he’s killed—the ones before me. Out of so many, I am the only one he’s deigned to give the gift of freedom instead of death. I walk through the rows in a daze. On top of each marble top, in front of the urn, is a small brass placard that gives a name and a date. They match the entries in the black book in his night table.

I attempt to pick up one of the urns, but it’s attached to the marble, whether by a screw or some type of industrial-strength adhesive, I don’t know. There is still space available in the secret room for more matching podiums. Christian can still have one put in for me, with a brass urn of my very own.

His voice is quiet and measured when he speaks again. “This is the only way I can let you stay with me, Juliette. Do you want to join my collection, or do you want to live?”

 I don’t want to join his collection. I don’t want to leave him, but when I say that, I mean I want us to both exist together in relationship to one another, not for one of us to be ashes in a jar. It would be pointless. Although I’ve come so close to death so many times in Christian’s care, it takes this sterile, temperature-controlled room to wake me up.

I have to go home. I should be thankful that instead of selfishly keeping me until he can’t stop himself from killing, he’s chosen to give me my life back. I know it means he really loves me.

“I want to live.”

He nods. “Get in the car.”

He doesn’t have to drag me or force me to comply. I walk down the hallway, down the stairs, to the garage, and get in his car in the passenger side. Normally, getting in this car means going to the club. I try to pretend that’s all it means tonight. Even though I’m wearing jeans and a t-shirt instead of my normal slut kitten attire, I try to pretend we’re still just going to play in an environment that keeps me safe from him.

The driver’s side door slams as he gets in, his large and imposing body sucking up all the air so that it’s hard for me to speak, but I manage the feat anyway.

“What if we set up specific protocols to keep me safe? I was safe at the club? What if you kept me at the club somewhere and we saw each other that way.” I can’t help bargaining.

“No, Juliette.”

“But... ”

“I said, no. If it were so simple, don’t you think we’d already be doing that? All it takes is for me to give into temptation once to change even the most carefully laid plans and put your safety at risk. I couldn’t live with myself. You have to go live out your life and forget you met me.”

“That’s impossible.”

We’ve lost the way between us that we had. Somehow roles of master and slave have evaporated in an instant. I wish I could belong to him until the moment we arrived at my doorstep. It would somehow be easier to feel like I still belonged to him, but we just couldn’t be together. I would be able to hold onto the truth that I was still his.

But the way we are together right now in the car has demolished that illusion. His ownership of me ended the moment he said I was going home. He’s not my master anymore. I’m not his pet. We are two beings about to end our association forever with no further consideration of the nature of that association.

As we drive along, his haunting voice pierces the silence that before now has only been interrupted by my tears. “We must come up with a cover story for you. You can hardly tell your family and friends you were enslaved by a vampire.”

No. I can’t say that. I shrug because I’m past the point of caring.

“I could enthrall your family and friends, but it’s probably hit the mass media and I have no power to make everyone who could know about your disappearance, forget. So we must concoct a lie. If you couldn’t resist me, I would erase it from your mind and you would have no story to tell.”

I have hope for once. Though I don’t want to forget Christian or the weeks we’ve spent together, if it could evaporate like a dream, then I could go on with life. I feel sure of it. “What if I didn’t resist you?”

He appraises me, considering. “I’m not sure, but you’ve surrendered to me so deeply that it might be possible if you opened your mind and gave me everything.”

“Okay.”

So it’s settled. We drive on in silence. I can’t think of anything of consequence to say. It seems the same with him. We are both locked in our own thoughts and sadness, wasting the last moments we have left together.

“Christian?” My use of his name once again, without reprimand, seals the reality of the change between us, a change I hate so much I can’t quantify it with a straight thought.

“Yes?”

“What happened with the women you turned?”

His face closes off and for a minute I think he’s not going to answer, but finally he does. “As their maker, I had full power and control. I could hypnotize and control them. It changed things. They didn’t have the power to resist.”

“I wouldn’t resist you anyway, so what does it matter?”

