
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Reese Catton manages campaigns. The dirty
side of campaigns. And he has dirt suggesting that his candidate’s
opponent is a vampire’s slave. But in politics—as in life—nothing
is as it seems. Not even the relationship between vampires and
politicians…
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Her name had shown up twice before, in '68
when Nichols had run for governor of California, and in '72 when he
made his unsuccessful bid for the presidency. No one had
investigated her. Women's issues were different in those days, and
women were not viewed as the voting block they are now. Besides, we
couldn’t make anything on Nichols stick.

We decided to investigate her before we
talked with the Senator Lurry. The task of interrogating her came
to me.

I used Senator Lurry's outer office because
it looked properly intimidating — mahogany trim, marble inlay
floors. The desks were wide, oak and handmade. A coffeemaker,
constantly in use, sat on top of one of the green metal filing
cabinets, but the rich scent of French Roast couldn't overlay the
mausoleum stench of an ancient building that has stood in humidity
for a generation too long.

I arrived a half hour early, then adjusted
my tie and peered at my reflection in the shiny glass on top of the
secretary's desk. The cowlick had refused to be tamed again. I
licked my hand and patted the spot, wishing for the fifteenth time
that I could use boyish to my advantage. From the neck down I was
perfect: broad shoulders tapering into narrow hips, legs firm and
muscular. My face was the major problem. Oval-shaped with wide eyes
and pouty lips, it made me look like a twelve year-old in his
father's body, which was the reason I worked behind the scenes for
Senator Lurry instead of out front as most of the Cattons had in
the past.

I didn't dare look naive in front of a woman
named Veronique.

Especially a woman with a history like
hers.

Downstairs a door slammed shut. I jumped.
High heels clicked on the marble floor, the sound echoing in the
empty building. I had often worked late, but never alone. Near
midnight on those evenings, the place had a hum to it that I always
associated with an election or a smear campaign. Never with an
interview.

She had insisted on the time. “A woman in my
profession,” she had said, her voice husky through the phone lines,
“looks best after dark.”

I tugged on my black suitcoat. I wasn’t
really alone. Morse sat in the Senator’s office, watching through
the fake mirror in case the lady decided to ply her trade on
me.

The footsteps grew closer. I rearranged the
papers on the desk top, toyed with sitting down, and then decided
to remain standing. I still hadn’t learned all the tricks to power
and intimidation.

The door opened and she slipped in. She was
heartbreakingly thin, with perfect legs that tapered into a model’s
body. She wore spike heels, fishnets, and a leather mini-skirt that
revealed each curve around her hips. Her black Irish lace blouse
set off her porcelain skin. Her lips were dark red, her cheekbones
high and her eyes an amazing shade of brown. No wonder she ran the
most exclusive escort service in D.C. No man would be able to say
no to her.

I stepped from behind the desk, resisting
the urge to wipe my hands on my pants legs. I approached her, palm
extended. “Reese Catton.”

She placed her fingers lightly in mine. Her
skin was cool, not cold as I had expected. “Veronique de la
Mer.”

Her voice was husky and
warm. A tingle ran up my spine. Ever since vampires and vampirism
had come out of the closet five years ago, the news and the tabloid
press had been full of articles on the sensual effect of the
predator-victim relationship. It didn’t seem to matter that all but
a few psychopathic vampires had long ago given up killing human
prey — choosing instead to use a handful of willing people to
provide blood, much as a blood bank did for a hospital — (“the
supermarket approach to blood-sucking,” the New York Times had called it) — the
fear, loathing, and sexual tension caused by the human/vampire
relationship filled the popular imagination.

Just as she filled mine.

Dry facts weren’t giving me control. I took
a deep breath, and slid into the leather chair behind the desk.

“I hope you understand why we contacted
you,” I said.

“Oh, yes.” Her voice was soft. “It’s about
Governor Nichols.”

She had an edge when she spoke his name, a
frission of anger just beneath the surface. I swallowed, feeling
calmer. “I hope you don’t mind if I tape this conversation.”

“I expected you to,” she said, and folded
her hands demurely on her lap. I pressed the button underneath the
desk, activating the room’s taping system, and wondered for a
moment if vampires’ voices taped. But I knew they did. We had
gotten tape on one just a few weeks ago. They didn’t reflect or
film — but that was because of the silvering in the mirrors.

“I understand,” I said, leaning forward and
placing my arms on the desk, “that you’ve never spoken with anyone
about Governor Nichols.”

She smiled, revealing straight, white teeth.
“Oh, I’ve spoken with people,” she said. “Only no one believed
me.”

I froze. Her last sentence had thrown me. We
were planning, with her cooperation, to smear the former governor
by linking him to a vampire as her cow. Our preliminary surveys of
150 voters showed that such a thing would work as effectively as
gay bashing had in the eighties. “What do you mean?”

“On July 4, 1966, your friend, the former
governor of California, raped me.” She never took her gaze off
mine. She spoke calmly, but the ends to the words were clipped as
if she had to spit them out.

I let out the air I had been holding. She
was lying. We couldn’t bring this to the media. They would skin her
alive. “Why didn’t you press charges?”

A half smile, curving those delicate lips
into her firm cheekbones. “I tried. It was 1966. I was told that a
woman who ran an escort service shouldn’t complain when she got
famous business.”

“Who told you that?”

“The detective in charge,” she said. “An
unfortunately deceased man named Petrie. His superior officers
backed up his prejudice. I haven’t spoken of the incident since. I
figure it would be even tougher to convince people now that they
know I belong to a completely different race.”

“Why didn’t you go after him?”

Her eyes seemed to tilt downward with an
expression of deep sadness, as if she were disappointed in me for
asking the question. “Come now, Mr. Catton. What did you expect me
to do? Fly into his house on bat wings and rip out his throat?”

“Something like that,” I mumbled. My cheeks
grew warm. I guess I had expected that. Old fictional images died
hard. Studies had shown that vampires lacked the ability to
shapeshift and mesmerize, although they did have centuries’ long
lifespans and the appearance of eternal youth.

“Mr. Catton, I have used my political
contacts for the better part of two decades to keep the former
Governor of California out of the presidency. But times are
changing, and the country doesn’t seem to care what kind of man he
is as long as he presents a positive media image. Grandfatherly
always seems to work in this country. Well, as you know, any
connection with me would ruin Nichols’ grandfatherly image.” She
stood and smoothed her skirt. “The problem you face is that I am
unwilling to be linked to that slime romantically or parasitically.
We will denounce him as a man capable of extreme violence or you
will not have my cooperation.”

“Forgive me,” I said from my chair, “but I
don’t think Middle America would care that you got raped.”

She took a step backwards as if I had
slapped her myself. “I suppose you’re right,” she said. “Middle
America would simply figure that a woman like me deserved it.”
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I was shaking by the time I got home. Alison
had gone to bed, leaving a single light on near the fireplace.
Embers glowed, light reflecting across the shiny hardwood floor.
This place always filled me with a kind of pride — the way the
couches framed the oriental rugs, the fresh flowers on the Duncan
Fife end tables, the lemon-scented neatness of the condo itself.
Even though I had been raised a Catton, my mother kept a messy,
“lived-in” house in Connecticut that hide my father’s wealth. I
preferred an immaculate, House Beautiful style.

Except tonight. Tonight I wanted to kick off
my shoes, scrunch the rugs, and huddle near the television set. But
I pulled off my shoes and hung them on the shoe rack in the closet
beside the door, walked stocking-footed across the slippery floor
and sat at the dining room table, staring at the fruit basket,
perfectly arranged, with bananas on the side, oranges at the base
and apples on top.

Veronique had gotten to me.
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