“No, Juliette. I don’t want a puppet.”

“But how do you know it would always be that way? Maybe it wouldn’t? Maybe I’d be strong enough in time to have my own mind again.”

“Undoubtedly. Both of the women I turned eventually reclaimed their minds. But the things I did to them... ” Christian closes his eyes as if the memory is too painful and shameful to think about. “When they got control of themselves, they tried to kill me. They were physically stronger by then, so there was a chance I could lose. I had to kill one of them in the end. The other, I subdued without harming, but she later committed suicide.”

“How long were they your pets before you turned them?” I can’t help searching for an answer in the one thing I’ve feared and insisted I never wanted. It seems like the final hope.

“I turned them from the start. They were never a human pet.”

“So this is different, we could still—”

 “No, Juliette. I’m not going there again. You must go home. I will try to take your memory.” 

 That’s it. He can’t be reached on the matter. I still believe we could make it if he turned me. I know we could. But whatever he’s experienced with these two women, he can’t convey the experiences to me strongly enough to make me understand why he’s so resistant. And he’s past the rationality of understanding where our situations differ, where there could be hope.

We arrive at my apartment and Christian takes my hand. “I do love you, Juliette. This is the only way I know to save you and take the pain away.”

Tears blur my vision. I want to be able to see him and remember every last detail of each line of his face for the last moments I have to remember it. If I surrender this one last piece of myself to him, he will make me forget.

He walks me to my door and takes both of my hands in his. “Look into my eyes and give me your will. Let down all your defenses, and let me in.”

“I can’t. I... just let me go. I can find a way to make it. I can’t lose the memory of you.”

“I want you to have a normal life and be happy. Please. For me. If anything between us has mattered, submit this final thing to me. You have to give me this freely because you know I can’t take it.”

It’s clear how much pain it causes him to think of me living with this and carrying it for the rest of my human existence. Knowing that I can ease his pain is the only thing that allows me to calm my mind, focus on his gaze, and let him in.

My vision clears. I must have spaced out. Why the hell am I standing on my front porch in the middle of the night? A tall, broad-shouldered man who looks like he works for the secret service is walking away from me, getting into a car and driving off.

Was he just standing here with me? Did I take something? Am I drunk? I don’t feel drunk or drugged, just confused. I dig in my jeans for my key and unlock the door. The last thing I remember is standing on a beach with a blindfold covering my eyes, waiting for Devon’s surprise.

I was scared for some reason, but I can’t remember now why that should frighten me. When I get inside, I toss my keys on the counter. All my things are in boxes. What the fuck?

I was only just here a little while ago. I look at the microwave in the kitchen. The clock says five thirty. It must be in the morning because in evening it would still be light out. I’ve lost time. My first concern is Devon. Is he okay?

I pick up the phone and dial his number, knowing I shouldn’t bother him right now. Whatever has happened with me, there is no reason to believe Devon is the one in danger. But he’s my last clear memory and I don’t know where he is now.

“Hello?”

I let out a little sigh of relief at his groggy answer. “Devon. Are you all right?”

“Juliette? Juliette!”

I’m taken aback by his response to me. “I… uh… I just wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“What do you mean, making sure I’m all right? Where the fuck have you been? We’ve all been worried sick. We thought you were dead. You’ve been gone three months!”

I hang up on him. I can’t help it. What he’s just said makes no sense and scares the shit out of me. I knew I’d lost a little time, and that was worrisome, but three months?

I think back to the man in the suit walking away from me. He’s a mystery. I haven’t even seen his face, just a sleek black suit gliding away and a non-descript black car disappearing down the road. No possibility seems too insane to me. Secret government experiment? Abduction by aliens?

I want to put the pieces together, but I only have one piece, and it doesn’t connect to anything else.

An hour passes, during which I sit on my sofa with a cup of tea in my hands, thankful that whoever packed up my things hadn’t finished the kitchen. My peaceful, if confused, bubble bursts before I get to the bottom of the cup.

Now it’s visitor after visitor. My parents. Devon. My friends. Teachers from the school. Police officers. Reporters. They all seem to think I’ve been missing. They all want answers, and none of them seem to believe me when I say I don’t have any. It’s like they think I’m maliciously lying to them after running off on a trip around the world.

Finally, someone comes to my rescue: my neighbor from the apartment across the hall. “She’s in shock, the poor thing.”

I’m hustled to the hospital for an examination to try to fit the pieces together. But there are no pieces to be found. It’s still only the one piece with the stranger in the suit. I could tell them about the stranger, but it seems pointless because it can’t lead to anything. It’s too vague. Still, I know I should say something and can’t understand why I feel so strongly about keeping the small bit of knowledge private. Everything inside me screams that the knowledge is mine and not to be dissected by others.

I hear the doctor speaking to my parents behind the curtain. “Have you considered maybe she just ran off and is concocting this amnesia thing to stay out of trouble?”

My father says, “How dare you say something like—”

My mom interrupts with, “Why would you say that? What possible excuse could you have for—”

“There isn’t a mark on her. Nothing. Not a single scar or scratch or bruise. No indication that she has in any way been physically harmed. Similarly,” the doctor lowers his voice, but I can still hear him. He must not realize how his voice carries. “There is no sign of rape. Her hymen is intact. She’s still a virgin. Nothing has been done to her. If someone had taken her, something would have happened. But nothing. There aren’t even rope burns on her wrists or any tears in her clothing. There is just no sign of a struggle or mistreatment of any kind.”

The curtain draws back and my parents come in. They seem to be studying me harder in light of this new knowledge.

“You’re sure you don’t remember anything?”

“Dad, I swear. Nothing. I wish I did. I wouldn’t lie about something like this. You know me.”

I’ve never been a troublemaker. I’ve never had big issues with my parents. They know I’m not the type to make shit like this up. As their faces soften, I know they’re thinking the same thing.

I’m not sure what has happened to me, but the knowledge that I haven’t been harmed in any way is comforting, at least. It’s disconcerting to have such a wide gap in my memory that no one can fill in—except maybe that man. I brush that thought aside. If I haven’t been harmed, as unsettling as this is, surely I can pick up and move on. There’s no trauma to heal from, just a puzzling confusion.

As I go back to school, people give me a wide berth. I can see most don’t believe me like my parents did. Not even Devon. That hurts. I thought we had something. Teachers, friends, they all keep a wary distance as if I’m some sort of psychopath who would create this type of lie.

The only place where anything feels normal or safe is the bakery. It’s difficult to get up so early to ice cookies now. I feel like I should be sleeping different hours. I can’t remember it being this difficult before, but it seems there are a lot of things I don’t remember.

“No nightmares?” my mom asks one morning as she takes cinnamon rolls out of the oven. As usual, she’s covered in flour. The familiarity of the moment would be comforting if not for her question.

“What? I told you I don’t remember anything and there’s no evidence that—”

“No. I mean from before. You used to have nightmares a lot, but you never told me the details no matter how hard I pressed. I eventually gave up trying to find out.”

Nightmares? I don’t recall ever having nightmares, not enough that they would be some standing feature in my life my mother would comment upon.

“Oh. No. I haven’t had any recently.” Or ever. I don’t bother to tell her I can’t remember any nightmares. The incongruity would only upset her. My family is still coming to terms with the disappearance I can’t remember. The doctors have done brain scans and found nothing amiss. This revelation would just cause them added distress that can’t be fixed.

I try to shrug and go on with life. At night sometimes I have what I can’t quite describe as dreams. They are more gaps, black voids. The void frightens me for some reason. There is nothing there, but it’s just the fact that I’m experiencing this weird black nothingness in the place of a dream. It feels like there should be something there, something I’m blocking.

I think the nightmares my mom says I had, the three-month memory gap, and the mysterious stranger are all somehow connected, but no picture, no narrative is emerging. I’m afraid to know what it is. Though no marks were found on me, I still fear the truth of what I’m missing is so horrible it’s best forgotten. Maybe that’s why I’ve forgotten it.

As the weeks drag on, I regret not calling out to the man. In my head I’ve played this out a million times... I imagine things went differently, that I called out to him and asked what just happened. Different wild scenarios play out in my head, but none of them feel true. And anyway, he probably wouldn’t have answered the question. He probably wouldn’t have even turned around. Somehow I know he would have kept moving, gotten into his car, and driven off, just like what already happened.




***




I wake in a cold sweat. The void dream happened again, only this time, I heard something. A strange male voice: “Pray I don’t love you, Juliette.” The voice reverberates in my head long after I wake. It’s three a.m., so I go ahead and get up and get ready to go to the bakery.

“You’re here early,” my mother says, a note of concern in her voice. “Nightmare?”

“Yeah, I guess.” I start mixing the icing for the butterfly cookies. In the weeks since I lost my memory, my parents have each been surrounded by a chaotic energy. It’s like they don’t know what to do with me. It seems as if only they have suffered because I don’t remember anything, except now I do.

I’m sure the dream is a memory. “Pray I don’t love you, Juliette.” The voice calls out to me from the void, like God. I turn it over in my head. What does it mean? What the hell happened to me?

Each night a new piece comes in the puzzle, but I can’t seem to link them in any meaningful way. They’re all a jumble, each night offering a contrast in terror and bliss.

Wednesday morning I wake with a piece: strange music. The music makes me inexplicably horny even though there is nothing in the nature of it that would suggest sex. I masturbate three times trying to tamp down the feeling.

Thursday morning another piece falls into place: A strangely illuminated room with urns. Names. Dates. A black book. One hundred women. That fact shines out the brightest. I have no idea what it means.

Friday morning I see a club, only most of the patrons aren’t normal. They have glowing red eyes and fangs. I’m frightened by the images, but beginning to doubt any of these things are memories. They can’t be. Music that makes you horny? A strange lover I can’t remember? Fangs? I don’t believe in vampires. No one who isn’t a permanent resident of a mental ward believes in vampires.

Saturday morning rolls around and I’m beginning to long for the void dreams. This time I see a prostitute murdered brutally in front of me, but I can’t see her killer. The last thing I see before I wake up is her body kicked out of a limousine into a gutter. I’m cracking up. I’ve gone crazy. I must have. None of this makes sense. I can’t imagine a situation in which any of this can be real.

Sunday morning as I sleep, burning pain sears my back as a knife slices through it. The pain is followed by the certain feeling I’m going to die. Upon awakening I’m afraid to ever sleep again. I get up and rush to the mirror. Even though doctors said I had no marks or scars, I know something like that would scar. It felt too deep. It happened over and over. I lift my shirt and look in the mirror, but there is nothing there but my back, smooth and free of scars just like the doctors said.

My gaze darts to the window. I’m unsettled by the sudden impression of someone watching me. I know it’s insane and paranoid, but I can’t get rid of the creepy feeling. I shut the blinds and call mom at the bakery to tell her I can’t come in. I can’t go out there. A few days pass without incident. I think the dreams are gone, though I still have trouble making myself go to work before the sun has risen.

I can’t explain why I feel as if nothing can touch me in the sunlight, but the strange feeling persists, giving rise to fear as I go to work, and calmness at most other times when the sun is shining.

Wednesday morning changes everything. This time in the dream I see him. A glimpse of his face triggers everything. “Christian.”

Memories come flooding back, reassembling into their proper order as if nothing was ever taken from my mind.

He must have been outside my window the night I looked at my back. I felt him through the connection I’d forgotten. Does he know I remember? Will he try to make me forget again? He can’t if I don’t let him. Seeing how impossible it is to move on with my life, with or without clear memory of him, it’s not something I’m prepared to let him do again.

I keep my blinds shut and don’t venture out at night anymore. I ask my mother for a different job, one where I don’t have to get up so early. She finally agrees, worrying that perhaps something bad did happen to me, and I’m justifiably afraid of being out in the middle of the night.

I don’t want to risk running into Christian. He’ll try to convince me to let him try again, and I just can’t let him. I know it pains him, but it can’t be helped. Time can’t be rewound carefully back onto its spool as if nothing ever happened.

I feel as if I’m stuck in the worst of all worlds. I can’t go back to Christian even though I know where his home is. I could show up on his doorstep, but I’m sure it won’t do any good. He was so determined to get rid of me. Everyone I know except my parents keep their distance because they think I’m a liar. I don’t have any scars as proof of my captivity. I have no battle wounds I can point to that will make them feel pity and pat me on the arm to reassure me time will heal.

Time heals nothing. I can’t live like this. I become increasingly despondent and detached. I know what I’m about to do is beyond selfish. I know it will hurt Christian, but he’s immortal. He’ll find some way to move past it, but I can’t. I’m only human, and I can’t be expected to carry this anymore.

I’m also angry at him. I’m angry he’s thrown me away, that he took me to begin with, that we’ve had to play out this tragedy on the world’s stage. I’m determined to play my role, ensuring a satisfying tragedy rather than a mildly sad tale.

I go through several variations of a suicide note. One for my family. One for Christian. The one for my family is surprisingly easy. Guilt rips at me for leaving them, for leaving all of them, both my family and Christian, but I can’t live without him. And I can’t live with him. So I simply can’t live. Christian knows deep down. He has to. He’ll understand some day.

The note for Christian takes forever. I go through so many note cards, I fear I’ll have to stop off at the stationery store again, but finally, I end up with the right message. The only message. I seal the envelope and drive to his house.

I don’t worry about being caught because it’s still daylight and he can’t come out. He can’t stop me. If I time things right, he won’t be able to stop me once the sun sets because I’ll already be on another plane of existence, out of his reach. And anyway, he won’t be able to come inside. I never invited him in.

I drop the square cream-colored envelope through the mail slot in his front door. I hear the paper hit the floor. I know now that some of my senses have become permanently heightened over time, the result of so much of his blood inside me. It’s why I heard the doctor’s whispered words that night at the hospital.

When I arrive at my apartment, I lock the door and run bath water. I stare for a long time at the straight-edge razor sitting on the edge of the tub, then I slide it across my wrist, trying not to think too hard about what I’ve just done.






 ~ CHRISTIAN ~




It has required every ounce of my self-control not to take Juliette again. I can’t stay away from her. I hover outside her window each night as she gets ready for work. I tell myself I’m ensuring she arrives safely, that another predator doesn’t get her, but I’m stalking prey. It’s only a matter of time before I take her again. I should have abandoned my home and moved to Tampa to put much-needed distance between us.

I worry she’s remembering. As I watched her look at her back in the full-length mirror in her room, I tried to convince myself she was inspecting a mosquito bite, but when she looked in my direction and then closed her blinds, I knew.

I knew her mind was too strong, that no amount of suggestion would hold her for long.

I doubt she saw me, but she must sense me. I can’t read her thoughts anymore, of course, but I can still sense her emotions if I’m near enough. Thankfully, I can’t feel her from my house. 

Soon after that night, she stopped going to work and though I’ve hovered outside, she hasn’t come out again. I could go inside. She wouldn’t be able to stop me. A blood bond like ours revokes the traditional rules to gain entrance. I’m inside her and she’s inside me. We are far beyond the formality of an invitation.

But I remain in the darkness because if I cross her threshold, I will take her back. To hell with the consequences. I don’t want her dead, but I can’t maintain this self-control forever. No other human is my Juliette. I’ve tasted thousands and fucked just as many. It’s all empty and meaningless. I miss her so much.

I get dressed, determined to go to the club and find some willing fuck toy to distract me when I notice the envelope on the rug in the foyer. The outside is blank, but I know it’s from her. I can smell her scent all over it. I slit it open with the letter opener on the desk and pull out the crisp, thick card.

A single sentiment glares back at me in blood red ink. “101”.

My blood runs cold. I’m irrationally angry. How dare she take matters into her own hands and kill herself? How DARE she take herself out of my reach? My love for her fades into the background, and the only thing I feel is raw possession.

Whatever human emotions have sublimated my animal nature, they are gone now, replaced by the certainty of my continued ownership of her. She is MINE. She will be mine until I say otherwise. She will be mine until I kill her. No one and nothing but me will take her out, including her own hand.

I’m out the door, blurring toward her apartment. I don’t bother with a car because this way is faster. Underneath my rage, pain and fear clamp down on my heart. What if she’s gone? What if it’s too late to save her?

I don’t know what I’ll do with her if I save her. I may just turn around and kill her again if I can’t keep the angry beast in his cage.

I smell her blood now. The deadbolt doesn’t stop me. I kick the door in and it splinters. Her blood pulls me down the hallway, and I have to push away the blood lust to remember why I’m here: to save her, so I can punish her for daring to leave the world I gifted her with.

Seeing her in the tub, lifeless, the water turned dark by her blood, stops me. The anger drains out, replaced by anguish.

“Juliette, no.” My whisper feels loud enough to draw neighbors. I haven’t stopped to consider what I’ll do when someone shows up to find her front door in a hundred pieces. Right now I don’t care how much carnage I leave for others to find. She’s gone.

I pull her out of the water, cradling her in my arms. I don’t care about my Armani. She’s not breathing. Her heart isn’t beating. I don’t know how long she’s been dead, but it’s too late. It doesn’t matter; I have to try. I sink my fangs in her throat and drink.

The blood still tastes fresh. I try not to let myself hope this means anything. Just because it’s fresh doesn’t mean I made it soon enough. I’m angry again. I want to snap her in two for this, but if she’s dead, there’s no point in such a display.

She hasn’t left much blood for me, most of it is in the tub, too diluted to drink. I rip into my wrist and pry her mouth open, forcing the blood down her throat. I heal too fast, and I have to re-open the wound multiple times. Minutes pass, and I know this is pointless. I was stupid to release her. She was going to die anyway, so it should have been in my arms. Not like this. Not alone in a tub meant to numb out the experience. It should have been me.

I begin to pull my wrist away, but I freeze, barely breathing. Her throat just moved.

“Yes, pet. Come back. Drink.”

A few moments pass and her mouth latches on, actively drawing the blood out. I stroke her hair as she drinks, my anger gone. I allow her to drink for what seems like forever. I want to make sure she has enough for her change. The more blood she has, the less pain she’ll experience when she crosses over, and the stronger our connection will be.

She’s had all she can drink. She’ll sleep in a limbo while her body changes. I survey the apartment, trying to determine how to handle things. I turn over all the options. I could erase her parents’ memory of her and make it appear to everyone else that she’s moved away, but there is still the matter of the front door and the damage control for any witnesses.

In the end, it’s too much trouble to do anything at all. I take her home, leaving a mystery no one can ever solve because they can’t let their mind conceive of the possible truth. There is no going back for Juliette now, but either way, her family would have lost her, by her hand or my intercession.

I’m not sure why the idea of her family suffering bothers me, perhaps because she’s become an extension of me. Her pain is my pain and I know losing them forever will hurt her.

I keep her in my bed, comfortable until the change completes.

Finally, the day of her rising is here. My emotions have swung between two points while I’ve waited—gratitude she’s here, and anger that she forced my hand and in the process almost left for good.

Her eyes flutter open.

I want to beg forgiveness for losing control at her expense. The unspoken words taste like ashes in my mouth. For the moment we can only ride the drugged-out high of being in each other’s presence, the crisp possibility of eternity stretched before us.

“Welcome to Hell, little one.”

Despite my cruel taunt, a peace drifts over her face and she smiles up at me. She knows she’s won. It doesn’t matter how hard things are or how bad they may be tomorrow or the next day. Looking into my eyes, she knows.

We’re forever.
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